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FISHER’S GHOST

John Lang

1859




In the colony of New South Wales, at a place called Penrith, distant from Sydney about thirty-seven miles, lived a farmer named Fisher. He had been, originally, transported, but had become free by servitude. Unceasing toil, and great steadiness of character, had acquired for him a considerable property, for a person in his station of life. His lands and stock were not worth less than four thousand pounds. He was unmarried and was about forty-five years old.


Suddenly Fisher disappeared; and one of his neighbours – a man named Smith – gave out that he had gone to England, but would return in two or three years. Smith produced a document, purporting to be executed by Fisher; and, according to this document, Fisher had appointed Smith to act as his agent during his absence. Fisher was a man of very singular habits and eccentric character and his silence about his departure, instead of creating surprise, was declared to be “exactly like him.”


About six months after Fisher’s disappearance, an old man called Ben Weir, who had a small farm near Penrith and who always drove his own cart to market, was returning from Sydney one night when he beheld, seated on a rail which bounded the road – Fisher. The night was very dark and the distance of the fence from the middle of the road was, at least, twelve yards. Weir, nevertheless, saw Fisher’s figure seated on the rail. He pulled his old mare up, and called out, “Fisher, is that you?” No answer was returned; but there, still on the rail, sat the form of the man with whom he had been on the most intimate terms. Weir – who was not drunk, though he had taken several glasses of strong liquor on the road – jumped off his cart and approached the rail. To his surprise, the form vanished.


“Well,” exclaimed old Weir, “this is very curious, anyhow;” and, breaking several branches of a sapling so as to mark the exact spot, he remounted his cart, put his old mare into a jog-trot and soon reached his home.


Ben was not likely to keep this vision a secret from his old woman. All that he had seen he faithfully related to her.


“Hold our nonsense, Ben!” was old Betty’s reply. “You know you have been a drinking and disturbing of your imagination. Ain’t Fisher agone to England? And if he had a come back, do you think we shouldn’t a heard on it?”


“Ay, Betty!” said old Ben, “but he’d a cruel gash in his forehead and the blood was all fresh like. Faith, it makes me shudder to think on’t. It were his ghost.”


“How can you talk so foolish, Ben?” said the old woman. “You must be drunk surely to get on about ghosteses.”


“I tell thee I am not drunk,” rejoined old Ben, angrily. “There’s been foul play, Betty; I’m sure on’t. There sat Fisher on the rail – not more than a matter of two mile from this. Egad, it were on his own fence that he sat. There he was, in his shirtsleeves, with his arms a folded; just as he used to sit when he was a waiting for anybody coming up the road. Bless you, Betty, I seed ’im till I was as close as I am to thee; when, all on a sudden, he vanished, like smoke.”


“Nonsense, Ben: don’t talk of it,” said old Betty, “or the neighbours will only laugh at you. Come to bed and you’ll forget all about it before tomorrow morning.”


Old Ben went to bed; but he did not next morning forget all about what he had seen on the previous night: on the contrary, he was more positive than before. However, at the earnest and often repeated request of the old woman, he promised not to mention having seen Fisher’s ghost, for fear that it might expose him to ridicule.


On the following Thursday night, when old Ben was returning from market – again in his cart – he saw, seated upon the same rail, the identical apparition. He had purposely abstained from drinking that day and was in the full possession of all his senses. On this occasion old Ben was too much alarmed to stop. He urged the old mare on and got home as speedily as possible. As soon as he had unharnessed and fed the mare and taken his purchases out of the cart, he entered his cottage, lighted his pipe, sat over the fire with his better half and gave her an account of how he had disposed of his produce and what he had brought back from Sydney in return. After this he said to her, “Well, Betty, I’m not drunk tonight, anyhow, am I?”


“No,” said Betty. “You are quite sober, sensible like, tonight, Ben; and therefore you have come home without any ghost in your head. Ghosts! Don’t believe there is such things.”


“Well, you are satisfied I am not drunk; but perfectly sober,” said the old man.


“Yes, Ben,” said Betty.


“Well, then,” said Ben, “I tell thee what, Betty. I saw Fisher tonight agin!”


“Stuff!” cried old Betty.


“You may say stuff” said the old farmer; “but I tell you what – I saw him as plainly as I did last Thursday night. Smith is a bad ’un! Do you think Fisher would ever have left this country without coming to bid you and me goodbye?”


“It’s all fancy!” said old Betty. “Now drink your grog and smoke your pipe and think no more about the ghost. I won’t hear on’t.”


“I’m as fond of my grog and my pipe as most men,” said old Ben; “but I’m not going to drink anything tonight. It may be all fancy, as you call it, but I am now going to tell Mr Grafton all I saw, and what I think;” and with these words he got up and left the house.


* * * *


Mr Grafton was a gentleman who lived about a mile from old Weir’s farm. He had been formerly a lieutenant in the navy, but was now on half-pay and was a settler in the new colony; he was, moreover, in the commission of the peace.


When old Ben arrived at Mr Grafton’s house, Mr Grafton was about to retire to bed; but he requested old Ben might be shown in. He desired the farmer to take a seat by the fire and then enquired what was the latest news in Sydney.


“The news in Sydney, sir, is very small,” said old Ben; “wheat is falling, but maize still keeps its price – seven and sixpence a bushel: but I want to tell you, sir, something that will astonish you.”


“What is it, Ben?” asked Mr Grafton.


“Why, sir,” resumed old Ben, “you know I am not a weak-minded man, nor a fool, exactly; for I was born and bred in Yorkshire.”


“No, Ben, I don’t believe you to be weak-minded, nor do I think you a fool,” said Mr Grafton; “but what can you have to say that you come at this late hour and that you require such a preface?”


“That I have seen the ghost of Fisher, sir,” said the old man; and he detailed the particulars of which the reader is already in possession.


Mr Grafton was at first disposed to think with old Betty, that Ben had seen Fisher’s Ghost through an extra glass or two of rum on the first night; and that on the second night, when perfectly sober, he was unable to divest himself of the idea previously entertained. But after a little consideration the words “How very singular!” involuntarily escaped him.


“Go home, Ben,” said Mr Grafton, “and let me see you tomorrow at sunrise. We will go together to the place where you say you saw the ghost.”


Mr Grafton used to encourage the aboriginal natives of New South Wales (that race which has been very aptly described “the last link in the human chain”) to remain about his premises. At the head of a little tribe then encamped on Mr Grafton’s estate, was a sharp young man named Johnny Crook. The peculiar faculty of the aboriginal natives of New South Wales, of tracking the human foot not only over grass but over the hardest rock; and of tracking the whereabouts of runaways by signs imperceptible to civilised eyes, is well known; and this man, Johnny Crook, was famous for his skill in this particular art of tracking. He had recently been instrumental in the apprehension of several desperate bushrangers whom he had tracked over twenty-seven miles of rocky country and fields, which they had crossed bare-footed, in the hope of checking the black fellow in the progress of his keen pursuit with the horse police.


When old Ben Weir made his appearance in the morning at Mr Grafton’s house, the black chief, Johnny Crook, was summoned to attend. He came and brought with him several of his subjects. The party set out, old Weir showing the way. The leaves on the branches of the saplings which he had broken on the first night of seeing the ghost were withered and sufficiently pointed out the exact rail on which the phantom was represented to have sat. There were stains upon the rail. Johnny Crook, who had then no idea of what he was required for, pronounced these stains to be “White man’s blood;” and, after searching about for some time, he pointed to a spot whereon he said a human body had been laid.


In New South Wales long droughts are not very uncommon; and not a single shower of rain had fallen for seven months previously – not sufficient even to lay the dust upon the roads.


In consequence of the time that had elapsed, Crook had no small difficulty to contend with; but in about two hours he succeeded in tracking the footsteps of one man to the unfrequented side of a pond at some distance. He gave it as his opinion that another man had been dragged thither. The savage walked round and round the pond, eagerly examining its borders and the sedges and weeds springing up around it. At first he seemed baffled. No clue had been washed ashore to show that anything unusual had been sunk in the pond; but, having finished this examination, he laid himself down on his face and looked keenly along the surface of the smooth and stagnant water. Presently he jumped up, uttered a cry peculiar to the natives when gratified by finding some long-sought object, clapped his hands and, pointing to the middle of the pond to where the decomposition of some sunken substance had produced a slimy coating streaked with prismatic colours, he exclaimed, “White man’s fat!” The pond was immediately searched; and, below the spot indicated, the remains of a body were discovered. A large stone and a rotted silk handkerchief were found near the body; these had been used to sink it.


That it was the body of Fisher there could be no question. It might have been identified by the teeth; but on the waistcoat there were some large brass buttons which were immediately recognised, both by Mr Grafton and by old Ben Weir, as Fisher’s property. He had worn those buttons on his waistcoat for several years.


Leaving the body by the side of the pond and old Ben and the blacks to guard it, Mr Grafton cantered up to Fisher’s house. Smith was not only in possession of all the missing man’s property, but had removed to Fisher’s house. It was about a mile and a half distant. He enquired for Mr Smith. Mr Smith, who was at breakfast, came out and invited Mr Grafton to alight; Mr Grafton accepted the invitation and after a few desultory observations said, “Mr Smith, I am anxious to purchase a piece of land on the other side of the road, belonging to this estate, and I would give a fair price for it. Have you the power to sell?”


“Oh yes, sir,” replied Smith. “The power which I hold from Fisher is a general power;” and he forthwith produced a document purporting to be signed by Fisher, but which was not witnessed.


“If you are not very busy, I should like to show you the piece of land I allude to,” said Mr Grafton.


“Oh certainly, sir. I am quite at your service,” said Smith; and he then ordered his horse to be saddled.


It was necessary to pass the pond where the remains of Fisher’s body were then exposed. When they came near to the spot, Mr Grafton, looking Smith full in the face, said, “Mr Smith, I wish to show you something. Look here!” He pointed to the decomposed body and narrowly watching Mr Smith’s countenance, remarked: “These are the remains of Fisher. How do you account for their being found in this pond?”


Smith, with the greatest coolness, got off his horse, minutely examined the remains and then admitted that there was no doubt they were Fisher’s. He confessed himself at a loss to account for their discovery, unless it could be (he said) that somebody had waylaid him on the road when he left his home for Sydney; had murdered him for the gold and banknotes which he had about his person and had then thrown him into the pond. “My hands, thank heaven!” he concluded, “are clean. If my old friend could come to life again, he would tell you that I had no hand in his horrible murder.”


Mr Grafton knew not what to think. He was not a believer in ghosts. Could it be possible, he began to ask himself, that old Weir had committed this crime and – finding it weigh heavily on his conscience and fearing that he might be detected – had trumped up the story about the ghost – had pretended that he was led to the spot by supernatural agency – and thus by bringing the murder voluntarily to light, hoped to stifle all suspicion? But then, he considered Weir’s excellent character, his kind disposition and good-nature. These at once put to flight his suspicion of Weir; but still he was by no means satisfied of Smith’s guilt, much as appearances were against him.


Fisher’s servants were examined and stated that their master had often talked of going to England on a visit to his friends and of leaving Mr Smith to manage his farm; and that though they were surprised when Mr Smith came and said he had “gone at last,” they did not think it at all unlikely that he had done so. An inquest was held and a verdict of willful murder found against Thomas Smith. He was thereupon transmitted to Sydney for trial, at the ensuing sessions, in the supreme court. The case naturally excited great interest in the colony; and public opinion respecting Smith’s guilt was evenly balanced.


The day of trial came; and the court was crowded almost to suffocation. The Attorney-General very truly remarked that there were circumstances connected with the case which were without any precedent in the annals of jurisprudence. The only witnesses were old Weir and Mr Grafton. Smith, who defended himself with great composure and ability, cross-examined them at considerable length and with consummate skill. The prosecution having closed, Smith addressed the jury (which consisted of military officers) in his defence. He admitted that the circumstances were strong against him; but he most ingeniously proceeded to explain them. The power of attorney, which he produced, he contended had been regularly granted by Fisher and he called several witnesses who swore that they believed the signature to be that of the deceased. He, further, produced a will, which had been drawn up by Fisher’s attorney, and by that will Fisher had appointed Smith his sole executor, in the event of his death. He declined, he said, to throw any suspicion on Weir; but he would appeal to the common sense of the jury whether the ghost story was entitled to any credit; and, if it were not, to ask themselves why it had been invented? He alluded to the fact – which in cross-examination Mr Grafton swore to – that when the remains were first shown to him, he did not conduct himself as a guilty man would have been likely to do, although he was horror-stricken on beholding the hideous spectacle. He concluded by invoking the Almighty to bear witness that he was innocent of the diabolical crime for which he had been arranged. The judge (the late Sir Francis Forbes) recapitulated the evidence. It was not an easy matter to deal with that part of it which had reference to the apparition: and if the charge of the judge had any leaning one way or the other, it was decidedly in favour of an acquittal. The jury retired; but, after deliberating for seven hours, they returned to the court, with a verdict of guilty.


The judge then sentenced the prisoner to be hanged on the following Monday. It was on a Thursday night that he was convicted. On the Sunday, Smith expressed a wish to see a clergyman. His wish was instantly attended to, when he confessed that he, and he alone, committed the murder; and that it was upon the very rail where Weir swore that he had seen Fisher’s ghost sitting, that he had knocked out Fisher’s brains with a tomahawk. The power of attorney he likewise confessed was a forgery, but declared that the will was genuine.


This is very extraordinary, but is, nevertheless, true in substance, if not in every particular. Most persons who have visited Sydney for any length of time will no doubt have had it narrated to them.



WHAT DID
 MISS DARRINGTON SEE?

Emma B. Cobb

1870




It was not so very long ago, for it was only about a year before the outbreak of the great rebellion, that Colonel Sibthorpe, living at Catalpa Grove, County, Kentucky, wrote to Mr. Allen, a merchant in Boston, with whom he had large dealings, to procure for him a governess. The correspondent was requested to look out for a young person capable of “finishing” the education of the colonel’s two motherless daughters, aged respectively eighteen and sixteen, and of preparing his younger son for admission to a Southern college.


Mr. Allen was at first not a little embarrassed by a commission so entirely out of the ordinary course of business; but as he had a strong desire to oblige his Kentucky friend and customer, he at once set about making inquiries for a suitable person to “fill the order.” Whether his search was attended with much or little difficulty I am unable to say; I only know that it resulted in the engagement, at a liberal salary, of Miss Elizabeth Darrington, from whom I have derived the chief incidents of the story I am about to relate, and who has reluctantly consented to my making them public.


Perhaps you have seen Miss Darrington? If so, I dare be sworn that you remember her more vividly than many a handsomer woman. At the time I speak of she was about twenty-four, a small figure, slight now, but promising fullness as time should go on; a face neither beautiful nor plain in feature, but showing intellect and esprit, and a manner unmistakably that of a gentlewoman. (It is a word little used now, but it expresses what I mean far more accurately than the flip pant term “lady.”) Sprung from one of the oldest and best families in Massachusetts – one which had produced governors and legislators in the early colonial time, and in nearly every generation since some man of shining mark – she had not only inherited a fair share of the family talent, but she had breathed an atmosphere of intellect and culture from her infancy. She had also been early forced by circumstances into a position of self-reliance, and had learned to think and act independently. The result was a character not so easily summed up as that of a woman of the model sort, made up after the ideal of newspaper homilists, and the reverend gentlemen who lecture on the “Woman Question.” Such as these would have found something of a paganism in the very virtues of Miss Darrington, without, perhaps, perceiving that there was a touch of nobility even in her faults. Proud, certainly – everything about her, from the curve of her well-cut lip to the high-arched instep of a rather small foot, attested to that fact. Cold? I am not so sure. Her best friends said so; and at least the glance of her eye was cool and steady. Yet she had a keen physical organization, and enjoyed life with a zest unknown to duller and narrower natures. In short, she was one of those women, peculiarly the product of our later civilization, in whom the brain is uppermost, feeling in abeyance, and gifted with a power of self-rule which, if they do suffer, enables them to hide it as skillfully as a Mohican. She liked men, but they seldom got farther with her than the point of good-comradeship. Very young men, by the way, were inclined to fight a little shy of her; but she liked shrewd elderly ones, and these were always her admirers. Her manner, too, was not the modest violet manner of the model woman; there was just a touch of conscious power in it – a fine, well-bred self-assertion, which stood her in good stead in her peculiar position at Catalpa Grove, and enabled her to keep the young ladies of the house very much in order. In those days Northern governesses of the meek sort used often to fare a little dismally among those high-spirited and not over-cultivated Southern girls. But one glance into the level gray eyes of Miss Darrington would have convinced a duller than the Sibthorpes that this was a woman on whom it would be dangerous to play off any airs of superiority. They had a wholesome fear of her at the end of the first hour, but they cordially liked her by the end of the first week, and their respect and liking never diminished while she remained with them. The truth is, real New England “blue blood” is the very bluest in America, and the pride it engenders is more than a match for the haughtiest “F. F. V.” – a fact which our Southern friends did not know so well before the war as they do now, for the reason that in their isolated plantation life they were seldom brought in contact with the real thing. They had their estimate of the Northern spirit from second and third rate specimens. The Sibthorpes were fine girls, however, and when they found out the stuff the governess had in her they were ready enough to make Catalpa Grove a pleasant abode for her, and soon its gaieties were incomplete without her.


The grove was in a populous county, and within easy visiting distance of the city of L – . There was always open house, and a very delightful house at that. The colonel was a good specimen of the Kentucky gentleman, frank, hearty, hospitable, and well-bred, until you touched his prejudices. He greatly admired Miss Darrington, and, in deed, showed some disposition to give his feelings practical expression, but was skillfully checked by the lady before he had committed himself. It did not in the least suit her book to be made love to by her host. She had undertaken a profitable year’s task, and she wanted the salary. She did not choose either to resign the chance of earning it or to be made uncomfortable by the presence in the house of a rejected suitor.


You think I am describing a hard and selfish woman. What do you think she was down there governessing for, that finely trained, thorough-bred creature, among those free-and-easy, not over intellectual Kentuckians? She was the eldest of four children. Her father was dead, and her mother a delicate, fine lady, as lovely and as helpless as a baby or a flower. Elizabeth was the support of the family. She kept the children at school, and wrote every week to her mother a long letter, full of fun and nonsense and merry rattle, to make that dear woman believe she had not a care in the world. But, trust me, she had plenty.


Miss Darrington had been about six months at the grove when, one morning in March, the household was thrown into a little cheerful commotion by a letter from Tom Sibthorpe, the colonel’s eldest son, announcing his return home. He wrote to say that he should bring with him a friend, a young Cuban, with whom he had been traveling, and whom – for I am compelled to give him a fictitious name – I shall call Raphael Aldama. The expected advent of this stranger caused not a little excitement to the. young ladies of the grove. He was of Spanish birth, but his family had lived for years in Havana, and he had formerly been at school with Tom Sibthorpe in New Orleans. The girls had never seen him; but they told Miss Darrington the most remarkable stories about him, of his wonderful personal beauty, his astonishing strength, his terrible temper and reckless daring, his duels and scrapes. He was very rich, very haughty, very magnificent. They were wild to see him, but rather inclined to be afraid of him. He was said to be as irresistible with women as he was dangerous with men. Miss Darrington did not find their picture of the expected guest particularly attractive. She laughed to herself, mentally decided that the romantic Cuban was probably a very ordinary young savage, and thought no more about him.


The travelers reached Catalpa Grove on the day expected. It was in the afternoon that they arrived; and his imperial highness, Signor Raphael, was pleased to retire immediately to bed, where he spent the night and the whole of the next day. All day long the two Sibthorpe girls were in a little fever of excitement, and were not above showing it. Alice could not practice her music lesson, and Rosalie had more trouble than usual with French verbs. They laid out their prettiest toilets for the evening, and teased Tom Sibthorpe with all sorts of questions about his friend. Miss Darrington listened, a little ennuyée, checked a satirical smile, and yawned behind her fan. When they had fluttered away she arrayed herself in the plain white dress which was her ordinary evening wear, with no ornament, except some scarlet blossoms of the Japan quince in her dark braids, and went down to play gallops and waltzes for the others to dance.


The evening was well-nigh spent, her fingers were getting tired, and she was playing half mechanically, her thoughts carried far away, when Alice Sibthorpe came toward her, leaning on the arm of a gentleman, and begged to present the Signor Aldama, who desired the pleasure of her acquaintance. She looked up, indifferently, and met the glance of an eye before whose fiery and intolerable splendor her own for an instant fell – for an instant only. She was quite too practiced a woman of the world to lose her self-possession, though for a moment compelled to acknowledge the force of a magnetism more powerful than her own. A voice peculiarly soft and melodious addressed her, and the sweet, measured tones in which she replied betrayed no disturbance. Alice took her place at the piano, and she moved to a sofa, the stranger placing himself at her side; and she found herself studying curiously the face before her.


It was a very handsome face. She acknowledged that instantly. A white forehead, smooth as a boy’s, over which the black hair clustered in heavy rings; an arched nose, the wide delicate nostril of which had a quiver of pride in it, like what one sees in fiery young horses; lips full yet firm, a strange sweetness in their smile, yet a fierceness in their passionate curve which suggested possibilities of cruelty. The eye was large and looked like black velvet, with the flash of a diamond in its centre. With all this a figure strong yet slender, a springing, catlike tread, and a manner full of lazy grace, yet marred by something of haughty indifference.


Miss Darrington looked now steadily into the eyes whose bold, strong glance had at first beaten down her own, and recognized the nature of the soul that looked out from them. “It is a case for Van Amburgh,” she said to herself, “or Girard, the lion-tamer. What jungle can have reared a wild animal like this?” But the low musical voice in which he addressed her did not accord with his harsh impression, and his manner at the moment was almost reverent in its gentle respect.


From that evening an intimacy singularly close and confidential existed between these two. I say existed, for it was a thing which had no growth; it seemed to spring up, “full-statured, in an hour.” But whether it were of the nature of love or friendship the lookers-on were puzzled to decide. But, at least, he seemed never willingly absent from her company, and she had an evident pleasure in having him near her. Yet she certainly made no effort to attract him. So much was admitted, even by the two Sibthorpe girls, who, having, perhaps, anticipated an admirer in their brother’s friend may have felt a twinge of resentment at seeing him immediately carried off by the governess. But they were not ill-natured, and they had no lack of admirers; so they soon accepted the situation, wondering a little, too, for it was not vanity in them to think that, in point of beauty as well as youth, they had the advantage. But Raphael had known plenty of beautiful women – had enjoyed to the full the incense of their admiration – while a woman with brains was a new revelation to him. The spell of intellect and culture he found irresistible. This was the more strange as he was the last man whom a superficial judgment would have supposed likely to be attracted by such qualities. He had very little culture himself, little education, indeed, in the ordinary sense of the word. But he had seen a great deal of life in his five-and-twenty years – a life of vivid impressions and keen emotions. He had always been his own master, knowing from boyhood no law but his own will. The result was a character fixed in its mould, yet giving the impression of immaturity. Though really older than Miss Darrington, he seemed to her like a grown-up child. His nature showed a tinge of barbarism, a certain antique simplicity, which seemed to be long to a past age. She could not fail to see that intellectually she was vastly his superior; and it is good evidence of the natural nobility of the man’s nature that he, too, recognized that fact without resenting it. He had worshiped passionately at many a lovely shrine, but never quite free from the haughty feeling that his homage honored her on whom it lighted. Now, for the first time in his life, his boldness had become timidity, his audacity respect. The story of “Undine” may repeat itself in more forms than one. The soul in this half-savage breast sprang into conscious life with the first pure, unselfish love which had ever dwelt there. Unselfish, for he knew from the very first that it was hopeless. She was honest with him all through. She let him see that truly as she liked him, frankly as she admired him, she had only friendship to give him. Not that she told him so in words – a woman is a blunderer to whom such words are necessary – but he did not fail to perceive the truth.


Yet it must be confessed that she found in his companionship a wonderful charm, the secret of which she could never fully analyze. It might lie partly in his remarkable beauty – always a spell to any woman – or the intense personal magnetism by which he affected all who came near him. It might be the very contrast between her own complex but balanced nature and this romantic and ardent, though untutored soul. Then, too, he adored her, and what woman ever lived who did not love to be worshiped? His honest affection must have been inexpressibly soothing to her often-wearied spirit. I think she might even have loved him but for the recollection of – but that is her secret, and has nothing to do with my story.


So, though on the frankest terms of intimacy, they never talked of love. Without surrounding herself with any apparent defenses, she compelled him to a complete reserve in that direction. A coquette might have refused to listen to him; she assumed that he had nothing to say, and so persistently ignored the possibility of anything else that he could not escape the position she assigned him.


Of course it was not to be expected that this sudden and close intimacy could escape comment in the little circle at the Grove. But after the first dash of surprise they treated the matter with indifference, good naturedly, willing that the parties should please themselves. Only Tom Sibthorpe, gifted with a somewhat more acute observation than the rest, watched the pair with a puzzled interest.


“By Jove!” he said to his sister Alice, “I did not think the woman had lived who could so tame the tiger in Raphael Aldama. Can you tell me the secret of her power? It is not coquetry; she never throws out a lure; yet the very soul of the man is on its knees before her. It can not be beauty; she is not so pretty as you, or Rose; though in the real air de grande dame she beats you both out of the field – that little thing, not over five feet high! I don’t know but it is in her pride, after all. For the first time in his life Raphael has found someone prouder than he is. Do you believe she will marry him?”


“I should think so, certainly,” replied Alice, rather surprised at the doubt.


“Possibly you are right. Women should know women. But I am not sure that she is one to say, ‘all for love, and a world well lost.’”


“How can you be so censorious, Tom?” cried Alice, indignantly. “Miss Darrington is no more cold-hearted than you are. Besides, if it is a question of worldly advantage, she has everything to gain from such a marriage.”


“You think so, my dear, but she knows better. To her the losses might outweigh the gains.”


“What would she lose?”


“The whole world in which she has hitherto lived and moved and had her being. Don’t you see how opposite they are in character, in education, in ideas of life? She has been reared in the stimulating mental atmosphere of the North, and is, to say truth, a very fine specimen of its culture; has grown up in sympathy with the living forces of thought which move the modern world. He is like the child of some past civilization, who does not even known himself out of harmony with this thinking nineteenth century. There can be no spiritual kinship between the two. If she were to marry him she would lose the freedom she prizes beyond everything, and gain, not a mute, but merely an adorer. And such an adorer! A woman might as well trust herself to a typhoon.”


“Don’t you think his love for her would last?”


“How can I tell? He has loved a hundred times before; though, to speak the truth, I never saw him in such earnest as now. But if he did not weary, she would. His passion is too exigeante; it would bore her in a little while.”


“You seem to think she does not care for him.”


“Nay; that is where I am wholly at sea. She is not one to wear her heart on her sleeve for such daws as we to peck at. But, after all, what does it matter? These things are always unequal. Il y a toujours l’un qui baise, et l’autre qui tend le joue.”


“You are a horrid old cynic, Tom.”


“Yes, dear; and a stupid one at that; so let us talk of something else.”


****


So the warm spring days flew swiftly by, and the old house rang with the gayety of that careless Southern life; and these two floated on with the stream, enjoying the present, but knowing well that their plea sure could not last. At least she knew this. She understood that there could be no permanent tie between them. They had drifted together from opposite poles; they would soon drift apart again, and that would be the end. But it was not easy to keep him to this view.


“Why talk of the future at all?” he said, impatiently. “Let me at least dream that I have you forever. These hours are so sweet – I sip them slowly, like drops of some precious wine. I even fancy sometimes that the days go lingeringly, as if the very moments felt the joy they hold, and were loath to depart from us. We are but children playing in the sun; let us play that we are lovers – and love, you know, is eternal.”


“Oh, but that is too idle.”


“Yes; I will have it so,” he said, evidently feeling that he was securing an advantage. “You insist that this companionship of ours is not any part of our real lives. It is a little dream we are dreaming together – a brief drama which we enact. In such a fictitious world it is no matter what roles we take for our own. I choose the part of your lover. You can listen to my vows, for it is only play, you know.”


She laughed, but made no reply. She was unwilling, by objecting, to seem to attach any importance to this new freak. He never relinquished the ground her silence conceded; yet he seemed always to feel that this advantage was a stolen one, and was careful not to press it too far. Though after that he would often hold toward her the language of a lover, he was strangely gentle for one so naturally fierce and wild, and he played with this whim in a half sad, half tender way, which some times moved her more than she chose to show.


Raphael was passionately fond of music, and sang well in a wild, lawless way of his own, though in that, as in everything else, quite guiltless of scientific method. He often chose to be present when Miss


Darrington was giving her morning lesson to the young ladies; and, as what he chose to do it w as rather difficult to prevent, both teacher and pupils soon learned to go on without paying any attention to him.


One memorable morning in May the two girls had finished their lesson and left the room. Raphael, who had been lying on a sofa by the window, with a newspaper over his face, as if asleep, flung it away as they closed the door.


“Now that those chatterers are gone, sing to me, Isabel,” he said. It was one of his caprices to substitute for her stately English name of Elizabeth, whose consonants plagued his southern tongue, the softer Spanish form which is its equivalent.


“What will you have?” she asked, reseating herself. “Are you in a sober mood, or will something gay and sparkling suit you better?”


“Anything you like will please me.”


“That is a very flattering frame of mind in which to find one’s audience. As a reward you shall hear this choice little bit from Tennyson’s ‘Maud,’ which has just been set to music.”


“Very well; I have not an idea who Tennyson is, and never heard of his ‘Maud;’ but if you like it I shall. I only want to hear your voice.”


“What pretty things you say this morning! But I assure you that my grim tones do no justice to it. You should hear Alice.”


“Alice screams like a macaw.”


“That is not quite complimentary to my best pupil. But now, barbarian, be silent, and listen.”


The song was the one, so familiar now, beginning, “There has fallen a splendid tear.” She sang it in a way of her own, rolling out the words at the top, or rather bottom, of her voice, trying to imitate the deep, passionate tones of Maud’s lover, as he stands, half stifled with impatience, listening in the hush of the summer night for the footfall that he loves:



“There has fallen a splendid tear

From the passion-flower at the gate.

She is coming, my dove, my dear;

She is coming, my life, my fate.

The red rose cries, ‘She is near, she is near;’

And the white rose weeps, ‘She is late;’

The larkspur listens, ‘I hear, I hear;’

And the lily whispers, ‘I wait.’





“She is coming, my own, my sweet;

Were it ever so airy a tread,

My heart would hear her and beat,

Were it earth in an earthy bed;

My dust would hear her and beat,

Had I lain for a century dead;

Would start and tremble under her feet,

And blossom in purple and red.’




During the singing of the first stanza Raphael kept his position on the sofa, but the second had not proceeded far when, with a smothered exclamation, he started upright, and sat leaning eagerly forward, listening with a flushed and working face. At the close he sprang to his feet, and came toward her, his eyes burning like coals of fire.


“Jesu Maria! Why do you sing like that to me?”


The passion in his tones made her tremble, but she answered as calmly as possible: “I had no special reason. I thought the song a pretty piece of hyperbole, which would please you.”


“It is not hyperbole; it is truth,” he said, softly, a sudden paleness replacing the flush on his face. He stood close behind her, and leaned over to look at the sheet from which she had been singing. His fingers rested for a moment with a light touch upon her hair – a touch inexpressibly soft and caressing – as he repeated:



“‘My dust would hear her and beat,

Had I lain for a century dead;

Would start and tremble under her feet,

And blossom in purple and red.’




“Why, yes,” he went on, dreamily, “surely the earth does not furnish a grave so deep that the sound of her little foot above it would not send a thrill through his heart.”


“Raphael, I think you rave.”


“Indeed no,” he said, smiling softly. “Can not you see that if I were really your lover, as we only play I am, neither death nor the grave could divide me from you? In life, distance might divide us. Your own coldness, the cruel conveniences of the world in which you live, might build themselves like a wall between us; but were this soul unchained by death I should be free to seek you, and the universe of God is not wide enough to divide me from her I love. Not highest heaven nor deepest hell could keep me from my darling.”


“You would not appear to her in the fashion of the spectre bride groom, in the ballad of ‘Leonora’ we read the other day? Few ladies would like that.”


She spoke lightly, for the scene was becoming too painful, and she felt that she must end it at any cost. But her effort failed. He only smiled – a grave, patient smile, strangely unlike himself, she thought – as he answered:


“No, surely. Do you think I would frighten her, or harm one hair of her little head? Not to terrify, but to bless, would I seek her. And she would know my soul at last, and read all its love for her – a love she was too blind to believe in here.”


Tears sprang to her steadfast eyes. “Dear Raphael,” she said, “I will not wrong you by jesting any more. I do know your generous regard for me, and I am grateful for it. But if I were to listen to you it would be the bane of both. We are not suited to each other. We belong to two different worlds. The air of yours would scorch and blast me, as mine would chill and destroy you.”


“You do not care for me, then?”


“Indeed I do care. I was cold and lonely here, away from all I love; you came, and I was warmed with the sun of the tropics. It is you who give the charm to these sweet spring days which are passing so swiftly. But when they are gone that will be the end. You will leave us, and though you will think of me kindly for a while, the world of excitement and adventure will quickly renew its charm for you, and you will thank me then that I have left you unfettered.”


“And you?” he asked, in a tone of some bitterness. “You will forget me, doubtless?”


“I shall never forget you,” she answered, sadly. “I shall remember you always as the kindest, the most generous of friends. My life is one of labor and care; and this brief holiday we have spent together has the charm which only rare pleasures have. To you it is like the rest of your life, and so its memory will fade the sooner.”


“So you doubt alike my truth and constancy?”


“Doubt your truth? Ah, no. But for constancy – what is it? We are none of us constant – God be thanked, who gives us the power to change. How could we live if we had not that – if every sorrow held its keenness forever?”


“Do I cause you sorrow, Isabel?”


“Only when I see you unhappy. Did you not say that we were children playing in the sun? Then what have we to do with care? Let us play the play out merrily, for the end of it is near.”


She stayed for no reply, but smiling on him kindly, though with swimming eyes, she rose and left the room.

•   •   •   •   •


A week later Raphael went. Imperative business compelled Tom Sibthorpe’s departure, and his friend had no pretext for lingering longer. In the interval he bore himself toward Miss Darrington with a fair degree of the coolness she had been teaching him, but whether from pride or acquired indifference she could not tell. The day before his departure he ordered his horse immediately after breakfast, and rode to L – . She noticed, as he passed the window, that he had exchanged the white linen suit which, in common with other gentlemen at that season, he wore constantly, for a complete black dress.


He was gone nearly all day, only making his appearance after dinner was over, and the whole family assembled in the drawing-room. He had resumed his usual garb, and seemed in very gay spirits. Several guests were present, and he made himself brilliantly agreeable to them, flirted with Rose Sibthorpe, and paid any number of compliments to Alice on her singing. Miss Darrington played superbly, but he did not approach her. When she had finished, however, and walked away from the others into the shelter of a window, he soon followed.


“Have you heard,” he said, “that I go tomorrow?”


“So Tom has been telling me.”


“You speak very quietly. Do you understand that we part finally – that we shall never meet again?”


“Yes, I know.”


The words were almost inaudible, for pain choked her voice. He went on:


“Well, then, since it is so – since we shall never be anything to each other any more, will you not give me something which shall at times remind me of you? Otherwise I might forget you, you know.”


“What shall it be?” she asked, faintly. The smile on his lips was almost more than she could bear.


“Anything which you have worn, so it will seem a part of you.”


“Wear this, then,” drawing from her finger a little plain gold ring.


There was a flash like triumph in his eyes as he received it, and touched it to his lips before placing it upon his own finger.


“Now,” he said, still speaking in the same slow tone, as if he were controlling it by an effort – “now, will you look at what I have here?”


He took a small parcel from the breast of his coat and placed it in her hand. She removed the wrapper, and there appeared a common jewel-case of purple morocco, which, on being opened, revealed, reposing on its velvet bed, a trinket of singular and beautiful workman ship. It was a large drop, or globe, of exquisitely cut crystal, enclosed in a fine net-work of gold.


“Do you like it?” he asked, as she did not speak.


“Who would not? It looks like a soap-bubble tangled in a golden nest, or a great dewdrop bound round with threads of Titania’s hair. Surely you did not find such a rare and curious thing at L – ?”


“No; I carried it there today. For what purpose I am not sure that I dare to tell you. It is an heirloom in our family, and has come down to me through many generations. There is a tradition among us that it is a talisman, and brings good fortune to her who wears it. Will you wear it in memory of the last Aldama?”


Miss Darrington hesitated. “Ought you to part with a thing of such peculiar value?”


He answered with a strange smile: “I do not part with it. I only make of it a link between myself and you. While you wear it you can not wholly forget me. If you wish to do so, reject it.”


She answered by fastening it to her watch-chain. Again that triumphant flash broke from his eyes. Someone approached the window. Their tete-a-tete must come to an end. He leaned toward her and whispered hastily: “Someday, when you look at it, you will learn how high my presumption has soared. But the link between us is riveted now. You can never undo it.” The next moment he had moved away, and was laughing gaily with a group of ladies.


That night, in her own room, as Miss Darrington was laying aside her watch, she once more examined curiously the crystal drop. As she turned it over and over her fingers must have touched a small spring concealed in the gold net-work, for the globe parted in the middle, and the sides falling open, revealed a small but perfect photograph likeness of Raphael himself. This, then, was the errand which had taken him to L – that day; this was the piece of presumption which he had hesitated to confess to her. He had probably believed that she would not discover it till after he was gone. Should she tell him that she had done so, and reject a gift to which he evidently attached a half-superstitious importance? On consideration she decided against this course. It would bring about an exciting and perhaps stormy scene, and could do no good. They were not likely ever to meet again, so no embarrassment could ensue from her acceptance of his gift, and she need never wear it unless she chose.


The two travelers were to leave early next morning, as they had a ride of some miles to reach the nearest railway station. The heat was excessive, and Miss Darrington, who had not been well for some days, found herself languid and suffering; but she went down as usual. Alice Sibthorpe was in the room with her when Raphael came to say good by. He spoke his farewells lightly and gaily to both ladies, and left the room. Alice followed to say another parting word to her brother, and to watch with the rest the bustle of departure. Miss Darrington remained alone, and yielding to the languor of indisposition and the oppressive heat she sank down upon a lounge. A sadness deeper than she was prepared to feel, and which she chose to attribute mainly to physical depression, sent the slow tears stealing through her closed eyelashes.


So sunk was she in the listlessness of her sorrowful mood that she did not heed the opening of the door, or perceive that she was not alone until, looking up, she saw Raphael again beside her. His face was pale, his lips trembled, his eyes flashed darkly through the tears that filled them. He bent over her; she extended her hand. He caught and pressed it in his own so fiercely as almost to draw from her a cry of pain. He seemed making an effort to speak, but his voice died away in his throat.


There was a sound of footsteps approaching the door. He heard it and started. Then suddenly dropping on his knees beside her couch, and bending down to her feet, he kissed them passionately, again and again, and rising, darted from the room. She heard him spring down the staircase, and the next moment the clatter of his horse’s hoofs dashing away, and the voice of Tom Sibthorpe swearing at him to stop.


Miss Darrington was both shocked and pained by an incident which revealed a feeling on the part of her friend so much deeper than she had thought possible. But she consoled herself with the reflection that with him all emotions, though keen, were transient. Some other woman, she believed, would soon ensnare his fickle fancy, and efface from his mind all memories of pain. “I shall regret him longer than he will me,” she said, and turned to work as the best cure for sorrowful thoughts.


* * * *


The autumn of the year 1868 found Miss Darrington living in Boston. A busy woman now, for life with her had been steadily gathering new interests and occupations. Some youthful dreams, indeed, had faded out of sight, some triumphs anticipated once had been wholly missed; yet in the career she had marked out for herself a fair measure of success had rewarded her efforts, and won her the recognition so dear to us all. Without being a famous woman, she had secured a position which enabled her to make her social world what she would. She was happy and cheerful, for with her no sense was dulled, no power of enjoyment diminished; only the uneasy restlessness of youth had passed, and given place to the secure repose of one who has found her place and learned to fill it.


With a life thus pleasantly full, it was not surprising that the episode of her Kentucky sojourn gradually faded from her thoughts. As for her Cuban friend, it was seldom now that the idea of him returned to her. Beautiful as he had been to her, the passing tendresse she had felt for him had taken no hold upon her life. She had never woven his image with a single dream of the future; and the feeling with which she remembered him, though grateful and even tender, had no longing in it. The little globe of crystal still hung at her watch-chain, recalling, when it met her eye, a pleasant memory of those spring days they had spent together; but for that reminder she might perhaps not have thought of him at all. She had never seen him, and all that she knew of him could be briefly told. On the outbreak of the war he had entered the Confederate army, held the rank of colonel, and fought with reckless bravery. But becoming offended at some real or fancied slight put upon him by his commanding officer, he resigned his commission; and the next thing known of him he was enlisted on the Union side. Probably he was actuated each time more by a love of adventure than by any special sympathy with the cause either of Union or rebellion. Severely wounded in the third year of the war, he again withdrew from the service, and returned to Cuba. At Havana he had a quarrel – it was only about a dog – with an Englishman in the street; and the result was a duel, in which the Englishman was killed. To avoid the consequences of this affair he went to Mexico; and in that ever-seething caldron of revolution and tumult he was finally lost to view.


****


One evening late in September – it was the twenty-ninth, as she had reason afterward to note – Miss Darrington sat alone in the little room which served her as a study. It was a narrow but lofty apartment, its single high-arched window looked westward over the green trees of a square, with a glimpse of the Charles Riving shining beyond. A library table, a single tall book-case, a lounge, a bust or two, some flowers in the window – these were nearly all the objects noticeable in the room.


Miss Darrington, who had been unusually busy all day, laid down her pen, and, leaning wearily back in her armchair, turned her eyes on the glowing evening sky. It had been a day of unusual beauty, very warm for the season; and the sun was setting in a sky soft, brilliant, and clear. A flood of yellow light streamed on the quiet river and brightened the distant view. The spires and leafy domes of Cambridge swam in a golden haze. The softened radiance filled the little room, and, falling about the lady herself, seemed to wrap her in an atmosphere of reverie. She was dreamily conscious of the beauty of the parting day; but she was not thinking of that, or, indeed, of anything definite. She was, in fact, physically and mentally tired; and it was perhaps owing to this that a kind of depression stole over her – not really a sense of pain or sorrow, only a heavy languor of spirit, a feeling more tinged with the hue of sadness than was habitual with her. A long time elapsed. The sunlight slowly withdrew; the splendor of the sky passed into the paleness of evening, and a few of the larger stars began to show them selves; but still she remained motionless, and half unconscious of place or time.


“Isabel!”


The name was uttered almost at her elbow in a low, clear voice, whose accents were unmistakable, even if she had not on the instant remembered who alone in all the world had ever called her by that name. She turned eagerly to welcome the unexpected guest. “Raphael!” she exclaimed, in accents of undisguised pleasure.


He was standing just within the room. The door, a heavy one, was closed; and she wondered in a flash of thought how it could have opened to admit him unheard by her. She half rose to meet him; but a strange thrill shot through her, and an irresistible force bound her to her seat. She looked at him fixedly. There was still enough of brightness in the fading twilight for her to recognize unmistakably his form and features. But his face was very pale, and there was a look upon it unlike anything she had ever seen there. So sad, yet so still – so full of some strange calm – it filled her with awe. She noticed that he wore a dress half military in its character, with some tarnished gold embroidery upon the breast, and a large cloak, thrown back and falling from his shoulders as he stood, his hat in his hand, in an attitude of careless grace she well remembered. He was so near she could almost have touched him with her hand. But yet he never spoke; only his lips parted with a tender smile, and his eyes dwelt on her with a glance so intense, so full of fathomless love and sorrow, it was more than her heart could bear.


She tried to speak; but though her lips shaped his name, her voice died away in a husky whisper. Suddenly over the pale sad face broke a look of rapturous joy – a smile like the sunshine of heaven; and in that instant the figure vanished – was gone utterly in a breath; and the lady felt that she was alone.


Miss Darrington is not a nervous woman, but it was some minutes before she could summon sufficient calmness to act, or even to think. Then she rang her bell, and a servant came to the door. “Come in,” she said, in answer to his respectful tap. But when he attempted to obey her the door was found locked on the inside. She remembered that she had herself turned the key some hours before to secure herself from interruption. Moreover, the man, on being questioned, declared with evident truth that no visitor had passed in or out of the house since noon. It was by a strong effort of will that she now drove back the superstitious feelings that assaulted her, and forced a smile at her own absurdity. Of course the thing was an illusion, a trick of the imagination played on by nerves overworn with work. It was odd, though, that imagination should have raised up so vividly the image of one who certainly had not recently been in her thoughts. Then, too, her memory could hardly have supplied some details of this vision; they were unfamiliar. Where could she have got the picture of her friend in that garb? The wide gray cloak, the gold-laced military dress – these were very unlike the negligent white linen suit in which she remembered him. Only on one occasion had she seen him dressed otherwise, and that was the day when he rode to L, to sit for the photograph which still hung at her side. On that day he had put on a black evening dress. Then the voice which had uttered her name – a name which only he had ever applied to her. How could imagination have raised that sound in her ear with such suddenness as to give her a shock of surprise?


It was odd, certainly; but she did not choose to indulge herself in morbid fancies upon the subject. Convinced that a low physical condition was really responsible for the illusion of which she had been the victim, she resolutely put the whole thing out of her mind, and set herself to get back the healthy tone to which nature entitled her. She left off writing, rode and walked frequently, and went much into society. But she was not able to dissipate the impression made upon her mind by what she had seen. Whenever she thought of it it was with a renewal of the same strange thrill which she had contended with at the time. She could not help recalling certain words which Raphael had once spoken to her, how he had vowed to seek her through the universe when death should have left him free to do so. Could such things be? And had death really freed that fiery and generous spirit? If so, where and when had he passed away? In a country so full of political and social turmoil as Mexico it was easy to imagine all possible contingencies, especially with a man of his temper. She found herself frequently turning to the columns of “Mexican correspondence” in the newspapers, for the chance of lighting upon his name; yet she knew well how easy it would be, in the chaos of that country, for a single stranger to vanish out of life and leave no trace. And then she told herself again that this was all nonsense and nerves; that her old friend was probably alive and well somewhere, and that he had forgotten her as completely as if she had never crossed his path. So, by degrees, the intensity of her first impression wore off, and her mind was regaining its accustomed poise, when a new incident occurred.


Tom Sibthorpe, at the close of the war, had settled himself to the practice of law in New York. He and Miss Darrington often met, and a warm friendship had grown up between them, kept alive by a frequent correspondence, not sentimental, but much like that which two clever men are apt to enjoy. One day early in December the lady received a letter from her friend, in which, after discussing in a lively manner one or two items of personal gossip, a new book, and the last bon-mot, the writer said:


“Have you heard that it is all over with our poor friend Aldama? He was one of the few victims of the almost bloodless revolution with which sleepy old Spain has just been astonishing the world. I was not unprepared to hear of him as involved in that affair, for I knew that the dream of a free and regenerated Spain had taken strong hold upon him. You remember that, notwithstanding his long residence in Cuba, he was always intensely a Spaniard in feeling. Seven or eight months ago he went to London, and fell in with Prim and his conclave of schemers. Of course they made much of him, for he was just the man for their purposes. His reckless courage, his familiarity with every species of dangerous adventure, his indifference to the ordinary objects of ambition, which took him out of the list of rivals, and the immense wealth at his command, would make him invaluable to them. He entered heart and soul into their schemes; but he seems to have been haunted by a presentiment that his life would be the cost. Some time in the summer he wrote me a long letter, in which, though it had occasional flashes of his old self, it was plain to see that he was oppressed by some strong foreboding. His life, he said, had never been of any use to himself or anyone. He had wasted it all in the pursuit of a pleasure he had never found, chasing a phantom of happiness which had forever fled before him. It might partly redeem the worthlessness of such a life if he could strike one blow for Spain and liberty. If his country was to be free, some of her sons must bleed for her, and he could at least die as well as a better man. Then suddenly changing both his tone and topic, he referred to our school-days together, recalling certain wild frolics we two had shared, in a gay and witty way that made me laugh then, but which now I can only think upon with tears. That was the last I heard from him until a few days ago, when a letter from my sister Alice, who, as you know, is married to Mr. Manners, an Englishman living in Madrid, gave me the whole sad story.


****


“It was in the month of August that Raphael, choosing, as usual, the post of greatest danger, went from Paris to Madrid, to communicate with the heads of the conspiracy there. The southern provinces were already alive with insurrection, but none of his friends in the city thought of connecting him with the movement. Only George Manners, a young relative of my brother-in-law, became, to some extent, his confidant, and was deeply infected with his enthusiasm. The thing must have been well managed, for the extent and power of the uprising would seem to have been quite unrecognized. But events, as you know, moved very fast. The absence of the Queen from her capital furnished the insurgents with just the opportunity they required, and immediately the revolt became a revolution. Raphael, who must have held in his hands some important threads of the affair, remained in the city until the resignations of the Queen’s ministry; but on the 20th of September he left Madrid to put himself in communication with Serrano, who was marching to give battle to the royalist forces. George Manners went with him, telling Alice that there was going to be a row, and he wanted to see it. A fortnight later George came back alone. The account he gives is not very clear as to details, but the main facts are plain enough.


“They succeeded in joining Serrano’s forces a day or two before the engagement, which occurred on the 28th of September, not very far from Cordova; my recollection of the place, as named in the newspaper reports, is a little at fault. Raphael had a command, and in the action became separated from his friend. When the fight was over, the Queen’s troops defeated and scattered, Manners tried in vain to find him. The young man had himself been taken prisoner, and only released when his captors found him a hinderance to flight, so his knowledge of the incidents of the fight was a good deal confused. After a two days’ search, however, he learned that a wounded officer had been carried by some of his men into the hut of a peasant, the locality of which was pointed out to him, and had since died there. He hastened to the place, and in the still, cold form that lay there alone on a rude bench, covered with a rough cavalry cloak, he recognized his friend and ours.”


Miss Darrington paused in her reading, and her breath came short and quick. The 28th of September! And he had lived for some hours after – how long she would never know. But she recalled with a shock that made every nerve quiver that it was on the evening of the 29th of September that she had seemed to see him in her own room!


It was some time before she could command herself sufficiently to go on with the letter.


“Poor Raphael,” the writer continued; “there were splendid possibilities in him, if a bad education had not spoiled their promise. I hardly knew until he was gone how dear he had been to me. We were almost like brothers; and yet I know that he never fully revealed himself to me, and never would. After that visit to Catalpa Grove he was more than ever reserved. He was greatly changed, too; his boyish high spirits had vanished, and he seemed colder, graver, older by many years. I could not fail to see that his nature had been stirred to its profoundest deeps by some experience – whether of joy or pain I never knew. The key to his secret was not in my hands. Dear friend, I believe that if anyone possessed such a key it was yourself. You knew him but a little while, but you read him far better than I. No need to tell you how rich in high impulses, in noble aspirations, was that generous, ungoverned soul. But the world was out of joint for him always. Only once did any hope to set it right seem offered him, and he missed that. If he had not – But forgive me. I am speculating upon contingencies which, perhaps, were never possible.”


Miss Darrington read no farther. The letter dropped from her hands, and her face was buried in them, while hot tears forced themselves through her fingers – tears of remorseful tenderness, as she thought how little she had prized, how little deserved, that strong, true, generous love which had held her to the last in such tender remembrance; which had made its way across the ocean, across the wider, deeper gulf that divides us from the unseen world, to give to her the greeting of lips that were sealed, the last loving look of eyes that were forever closed to all on earth beside!


She believed that. If you doubt it – if you think it can not be – will you tell me what it was that Miss Darrington saw?



OLD GERVAIS

Mary Louisa Molesworth

1893




… and now, as to your questions about that long-ago story. What put it into your head, I wonder? You have been talking “ghosts” like everybody else nowadays, no doubt, and you want to have something to tell that you had at “first hand”. Ah well, I will try to recall my small experience of the kind as accurately as my old brain is capable of doing at so long a distance. Though, after all, that is scarcely a correct way of putting it. For, like all elderly people, I find it true, strikingly true, that the longer ago the better, as far as memory is concerned. I can recollect events, places – nay, words and looks and tones, material impressions of the most trivial, such as scents and tastes, of forty or fifty years ago, far more vividly, more minutely, than things of a year or even a month past. It is strange, but I like it. There is something consolatory and suggestive about it. It seems to show that we are still all there, or all here, rather; that there is a something – an innermost ‘I’ – which goes on, faithful and permanent, however rusty and dull the machinery may grow with the wear and tear of time and age.


But you won’t thank me for reflections of this kind. You want my little personal experience of the “more things”, and you shall have it.


You know, of course, that by birth – by descent, that is to say – I am a little, a quarter or half a quarter, French. And by affection I have always felt myself much more than that. It is often so; there is a sort of loyalty in us to the weaker side of things. Just because there is really so much less French than English in me, because I have spent nearly all my threescore and – ! years in Great Britain, I feel bound to stand up for the Gallic part of me, and to feel quite huffed and offended if France or “Frenchness” is decried. It is silly, I dare say; but somehow I cannot help it. We don’t know, we can’t say in what proportions our ancestors are developed in us. It is possible that I am really, paradoxical as it may sound, more French than English, after all.


You know all about me, but if you want to tell my bit of a ghost-story to others, you will understand that I am not actuated by egotism in explaining things. It was through my being a little French that I came to pay long visits to old friends of my mother’s in Normandy They were not relations, but connections by marriage, and bound by the closest ties of association and long affection to our cousins. And the wife of the head of the family, dear Madame de Viremont, was my own godmother. She had visited us in England and Scotland – she loved both, and she was cosmopolitan enough to think it only natural that even as a young girl I should be allowed to cross the Channel to stay with her for weeks, nay, months at a time, in her old chateau of Viremont-les-bocages. Not that I travelled over there alone – ah no, indeed! Girls, even of the unmistakably upper classes, do travel alone now, I am assured, still I can’t say that it has ever come within my own knowledge that a young lady should journey by herself to Normandy, though I believe such things are done. But it was very different in my young days. My father himself took me to Paris – I am speaking just now of the first time I went, with which indeed only, I am at present concerned – and after a few days of sightseeing there, Madame de Viremont’s own maid came to escort me to my destination – the chateau.


We travelled by diligence, of course – the journey that five or six hours would now see accomplished took us the best part of two days. At Caen, my godmother met us, and I spent a night in her “hotel” there – the town residence of the family – dear old house that it was! Many a happy day have I spent there since. And then, at Caen, I was introduced for the first time to my godmother’s granddaughters, her son’s children, Albertine and Virginie. Albertine was older than I, Virginie two years younger. We were dreadfully shy of each other, though Albertine was too well bred to show it, and talked formalities in a way that I am sure made her grandmother smile. Virginie, dear soul, did not speak at all, which you must remember is not bad manners in a French girl before she is out, and I, as far as I recollect, spoke nonsense in very bad French, and blushed at the thought of it afterwards. It was stupid of me, for I really could speak the language very decently.


But that all came right. I think we took to each other in spite of our shyness and awkwardness, at once. It must have been so, for we have remained friends ever since, staunch friends, though Albertine’s life has been spent among the great ones of the earth (she is a great-grandmother now) and I only see my Virginie once a year, or once in two or three years, for a few hours, at the convent of which she has long, long been the head; and I am an old-fashioned, narrow-minded perhaps, Scotch maiden lady of a very certain age, who finds it not always easy to manage the journey to France even to see her dear old friends.


How delightful, how unspeakably exciting and interesting and fascinating that first real glimpse into the home life of another nation was! The queernesses, the extraordinary differences, the indescribable mingling of primitiveness with ultra refinement, of stateliness and dignity of bearing and customs with odd unsophisticatedness such as I had imagined medieval at least – all added to the charm.


How well I remember my first morning’s waking in my bedroom at the chateau! There was no carpet on the floor; no looking-glass, except a very black and unflattering one which might have belonged to Noah’s wife, over the chimney-piece; no attempt at a dressing-table; a ewer and basin in the tiny cabinet-de-toilette which would have delighted my little sister for her dolls. Yet the cup in which old Desiree brought me my morning chocolate was of almost priceless china, and the chocolate itself such as I do not think I ever have tasted elsewhere, so rich and fragrant and steaming hot – the roll which accompanied it, though sour, lying on a little fringed doily marked with the Viremont crest in embroidery which must have cost somebody’s eyes something.


It seemed to me like awaking in a fairy-tale in a white cat’s chateau. And the charm lasted till I had come to feel so entirely at home with my dear, courteous, kindly hosts, that I forgot to ask myself if I were enjoying myself or no. Nay, longer than till then, did it last – indeed, I have never lost the feeling of it – at any moment I can hear the tapping of my godmother’s stoutly shod feet as she trotted about early in the morning, superintending her men and maidens, and giving orders for the day; I can scent the perfume of Monsieur’s pet roses; I can hear the sudden wind, for we were not far from the sea, howling and crying through the trees as I lay in my alcove bed at night.


It was not a great house, though called a chateau. It was one of the still numerous moderate-sized old country houses which escaped the destruction of that terrible time now nearly a century past. The de Viremonts were of excellent descent, but they had never been extremely wealthy, nor very prominent. They were pious, home-loving, cultivated folk – better read than most of their class in the provinces, partly perhaps thanks to their English connections which had widened their ideas, partly because they came of a scholarly and thoughtful race. The house was little changed from what it must have been for a century or more. The grounds, so Madame de Viremont told me, were less well tended than in her husband’s childhood, for it was increasingly difficult to get good gardeners, and she herself had no special gift in that line, such as her mother-in-law had been famed for. And though Monsieur loved his roses, his interest in horticulture began and ended with them. I don’t think he minded how untidy and wilderness-like the grounds were, provided the little bit near the house was pretty decent. For there, round the “lawn” which he and Madame fondly imagined was worthy of the name, bloomed his beloved flowers.


If it had been my own home, the wildness of the unkempt grounds would have worried me sadly. I have always been old-maidish about nearness and tidiness, I think. But as it was not my home, and I therefore felt no uncomfortable responsibility, I think I rather liked it. It was wonderfully picturesque – here and there almost mysterious. One terrace I know, up and down which Virginie and I were specially fond of pacing, always reminded me of the garden in George Sand’s Chateau de Pictordu, if only there had been a broken statue at one end!


The time passed quickly, even during the first two or three weeks, when my only companions were “Marraine”, as Madame made me call her, and her husband. I was not at all dull or bored, though my kind friends would scarcely believe it, and constantly tried to cheer my supposed loneliness by telling me how pleasant it would be when les petites – Albertine and Virginie – -joined us, as they were to do before long. I didn’t feel very eager about their coming. I could not forget my shyness; though, of course, I did not like to say so. I only repeated to my godmother that I could not feel dull when she and Monsieur de Viremont were doing so much to amuse me. And for another reason I was glad to be alone with my old friends at first, I was very anxious to improve my French, and I worked hard at it under Monsieur’s directions. He used to read aloud to us in the evenings; he read splendidly, and besides the exercises and dictations he gave me, he used to make me read aloud too. I hated it at first, but gradually I improved very much, and then I liked it.


So passed three or four weeks; then at last one morning came a letter announcing the granddaughters’ arrival on the following day. I could not but try to be pleased, for it was pretty to see how delighted everyone at the chateau was, to hear the news.


“They must be nice girls,” I thought, “otherwise all the servants and people about would not like them so much,” and I made myself take an interest in going round with my godmother superintending the little preparations she was making for the girls.


They were to have separate rooms. Albertine’s was beside mine, Virginie’s on the floor above. There was a good deal of excitement about Virginie’s room, for a special reason. Her grandmother was arranging a surprise for her, in the shape of a little oratory. It was a tiny closet – a dark closet it had been, used originally for hanging up dresses, in one corner of her room, and here on her last visit, the girl had placed her prie-Dieu, and hung up her crucifix. Madame de Viremont had noticed this, and just lately she had had the door taken away, and the little recess freshly painted, and a small window knocked out, and all made as pretty as possible for the sacred purpose.


I felt quite interested in it. It was a queer little recess – almost like a turret – and Madame showed me that it ran up the whole height of the house from the cellars where it began, as an out-jut, with an arched window to give light to one end of the large “cave” at that side, which would otherwise have been quite dark.


“The great cellar used to be a perfect rat-warren,” she told me, “till light and air were thus thrown into it. What that odd out-jut was originally, no one knows. There goes a story that a secret winding-staircase, very, very narrow, of course, once ran up it to the roof There were some doubts, I know, as to the solidity of the masonry – it has sunk a little at one side, you can see it in the cellar. But I expect it has all “settled”, as they call it, long ago. Old Gervais, whom we employed to knock out the new window in Virginie’s little oratory, had no doubt about it, and he is a clever mason.”


“Old Gervais,” I repeated; “who is he, Marraine? I don’t think I have seen him, have I?”


For she had spoken of him as if I must have known whom she meant.


“Have you not?” she said. “He is a dear old man – one of our great resources. He is so honest and intelligent. But no – I dare say you have not seen him. He does not live in our village, but at Plaudry, a mere hamlet about three miles off. And he goes about a good deal; the neighbouring families know his value, and he is always in request for some repairs or other work. He is devout, too,” my godmother added; “a simple, sincere, and yet intelligent Christian. And that is very rare nowadays: the moment one finds a thoughtful or intelligent mind among our poor, it seems to become the prey of all the sad and hopeless teaching so much in the air.”


And Madame de Viremont sighed. But in a moment or two she spoke again in her usual cheerful tone.


“It was quite a pleasure to see Gervais’ interest in this little place,” she said – we were standing in the oratory at the time. “He has the greatest admiration for our Virginie, too,” she added, “as indeed everyone has who knows the child.”


“She does look very sweet,” I said, and truly But as I had scarcely heard Virginie open her lips, I could not personally express admiration of anything but her looks! In those days too, the reputation of unusual “goodness” – as applied to Virginie de Viremont, I see now that the word “sanctity” would scarcely be too strong to use – in one so young, younger than myself, rather alarmed than attracted me.


But her grandmother seemed quite pleased.


“You will find the looks a true index,” she said.


I was examining the oratory – and wondering if there was any little thing I could do to help to complete it. Suddenly I exclaimed to my godmother—


“Marraine, the floor does sink decidedly at one side – just move across slowly, and you will feel it.”


“I know,” she replied composedly, “that is the side of the settling I told you of. It is the same in the two intermediate storeys – one of them is my own cabinet-de-toilette. If Virginie does not observe it at once, we shall have Albertine discovering it someday, and teasing the poor child by saying she has weighed down the flooring by kneeling too much – it is just where she will kneel.”


“Is Albertine a tease?* I asked; and in my heart I was not sorry to hear it.


Ah, yes indeed,* said Madame. “She is full of spirits. But Virginie, too, has plenty of fun in her.”


My misgivings soon dispersed.


The two girls had not been forty-eight hours at Viremont before we were the best of friends, Virginie and I especially. For though Albertine was charming, and truly high-principled and reliable, there was not about her the quite indescribable fascination which her sister has always possessed for me. I have never known anyone like Yirginie, and I am quite sure I never shall. Her character was the most childlike one in certain ways that you could imagine – absolutely single-minded, unselfish, and sunny – and yet joined to this a strength of principle like a rock, a resolution, determination, and courage, once she was convinced that a thing was right, such as would have made a martyr of her without a moment’s flinching. I have often tried to describe her to you; and the anecdote of her childhood, which at last I am approaching – she was barely out of childhood – shows what she was even then.


Those were very happy days. Everything united to make them so. The weather was lovely, we were all well, even Monsieur’s gout and Madame’s occasional rheumatism having for the time taken to themselves wings and fled, while we girls were as brilliantly healthful and full of life as only young things can be. What fun we had! Games of hide-and-seek in the so-called garden – much of it better described as a wilderness, as I have said – races on the terrace; explorations now and then, on the one or two partially rainy days, of Madame’s stores – from her own treasures of ancient brocades and scraps of precious lace and tapestry, to the “rubbish”, much of it really rubbish, though some of it quaint and interesting, hoarded for a century or two in the great “grenier” which extended over a large part of the house under the rafters. I have by me now, in this very room where I write, some precious odds and ends which we extracted from the collection, and which my godmother told me I might take home with me to Scotland, if I thought it worth the trouble.


One day we had been running about the grounds till, breathless and tired, we were glad to sit down on the seat at the far end of the terrace. And, while there, we heard someone calling us.


“Albertine, Virginie, Jeannette,” said the voice.


“It is grandpapa,” said Virginie, starting up, and running in the direction indicated, Albertine and I following her more leisurely.


“Where have you been, my children?” said the old gentleman, as we got up to him. “I have been seeking you – what are your plans for the afternoon? Your grandmother is going to pay some calls, and proposes that one of you should go with her, while I invite the other two to join me in a good walk – a long walk, I warn you – to Plaudry. What do you say to that?”


The two girls looked at me. As the stranger, they seemed to think it right that I should speak first.


“I should like the walk best,” I said with a smile. “I have not been to Plaudry, and they say it is so pretty. And – perhaps Marraine would prefer one of you two to pay calls – I have already visited most of your neighbours with her before you came, and everyone was asking when you were coming.”


“Albertine, then,” said her grandfather, “Yes, that will be best. And you two little ones shall come with me.”


The arrangement seemed to please all concerned, especially when Monsieur went on to say that the object of his expedition was to see Gervais the mason.


“Oh,” said Virginie, “I am so glad. I want to thank him for all the interest he took in my dear little oratory. Grandmamma told me about it.”


Her eyes sparkled. I think I have omitted to say that Madame de Viremont had been well rewarded for her trouble by Virginie’s delight in the little surprise prepared for her.


“I want him to see the arch of the window in the ‘cave’,” said Monsieur. “Some stones are loosened, one or two actually dropped out. Perhaps his knocking out of your little window, Virginie, has had to do with it. In any case, it must be looked to, without delay. Come round that way, and you shall see what I mean.”


He led us to the far side of the house. The window in question had been made in the out-jut I have described; but as it was below the level of the ground, a space had been cleared out in front of it, making a sort of tiny yard, and two or three steps led down to this little spot. It seems to have been used as a receptacle for odds and ends – flowerpots, a watering can, etc., were lying about. Monsieur went down the steps to show us the crumbling masonry. He must have had good eyes to see it, I thought, for only by pushing aside with his stick the thickly growing ivy, could he show us the loosened and falling stones. But then in a moment he explained.


“I saw it from the inside. I was showing the men where to place some wine I have just had sent in, in the wood. And the proper cellar is over-full – yes, it must certainly be seen to. Inside it looks very shaky.”


So we three walked to Plaudry that afternoon. It was a lovely walk, for Monsieur knew the shortest way, partly through the woods, by which we avoided the long, hot stretch of highroad. And when we reached our destination – a hamlet of only half a dozen cottages at most – by good luck Gervais was at home, though looking half ashamed to be caught idle, in spite of his evident pleasure at the visit.


He had not been very well lately, his good wife explained, and she had insisted on his taking a little rest. And though I had never seen him before, it seemed to me I could have discerned a worn look – the look of pain patiently borne – in the old man’s quiet, gentle face and eyes.


“Gervais not well!” said Monsieur. “Why, that is something new. What’s been the matter, my friend?”


Oh, it was nothing – nothing at all. The old wife frightened herself for nothing, he said. A Little rheumatism, no doubt – a pain near the heart. But it was better, it would pass. What was it Monsieur wanted? He would be quite ready to see to it by tomorrow.


Then Monsieur explained, and I could see that at once the old mason’s interest was specially aroused. “Ah yes, certainly,” he interjected. It must be seen to – he had had some misgivings, but had wished to avoid further expense. But all should be put right. And he was so glad that Mademoiselle was pleased with the Little oratory, his whole face lighting up as he said it. Tomorrow by sunrise, or at least as soon as possible after, he would be at the chateau.


Then we turned to go home again, though not till Madame Gervais had fetched us a cup of milk, to refresh us after our walk; for they were well-to-do, in their way, and had a cow of their own, though the bare, dark kitchen, which in England would scarcely seem better than a stable, gave little evidence of any such prosperity. I said some words to that effect to my companions, and then I was sorry I had done so.


“Why, did you not see the armoire?” said Virginie. “It is quite a beauty.”


“And the bed and bedding would put many such commodities in an English cottage to shame, I fancy,” added Monsieur, which I could not but allow was probably true.


Gervais kept his word. He was at his post in the “cave” long before any of us were awake, and Virginie’s morning devotions must have been disturbed by the knocking and hammering far below.


He was at it all day. Monsieur went down to speak to him once or twice, but Gervais had his peculiarities. He would not give an opinion as to the amount of repair necessary till he was sure. And that afternoon we all went for a long drive – to dine with friends, and return in the evening. When we came home, there was a message left for Monsieur by the old mason to the effect that he would come again “tomorrow”, and would then be able to explain all. Monsieur must not mind if he did not come early, as he would have to get something made at the forge – something iron, said the young footman who gave the message.


“Ah, just so,” said Monsieur. “He has found it more serious than he expected, I fancy; but it will be all right, now it is in his hands.”


So the next morning there was no early knocking or tapping to be heard in the old cellar. Nor did Gervais return later, as he had promised.


“He must have been detained at the forge,” said Monsieur. “No doubt he will come tomorrow.”


Tomorrow came, but with it no Gervais. And Monsieur de Viremont, who was old and sometimes a little irascible, began to feel annoyed. He went down to the cellar, to inspect the work.


“It is right enough,” he said, when he came upstairs to the room where we four ladies were sitting – there had been a change in the weather, and it was a stormily rainy day – “I see he has got out the loose stones, and made it all solid enough, but it looks unsightly and unfinished. It wants pointing, and—”


“What was it Alphonse said about an iron band or something?” said Madame. “Perhaps Gervais is getting one made, and it has taken longer than he expected.”


“It is not necessary,” said the old gentleman. “Gervais is over-cautious. No – a girder would be nonsense; but I do not like to see work left so untidy; and it is not his usual way.”


So little indeed was it the old mason’s way, that when another day passed, and there was no news of Gervais, Monsieur determined to send in the morning to hunt him up.


“I would have walked over this afternoon myself,” he said, “if the weather had been less terrible.”


For it really was terrible – one of those sudden storms to which, near the sea, we are always liable, even in summer – raging wind, fierce beating, dashing rain, that take away for the time all sensation of June or July.


But whatever the weather was, orders were given that night that one of the outdoor men was to go over to Plaudry first thing the next morning.


Monsieur had a bad night, a touch of gout, and he could not get to sleep till very late, or rather early. So Madame told us when we met at table for the eleven o’clock big breakfast.


“He only awoke an hour ago, and I wanted him to stay in bed all day,” she said. “But he would not consent to do so. Ah! there he comes,” as our host at that moment entered the room with apologies for his tardiness.


The wind had gone down, though in the night it had been fiercer than ever; but it was still raining pitilessly.


“I do hope the storm is over,” said Virginie. “Last night, when I was saying my prayers, it almost frightened me. I really thought I felt the walls rocking.”


“Nonsense, child!” said her grandfather, sharply. Incipient gout is not a sweetener of the temper. But Virginie’s remark had reminded him of something.


“Has Jean Pierre come back from Plaudry?” he asked the servant behind his chair; “and what message did he bring?”


Alphonse started. He had been entrusted with a message, though not the one expected, but had forgotten to give it.


“He did not go. Monsieur,” he said; hastily adding, before there was time for his master to begin to storm. “There was no need. Old Gervais was here this morning – very early, before it was light almost; so Nicolas” – Nicolas was the bailiff – “said no one need go.”


“Oh – ah, well,” said Monsieur, mollified. “Then tell Gervais I want to speak to him before he leaves.”


Then Alphonse looked slightly uneasy.


“He is gone already, unfortunately – before Monsieur’s bell rang. He must have had but little to do – by eight o’clock, or before, he was gone.”


Monsieur de Viremont looked annoyed.


“Very strange,” he said, “when he left word he would explain all to me. Did you see him? Did he say nothing?”


No, Alphonse had not seen him – he had only heard him knocking. But he would enquire more particularly if there was no message.


He came back in a few moments, looking perplexed. No one, it appeared, had really seen the mason; no one, at least, except a little lad, Denis by name – who worked in the garden – “the little fellow who sings in the choir”, said Alphonse. He – Denis – had seen Gervais’ face from the garden, at the window. And he had called out, “Good morning,” but Gervais did not answer.


“And the work is completed? Has he perhaps left his tools? If so, he may be coming back again,” asked Monsieur.


Alphonse could not say. Impatient, the old gentleman rose from the table, and went off to make direct enquiry.


“Very odd, very odd indeed,” he said when he returned and sat down again. “To all appearance, the work is exactly as it was when he left it three days ago. Not tidied up or finished. And yet the cook and all heard him knocking for two hours certainly, and the child, Denis, saw him.”


“I dare say he will be returning,” said Madame, soothingly. “Let us wait till this evening.”


So they did; but no Gervais came back, and the rain went on falling, chill, drearily monotonous.


Just before dinner Monsieur summoned the bailiff.


“Someone must go first thing tomorrow,” he began at once, when Nicolas appeared, “and tell Gervais sharply that I won’t be played the fool with. What has come over the old fellow?”


“No, Monsieur, certainly not. Monsieur’s orders must be treated with respect,” replied Nicolas, ignoring for the moment his master’s last few words. “But—” and then we noticed that he was looking pale. “Someone has just called in from Plaudry – a neighbour – he thought we should like to know. Gervais is dead – he died last night. He has been ill these three days – badly ill; the heart, they say. And the weather has stopped people coming along the roads as much as usual, else we should have heard. Poor old Gervais – peace to his soul.” And Nicolas crossed himself.


“Dead!” Monsieur repeated.


“Dead!” we all echoed.


It seemed incredible. Monsieur, I know, wished he had not spoken so sharply.


“Virginie, Jeanette,” whispered Albertine. “It must have been his ghost!”


But she would not have dared to say so to her grandfather.


“It is sad, very sad,” said Monsieur and Madame. Then a few directions were given to the bailiff, to offer any help she might be in want of, to the poor widow, and Nicolas was dismissed.


“It just shows what imagination will do,” said Monsieur; “all these silly servants believing they heard him, when it was impossible.”


“Yes,” whispered Albertine again, “and Denis Blanc, who saw him. And Denis, who is so truthful; a little saint indeed! You know, Virginie, the boy with the lovely voice.”


Virginie bent her head in assent, but said nothing. And the subject was not referred to again that evening.


But – .


The storm was over, next day was cloudless, seeming as if such things as wind and rain and weather fury had never visited this innocent-looking world before. Again we went off to a neighbouring chateau, returning late and tired, and we all slept soundly. Again an exquisite day. Monsieur was reading aloud to us in the salon that evening; it was nearly bedtime, when a sort of skirmish and rush – hushed, yet excited voices, weeping even – were heard outside.


Monsieur stopped. “What is it?” he said. Then rising, he went to the door.


A small crowd of servants was gathered there, arguing, vociferating, yet with a curious hush over it all.


“What is it?” repeated the master sternly.


Then it broke out. They could stand it no longer; something must be done; though Monsieur had forbidden them to talk nonsense – it was not nonsense, only too true.


“What?” thundered the old gentleman.


About Gervais. He was there again – at the present moment. He had been there the night before, but no one had dared to tell. He had returned, no notice having been taken of his first warning. And he would return. There now, if everyone would be perfectly still, even here, his knockings could be heard.


The speaker was the cook. And truly, as an uncanny silence momentarily replaced the muffled hubbub, far-off yet distinct taps, coming from below, were to be heard.


“Some trick,” said Monsieur. “Let us go down, all of us together, and get to the bottom of this affair.”


He led the way; we women, and after us the crowd of terrified servants, following. Monsieur paused at the kitchen door.


“It is dark in the ‘cave’,” he said.


“No, no,” cried the cook. “There is a beautiful moon. Not a light, pray Monsieur; he might not like it.”


All was silent.


We reached the cellar, and entered it a little way. Quite a distance off, so it seemed, was the arched window, the moonlight gleaming through it eerily, the straggling ivy outside taking strange black shapes; but no one to be seen, nothing to be heard.


Ah, what was that? The knocking again, immistakable, distinct, real. And why did one side of the window grow dark, as if suddenly thrown into shadow? Was there something intercepting the moonlight? It seemed misty, or was it partly that we scarcely dared look?


Then, to our surprise, the grandfather’s voice sounded out clearly.


“Virginie, my child,” he said, you are the youngest, the most guileless, perhaps the one who has least cause for fear. Would you dread to step forward and – speak? If so be it is a message from the poor fellow, let him tell it. Show everyone that those who believe in the good God need not be afraid.”


Like a white angel, Virginie, in her light summer dress, glided forward, silent. She walked straight on; then, rather to our surprise, she crossed the floor, and stood almost out of sight in the dark corner, at the further side of the window. Then she spoke—


“Gervais, my poor Gervais,” she said. “Is it you? I think I see you, but I cannot be sure. What is troubling you, my friend? What is keeping you from your rest?”


Then all was silent again. I should have said that as Virginie went forward, the knocking ceased – so silent that we could almost hear our hearts beat. And then – Virginie was speaking again, and not repeating her questions! When we realized this, it did seem awful. She was carrying on a conversation. She had been answered.


What she said I cannot recall. Her voice was lower now; it sounded almost dreamy. And in a moment or two she came back to us, straight to her grandfather.


“I will tell you all,” she said. “Come upstairs – all will be quiet now,” she added, in a tone almost of command, to the awestruck servants. And upstairs she told.


“I do not know if he spoke,” she said, in answer to Albertine’s eager enquiries. “I cannot tell. I know what he wanted, that is enough. No; I did not exactly see him; but – he was there.”


And this was the message, simple enough. The wall was not safe, though he had done what could be done to the stonework. Iron girders must be fixed and that without delay. He had felt too ill to go to the forge that night as he had intended, and the unfinished work, the possible danger, was sorely on his mind.


“He thanked me,” said Virginie, simply. “He feared that grandfather would think all the solid work was done, and that the wall only needed finishing for appearance.”


As, indeed. Monsieur de Viremont had thought.


Afterwards the old woman told us a little more. Gervais had been alternately delirious and unconscious these two or three days. He had talked about the work at Viremont, but she thought it raving, till just at the last he tried to whisper something, and she saw he was clearheaded again, about letting Monsieur know. She had meant to do so when her own first pressure of grief and trouble was over. She never knew that the warning had been forestalled.


****


That is all. And it was long ago, and there are thrillingly sensational ghost-stories to be had by the score nowadays. It seems nothing. But I have always thought it touching and impressive, knowing it to be true.


If I have wearied you by my old woman’s garrulity, forgive it. It has been a pleasure to me to recall those days.


Your ever affectionate,


Janet Marie Bethune



THE DAMNED THING

Ambrose Bierce

1893




I


By the light of a tallow candle, which had been placed on one end of a rough table, a man was reading something written in a book. It was an old account book, greatly worn; and the writing was not, apparently, very legible, for the man sometimes held the page close to the flame of the candle to get a stronger light upon it. The shadow of the book would then throw into obscurity a half of the room, darkening a number of faces and figures; for besides the reader, eight other men were present. Seven of them sat against the rough log walls, silent and motionless, and, the room being small, not very far from the table. By extending an arm any one of them could have touched the eighth man, who lay on the table, face upward, partly covered by a sheet, his arms at his sides. He was dead.


The man with the book was not reading aloud, and no one spoke; all seemed to be waiting for something to occur; the dead man only was without expectation. From the blank darkness outside came in, through the aperture that served for a window, all the ever unfamiliar noises of night in the wilderness – the long, nameless note of a distant coyote; the stilly pulsing thrill of tireless insects in trees; strange cries of night birds, so different from those of the birds of day; the drone of great blundering beetles, and all that mysterious chorus of small sounds that seem always to have been but half heard when they have suddenly ceased, as if conscious of an indiscretion. But nothing of all this was noted in that company; its members were not overmuch addicted to idle interest in matters of no practical importance; that was obvious in every line of their rugged faces – obvious even in the dim light of the single candle. They were evidently men of the vicinity – farmers and woodmen.


The person reading was a trifle different; one would have said of him that he was of the world, worldly, albeit there was that in his attire which attested a certain fellowship with the organisms of his environment. His coat would hardly have passed muster in San Francisco: his footgear was not of urban origin, and the hat that lay by him on the floor (he was the only one uncovered) was such that if one had considered it as an article of mere personal adornment he would have missed its meaning. In countenance the man was rather prepossessing, with just a hint of sternness; though that he may have assumed or cultivated, as appropriate to one in authority. For he was a coroner. It was by virtue of his office that he had possession of the book in which he was reading; it had been found among the dead man’s effects – in his cabin, where the inquest was now taking place.


When the coroner had finished reading he put the book into his breast pocket. At that moment the door was pushed open and a young man entered. He, clearly, was not of mountain birth and breeding: he was clad as those who dwell in cities. His clothing was dusty, however, as from travel. He had, in fact, been riding hard to attend the inquest.


The coroner nodded; no one else greeted him.


“We have waited for you,” said the coroner. “It is necessary to have done with this business tonight.”


The young man smiled. “I am sorry to have kept you,” he said. “I went away, not to evade your summons, but to post to my newspaper an account of what I suppose I am called back to relate.”


The coroner smiled.


“The account that you posted to your newspaper,” he said, “differs probably from that which you will give here under oath.”


“That,” replied the other, rather hotly and with a visible flush, “is as you choose. I used manifold paper and have a copy of what I sent. It was not written as news, for it is incredible, but as fiction. It may go as a part of my testimony under oath.”


“But you say it is incredible.”


“That is nothing to you, sir, if I also swear that it is true.”


The coroner was apparently not greatly affected by the young man’s manifest resentment. He was silent for some moments, his eyes upon the floor. The men about the sides of the cabin talked in whispers, but seldom withdrew their gaze from the face of the corpse. Presently the coroner lifted his eyes and said: “We will resume the inquest.”


The men removed their hats. The witness was sworn.


“What is your name?” the coroner asked.


“William Harker.”


“Age?”


“Twenty-seven.”


“You knew the deceased, Hugh Morgan?”


“Yes.”


“You were with him when he died?”


“Near him.”


“How did that happen – your presence, I mean?”


“I was visiting him at this place to shoot and fish. A part of my purpose, however, was to study him, and his odd, solitary way of life. He seemed a good model for a character in fiction. I sometimes write stories.”


“I sometimes read them.”


“Thank you.”


“Stories in general – not yours.”


Some of the jurors laughed. Against a sombre background humor shows high lights. Soldiers in the intervals of battle laugh easily, and a jest in the death chamber conquers by surprise.


“Relate the circumstances of this man’s death,” said the coroner. “You may use any notes or memoranda that you please.”


The witness understood. Pulling a manuscript from his breast pocket he held it near the candle, and turning the leaves until he found the passage that he wanted, began to read.


II



…  The sun had hardly risen when we left the house. We were looking for quail, each with a shotgun, but we had only one dog. Morgan said that our best ground was beyond a certain ridge that he pointed out, and we crossed it by a trail through the chaparral. On the other side was comparatively level ground, thickly covered with wild oats. As we emerged from the chaparral, Morgan was but a few yards in advance. Suddenly, we heard, at a little distance to our right, and partly in front, a noise as of some animal thrashing about in the bushes, which we could see were violently agitated.


“We’ve started a deer,” I said. “I wish we had brought a rifle.”


Morgan, who had stopped and was intently watching the agitated chaparral, said nothing, but had cocked both barrels of his gun, and was holding it in readiness to aim. I thought him a trifle excited, which surprised me, for he had a reputation for exceptional coolness, even in moments of sudden and imminent peril.


“Oh, come!” I said. “You are not going to fill up a deer with quail-shot, are you?”


Still he did not reply; but, catching a sight of his face as he turned it slightly toward me, I was struck by the pallor of it. Then I understood that we had serious business on hand, and my first conjecture was that we had “jumped” a grizzly. I advanced to Morgan’s side, cocking my piece as I moved.


The bushes were now quiet, and the sounds had ceased, but Morgan was as attentive to the place as before.


“What is it? What the devil is it?” I asked.


“That Damned Thing!” he replied, without turning his head. His voice was husky and unnatural. He trembled visibly.


I was about to speak further, when I observed the wild oats near the place of the disturbance moving in the most inexplicable way. I can hardly describe it. It seemed as if stirred by a streak of wind, which not only bent it, but pressed it down – crushed it so that it did not rise, and this movement was slowly prolonging itself directly toward us.


Nothing that I had ever seen had affected me so strangely as this unfamiliar and unaccountable phenomenon, yet I am unable to recall any sense of fear. I remember – and tell it here because, singularly enough, I recollected it then – that once, in looking carelessly out of an open window, I momentarily mistook a small tree close at hand for one of a group of larger trees at a little distance away. It looked the same size as the others, but, being more distinctly and sharply defined in mass and detail, seemed out of harmony with them. It was a mere falsification of the law of aerial perspective, but it startled, almost terrified me. We so rely upon the orderly operation of familiar natural laws that any seeming suspension of them is noted as a menace to our safety, a warning of unthinkable calamity. So now the apparently causeless movement of the herbage, and the slow, undeviating approach of the line of disturbance were distinctly disquieting. My companion appeared actually frightened, and I could hardly credit my senses when I saw him suddenly throw his gun to his shoulders and fire both barrels at the agitated grass! Before the smoke of the discharge had cleared away I heard a loud savage cry – a scream like that of a wild animal – and, flinging his gun upon the ground, Morgan sprang away and ran swiftly from the spot. At the same instant I was thrown violently to the ground by the impact of something unseen in the smoke – some soft, heavy substance that seemed thrown against me with great force.


Before I could get upon my feet and recover my gun, which seemed to have been struck from my hands, I heard Morgan crying out as if in mortal agony, and mingling with his cries were such hoarse savage sounds as one hears from fighting dogs. Inexpressibly terrified, I struggled to my feet and looked in the direction of Morgan’s retreat; and may heaven in mercy spare me from another sight like that! At a distance of less than thirty yards was my friend, down upon one knee, his head thrown back at a frightful angle, hatless, his long hair in disorder and his whole body in violent movement from side to side, backward and forward. His right arm was lifted and seemed to lack the hand – at least, I could see none. The other arm was invisible. At times, as my memory now reports this extraordinary scene, I could discern but a part of his body; it was as if he had been partly blotted out – I can not otherwise express it – then a shifting of his position would bring it all into view again.


All this must have occurred within a few seconds, yet in that time Morgan assumed all the postures of a determined wrestler vanquished by superior weight and strength. I saw nothing but him, and him not always distinctly. During the entire incident his shouts and curses were heard, as if through an enveloping uproar of such sounds of rage and fury as I had never heard from the throat of man or brute!


For a moment only I stood irresolute, then, throwing down my gun, I ran forward to my friend’s assistance. I had a vague belief that he was suffering from a fit or some form of convulsion. Before I could reach his side he was down and quiet. All sounds had ceased, but, with a feeling of such terror as even these awful events had not inspired, I now saw the same mysterious movement of the wild oats prolonging itself from the trampled area about the prostrate man toward the edge of a wood. It was only when it had reached the wood that I was able to withdraw my eyes and look at my companion. He was dead.




III


The coroner rose from his seat and stood beside the dead man. Lifting an edge of the sheet he pulled it away, exposing the entire body, altogether naked and showing in the candle light a clay-like yellow. It had, however, broad maculations of bluish-black, obviously caused by extravasated blood from contusions. The chest and sides looked as if they had been beaten with a bludgeon. There were dreadful lacerations; the skin was torn in strips and shreds.


The coroner moved round to the end of the table and undid a silk handkerchief, which had been passed under the chin and knotted on the top of the head. When the handkerchief was drawn away it exposed what had been the throat. Some of the jurors who had risen to get a better view repented their curiosity, and turned away their faces. Witness Harker went to the open window and leaned out across the sill, faint and sick. Dropping the handkerchief upon the dead man’s neck, the coroner stepped to an angle of the room, and from a pile of clothing produced one garment after another, each of which he held up a moment for inspection. All were torn, and stiff with blood. The jurors did not make a closer inspection. They seemed rather uninterested. They had, in truth, seen all this before; the only thing that was new to them being Harker’s testimony.


“Gentlemen,” the coroner said, “we have no more evidence, I think. Your duty has been already explained to you; if there is nothing you wish to ask you may go outside and consider your verdict.”


The foreman rose – a tall, bearded man of sixty, coarsely clad.


“I should like to ask one question, Mr. Coroner,” he said. “What asylum did this yer last witness escape from?”


“Mr. Harker,” said the coroner, gravely and tranquilly, “from what asylum did you last escape?”


Harker flushed crimson again, but said nothing, and the seven jurors rose and solemnly filed out of the cabin.


“If you have done insulting me, sir,” said Harker, as soon as he and the officer were left alone with the dead man, “I suppose I am at liberty to go?”


“Yes.”


Harker started to leave, but paused, with his hand on the door latch. The habit of his profession was strong in him – stronger than his sense of personal dignity. He turned about and said:


“The book that you have there – I recognize it as Morgan’s diary. You seemed greatly interested in it; you read in it while I was testifying. May I see it? The public would like—”


“The book will cut no figure in this matter,” replied the official, slipping it into his coat pocket; “all the entries in it were made before the writer’s death.”


As Harker passed out of the house the jury reentered and stood about the table on which the now covered corpse showed under the sheet with sharp definition. The foreman seated himself near the candle, produced from his breast pocket a pencil and scrap of paper, and wrote rather laboriously the following verdict, which with various degrees of effort all signed:


“We, the jury, do find that the remains come to their death at the hands of a mountain lion, but some of us thinks, all the same, they had fits.”


IV


In the diary of the late Hugh Morgan are certain interesting entries having, possibly, a scientific value as suggestions. At the inquest upon his body the book was not put in evidence; possibly the coroner thought it not worth while to confuse the jury. The date of the first of the entries mentioned can not be ascertained; the upper part of the leaf is torn away; the part of the entry remaining is as follows:



…  would run in a half circle, keeping his head turned always toward the centre and again he would stand still, barking furiously. At last he ran away into the brush as fast as he could go. I thought at first that he had gone mad, but on returning to the house found no other alteration in his manner than what was obviously due to fear of punishment.


Can a dog see with his nose? Do odors impress some olfactory centre with images of the thing emitting them?…


Sept 2. – Looking at the stars last night as they rose above the crest of the ridge east of the house, I observed them successively disappear – from left to right. Each was eclipsed but an instant, and only a few at the same time, but along the entire length of the ridge all that were within a degree or two of the crest were blotted out. It was as if something had passed along between me and them; but I could not see it, and the stars were not thick enough to define its outline. Ugh! I don’t like this.…




Several weeks’ entries are missing, three leaves being torn from the book.



Sept. 27. – It has been about here again – I find evidences of its presence every day. I watched again all of last night in the same cover, gun in hand, double-charged with buckshot. In the morning the fresh footprints were there, as before. Yet I would have sworn that I did not sleep – indeed, I hardly sleep at all. It is terrible, insupportable! If these amazing experiences are real I shall go mad; if they are fanciful I am mad already.


Oct. 3. – I shall not go – it shall not drive me away. No, this is my house, my land. God hates a coward.…


Oct. 5. – I can stand it no longer; I have invited Harker to pass a few weeks with me – he has a level head. I can judge from his manner if he thinks me mad.


Oct. 7. – I have the solution of the problem; it came to me last night – suddenly, as by revelation. How simple – how terribly simple!


There are sounds that we can not hear. At either end of the scale are notes that stir no chord of that imperfect instrument, the human ear. They are too high or too grave. I have observed a flock of blackbirds occupying an entire treetop – the tops of several trees – and all in full song. Suddenly – in a moment – at absolutely the same instant – all spring into the air and fly away. How? They could not all see one another – whole treetops intervened. At no point could a leader have been visible to all. There must have been a signal of warning or command, high and shrill above the din, but by me unheard. I have observed, too, the same simultaneous flight when all were silent, among not only blackbirds, but other birds – quail, for example, widely separated by bushes – even on opposite sides of a hill.


It is known to seamen that a school of whales basking or sporting on the surface of the ocean, miles apart, with the convexity of the Earth between them, will sometimes dive at the same instant – all gone out of sight in a moment. The signal has been sounded – too grave for the ear of the sailor at the masthead and his comrades on the deck – who nevertheless feel its vibrations in the ship as the stones of a cathedral are stirred by the bass of the organ.


As with sounds, so with colors. At each end of the solar spectrum the chemist can detect the presence of what are known as “actinic” rays. They represent colors – integral colors in the composition of light – which we are unable to discern. The human eye is an imperfect instrument; its range is but a few octaves of the real “chromatic scale” I am not mad; there are colors that we can not see.


And, God help me! the Damned Thing is of such a color!





THE PHANTOM MODEL

A WAPPING ROMANCE

Hume Nisbet

1894




I

 The Studio


“Rhoda is a very nice girl in her way, Algy, my boy, and poses wonderfully, considering the hundreds of times she has had to do it; but she isn’t the model for that Beatrice of yours, and if you want to make a hit of it, you must go further afield, and hook a face not quite so familiar to the British Public.”


It was a large apartment, one of a set of studios in the artistic barrack off the Fulham Road, which the landlord, himself a theatrical Bohemian of the first class, has rushed up for the accommodation of youthful luminaries who are yet in the nebulous stage of their Art-course. Each of these hazy specks hopes to shine out a full-lustred star in good time; they have all a proper contempt also for those servile daubsters who consent to the indignity of having RA added to their own proper, or assumed, names. Most of them belong to the advanced school of Impressionists, and allow, with reservations, that Jimmy Whitetuft has genius, as they know that he is the most generous, as well as the most epigrammatical, of painters, while Rhoda, the model, also knows that he is the kindest and most chivalrous of patrons, who stands more of her caprices than most of her other masters do, allows her more frequent as well as longer rests in the two hours’ sitting, and can always be depended upon for a half-crown on an emergency; good-natured, sardonic Jimmy Whitetuft, who can well appreciate the caprices of any woman, or butterfly of the hour, seeing that he has so many of them himself.


Rhoda Prettyman is occupied at the present moment in what she likes best, warming her young, lithe, Greek-like figure at the stove, while she puffs out vigorous wreaths of smoke from the cigarette she has picked up at the table, in the passing from the dais to the stove. She is perfect in face, hair, figure, and colour, not yet sixteen, and greatly in demand by artists and sculptors; a good girl and a merry one, who prefers bitter beer to champagne, a night in the pit to the ceremony of a private box, with a dozen or so of oysters afterwards at a little shop, rather than run her entertainer into the awful expense of a supper at the Criterion or Gatti’s. Her father and mother having served as models before her, she has been accustomed to the disporting of her charms d la vue on raised daises from her tenderest years, and to the patois of the studios since she could lisp, so that she is as unconscious as a Solomon Island young lady in the bosom of her own family, and can patter “Art” as fluently as any picture dealer in the land.


They are all smoking hard, while they criticize the unfinished Exhibition picture of their host, Algar Gray, during this rest time of the model; Rhoda has not been posing for that picture now, for at the present time the studio is devoted to a life-club, and Rhoda has been hired for this purpose by those hard-working students, who form the young school. Jimmy Whitetuft is the visitor who drops in to cut them up; a marvellous eye for colour and effect Jimmy has, and they are happy in his friendly censorship.


All round the room the easels are set up, with their canvases, in a half-moon range, and on these canvases Rhoda can see herself as in half-a-dozen mirrors, reflected in the same number of different styles as well as postures, for these students aim at originality. But the picture which now occupies their attention is a bishop, half-length, in the second working upon which the well-known features and figure of Rhoda are depicted in thirteenth-century costume as the Beatrice of Dante, and while the young painter looks at his stale design with discontented eyes, his friends act the part of Job’s comforters.


“There isn’t a professional model in London who can stand for Beatrice, if you want to make her live. They have all been in too many characters already. You must have something fresh.”


“Yes, I know,” muttered Algar Gray “But where the deuce shall I find her?”


“Go to the country. You may see something there,” suggested Jack Bnmton, the landscapist. “I always manage to pickup something fresh in the country.”


“The country be blowed for character,” growled Will Murray. “Go to the East End of London, if you want a proper Beatrice; to the half-starved crew, with their big eyes and thin cheeks. That’s the sort of thing to produce the spiritual longing, wistful look you want. I saw one the other day, near the Thames Tunnel, while I was on the prowl, who would have done exactly.”


“What was she?” asked Algar eagerly


“A Ratcliff Highway stroller, I should say. At any rate, I met her in one of the lowest pubs, pouring down Irish whiskey by the tumbler, with never a wink, and using the homespun in a most delectable fashion. Her mate might have served for Semiramis, and she took four ale from the quart pot, but the other, the Beatrice, swallowed her dose neat, and as if it had been cold water from one of the springs of Paradise where, in olden times, she was wont to gather flowers.”


“Good Heavens! Will, you are atrocious. The sentiment of Dante would be killed by such a woman.”


“Realistic, dear boy, that’s all. You will find very exquisite flowers sometimes even on a dust-heap, as well as where humanity grows thickest and rankest. We have all to go through the different stages of earthly experience, according to Blavatsky This Beatrice may have been the original of Dante in the thirteenth century, now going through her Wapping experience. It seems nasty, yet it may be necessary”


“What like was she?”


“What sort of an ideal had you when you first dreamt of that picture, Algy?”


“A tall, slender woman, of about twenty or twenty-two, graceful and refined, with pale face blue-veined and clear, with dark hair and eyes indifferent as to shade, yet out-looking – a soulful gaze from a classical, passive and passionless face.”


“That is exactly the Beatrice of the East End shanty and the Irish whiskey, the sort of holy after-death calm pervading her, the alabaster-lamp-like complexion lit up by pure spirits undiluted, the general dreamy, indifferent pose – it was all there when I first saw her, only a battle royal afterwards occurred between her and the Amazon over a sailor, during which the alabaster lamp flamed up and Semiramis came off second best; for commend me to your spiritual demons when claws and teeth are wanted. No matter, I have found your model for you; take a turn with me this evening and I’ll perhaps be able to point her out to you, the after negotiations I leave in your own romantic hands.”


II

 Dante in the Inferno


It is a considerable distance from the Fulham Road to Wapping even going by “bus, but as the two artist friends went, it was still further and decidedly more picturesque.


They were both young men under thirty. Art is not so precocious as literature, and does not send quite so many early potatoes into the market, so that the age of thirty is considered young enough for a painter to have learned his business sufficiently to be marketable from the picture-dealing point of view.


Will Murray was the younger of the two by a couple of years, but as he had been sent early to fish in the troubled waters of illustration, and forced to provide for himself while studying, he looked much the elder; of a more realistic and energetic turn, he did not indulge in dreams of painting any single magnum opus, with which he would burst upon an astonished and enthusiastic world, he could not afford to dream, for he had to work hard or go fasting, and so the height of his aspirations was to paint well enough to win a note of approval from his own particular school, and keep the pot boiling with black and white work.


Algar Gray was a dreamer on five hundred per year, the income beneficent Fortune had endowed him with by reason of his lucky birth; he did not require to work for his daily bread, and as he had about as much prospect of selling his paint-creations, or imitations, as the other members of this new school, he spent the time he was not painting in dreaming about a possible future.


It wasn’t a higher ideal, this brooding over fame, than the circumscribed ideal of Will Murray; each member of that young school was too staunch to his principles, and idealized his art as represented by canvas and paints too highly to care one jot about the pecuniary side of it; they painted their pictures as the true poet writes his poems, because it was right in their eyes; they held exhibitions, and preached their canons to a blinded public; the blinded public did not purchase, or even admire; but all that did not matter to the exhibitors so long as they had enough left to pay for more canvases and frames.


Will Murray was keen sighted and blue-eyed, robust in body and forever on the alert for fresh material to fill his sketch-book. Algar Gray was dark to swarthiness, with long, thin face, rich-toned, melancholy eyes, and slender figure; he did not jot down trifles as did his friend, he absorbed the general effect and seldom produced his sketching-block.


Having time on their hands and a glorious October evening before them, they walked to Fulham Wharf and, hiring a wherry there, resolved to go by the old water way to the Tower, and after that begin their search for the Spiritual, through the Inferno of the East.


There is no river in the world to be compared for majesty and the witchery of association, to the Thames; it impresses even the unreading and unimaginative watcher with a solemnity which he cannot account for, as it rolls under his feet and swirls past the buttresses of its many bridges; he may think, as he experiences the unusual effect, that it is the multiplicity of buildings which line its banks, or the crowd of sea-craft which floats upon its surface, or its own extensive spread. In reality he feels, although he cannot explain it, the countless memories which hang forever like a spiritual fog over its rushing current.


This unseen fog closes in upon the two friends as they take up their oars and pull out into midstream; it is a human fog which depresses and prepares them for the scenes into which they must shortly add their humanity; there is no breaking away from it, for it reaches up to Oxford and down to Sheppey, the voiceless thrilling of past voices, the haunting chill of dead tragedies, the momentous hush of acted history.


It wafts towards them on the brown sails of the gliding barges where the solitary figures stand upright at the stem like so many Charons steering their hopeless freights; it shapes the fantastic clouds of dying day overhead, from the fumes of countiess fires, and the breaths from countless lips, it is the overpowering absorption of a single soul composed of many parts; the soul of a great city, past and present, of a mighty nation with its crowded events, crushing down upon the heart of a responsive stream, and this is the mystic power of the pulsating, eternal Thames.


They bear down upon Westminster, the ghost-consecrated Abbey, and the history-crammed Hall, through the arches of the bridge with a rush as the tide swelters round them; the city is buried in a dusky gloom save where the lights begin to gleam and trail with lurid reflections past black velvety-looking hulls – a dusky city of golden gleams. St Paul’s looms up like an immense bowl reversed, squat, un-English, and undignified in spite of its great size; they dart within the sombre shadows of the Bridge of Sighs, and pass the Tower of London, with the rising moon making the sky behind it luminous, and the crowd of shipping in front appear like a dense forest of withered pines, and then mooring their boat at the steps beyond, with a shuddering farewell look at the eel-like shadows and the glittering lights of that writhing river, with its burthen seen and invisible, they plunge into the purlieus of Wapping.


Through silent alleys where dark shadows fleeted past them like forest beasts on the prowl; through bustling marketplaces where bloaters predominated, into crammed gin-palaces where the gas flashed over faces whereon was stamped the indelible impression of a protest against creation; brushing tatters which were in gruesome harmony with the haggard or bloated features.


Will Murray was used to this medley and pushed on with a definite purpose, treating as burlesque what made the dreamer groan with impotent fury that so dire a poverty, so unspeakable a degradation, could laugh and seem hilarious even under the fugitive influence of Old Tom. They were not human beings these breathing and roaring masses, they were an appalling army of spectres grinning at an abashed Maker.


“Here we are at last, Algy,” observed Will, cheerily, as the pair pushed through the swinging doors of a crammed bar and approached the counter, “and there is your Beatrice.”


III

 The Picture


The impressionists of Fulham Road knew Algy Gray no more, after that first glimpse which he had of Beatrice. His studio was once again to let, for he had removed his baggage and tent eastward, so as to be near the woman who would not and could not come West.


His first impressions of her might have cured many a man less refined or sensitive – a tall young woman with pallid face leaning against the bar and standing treat to some others of her kind; drinking furiously, while from her lips flowed a husky torrent of foulness, unrepeatable; she was in luck when he met her, and enjoying a holiday with some of her own sex, and therefore wanted no male interference for that night, so she repulsed his advances with frank brutality, and forced him to retire from her side baffled.


Yet, if she offended his refined ears, there was nothing about her to offend his artistic eyes; she had no ostrich feathers in her hat, and no discordancy about the colours of her shabby costume; it was plain and easy-fitting, showing the grace of her willowy shape; her features were statuesque, and as Will had said, alabaster-like in their pure pallor.


That night Algar Gray followed her about, from place to place, watching her beauty hungrily even while he wondered at the unholy thirst that possessed her, and which seemed to be sateless, a quenchless desire which gave her no rest, but drove her from bar to bar, while her money lasted; she appeared to him like a soulless being, on whom neither fatigue nor debauchery could take effect.


At length, as midnight neared, she turned to him with a half smile and beckoned him towards her; she had ignored him hitherto, although she knew he was hunting her down.


“I say, matey, I’m stumped up, so you can stand me some drink if you like.”


She laughed scornfully when she saw him take soda water for his share, it was a weakness which she could neither understand nor appreciate.


“You ain’t Jacky the Terror, are you?” she enquired carelessly as she asked him for another drink.


“Certainly not, why do you ask?*


“Cos you stick so close to me. I thought perhaps you had spotted me out for the next one, not that I care much whether you are or not, now that my money is done.”


His heart thrilled at the passivity of her loneliness as he looked at her; she had accepted his companionship with indifference, unconscious of her own perfection, utterly apathetic to everything; she a woman that nothing could warm up.


She led him to the home which she rented, a single attic devoid of furniture, with the exception of a broken chair and dilapidated table, and a mattress which was spread out in the corner, a wretched nest for such a matchless Beatrice.


And as she reclined on the mattress and drank herself to sleep from the bottle which she had made him buy for her, he sat at the table, and while the tallow candle lasted, he watched her, and sketched her in his notebook, after which, when the candle had dropped to the bottom of the bottle which served as a candle stick, and the white moonlight fell through the broken window upon that pure white slumbering face, so still and death-like, he crept softly down the stairs, thralled with but one idea.


Next day when he came again she greeted him almost affectionately, for she remembered his lavishness the night before and was grateful for the refreshment which he sent out for her. Yes, she had no objections to let him paint her if he paid well for it, and came to her, but she wasn’t going out of her beat for any man; so finding that there was another attic in the same house to let, he hired it, got the window altered to suit him and set to work on his picture.


The model, although untrained, was a patient enough sitter to Algar Gray when the mood took her, but she was very variable in her moods, and uncertain in her temper, as spirit-drunkards mostly are. Sometimes she was reticent and sullen, and would not be coaxed or bribed into obedience to his wishes, at other times she was lazy and would not stir from her own mattress, where she lay like a lovely savage, letting him admire her transparent skin, with the blue veins intersecting it, and a luminous glow pervading it, until his spirit melted within him, and he grew almost as purposeless as she was.


Under these conditions the picture did not advance very fast, for now November was upon them with its fogs. Very often on the days when she felt amiable enough to sit, he had no light to take advantage of her mood, while at other times she was either away drinking with her own kind or else sulking in her bleak den.


If he wondered at first how she could keep the purity of her complexion with the life she led or how she never appeared overcome with the quantity of spirits she consumed, he no longer did so since she had given him her confidence.


She was a child of the slums in spite of her refinement of face, figure and nearness of attire; who, six years before had been given up by the doctors for consumption, and informed that she had not four months of life left. Previous to this medical verdict she had worked at a match factory, and been fairly well conducted, but with the recklessness of her kind, who resemble sailors closely, she had pitched aside caution, resolved to make the most of her four months left, and so abandoned herself to the life she was still leading.


She had existed almost entirely upon raw spirits for the past six years, surprised herself that she had lived so long past her time, yet expecting death constantly; she was as one set apart by Death, and no power could reclaim her from that doom, a reckless, condemned prisoner, living under a very uncertain reprieve, and without an emotion or a desire left except the vain craving to deaden thought, and be able to die game, a craving which would not be satisfied.


Algar Gray, for the sake of an ideal, had linked himself to a soul already damned, which still held on to its fragile casement, a soul which was dragging him down to her own hell; her very cold indifference to him drew him after her, and enslaved him, her unholy transparent loveliness bewitched him, and the foulness of her lips and language no longer caused him a shudder, since it could not alter her exquisite lines or those pearly tints which defied his palette; and yet he did not love the woman; his whole desire was to transfer her perfection to his canvas before grim Death came to snatch her clay from the vileness of its surroundings.


IV

 A Lost Soul


December and January had passed with clear, frosty skies, and the picture of Beatrice was at length ready for the Exhibition.


When a man devotes himself body and spirit to a single object, if he has training and aptitude, no matter how mediocre he may be in ordinary affairs, he will produce something so nearly akin to a work of genius as to deceive half the judges who think themselves competent to decide between genius and talent.


Algar Gray had studied drawing at a good training-school, and was acknowledged by competent critics to be a true colourist, and for the last three months he had lived for the picture which he had just completed, therefore the result was satisfactory even to him. Beatrice, the ideal love of Dante, looked out from his canvas in the one attic of this Wapping slum, while Beatrice, the model, lay dead on her old mattress in the other.


He had attempted to make her home more homelike and comfortable for her, but without success; what he ordered from the upholsterer she disposed of promptly to the brokers, laughing scornfully at his efforts to redeem her, and mocking coarsely at his remonstrances, as she always had done at his temperate habits. He was not of her kind, and she had no sympathy with him, or in any of his ways; she had tolerated him only for the money he was able to give her and so had burnt herself out of life without a kindly word or thought about him.


She had died as she wished to do, that is, she had passed away silently and in the darkness leaving him to discover what was left of her, in the chill of a winter morning, a corpse not whiter or less luminous than she had been in life, with the transparent neck and delicate arms, blue-veined and beautiful, and the face composed with the immortal air of quiet which it had always possessed.


She had lasted just long enough to enable him to put the finishing touches upon her replica, and now that the undertakers had taken away the matchless original, he thought that he might return to his own people, and take with him the object which he had coveted and won. The woman herself seemed nothing to him while she lay waiting upon her last removal in the room next to his, but now that it was empty, and only her image remained before him, he was strangely dissatisfied and restless.


He had caught the false appearance of purity which was about her, but all unaware to himself, this constant communication of the more natural part had been absorbed into his being, until now the picture looked like a body waiting for the return of its own mocking spirit, and for the first time, regretful wishes began to tug at his heartstrings; it was no longer the Beatrice of Dante that he wanted, but the Beatrice who had mockingly enslaved him with her vileness, and whom he had permitted to escape from him for an ideal, she who had never tempted him in life, was now tormenting him past endurance with hopeless longings.


He had gone out that afternoon with the intention of returning to his studio in the West End, and making arrangements for bringing his picture there, but after wandering aimlessly about the evil haunts where he had so often followed his late model, he found that he could not tear himself from that dismal round. A shadowy form seemed to glide before him from one gin-palace to another as she had done in life; the places where she had leaned against the bars seemed still to be occupied by her cold and mocking presence, no longer passive, but repulsing him as she had done in the early part of the first night, while he grew hungry and eager for her friendship.


She was before him on the pavement as he turned towards his attic; her husky oath-clogged voice sounded in his ears as he passed an alley, and when he rushed forward to seize her, two other women fled from him out of the gloom with shrieks of fear. All the voices of these unfortunates are alike, and he had made a mistake.


The ice had given way on the morning of her death, and the streets were now slushy and wet, with a drizzling fog obscuring objects, so that only an instinct led him back to his temporary studio; he would draw down his blind and light his lamp, and spend the last evening of the slums in looking at his work.


It appeared almost a perfect piece of painting, and likely to attract much notice when it was exhibited. The dress which Beatrice had worn still lay over the back of the chair near the door, where she had carelessly flung it when last she took it off. He turned his back to the dress-covered chair and looked at the picture. Yes, it was the Beatrice whom Dante yearned over all his life – as she appeared to him at the bridge, with the same pure face and pathetic eyes, but not the Beatrice whom he, Algar Gray, passed over while she lived, and now longed for with such unutterable longing when it was too late.


He flung himself down before his magnum opus, and buried his face in his hands with passionate and hopeless regret.


Was that a husky laugh down in the court below, on the stairs, or in the room beside him? – her devil’s laugh when she would go her own way in spite of his remonstrances.


He raised his head and looked behind him to where the dress had been lying crumpled and away from his picture. God of Heaven! his dead model had returned and now stood at the open door beckoning upon him to come to her, with her lovely transparent arm bare to the elbow, and once more dressed in the costume which she had cast aside.


He looked no more at his replica, but followed the mocking spirit down the stairs, into the fog-wrapped alley, and onwards where she led him.


Down towards Wapping Old Stairs, where the shapeless hulks of the ships and barges loomed out from the swirling, rushing black river like ghosts, as she was, who floated towards them, luring him downwards, amongst the slime, to the abyss from which her lost soul had been recalled by his evil longings.



THE DEATH MASK

Ella D’Arcy

1896




THE Master was dead; and Peschi, who had come round to the studio to see about some repairs – part of the ceiling had fallen owing to the too lively proceedings of Dubourg and his eternal visitors overhead – Peschi displayed a natural pride that it was he who had been selected from among the many mouleurs of the Quarter, to take a mask of the dead man.


All Paris was talking of the Master, although not, assuredly, under that title. All Paris was talking of his life, of his genius, of his misery, and of his death. Peschi, for the moment, was sole possessor of valuable unedited details, to the narration of which Hiram P. Corner, who had dropped in to pass the evening with me, listened with keenly attentive ears.


Corner was a recent addition to the American Art Colony; ingenuous as befitted his eighteen years, and of a more than improbable innocence. Paris, to him, represented the Holiest of Holies; the dead Master, by the adorable impeccability of his writings, figuring therein as one of the High Priests. Needless to say, he had never come in contact with that High Priest, had never even seen him; while the Simian caricatures which so frequently embellished the newspapers, made as little impression on the lad’s mind as did the unequivocal allusions, jests, and epigrams, forever flung up like sea-spray against the rock of his unrevered name.


The absorbing interest Corner felt glowed visibly on his fresh young western face, and it was this, I imagine, which led Peschi to propose that we should go back with him to his atelier and see the mask for ourselves.


Peschi is a Genoese; small, lithe, very handsome; a skilled workman, a little demon of industry; full of enthusiasms, with the real artist-soul. He works for Felon the sculptor, and it was Felon who had been commissioned to do the bust for which the death mask would serve as model.


It is always pleasant to hear Peschi talk; and tonight, as we walked from the Rue Fleurus to the Rue Notre-Dame-des-Champs he told us something of mask-taking in general, with illustrations from this particular case.


On the preceding day, barely two hours after death had taken place, Rivereau, one of the dead man’s intimates, had rushed into Peschi’s workroom, and carried him off, with the necessary materials, to the Rue Monsieur, in a cab. Rivereau, though barely twenty, is perhaps the most notorious of the bande. Peschi described him to Corner as having dark, evil, narrow eyes set too close together in a perfectly white face, framed by falling, lustreless black hair; and with the stooping shoulders, the troubled walk, the attenuated hands common to his class.


Arrived at the house, Rivereau led the way up the dark and dirty staircase to the topmost landing, and as they paused there an instant, Peschi could hear the long-drawn, hopeless sobs of a woman within the door.


On being admitted he found himself in an apartment consisting of two small, inconceivably squalid rooms, opening one from the other.


In the outer room, five or six figures, the disciples, friends, and lovers of the dead poet, conversed together; a curious group in a medley of costumes. One in an opera-hat, shirtsleeves, and soiled grey trousers tied up with a bit of stout string; another in a black coat buttoned high to conceal the fact that he wore no shirt at all; a third in clothes crisp from the tailor, with an immense bunch of Parma violets in his buttonhole. But all were alike in the strangeness of their eyes, their voices, their gestures.


Seen through the open door of the further room, lay the corpse under a sheet, and by the bedside knelt the stout, middle-aged mistress, whose sobs had reached the stairs.


Madame Germaine, as she was called in the Quarter, had loved the Master with that complete, self-abnegating, sublime love of which certain women are capable – a love uniting that of the mother, the wife, and the nurse all in one. For years she had cooked for him, washed for him, mended for him; had watched through whole nights by his bedside when he was ill; had suffered passively his blows, his reproaches, and his neglect, when, thanks to her care, he was well again. She adored him dumbly, closed her eyes to his vices, and magnified his gifts, without in the least comprehending them. She belonged to the ouvrière class, could not read, could not write her own name; but with a characteristic which is as French as it is un-British, she paid her homage to intellect, where an Englishwoman only gives it to inches and muscle. Madame Germaine was prouder perhaps of the Master’s greatness, worshipped him more devoutly, than any one of the super-cultivated, ultra-corrupt group, who by their flatteries and complaisances had assisted him to his ruin.


It was with the utmost difficulty, Peschi said, that Rivereau and the rest had succeeded in persuading the poor creature to leave the bedside and go into the other room while the mask was being taken.


The operation, it seems, is a sufficiently horrible one, and no relative is permitted to be present. As you cover the dead face over with the plaster, a little air is necessarily forced back again into the lungs, and this air as it passes along the windpipe causes strange rattlings, sinister noises, so that you might swear that the corpse was returned to life. Then, as the mould is removed, the muscles of the face drag and twitch, the mouth opens, the tongue lolls out; and Peschi declared that this always remains for him a gruesome moment. He has never accustomed himself to it; on every recurring occasion it fills him with the same repugnance; and this, although he has taken so many masks, is so deservedly celebrated for them, that la bande had instantly selected him to perpetuate the Master’s lineaments.


“But it’s an excellent likeness,” said Peschi; “you see they sent for me so promptly that he had not changed at all. He does not look as though he were dead, but just asleep.”


Meanwhile we had reached the unshuttered shop-front, where Peschi displays, on Sundays and week-days alike, his finished works of plastic art to the gamins and filles of the Quarter.


Looking past the statuary, we could see into the living-room beyond, it being separated from the shop only by a glass partition. It was lighted by a lamp set in the centre of the table, and in the circle of light thrown from beneath its green shade, we saw a charming picture: the young head of Madame Peschi bent over her baby, whom she was feeding at the breast. She is eighteen, pretty as a rose, and her story and Peschi’s is an idyllic one; to be told, perhaps, another time. She greeted us with the smiling, cordial, unaffected kindliness which in France warms your blood with the constant sense of brotherhood; and, giving the boy to his father – a delicious opalescent trace of milk hanging about the little mouth – she got up to see about another lamp which Peschi had asked for.


Holding this lamp to guide our steps, he preceded us now across a dark yard to his workshop at the further end, and while we went we heard the young mother’s exquisite nonsense-talk addressed to the child, as she settled back in her place again to her nursing.


Peschi, unlocking a door, flashed the light down a long room, the walls of which, the trestle-tables, the very floor, were hung, laden, and encumbered with a thousand heterogeneous objects. Casts of every description and dimension, finished, unfinished, broken; scrolls for ceilings; caryatides for chimney-pieces; cornucopias for the entablatures of buildings; chubby Cupids jostling emaciated Christs; broken columns for Père Lachaise, or consolatory upward-pointing angels; hands, feet, and noses for the Schools of Art; a pensively posed échorché contemplating a Venus of Milo fallen upon her back; these, and a crowd of nameless, formless things, seemed to spring at our eyes, as Peschi raised or lowered the lamp, moved it this way or the other.


“There it is,” said he, pointing forwards; and I saw lying flat upon a modelling-board, with upturned features, a grey, immobile simulacrum of the curiously mobile face I remembered so well.


“Of course you must understand,” said Paschi, “it’s only in the rough, just exactly as it came from the creux. Fifty copies are to be cast altogether, and this is the first one. But I must prop it up for you. You can’t judge of it as it is.”


He looked about him for a free place on which to set the lamp. Not finding any, he put it down on the floor. For a few moments lie stood busied over the mask with his back to us.


“Now you can see it properly,” said he, and stepped aside.


The lamp threw its rays upwards, illuminating strongly the lower portion of the cast, throwing the upper portion into deepest shadow, with the effect that the inanimate mask was become suddenly a living face, but a face so unutterably repulsive, so hideously bestial, that I grew cold to the roots of my hair.…


A fat, loose throat, a retreating chinless chin, smeared and bleared with the impressions of the meagre beard; a vile mouth, lustful, flaccid, the lower lip disproportionately great; ignoble lines; hateful puffinesses; something inhuman and yet worse than inhuman in its travesty of humanity; something that made you hate the world and your fellows, that made you hate yourself for being ever so little in this image. A more abhorrent spectacle I have never seen.…


So soon as I could turn my eyes from the ghastly thing, I looked at Corner. He was white as the plaster faces about him. His immensely opened eyes showed his astonishment and his terror. For what I experienced was intensified in his case by the unexpected and complete disillusionment. He had opened the door of the tabernacle, and out had crawled a noisome spider; he had lifted to his lips the communion cup, and therein squatted a toad. A sort of murmur of frantic protestation began to rise in his throat; but Peschi, unconscious of our agitation, now lifted the lamp, passed round with it behind the mask, held it high, and let the rays stream downwards from above.


The astounding way the face changed must have been seen to be believed in. It was exactly as though, by some cunning sleight of hand, the mask of a god had been substituted for that of a satyr.… You saw a splendid dome-like head, Shakespearean in contour; a broad, smooth, finely-modelled brow; thick, regular, horizontal eyebrows, casting a shadow which diminished the too great distance separating them from the eyes; while the deeper shadow thrown below the nose altered its character entirely. Its snout-like appearance was gone, its deep, wide-open, upturned nostrils were hidden, but you noticed the well-marked transition from forehead to nose-base, the broad ridge denoting extraordinary mental power. Over the eyeballs the lids had slid down smooth and creaseless; the little tell-tale palpebral wrinkles which had given such libidinous lassitude to the eye had vanished away. The lips no longer looked gross, and they closed together in a beautiful, sinuous line, now first revealed by the shadow on the upper one. The prominence of the jaws, the muscularity of the lower part of the face, which gave it so painfully microcephalous an appearance, were now unnoticeable; on the contrary, the whole face looked small beneath the noble head and brow. You remarked the medium-sized and well-formed ears, with the “swan” distinct in each, the gently-swelling breadth of head above them, the full development of the forehead over the orbits of the eyes. You discerned the presence of those higher qualities which might have rendered him an ascetic or a saint; which led him to understand the beauty of self-denial, to appreciate the wisdom of self-restraint: and you did not see how these qualities remained inoperative in him, being completely over-balanced by the size of the lower brain, the thick, bull throat, and the immense length from the ear to the base of the skull at the back.


I had often seen the Master in life: I had seen him sipping absinthe at the d’Harcourt; reeling, a Silemus-like figure, among the nocturnal Bacchantes of the Boul’ Miche; lying in the gutter outside his house, until his mistress should come to pick him up and take him in. I had seen in the living man more traces than a few of the bestiality which the death-mask had completely verified; but never in the living man had I suspected anything of the beauty, of the splendour, that I now saw.


For that the Master had somewhere a beautiful soul you divined from his works; from the exquisite melody of all of them, from the pure, the ecstatic, the religious altitude of some few. But in actual daily life, his loose and violent willpower, his insane passions, held that soul bound down so close a captive, that those who knew him best were the last to admit its existence.


And here, a mere accident of lighting displayed not only that existence, but its visible, outward expression as well. In these magnificent lines and arches of head and brow, you saw what the man might have been, what God had intended him to be; what his mother had foreseen in him, when, a tiny infant like Peschi’s yonder, she had cradled the warm, downy, sweet-smelling little head upon her bosom, and dreamed daydreams of all the high, the great, the wonderful things her boy later on was to do. You saw what the poor, purblind, middle-aged mistress was the only one to see in the seamed and ravaged face she kissed so tenderly for the last time before the coffin-lid was closed.


You saw the head of gold; you could forget the feet of clay, or, remembering them, you found for the first time some explanation of the anomalies of his career.


You understood how he who could pour out passionate protestations of love and devotion to God in the morning, offering up body and soul, flesh and blood in his service; dedicating his brow as a footstool for the Sacred Feet; his hands as censers for the glowing coals, the precious incense; condemning his eyes, misleading lights, to be extinguished by the tears of prayer; you understood how, nevertheless, before evening was come, he would set every law of God and decency at defiance, use every member, every faculty, in the service of sin.


It was given to him, as it is given to few, to see the Best, to reverence it, to love it; and the blind, groping hesitatingly forward in the darkness, do not stray as far as he strayed.


He knew the value of work, its imperative necessity; that in the sweat of his brow the artist, like the day-labourer, must produce, must produce: and he spent his slothful days shambling from café to café.


He never denied his vices; he recognised them and found excuses for them, high moral reasons even, as the intellectual man can always do. To indulge them was but to follow out the dictates of Nature, who in herself is holy; cynically to expose them to the world was but to be absolutely sincere.


And his disciples, going further, taught with a vague poetic mysticism that he was a fresh Incarnation of the Godhead; that what was called his immorality was merely his scorn of truckling to the base conventions of the world. But in his saner moments he described himself more accurately as a man blown hither and thither by the winds of evil chance, just as a withered leaf is blown in autumn; and having received great and exceptional gifts, with Shakespeare’s length of years in which to turn them to account, he had chosen instead to wallow in such vileness that his very name was anathema among honourable men.


Chosen? Did he choose? Can one say after all that he chose to resemble the leaf rather than the tree? The gates of gifts close on the child with the womb, and all we possess comes to us from afar, and is collected from a thousand diverging sources.


If that splendid head and brow were contained in the seed, so also were the retreating chin, the debased jaw, the animal mouth. One as much as the other was the direct inheritance of former generations. Considered in a certain aspect, it seems that a man by taking thought, may as little hope to thwart the implanted propensities of his character, as to alter the shape of his skull or the size of his jawbone.


I lost myself in mazes of predestination and free-will. Life appeared to me as a huge kaleidoscope turned by the hand of Fate. The atoms of glass coalesce into patterns, fall apart, unite together again, are always the same, but always different, and, shake the glass never so slightly, the precise combination you have just been looking at is broken up forever. It can never be repeated. This particular man, with his faults and his virtues, his unconscious brutalities, his unexpected gentlenesses, his furies of remorse; this man with the lofty brain, the perverted tastes, the weak, irresolute, indulgent heart, will never again be met with to the end of time; in all the endless combinations to come, this precise combination will never be found. Just as of all the faces the world will see, a face like the mask there will never again exchange glances with it.…


I looked at Corner, and saw his countenance once more aglow with the joy of a recovered Ideal; while Peschi’s voice broke in on my reverie, speaking with the happy pride of the artist in a good and conscientious piece of work.


“Eh bien, how do you find it?” said he; “it is beautiful, is it not?”



THE FIFTEENTH MAN

THE STORY OF A RUGBY MATCH

Richard Marsh

1900




It was not until we were actually in the field, and were about to begin to play, that I learned that the Brixham men had come one short. It seemed that one of their men had been playing in a match the week before – in a hard frost, if you please! and, getting pitched on to his head, had broken his skull nearly into two clean halves. That is the worst of playing in a frost; you are nearly sure to come to grief. Not to ordinary grief, either, but a regular cracker. It was hard lines on the Brixham team. Some men always are getting themselves smashed to pieces just as a big match is due! The man’s name was Joyce, Frank Joyce. He played halfback for Brixham, and for the county too – so you may be sure Lance didn’t care to lose him. Still, they couldn’t go and drag the man out of the hospital with a hole in his head big enough to put your fist into. They had tried to get a man to take his place, but at the last moment the substitute had failed to show.


“If we can’t beat them – fifteen to their fourteen! – I think we’d better go in for challenging girls’ schools. Last year they beat us, but this year, as we’ve one man to the good, perhaps we might manage to pull it off.”


That’s how Mason talked to us, as if we wanted them to win! Although they were only fourteen men, they could play. I don’t think I ever saw a team who were stronger in their forwards. Lance, their captain, kicked off; Mason, our chief, returned. Then one of their men, getting the leather, tried a run. We downed him, a scrimmage was formed, then, before we knew it, they were rushing the ball across the field. When it did show, I was on it like a flash. I passed to Mason. But he was collared almost before he had a chance to start. There was another turn at scrimmaging, and lively work it was, especially for us who had the pleasure of looking on. So, when again I got a sight of it, I didn’t lose much time. I had it up, and I was off. I didn’t pass; I tried a run upon my own account. I thought that I was clear away. I had passed the forwards; I thought that I had passed the field, when, suddenly, someone sprang at me, out of the fog – it was a little thick, you know – caught me round the waist, lifted me off my feet, and dropped me on my back. That spoiled it! Before I had a chance of passing they were all on top of me. And again the ball was in the scrimmage.


When I returned to my place behind I looked to see who it was had collared me. The fellow, I told myself, was one of their halfbacks. Yet, when I looked at their halves, I couldn’t make up my mind which of them it was.


Try how we could – although we had the best of the play – we couldn’t get across their line. Although I say it, we all put in some first-rate work. We never played better in our lives. We all had run after run, the passing was as accurate as if it had been mechanical, and yet we could not do the trick. Time after time, just as we were almost in, one of their men put a stop to our little game, and spoiled us. The funny part of the business was that, either owing to the fog, or to our stupidity, we could not make up our minds which of their men it was.


At last I spotted him. Mason had been held nearly on their goal line. They were playing their usual game of driving us back in the scrimmage, when the ball broke through. I took it. I passed to Mason. I thought he was behind, when – he was collared and thrown.


“Joyce!” I cried. “Why, I thought that you weren’t playing.”


“What are you talking about?” asked one of their men. “Joyce isn’t playing.”


I stared.


“Not playing! Why, it was he who collared Mason.”


“Stuff!”


I did not think the man was particularly civil. It was certainly an odd mistake which I had made. I was just behind Mason when he was collared, and I saw the face of the man who collared him. I could have sworn it was Frank Joyce!


“Who was that who downed you just now?” I asked of Mason, directly I had the chance.


“Their halfback.”


Their halfback! Their halves were Tom Wilson and Granger. How could I have mistaken either of them for Joyce?


A little later Giffard was puzzled.


“One of their fellows plays a thundering good game, but, do you know, I can t make out which one of them it is.”


“Do you mean the fellow who keeps collaring.”


“That’s the man!”


The curious part of it was that I never saw the man except when he was collaring.


“The next time,” said Giffard, when, for about the sixth time, he had been on the point of scoring, “if I don’t get in, I’ll know the reason why. I’ll kill that man.”


It was all very well to talk about our killing him. It looked very much more like his killing us. Mason passed the word that if there was anything like a chance we were to drop. The chance came immediately afterwards. They muffed somehow in trying to pass. Blaine got the leather. He started to run.


“Drop,” yelled Mason.


In that fog, and from where Blaine was, dropping a goal was out of the question. He tried the next best thing – he tried to drop into touch. But the attempt was a failure. The kick was a bad one – the ball was as heavy as lead, so that there was not much kick in it – and as it was coming down one of their men, appearing right on the spot, caught it, dropped a drop which was a drop, sent the ball right over our heads, and as near as a toucher over the bar.


Just then the whistle sounded.


“Do you know,” declared Ingall, as we were crossing over, “I believe they’re playing fifteen men.”


Mason scoffed.


“Do you think, without giving us notice, they would play fifteen when they told us they were only playing fourteen?”


“Hanged if I don’t count them!” persisted Ingall.


He did, and we all did. We faced round and reckoned them up. There were only fourteen, unless one was slinking out of sight somewhere in the dim recesses of the fog, which seemed scarcely probable. Still Ingall seemed dissatisfied.


“They’re playing four three-quarters,” whispered Giffard, when the game restarted.


So they were – Wheeler, Pendleton, Marshall, and another. Who the fourth man was I couldn’t make out. He was a big, strapping fellow, I could see that; but the play was so fast that more than that I couldn’t see.


“Who is the fourth man?”


“Don’t know; can’t see his face. It’s so confoundedly foggy!”


It was foggy; but still, of course, it was not foggy enough to render a man’s features indistinguishable at the distance of only a few feet. All the same, somehow or other he managed to keep his face concealed from us. While Giffard and I had been whispering, they had been packing in. The ball broke out our side. I had it. I tried to run. Instantly I saw that fourth three-quarter rush at me. As he came I saw his face. I was so amazed that I stopped dead. Putting his arms about me he held me as in a vice.


“Joyce!” I cried.


Before the word was out of my mouth half a dozen of their men had hold of the ball.


“Held! held!” they screamed.


“Down!” I gasped.


And it was down, with two or three of their men on top of me. They were packing the scrimmage before I had time to get fairly on my feet again.


“That was Joyce who collared me!” I exclaimed.


“Pack in! pack in!” shouted Mason from behind.


And they did pack in with a vengeance. Giffard had the ball. They were down on him; it was hammer and tongs. But through it all we stuck to the leather. They downed us, but not before we had passed it to a friend. Out of it came Giffard, sailing along as though he had not been swallowing mud in pailfuls. I thought he was dear – but no! He stopped short, and dropped the ball! – dropped it, as he stood there, from his two hands as though he were a baby! They asked no questions. They had it up; they were off with it, as though they meant to carry it home. They carried it, too, all the way – almost! It was in disagreeable propinquity to our goal by the time that it was held.


“Now then, Brixham, you’ve got it!”


That was what they cried.


“Steyning! Steyning! All together!”


That was what we answered. But though we did work all together, it was as much as we could manage.


“Where’s Giffard?” bellowed Mason.


My impression was that he had remained like a signpost rooted to the ground. I had seen him standing motionless after he had dropped the ball, and even as the Brixham men rushed past him. But just then he put in an appearance.


“I protest!” he cried.


“What about?” asked Mason.


“What do they mean by pretending they’re not playing Frank Joyce when all the time they are?”


“Oh, confound Frank Joyce! Play up, do. You’ve done your best to give them the game already. Steady, Steyning, steady Left, there, left. Centre, steady!”


We were steady. We were more than steady. Steadiness alone would not have saved us. We all played forward. At last, somehow, we got the ball back into something like the middle of the field. Giffard kept whispering to me all the time, even in the hottest of the rush.


“What lies, pretending that they’re not playing Joyce!” Here he had a discussion with the ball, mostly on his knees. “Humbug about his being in the hospital!”


We had another chance. Out of the turmoil. Mason was flying off with a lead. It was the first clear start he had that day. When he has got that, it is catch him who catch can! As he pelted off the fog, which kept coming and going, all at once grew thicker. He had passed all their men. Of ours, I was the nearest to him. It looked all the world to a china orange that we were going to score at last, when, to my disgust, he reeled, seemed to give a sort of spring, and then fell right over on to his back! I did not understand how he had managed to do it, but I supposed that he had slipped in the mud. Before I could get within passing distance the Brixham men were on us, and the ball was down.


“I thought you’d done it that time.”


I said this to him as the scrimmage was being formed. He did not answer. He stood looking about him in a hazy sort of way, as though the further proceedings had no interest for him.


“What’s the matter? Are you hurt?”


He turned to me.


“Where is he?” he asked.


“Where’s who?”


I couldn’t make him out. There was quite a curious look upon his face.


“Joyce!”


Somehow, as he said this, I felt a trifle queer. It was his face, or his tone, or something. “Didn’t you see him throw me?”


I didn’t know what he meant. But before I could say so we had another little rough and tumble – one go up and the other go down. A hubbub arose. There was Ingall shouting.


“I protest! I don’t think this sort of thing’s fair play.”


“What sort of thing?”


“You said you weren’t playing Joyce.”


“Said we weren’t! We aren’t.”


“Why, he just took the ball out of my hands! Joyce, where are you?”


“Yes, where is he?”


Then they laughed. Mason intervened.


“Excuse me, Lance; we’ve no objection to your playing Joyce, but why do you say you aren’t?”


“I don’t think you’re well. I tell you that Frank Joyce is at this moment lying in Brixham hospital.”


“He just now collared me.”


I confess that when Mason said that I was a trifle staggered. I had distinctly seen that he had slipped and fallen. No one had been within a dozen yards of him at the time. Those Brixham men told him so – not too civilly.


“Do you fellows mean to say,” he roared, “that Frank Joyce didn’t just now pick me up and throw me?”


I struck in.


“I mean to say so. You slipped and fell. My dear fellow, no one was near you at the time.”


He sprang round at me.


“Well, that beats anything!”


At the same time,” I added, “it’s all nonsense to talk about Joyce being in Brixham hospital, because, since half-time at any rate, he’s been playing three-quarter.”


“Of course he has,” cried Ingall. “Didn’t I see him?”


“And didn’t he collar me?” asked Giffard.


The Brixham men were silent. We looked at them, and they at us.


“You fellows are dreaming,” said Lance. “It strikes me that you don’t know Joyce when you see him.”


“That’s good,” I cried, “considering that he and I were five years at school together.”


“Suppose you point him out then?”


“Joyce!” I shouted. “You aren’t ashamed to show your face, I hope?”


“Joyce!” they replied, in mockery. “You aren’t bashful, Joyce?”


He was not there. Or we couldn’t find him, at any rate. We scrutinized each member of the team; it was really absurd to suppose that I could mistake any of them for Joyce. There was not the slightest likeness.


Dryall appealed to the referee.


“Are you sure nobody’s sneaked off the field?”


“Stuff!” he said. “I’ve been following the game all the time, and know every man who’s playing, and Joyce hasn’t been upon the ground.”


“As for his playing three-quarter, Pendleton, Marshall, and I have been playing three-quarter all the afternoon, and I don’t think that either of us is very much like Joyce.”


This was Tom Wilson.


“You’ve been playing four three-quarters since we crossed over.”


“Bosh!“said Wilson.


That was good, as though I hadn’t seen the four with my own eyes.


“Play!” sang out the referee. “Don’t waste any more time.”


We were at it again. We might be mystified. There was something about the whole affair which was certainly mysterious to me. But we did not intend to be beaten.


“They’re only playing three three-quarters now,” said Giffard.


So they were. That was plain enough. I wondered if the fourth man had joined the forwards. But why should they conceal the fact that they had been playing four?


One of their men tried a drop. Mason caught it, ran, was collared, passed – wide to the left – and I was off. The whole crowd was in the centre of the field. I put on the steam. Lance came at me. I dodged, he missed. Pendleton was bearing down upon me from the right. I outpaced him. I got a lead. Only Rivers, their back, was between the Brixham goal and me. He slipped just as he made his effort. I was past. It was only a dozen yards to the goal. Nothing would stop me now I was telling myself that the only thing left was the shouting, when, right in front of me, stood – Joyce! Where he came from I have not the least idea. Out of nothing, it seemed to me. He stood there, cool as a cucumber, waiting – as it appeared – until I came within his reach. His sudden appearance baulked me. I stumbled. The ball slipped from beneath my arm. I saw him smile. Forgetting all about the ball, I made a dash at him. The instant I did so he was gone!


I felt a trifle mixed. I heard behind me the roar of voices. I knew that I had lost my chance. But, at the moment, that was not the trouble. Where had Joyce come from? Where had he gone?


“Now then, Steyning! All together, and you’ll do it!”


I heard Mason’s voice ring out above the hubbub.


“Brixham, Brixham!” shouted Lance. “Play up!”


“Joyce or no Joyce,” I told myself, “hang me if I won’t do it yet!”


I got on side. Blaine had hold of the leather. They were on him like a cartload of bricks. He passed to Giffard.


“Don’t run back!” I screamed.


They drove him back. He passed to me. They were on the ball as soon as I was. They sent me spinning. Somebody got hold of it. Just as he was off I made a grab at his leg. He went down on his face. The ball broke loose. I got on to my feet. They were indulging in what looked to me very much like hacking. We sent the leather through, and Lance was off! Their fellows backed him up in style. They kept us off until he had a start. He bore off to the right. Already he had shaken off our forwards. I saw Mason charge him. I saw that he sent Mason flying. I made for him. I caught him round the waist. He passed to Pendleton. Pendleton was downed. He lost the ball. Back it came to me, and I was off!


I was away before most of them knew what had become of the leather. Again there was only Rivers between the goal and me. He soon was out of the reckoning. The mud beat him. As he was making for me down he came upon his hands and knees. I had been running wide till then. When he came to grief I centred. Should I take the leather in, or drop?


“Drop!” shouted a voice behind.


That settled me. I was within easy range of the goal. I ought to manage the kick. I dropped – at least, I tried to. It was only a try, because, just as I had my toe against the ball, and was in the very act of kicking, Joyce stood right in front of me! He stood so close that, so to speak, he stood right on the ball. It fell dead, it didn’t travel an inch. As I made my fruitless effort, and was still poised upon one leg, placing his hand against my chest, he pushed me over backwards. As I fell I saw him smile – just as I had seen him smile when he had baulked me just before.


I didn’t feel like smiling. I felt still less like smiling when, as I yet lay sprawling, Rivers, pouncing on the ball, dropped it back into the centre of the field. He was still standing by me when I regained my feet. He volunteered an observation.


“Lucky for us you muffed that kick.”


“Where’s Joyce?” I asked.


“Where’s who?”


“Joyce.”


He stared at me.


“I don’t know what you’re driving at. I think you fellows must have got Joyce on the brain.”


He returned to his place in the field. I returned to mine. I had an affectionate greeting from Giffard.


“That’s the second chance you’ve thrown away. Whatever made you muff that kick?”


“Giffard,” I asked, “do you think I’m going mad?”


“I should think you’ve gone.”


I could not – it seems ridiculous, but I could not ask if he had seen Joyce. It was so evident that he had not. And yet, if I had seen him, he must have seen him too. As he suggested – I must have gone mad!


The play was getting pretty rough, the ground was getting pretty heavy. We had churned it into a regular quagmire. Sometimes we went above the ankle in liquid mud. As for the state that we were in!


One of theirs had the ball. Half a dozen of ours had hold of him.


“Held! held!“they yelled.


“It’s not held,” he gasped.


They had him down, and sat on him. Then he owned that it was held.


“Let it through,” cried Mason, when the leather was in scrimmage.


Before our forwards had a chance they rushed it through. We picked it up; we carried it back. They rushed it through again. The tide of battle swayed, now to this side, now to that. Still we gained. Two or three short runs bore the ball within punting distance of their goal. We more than retained the advantage. Yard by yard we drove them back. It was a match against time. We looked like winning if there was only time enough. At last it seemed as though matters had approached something very like a settlement. Pendleton had the ball. Our men were on to him. To avoid being held he punted. But he was charged before he really had a chance. The punt was muddled. It was a catch for Mason. He made his mark – within twenty yards of their goal! There is no better drop-kick in England than Alec Mason. If from a free kick at that distance he couldn’t top their bar, we might as well go home to bed.


Mason took his time. He judged the distance with his eye. Then, paying no attention to the Brixham forward, who had stood up to his mark, he dropped a good six feet on his own side of it. There was an instant’s silence. Then they raised a yell; for as the ball left Mason’s foot one of their men sprang at him, and, leaping upwards, caught the ball in the air. It was wonderfully done! Quick as lightning, before we had recovered from our surprise, he had dropped the ball back into the centre of the field.


“Now then, Brixham,” bellowed Lance.


And they came rushing on. They came on too! We were so disconcerted by Mason’s total failure that they got the drop on us. They reached the leather before our back had time to return. It was all we could do to get upon the scene of action quickly enough to prevent their having the scrimmage all to themselves. Mason’s collapse had put life into them as much as, for the moment, it had taken it out of us. They carried the ball through the scrimmage as though our forwards were not there.


“Now then, Steyning, you’re not going to let them beat us!”


As Mason held his peace I took his place as fugleman.


But we could not stand against them – we could not – in scrimmage or out of it. All at once they seemed to be possessed. In an instant their back play improved a hundred per cent. One of their men, in particular, played like Old Nick himself In the excitement – and they were an exciting sixty seconds – I could not make out which one of them it was; but he made things lively. He as good as played us single-handed; he was always on the ball; he seemed to lend their forwards irresistible impetus when it was in the scrimmage. And when it was out of it, wasn’t he just upon the spot. He was ubiquitous – here, there, and everywhere. And at last he was off. Exactly how it happened is more than I can say, but I saw that he had the ball. I saw him dash away with it. I made for him. He brushed me aside as though I were a fly. I was about to start in hot pursuit when someone caught me by the arm. I turned – in a trifle of a rage. There was Mason at my side.


“Never mind that fellow. Listen to me.” These were funny words to come from the captain of one’s team at the very crisis of the game. I both listened and looked. Something in the expression of his face quite startled me. “Do you know who it was who spoiled my kick? It was either Joyce or – -Joyce’s ghost.”


Before I was able to ask him what it was he meant there arose a hullaballoo of shouting. I turned, just in time to see the fellow, who had run away with the leather, drop it, as sweetly as you please, just over our goal. They had won! And at that moment the whistle sounded – they had done it just on time!


The man who had done the trick turned round and faced us. He was wearing a worsted cap, such as brewers wear. Taking it off, he waved it over his head. As he did so there was not a man upon the field who did not see him clearly, who did not know who he was. He was Frank Joyce! He stood there for a moment before us all, and then was gone.


“Lance,” shouted the referee, “here’s a telegram for you.”


Lance was standing close to Mason and to me. A telegraph boy came pelting up. Lance took the yellow envelope which the boy held out to him. He opened it.


“Why! what!” Through the mud upon his face he went white, up to the roots of his hair. He turned to us with startled eyes. “Joyce died in Brixham Hospital nearly an hour ago. The hospital people have telegraphed to say so.”



FEAR

Guy de Maupassant

1909




We went up on deck after dinner. Before us the Mediterranean lay without a ripple and shimmering in the moonlight. The great ship glided on, casting upward to the star-studded sky a long serpent of black smoke. Behind us the dazzling white water, stirred by the rapid progress of the heavy bark and beaten by the propeller, foamed, seemed to writhe, gave off so much brilliancy that one could have called it boiling moonlight.


There were six or eight of us silent with admiration and gazing toward far-away Africa whither we were going. The commandant, who was smoking a cigar with us, brusquely resumed the conversation begun at dinner.


“Yes, I was afraid then. My ship remained for six hours on that rock, beaten by the wind and with a great hole in the side. Luckily we were picked up toward evening by an English coaler which sighted us.”


Then a tall man of sunburned face and grave demeanor, one of those men who have evidently traveled unknown and far-away lands, whose calm eye seems to preserve in its depths something of the foreign scenes it has observed, a man that you are sure is impregnated with courage, spoke for the first time.


“You say, commandant, that you were afraid. I beg to disagree with you. You are in error as to the meaning of the word and the nature of the sensation that you experienced. An energetic man is never afraid in the presence of urgent danger. He is excited, aroused, full of anxiety, but fear is something quite different.”


The commandant laughed and answered: “Bah! I assure you that I was afraid.”


Then the man of the tanned countenance addressed us deliberately as follows:


“Permit me to explain. Fear – and the boldest men may feel fear – is something horrible, an atrocious sensation, a sort of decomposition of the soul, a terrible spasm of brain and heart, the very memory of which brings a shudder of anguish, but when one is brave he feels it neither under fire nor in the presence of sure death nor in the face of any well-known danger. It springs up under certain abnormal conditions, under certain mysterious influences in the presence of vague peril. Real fear is a sort of reminiscence of fantastic terror of the past. A man who believes in ghosts and imagines he sees a specter in the darkness must feel fear in all its horror.


“As for me I was overwhelmed with fear in broad daylight about ten years ago and again one December night last winter.


“Nevertheless, I have gone through many dangers, many adventures which seemed to promise death. I have often been in battle. I have been left for dead by thieves. In America I was condemned as an insurgent to be hanged, and off the coast of China have been thrown into the sea from the deck of a ship. Each time I thought I was lost I at once decided upon my course of action without regret or weakness.


“That is not fear.


“I have felt it in Africa, and yet it is a child of the north. The sunlight banishes it like the mist. Consider this fact, gentlemen. Among the Orientals life has no value; resignation is natural. The nights are clear and empty of the somber spirit of unrest which haunts the brain in cooler lands. In the Orient panic is known, but not fear.


“Well, then! Here is the incident that befell me in Africa.”


–   –   –


I was crossing the great sands to the south of Onargla. It is one of the most curious districts in the world. You have seen the solid continuous sand of the endless ocean strands. Well, imagine the ocean itself turned to sand in the midst of a storm. Imagine a silent tempest with motionless billows of yellow dust. They are high as mountains, these uneven, varied surges, rising exactly like unchained billows, but still larger, and stratified like watered silk. On this wild, silent, and motionless sea, the consuming rays of the tropical sun are poured pitilessly and directly. You have to climb these streaks of red-hot ash, descend again on the other side, climb again, climb, climb without halt, without repose, without shade. The horses cough, sink to their knees and slide down the sides of these remarkable hills.


We were a couple of friends followed by eight spahis and four camels with their drivers. We were no longer talking, overcome by heat, fatigue, and a thirst such as had produced this burning desert. Suddenly one of our men uttered a cry. We all halted, surprised by an unsolved phenomenon known only to travelers in these trackless wastes.


Somewhere, near us, in an indeterminable direction, a drum was rolling, the mysterious drum of the sands. It was beating distinctly, now with greater resonance and again feebler, ceasing, then resuming its uncanny roll.


The Arabs, terrified, stared at one another, and one said in his language: “Death is upon us.” As he spoke, my companion, my friend, almost a brother, dropped from his horse, falling face downward on the sand, overcome by a sunstroke.


And for two hours, while I tried in vain to save him, this weird drum filled my ears with its monotonous, intermittent and incomprehensible tone, and I felt lay hold of my bones fear, real fear, hideous fear, in the presence of this beloved corpse, in this hole scorched by the sun, surrounded by four mountains of sand, and two hundred leagues from any French settlement, while echo assailed our ears with this furious drum beat.


On that day I realized what fear was, but since then I have had another, and still more vivid experience—”


–   –   –


The commandant interrupted the speaker:


“I beg your pardon, but what was the drum?”


The traveler replied:


“I cannot say. No one knows. Our officers are often surprised by this singular noise and attribute it generally to the echo produced by a hail of grains of sand blown by the wind against the dry and brittle leaves of weeds, for it has always been noticed that the phenomenon occurs in proximity to little plants burned by the sun and hard as parchment. This sound seems to have been magnified, multiplied, and swelled beyond measure in its progress through the valleys of sand, and the drum therefore might be considered a sort of sound mirage. Nothing more. But I did not know that until later.


“I shall proceed to my second instance.”


–   –   –


It was last winter, in a forest of the Northeast of France. The sky was so overcast that night came two hours earlier than usual. My guide was a peasant who walked beside me along the narrow road, under the vault of fir trees, through which the wind in its fury howled. Between the tree tops, I saw the fleeting clouds, which seemed to hasten as if to escape some object of terror. Sometimes in a fierce gust of wind the whole forest bowed in the same direction with a groan of pain, and a chill laid hold of me, despite my rapid pace and heavy clothing.


We were to sup and sleep at an old gamekeeper’s house not much farther on. I had come out for hunting.


My guide sometimes raised his eyes and murmured: “Ugly weather!” Then he told me about the people among whom we were to spend the night. The father had killed a poacher, two years before, and since then had been gloomy and behaved as though haunted by a memory. His two sons were married and lived with him.


The darkness was profound. I could see nothing before me nor around me and the mass of overhanging interlacing trees rubbed together, filling the night with an incessant whispering. Finally I saw a light and soon my companion was knocking upon a door. Sharp women’s voices answered us, then a man’s voice, a choking voice, asked, “Who goes there?” My guide gave his name. We entered and beheld a memorable picture.


An old man with white hair, wild eyes, and a loaded gun in his hands, stood waiting for us in the middle of the kitchen, while two stalwart youths, armed with axes, guarded the door. In the somber corners I distinguished two women kneeling with faces to the wall.


Matters were explained, and the old man stood his gun against the wall, at the same time ordering that a room be prepared for me. Then, as the women did not stir: “Look you, monsieur,” said he, “two years ago this night I killed a man, and last year he came back to haunt me. I expect him again tonight.”


Then he added in a tone that made me smile:


“And so we are somewhat excited.”


I reassured him as best I could, happy to have arrived on that particular evening and to witness this superstitious terror. I told stories and almost succeeded in calming the whole household.


Near the fireplace slept an old dog, mustached and almost blind, with his head between his paws, such a dog as reminds you of people you have known.


Outside, the raging storm was beating against the little house, and suddenly through a small pane of glass, a sort of peep-window placed near the door, I saw in a brilliant flash of lightning a whole mass of trees thrashed by the wind.


In spite of my efforts, I realized that terror was laying hold of these people, and each time that I ceased to speak, all ears listened for distant sounds. Annoyed at these foolish fears, I was about to retire to my bed, when the old gamekeeper suddenly leaped from his chair, seized his gun and stammered wildly: “There he is, there he is! I hear him!” The two women again sank upon their knees in the corner and hid their faces, while the sons took up the axes. I was going to try to pacify them once more, when the sleeping dog awakened suddenly and, raising his head and stretching his neck, looked at the fire with his dim eyes and uttered one of those mournful howls which make travelers shudder in the darkness and solitude of the country. All eyes were focused upon him now as he rose on his front feet, as though haunted by a vision, and began to howl at something invisible, unknown, and doubtless horrible, for he was bristling all over. The gamekeeper with livid face cried: “He scents him! He scents him! He was there when I killed him.” The two women, terrified, began to wail in concert with the dog.


In spite of myself, cold chills ran down my spine. This vision of the animal at such a time and place, in the midst of these startled people, was something frightful to witness.


Then for an hour the dog howled without stirring; he howled as though in the anguish of a nightmare; and fear, horrible fear came over me. Fear of what? How can I say? It was fear, and that is all I know.


We remained motionless and pale, expecting something awful to happen. Our ears were strained and our hearts beat loudly while the slightest noise startled us. Then the beast began to walk around the room, sniffing at the walls and growling constantly. His maneuvers were driving us mad! Then the countryman, who had brought me thither, in a paroxysm of rage, seized the dog, and carrying him to a door, which opened into a small court, thrust him forth.


The noise was suppressed and we were left plunged in a silence still more terrible. Then suddenly we all started. Someone was gliding along the outside wall toward the forest; then he seemed to be feeling of the door with a trembling hand; then for two minutes nothing was heard and we almost lost our minds. Then he returned, still feeling along the wall, and scratched lightly upon the door as a child might do with his fingernails. Suddenly a face appeared behind the glass of the peep-window, a white face with eyes shining like those of the cat tribe. A sound was heard, an indistinct plaintive murmur.


Then there was a formidable burst of noise in the kitchen. The old gamekeeper had fired and the two sons at once rushed forward and barricaded the window with the great table, reinforcing it with the buffet.


I swear to you that at the shock of the gun’s discharge, which I did not expect, such an anguish laid hold of my heart, my soul, and my very body that I felt myself about to fall, about to die from fear.


We remained there until dawn, unable to move, in short, seized by an indescribable numbness of the brain.


No one dared to remove the barricade until a thin ray of sunlight appeared through a crack in the back room.


At the base of the wall and under the window, we found the old dog lying dead, his skull shattered by a ball.


He had escaped from the little court by digging a hole under a fence.”


–   –   –


The dark-visaged man became silent, then he added:


“And yet on that night I incurred no danger, but I should rather again pass through all the hours in which I have confronted the most terrible perils than the one minute when that gun was discharged at the bearded head in the window.”



THE DRAW-KEEPER

Wadsworth Camp

1917




The railroad officials, since it was convenient, placed the blame on old Haley, yet they were more justly culpable themselves, for they should have relieved him long before the wreck. Moreover, he was mentally sound when he told his story to the division superintendent and begged him to explain its violations of human routine. Doubtless the superintendent understood, but he was a responsible servant of the road, and sympathy for the victims of one’s own mistakes is not, unfortunately, an explosive virtue.


****


Haley had been on the drawbridge at Bull Bluff for more than twenty years. He had brought his wife to the swamp-pressed cabin beside the track. There his son had been born, primitively, for the fifteen miles to the nearest town, the scarcity of trains, and the lack of a wagon road had made it impossible to get a doctor through in time. After that they had continued contentedly even in the crowning loneliness of that place.


To make life bearable there was, of course, their own companionship, the magic of their child’s progress, and, daily, a few trains roaring by, as well as boats and log rafts, whose impatient whistling sent them to bend backs and strain muscles over the turn bar.


Eventually the steamboats were given a sinister meaning for them. When they had opened the draw and stood leaning against the supports, they would watch these busy craft glide through with misgivings. They would answer the greetings from pilot-house or forecastle with prophetic gestures that conveyed an impression of farewell.


This state of mind was forced on them tragically enough one night when the Queen of the River signalled the bridge for the last time. She was the largest boat they saw. She ran only in Winter, crowded each trip with tourists from the north whom she brought to admire and wonder at the desolate, tropical shores of this stream.


At her whistle that evening Haley and his wife ran from their cabin to the turn bar, unlocked the bridge, and began with desperate haste to swing the ponderous draw, for it seemed an honour to clear the channel for the Queen. They never failed to gape. She gave them a feeling of unworthlness, almost of shame, when her great searchlight picked them out and held them exposed to the populous, noisy decks. They experienced, too, a sense of unreality as her brilliant windows flashed by, and they caught glimpses of upholstery, mahogany, mirrors, and well-dressed men and women at unfamiliar pleasuring


That night, Haley remembered, the captain leaned from the pilot-house, waved his gold-braided cap, and shouted:


“A little slow opening, Haley.”


“Have her wide open for you tomorrow night, Cap,” Haley called back.


The giant was through. The water, churned by her wheels, moaned and sobbed past the piers and among the pilings. Laughter from the decks fought against it for awhile, then died away.


Haley had frequently had this fancy of the water, had more than once spoken of it to his wife. He mentioned it tonight.


“Sounds like somebody crying.”


His wife shivered, for the night air was cold.


Following their custom, they stood staring after the boat until she had swung for the bend, had exposed for a moment one radiant flank before gliding, swan-like, behind the trees.


“Sometimes wish I was on her, Tom,” the woman muttered.


Haley laughed a little roughly.


“Not me. If we saw people to talk to we wouldn’t know how to behave.”


“They’re happy though,” she said, “those that ride on her.”


“I wonder,” he mused.


The bridge lights and the tiny gleam from their cabin were depressing after the glory which a moment ago had been beside them, within hand’s reach. Silently they swung the draw into place, locked it, and walked across the trestle.


Later, still wondering about those who sailed on the Queen of the River, Haley saw a pink reflection grow in the sky to the south. It puzzled him because he thought its area too limited for a forest fire. Yet there was no house for many miles in that direction. Consequently he went to bed satisfied that it could be nothing but burning trees and brushwood.


When a freight train came through the next morning he learned the undreamed of, the unbelievable. The majestic Queen of the River lay a blackened hulk on a shoal in one of the stream’s widest stretches, and, what was harder to grasp, upholstery, mahogany, mirrors, and, alas, many, many well-dressed men and women would no longer be seen through her brilliant windows.


Haley took his opportunity between trains, and, leaving the draw to his wife and child, slipped down to the appalling ruin.


To hear of horrors is bad enough. To face them with one’s own eyes is often demoralising. It was years before Haley could drive the things he saw there from his mind. This healing process was unquestionably retarded by his life in the lonely cabin at the end of the bridge. For a long time that sheltered his memory of the cataclysm. Each object in its single room appeared to have allied itself with some grim, tremendous detail.


At night on the draw it was worse.


“I told him I’d have her wide open when he came back,” he often whispered to his wife. “He won’t come back. She was too big and pretty and – and solid. It can’t be.”


And sometimes when he waited for a log raft to crawl through he would stamp his foot impatiently.


“I wish I’d never thought that about the water, crying, else I wish these tugboats wouldn’t kick up such a fuss.”


Or, through a habit of introspection acquired during his lonely life, he would reach out vaguely with breathless, unanswerable questions.


“She used to whistle up there by the bend just about this time of night – along about half-past ten. Remember? It echoed off the trees. It was fit to wake th – the dead. It got us out, and it frightened the birds. You could hear them moving through the woods. All that noise every night! Where’s it gone now? – It’s so still here – don’t you listen for it? And the way those people used to laugh on deck! Remember that? They laughed louder than ever that time. What’s come of all that laughing? The water cries. Hear it? – cries just the same. But there ain’t any more laughing.”


****


That was long past, and many other and more personal changes had intervened. Haley’s wife had left the swamp-pressed cabin. This time, too, when it was the saving instead of the bringing of life, it had been impossible to get a doctor through the wilderness in time. Haley’s son was seventeen. While his father had clung to duty, he had stolen rides or walked the fifteen miles to town many times. Now he was ambitious to settle there and work. So it was on Haley that the loss of his wife fell with unconquerable regret. His hair and beard were grey. It was at this time that the trainmen began to call him Old Haley, yet he was scarcely forty years old.


He listened to his son’s plans and watched his growing restlessness apparently without comprehension. When the boy announced his definite departure he acquiesced with indifference.


“The road will have to give me another hand,” was all he said.


This, however, the road refused to do. The bridge was on a branch line. The business did not justify such extravagance. They figured for him the average number of times per month the draw was opened. He would not have believed it so few. The Queen of the River catastrophe, of course, had placed a curse on high-class passenger traffic. During the years since there had been no large boats. In addition that section was well cut out, so that log rafts were scarce now. Yet it seemed to him that his back and arms ached no less than before.


He spoke of the road’s refusal to his son.


“They say I must manage with you. If I bother them again they’ll throw me out and get some poor family who’ll do the work.”


“Don’t ask,” the boy said bluntly. “We’ll say nothing, and I’ll go just the same. Think they’ll kick if they find you’re here most of the time alone? Nobody’ll say a word. Bridge is only a nuisance to them anyway. Haven’t raised your wages in a long time, have they? It would cost them more to put a family here than they’re paying you. Meantime I’ll do my best to make enough to keep you when you do leave the bridge.”


There was no defence against this last argument. Besides, Haley couldn’t forecast a life deprived of his small wage; and a conscious, final exodus from the cabin was inconceivable.


So it was arranged, and so Old Haley was left alone at Bull Bluff.


****


That evening, when he had swung the draw shut after the passage of a small freighter, he seemed for the first time fully to realise his new state. The filth of the passing boat’s deck had aroused his contempt, and, from habit, with a comment on his lips he had turned to where his wife had always stood. Emptiness! And it rushed in upon him now how empty his life had become, for, since she had gone, the boy had stood in her place, had veiled that emptiness.


He straightened his back slowly and looked about him with the eyes of a newcomer. The sun had just set behind the swamp. The rapidity of its descent suggested a fall. The clouds bulging upward from the trees might have been steam rising from its extinction in the muddy water, the faint colours playing over them, the reflection of its expiring fires. It seemed impossible the day should ever flame again after that immersion.


The river had an appearance of solidity. From bend to bend it was like highly polished steel. The thick swamp pushed to the water’s edge on both shores, save where the railway embankment ran white and smooth from the trestle’s ends. To the east the track stretched straight away, but to the west, beyond his cabin, it curved sharply off into the forest.


His eyes rested curiously on the cabin – the focus of his mature life. Its front was built against the embankment, but, so steep was that, it had been necessary to raise the rear of the little building above the swamp on high pilings. There was a window on each side. Over the door opening on the railroad hung a white sign with worn black letters: “Bull Bluff Drawbridge.”


He walked slowly back, gazing with a sense of sympathy at the huge, gaunt, moss-draped frames of the cypresses – those ultimate symbols of loneliness.


After twenty years he was alone at Bull Bluff, and he faced it with the same surprise and dismay. He asked himself, as he had asked in the beginning, how “bluff” had crept into the name of such a water-logged place. Only yesterday it had seemed familiar – home. Why had it suddenly assumed a strange and repellent air? He knew why. He walked on more slowly, with bowed head until he opened the door of the cabin and entered its shadows.


When he had lighted the lamp he prepared his supper on the dwarfish stove. That task, too, had been spared him by his son. His clumsy efforts reminded him that everything – everything now depended on himself – not only his own necessities, but the necessities of the great outside world which each day trusted its swift messengers for a moment to his care. He must light and set the signal lamps on the draw. He must keep the mechanism well greased. Day or night, unaided, he must swing its great weight at the demands of traffic. This responsibility had been light when the future had cradled it. Now, grown to companionship with the present, its vast bulk for the moment crushed Haley. He began to brood upon it.


Later, after he had climbed into the bed, unnecessarily and pitifully large now, he recalled that there was no one with whom to share the anticipation of the unexpected, for the routine of railroad and river was often broken in upon without warning. So Haley lay awake most of the night, listening for a signal from train or boat, starting up more than once at the sudden, mournful cry of some nocturnal prowler in the swamp. And Haley’s longing was not for his son. The boy’s departure had been an incident in the day, but its train of consequences demanded the return of another figure, who had also gone ahead, but irrevocably. In his simple way he wondered if she, like his son, would try to make a home for him when he should have left the bridge forever.


The habit of insomnia grew. Many mornings he left the cabin, unsteady and half blind from lack of sleep. Yet during the first month his vigilance was rewarded only once. That once, however, Haley was on the draw with time to spare, and he felt satisfied.


At the end of the month his son returned for a few hours. He swung down from the caboose of a freight train one night.


Haley was on the open draw, gazing with a stunned expression at the headlight of the locomotive. He did not see his son at first. Suddenly bending to the turn bar, he began running with bent back and taut muscles in a narrow circle while he closed the bridge.


As the locomotive grumbled by, gathering speed, the engineer glanced at Haley, who clung to the railing of his platform.


“Must have been a fast boat you let through, Haley, else you been dozing with the draw open.”


Haley stiffened with an air of pride.


“Ever know me to do that?”


“Must say I haven’t,” the engineer called back.


Yet Haley had for the first time done something of the sort – he didn’t know just what, but he realised he had made a mistake.


He stepped back to the ties with painful care. He walked unevenly from the draw and down the trestle. His head was bowed, his forehead wrinkled. He tried to retrace his actions during the last cloudy half hour.


“Ha – ay, pop!”


The voice startled him. He passed the back of his hand over his eyes and peered ahead through the darkness.


“That you, son?”


The boy ran out on the trestle, took his arm, and led him back toward the cabin.


“Come on ninety-three, son?”


“Yes. What was the draw open for. I didn’t see any boat. Listen!”


They paused for a moment.


“I don’t hear anything but ninety-three. No boat been through here the last few minutes. Oughtn’t to leave the draw open, pop. Some of the engineers might take it into their heads to make a fuss. Maybe you figured ninety-three would be late.”


Haley didn’t answer immediately. When they had reached the planking in front of the cabin he leaned against the wall and from the shadows looked at his son in the lighted doorway.


“Didn’t you hear a boat whistle as you was coming through the woods?” he asked in a low, hesitant voice.


“Only whistle I heard was us blowing for the draw.” Haley passed the back of his hand across his eyes again. The fingers trembled.


“Seems you ought to’ve heard. I was just dozing off. I heard – woke me up – wasn’t very loud – more like an echo. Course I couldn’t take chances. I tumbled out and opened the draw and watched for her to come around the bend.”


Haley’s voice had more life as he repeated:


“Course I couldn’t take any chances.”


His son, before he spoke, filled and lighted his pipe. The match disclosed Haley’s figure leaning against the cabin wall.


“And our whistle, pop? ” the boy asked in a low tone.


“That’s it,” Haley said, his voice dead again. “I didn’t hear ninety-three. Looked up, and there was her headlight blinding me from the other side of the channel. Now wasn’t that curious, son? – Curious, wasn’t it? Mind must have been set on that boat that didn’t show up.”


The boy entered the cabin. Haley followed him with an apprehensive air. He drew back timorously as the boy turned and faced him.


“Look at me, pop.”


Haley fumbled with the collar of his shirt.


“Pop, you ain’t well.”


“Well enough.”


“What’s ailing you?”


“Not sleeping much. That’s all. Kind of hanker after company at night on the draw. Now that’s curious, ain’t it?”


His son watched him closely for a moment.


“Don’t blame you for getting lonely, but, whatever you do, don’t come down sick.”


“No fear – never been sick in my life.”


The boy handed him a cigar.


“Brought you some of these.”


Haley accepted it silently. He arose and crossed to the stove for a match. He walked, as he had come down the trestle, with an unevenness that was almost a lurch. Once his hand went out quickly and grasped the back of a chair. He steadied himself, then, continuing, lighted his cigar. His son studied him, clearly puzzled.


“Pop, you ain’t been drinking?”


The old man swung with a flash of anger.


“On duty! I’ve got a record. No liquor on this bridge.”


But he knew what had prompted the question. He sat down at the table, leaned his head on his hand, let his shoulders droop, and smoked reflectively while his son waited. At last he glanced up and spoke with a perplexed manner.


“Not drink. Going around with the turn bar in circles when I open and shut the draw. Ever make you feel queer, son?”


The boy shook his head.


“Nor me,” Haley went on, “’til just lately. Going around in circles – circles that way – Sometimes when I come back in here this little square room – ain’t much bigger than twice the turn bar – goes round and round in circles, too, ’til I can’t see the corners. Now that’s curious, ain’t it? Clears up by and by.”


He resumed his smoking in silence. The boy said nothing more until the cigar was finished. Then he urged his father to go to bed.


“You sleep tonight without worrying about anything. I’ll tend to the draw. You get it off your mind for once.”


Haley was grateful. For the first time in many nights he removed all his clothing before climbing into the pitifully large bed.


His son lay on his old-time folding cot in the corner.


“Don’t you fret, pop,” he called across the darkness. “I’m not going to miss any tricks.”


But even with this release Old Haley failed to find forgetfulness. Most of the night he lay listening. For what? He couldn’t say, yet he lay awake and listened, and the emptiness at his side seemed listening, too.


His son left early in the morning on the up freight. “I’ve got to jump her, pop,” he said apologetically, “or I’ll lose my job. Can’t afford to do that now. You get more sleep and take some quinine. You’ll be all right. I’ll be back to see before long.”


Haley, still in bed, pressed the boy’s hand. When the rumble of the train had diminished to silence and the peace of the forest and the river was broken only by the breeze whispering in the hanging moss and the leaves, Haley raised his fingers slowly to his tired eyes. This time he found them wet. But, although his son’s departure had brought the tears, it was not for the remoteness of the boy’s return that he wept.


He sprang up impatiently and drew his clothes on. He stepped from the cabin. The sun had not yet vanquished the mist which hung above the water and wreathed among the trees, giving them an appearance of ghastliness. The chill in the air made him shake. He entered the cabin again and closed the door.


The trouble of which he had spoken to his son grew. Frequently after swinging the bridge he had to sit by the turn bar for some minutes before attempting the walk back across the trestle. At times the woods and the river circled about him so rapidly he could not find his cabin in the green, silver-shot confusion; could not tell which way to turn to leave the draw. He was grateful for the few revolutions it was necessary to take in the opposite direction in order to lock the bridge. But they were insufficient. His vertigo increased.


He began to resent the impatient signals from boats which sent him, forewarned, to this circular subversion of his little world. The jovial greetings of pilots and deck-hands became mockery. They angered. Supporting himself against the rail or the turn bar, he would stare morosely back without word or gesture.


Moreover his insomnia persisted, and during the nights he dwelt upon the fancied whistle that had sent him to open the draw uselessly the evening of his son’s return. Always now he listened with a breathless expectancy. He listened until one night he started up at the same vague but imperative sound – the sound he had described to the boy as an echo.


He lay back. He determined he would not be deceived again. Yet the vague sound of that echo lingered in his brain. It seemed to beat against his eardrums, but from within.


Finally he drew on his boots and left the cabin. The usual fog lay upon the water. There was no boat in sight. Still, normally, one whistling for the draw, would not yet have had time to round the bend. Haley hesitated. He shifted his weight from one foot to the other until the impulse to hurry to the bridge and open it became irresistible. He swung the draw, running with extraordinary haste in his little circle about the turn bar.


When the channel was clear Haley leaned dizzily against the rail – watching. The fog thickened. Birds in the swamp made slow, flapping noises, uttered sharp cries as they rose to higher branches.


He watched until he remembered ninety-three was due. He wouldn’t be caught like that a second time. So he closed the bridge. As he clung, waiting for the world to solidify again, he turned sharply. He had received an impression of some presence in the fog at his side. But the fog was very thick. He could see nothing.


He repeated this experience at irregular but shortening intervals – heard the vague, formless whistle, neglected as long as he could its command, at last ran, conquered, to his futile task. Once when he staggered back to the cabin his eyes chanced on the clock above the stove. Its hand pointed to half-past ten. After that he glanced at the clock habitually on his return from these unrewarded labours. The hands invariably made the same angle.


Certain objects in the room unexpectedly recalled old associations which he had fancied forgotten. He re-arranged these objects, even hid the smaller ones, but their appeal did not abate.


He wondered almost indifferently when his son would redeem his promise to see how he was getting on. To be sure, such a visit would be a relief from the only uniform companionship he knew – the birds and the unseen, unknown things that whispered always in the swamp.


His son returned after two weeks on a brilliant Sunday afternoon.


Haley sat on the planking in front of his cabin. His haggard eyes were fixed on the bend of the river. He shook hands with his son affectionately. In reply to the boy’s questions he said he was well enough.


“Except for lack of sleep and things going round,” he added. “Walk in and find you something to eat. I ain’t coming. Good chance to get rid of the circles, sitting here in the sun.”


He resumed his smoking placidly. Again he fixed his steady regard on the bend.


After the boy had obeyed he brought another chair and sat at his father’s side, asking questions whose answers appeared to satisfy him.


With the setting of the sun and the growth of dusk, however, Haley became unquiet. He glanced frequently over his shoulder. Once or twice he started up to sink back again with a sigh.


“Ain’t opening the draw any more by mistake?” his son asked.


Haley looked around for some moments. When he spoke he failed to answer the question.


“Remember the boat?”


“What boat, pop?”


“The boat that didn’t come through that night.”


The boy nodded.


“Wonder what that was?” Haley asked thoughtfully.


The evening deepened. The trees at the bend, to which the old man’s eyes still turned, became a dim, shapeless bulk. Little by little the polish left the steel like water. The water ceased to resemble steel. It assumed the likeness of a black veil strung from the forest, whose sombre masses it still reflected formlessly.


The old man stirred. He turned to his son. He spoke with wistfulness.


“There’s a boat been trying to get around that bend – some time now.”


His son started.


“A boat, pop?”


“Yes – for some time now – trying awful hard to get around that bend and through the draw. It – it can’t quite make it.”


He gulped.


“Ain’t that curious now, son?”


And after a moment:


“I wonder if it will ever get around?”


Haley’s voice fell to a whisper.


“If the draw wasn’t open then!


By and by he arose and yawned. “I never kept them waiting much, did I, son? I’m sleepy tonight. Maybe if I went to bed knowing you was here, I might drop off tight.”


He stepped inside, but he reappeared almost immediately and faced his son with an air of constraint.


“That’s curious what I said about the boat, but don’t think any more of that. That’s all it is – curious.”


He waited. His attitude was tense. At last he spoke with forced carelessness.


“You’ll look after the bridge tonight?”


“Yes, pop. Don’t you worry.”


“All right,” the old man answered, “only if you hear a whistle from the river be sure you get the draw open in time. I’d hate for the draw not to be open in time, son.”


He re-entered the cabin and went to bed, but he slept little. The thought that his son might not hear obsessed him.


In the morning the boy was reluctant to go.


“It’s too lonesome here for you, pop; but I can’t stay. Wish I could. Stick it out a little longer, and I’ll fix it so I can get you up to town.”


The old man leaned in the doorway.


“I ain’t so sure, son,” he said slowly, “that I want to go up to town.”


When he was alone he set about his work dreamily. The machinery had not been greased for some days, so he went over it with minute care, for he wanted the bridge in perfect order, ready to swing quietly. Afterward he brought out a chair, and, taking his accustomed seat in front of the cabin, fixed his eyes on the bend.


His view was abruptly shut off in the middle of the afternoon. A shout brought him upright. A heavy freight locomotive was jarring violently by within four feet.


“Some sleeper, Old Haley!” the engineer called back.


Yet Haley knew he had been awake. His mind could not fathom the experience. Still sounding it uselessly, he opened the draw for a tow of logs at sunset.


“Hey!” a man called from the tug. “If you ain’t careful, Haley, you’ll flop into the river one of these days.”


Haley slowly raised his hand in a gesture of anger. He did his best to hold the boat in his field of vision, but he was unsuccessful. It slipped before his eyes in recurrent and widening circles. His failure increased his anger. He shouted back into the green, revolving confusion:


“If you ain’t careful, one of these days I won’t turn the draw for you.”


And from out the confusion the man’s voice came back glibly.


“You’ll be losing your job before you know it, Haley.”


When the tow was gone Haley shook his head at the memory of his outburst. His mind shrank from the man’s prophecy. To lose his job after twenty years! It was longer than usual before he could steady himself for the walk across the trestle.


During his supper and afterward those words clung and troubled. When he was in bed he kept repeating:


“You got to get the draw open in time or you’ll lose your job.”


Unconsciously his mind reiterated the refrain while he listened, while the emptiness at his side listened with him.


It came at last – the vague, formless whistle, like an echo entering his brain. He sprang up. He drew on his boots, chanting consciously now:


“Haley, you got to get the draw open in time.”


His power to combat the signal finally demolished, he ran out to the track. The fog lay white and thick on the water. The lights of the bridge were dim, unreal.


He stumbled along the ties to the trestle. He reached the draw. He placed the bar in its socket. He commenced to turn in his narrow circle with frantic haste. If she should round the bend tonight the channel must be open.


When his task was done he hung, breathless, across the bar, while the world, white this time, and torn with reds and greens from the lamps, stormed about him.


Abruptly the world became still. Without preparation he found himself looking straight through the end of the draw at the fog which rolled between him and the bend. And in the white fog by the bend he thought something whiter grew and loomed, larger, nearer, in the soundless silence of the swamp and the river.


Exultation clutched at Haley’s throat. His hand gripped the iron bar.


“She’s making it,” he whispered. “This trip she’s making it, and the draw’s open in time.”


The scream of a whistle echoed through the forest.


“No need to whistle,” he muttered. “Draw’s wide.”


He sprang to the side rail. He leaned over to watch the white shape grow. The intensity of his desire brought it swiftly, smoothly, gracefully nearer – to the end of the pilings.


He cursed the fog, for it blurred the lights. It veiled the outlines of the boat from beyond the bend.


The chalky prow divided the fog – rolled it far to either side, and the boat, its smallest line unmasked for his memory, slipped majestically into the draw.


There was no need to look for the black letters on the side. His hand tightened its grip on the damp railing. He was sure the letters were there, arresting in shape, forming four companionable yet desolate words – Queen of the River.


Higher, above the decks, he knew the captain leaned from the pilot-house window, waving his gold-braided cap.


“A little slow opening, Haley.”


He did not dare look at the captain. His voice rose. It was like a sob.


“Have her wide open for you after this, cap.”


Indistinctly he saw the captain wave his hand, but he would not look closer.


The white, graceful flank swept by. The cabin windows came opposite, and Haley stared once more through their remembered openings. But the fog had lingered in there. Or was it another vapour? It twisted about the upholstery, the mahogany, and the mirrors; and the well-dressed men and women he recalled at their unfamiliar pleasures were shadowed beyond definition.


He noticed now that the water did not moan and sob past the piers and among the pilings. Nor was there the accustomed laughter that had always fought that sound. But when the stern came abreast and he glanced up at the populous, silent deck, he saw the laughter there, and he shrank away. Yet he had known all along it must be like that.


Haley, following his invariable custom when the Queen went through, turned to his wife with a comment.


“Seems like the water ought to cry tonight, but it don’t.”


“Remember,” she answered, “you never wanted to go on her?”


“Yes. See! She’s clearing now.”


“And remember I always said those were happy – those that rode on her?”


He nodded.


“Well—” she began.


But the Queen had cleared. He raised trembling fingers to his eyes. The lids were closed. He forced them open. The fog rolled again. The white night recommenced its incoherent revolutions. Now that his eyes were open he could no longer see his wife. He reached out for her with helpless, circular gestures. He thought he heard her reassuring voice from the fog.


A vast glare blinded him. The whistle shrieked in an agony of sound. Shouts burst at his ears. The turbulent world closed in and crushed him.


****


They found Haley on the draw. He had been struck by a piece of flying wreckage. They carried him to his cabin and placed him on the pitifully large bed. They did this, cursing and none too gently, for the locomotive and two freight cars of ninety-three lay in the channel. Fortunately the engineer and the fire man had jumped in time, so that, except for the old draw-keeper, no one had been hurt. It would, however, cost the road a pretty penny to raise the submerged equipment and clear the channel. Therefore, someone must be blamed.


The engineer could testify that Haley had failed to answer his signal. He bolstered this with the assertion that his brakes had failed to hold. There was no reason for the draw to be open. Where was there any boat? So Haley was chosen for the sacrifice.


The division superintendent hurried down on a special engine. When he entered the cabin Haley opened his eyes. He told the superintendent his story, expecting comprehension; confident, one would have thought, of some explanation from so superior a fellow mortal. The superintendent could, doubtless, have satisfied him, but he wasn’t ripe for the sacrifice himself.


“Can’t have nightmares,” he said a little hoarsely, “unless you’re asleep. Asleep on your job, Haley! Might’s well own up.”


But Haley flung his arm over the emptiness at his side, smiled, and said nothing more.
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The fat German Landsturmer, Gustav Shenck – at once so much and so little a soldier – toiled up the steep central street of Douvenay, the Champagne village where were quartered General Prince Botho von Bedingen and his Staff.


Shenck was Chief Military Postman of the Staff, and as such felt himself to be an important personage. But the work his position entailed was onerous to one who was stout and short of breath.


This morning he was laden and overladen with the well-filled bags of the Field Post Service. They had been adjusted on to his shoulders, placed over his arm, one even hung about his neck by his zealous subordinates. And the bags, in addition to postcards and letters, contained parcels – quantities of parcels – for the most part filled with delicatessen, humble and luxurious, according to whether they were for officers or men.


Gustav Shenck’s load was heavy, and his heart was heavy too; for he himself had received a letter from home today, and it said that things were not going well in Saxony, that life was getting, even now, in these early weeks of war, more difficult every day. True, all through the letter there was the insistent hope and belief that soon glorious victory would send the warriors of Germany home to their hearths, each with his share of a huge indemnity wrung from wealthy France. But as he read those words of cheer, the Landsturmer had shaken his head. There were curious rumours current, even in quiet Douvenay – persistent rumours that there had been some kind of defeat and halt just before Paris, and that all was not quite as well with the prospects of a quick campaign as everyone had been led to expect would be the case.


Still, Shenck was a kindly, easy-going fellow, and he had a smile and a nod for most of the grey-clad soldiers who came hurrying out of the houses on either side of the village street. The French inhabitants of Douvenay kept, as much as was possible, out of sight, though certain of their small children played about on the sun-splashed cobbles. With these the Saxon Field- Postman was on very kindly terms. Indeed, his heart sometimes yearned toward these little creatures who were, as he well knew, destined to become German; for this lovely backwater village was in the heart of that smiling, opulent province of Champagne which the Kaiser intended to keep after the war. That being so, it seemed indeed a pity that these same children’s mothers and grandmothers – their fathers were far away fighting, and their grandmothers had mostly fled from the place at the approach of the dreaded enemy – should be so sulky, in some cases so disagreeable, to the Germans now in peaceful occupation of their homes.


On Shenck trudged, up the sunny street. And then, gradually, his face cleared, for he was approaching a spot where he knew himself sure of courtesy, and even of something better than courtesy, of a smiling welcome.


Standing well back from the paved roadway, behind a high iron gate, above which swung a big gilt bell, was a delightful looking house, running partly round a spacious courtyard. Built of red brick, now faded to a delicate rose pink, the walls, though it was late September, were wreathed with white and yellow flowering climbers; and in the courtyard stood six green tubs filled with miniature orange trees. This was La Maison Bissonet, the property of Léon Bissonet, Mayor of Douvenay, in peace times a prosperous, and even in a modest way a famous, nurseryman. It was in La Maison Bissonet that General Prince of Bedingen, a veteran of 1870, had fixed his own quarters, instead of in the rat-beridden, unlived-in Chateau outside the village.


Shenck rang the bell, and a moment later Madame Bissonet came across the flagged courtyard. She threaded her way quickly among the shining green boughs of the little orange trees; and as she came forward, smiling, she made a charming picture in her red and white check gown, and large, clean, white apron. Though she had a married daughter, and was close on forty, Madame Bissonet was still a very pretty woman. The colour came and went in her rounded cheeks, her eyes were bright and dark, her hair abundant, her teeth small and white. But then the Mayoress of Douvenay was by birth a Parisienne, and her husband, very absurdly, or so most of his old friends and neighbours thought, allowed her to lead the life of a bourgeoise. Till the outbreak of war, Madame Bissonet had always had a resident servant.


As she came up to the gate with a key in her hand, she made a pantomimic gesture, and called out – of course in French – “Nothing for me, eh?” and the German shook his head, gaily. It was now quite an old joke between them, renewed at least once, sometimes twice, each day. Thanks to their good-natured Prince-billet, the Mayor of Douvenay and his wife enjoyed many little privileges, but that of receiving news from the outside world was not among them. The letters and parcels which were left in such prodigal numbers at La Maison Bissonet were all, of course, for the General, and for the two aides-de-camp who shared his pleasant quarters.


Madame Bissonet’s guest – for so he courteously termed himself – was not only a distinguished, if aged, warrior, he was also one of the most popular bachelor hosts of Berlin; and it was believed by his Staff that most of his letters and parcels came from fair ladies who were mindful of favours past, as well as of favours to come.


The Prince was a burly, open-handed old fellow, bearing well his sixty-six years of life; and the Bissonets might well account themselves fortunate in having him in their house. His hostess, on her side, made him thoroughly comfortable, and he often secretly wished he had such a woman to look after his household in Berlin!


And now, as she held out her large, white apron, she was still smiling – smiling as few Frenchwomen ever smiled in those days. But Madame Bissonet was a fortunate woman. No one belonging to her was in the fighting line, and her only child, a daughter, had married last spring a Parisian who worked in the War Office; and thus was among the noncombatants of France.


But though, following the French fashion, her daughter is mentioned first in her affections, Madame Bissonet’s child did not count in her life as did that child’s father, Léon Bissonet. Most Frenchwomen are mothers first and lovers a long way after; but that was not so with this Frenchwoman.


Prince von Bedingen, who had all your old bachelor’s softness of heart, had been touched, as well as amused, by the passionate affection his host and hostess bore one another. They were more like bride and bridegroom than an old married couple. When she heard her husband’s heavy footsteps – Léon was twelve years older than his Louise – Madame Bissonet’s eyes would brighten, the colour would come into her cheeks, and her confident, rather hard manner would melt away into tenderness.


The Mayor of Douvenay was a fine type of yeoman Frenchman, but he had aged very much in the last few weeks, and there were lines of stern endurance on his face. In every way he was unlike his clever, eager, happy looking wife. It was not that Madame Bissonet did not care for her country, it was rather that she had that touching, one may almost call it that sublime, confidence in France which most Frenchwomen have. She believed that her country could be trusted to take care of itself, and, as we know, she was to be justified of her confidence. But her whole heart was wrapped up in her husband and in her home; and these two were safe.


She locked the great gate again on the broadly smiling Military Postman, and, walking more slowly, for her apron was now full of letters and parcels, she made her way back into her large, cheerful looking kitchen, bright with its gleaming batterie de cuisine; and emptied out the contents of her apron on to her wide, well-scrubbed table.


The Prince had gone off yesterday on a three days’ visit to a brother General’s Headquarters, and though it was absurd to say so even to oneself, Madame Bissonet found she quite missed her bluff old enemy. He was so polite, so – well yes, so gallant, to this happy-natured, pretty Frenchwoman! He had actually gone to the trouble to arrange that during his absence his two young aides-de-camp should be elsewhere, so that the Mayor of Douvenay and his wife should have these three days alone together.


Madame Bissonet looked with fleeting curiosity at the letters addressed in the German script she was getting to know so well, and also, more carefully, at the addresses inscribed on the well-packed parcels. Then she smiled again. The Prince had said, doubtless in joke, that she should have a parcel someday! That he would arrange to have one specially sent to her by the Military Field Post.


She sat down for a few minutes. It was pleasant to feel that there was no one in the house, and that she and her husband would have a quiet, undisturbed hour in which to eat their déjeuner. They were going to have a piece of cold veal, a salad and a mayonnaise sauce. The sauce was already made, and the salad was draining in the larder.… The bell above the gate clanged out. Very quietly – for she did not suppose it could be anything of consequence – Madame Bissonet opened the door giving on to the courtyard. Then she gave a little cry of surprise and welcome, for she saw that her husband, her Léon, stood outside, although he was not due home for another hour. He always spent the whole morning, from eight o’clock onward, in the rather shabby building, low down in the village, which was the Mairie of Douvenay.


Even before she reached the gate he called out: “I’ve got to go to Chandlieu today!” Then he stopped, for Léon Bissonet was a man of few words.


She opened the gate, and together, she with her plump little hand on his coat sleeve, they walked toward the house.


The Mayor of Douvenay was a tall man, with fine, regular features, and though he looked his full age of fifty-two, there was no lack of decision on his face, or of strength in his firm footsteps.


Léon Bissonet had been only eight years old in 1870, but he well remembered all that had happened then; and though he had said nothing of it to his wife, when the Prussian General, his Staff, and some eight hundred men had ridden into Douvenay three weeks ago, it was as if death had suddenly overshadowed his soul – death, with no hope of resurrection. He was, of course, dully aware that things might have been much worse than they were, but, even so, the hours he spent down at the Mairie were punctuated by many disagreeable and painful incidents, of which he said nothing to his wife. The Prince’s subordinates were not so courteous and well-bred as the Prince himself, and more than one of the German officers had taken a violent dislike to the unsmiling Mayor, and took pleasure in being as insolent and as insulting to him as they dared be. The fact that the Prince now happened to be absent from Douvenay had already made a difference for the worse, and the Frenchman had welcomed the official summons, couched in the curious archaic French in which all German proclamations in France were then couched, commanding his presence at Chandlieu, a market town some twelve miles away. He had already been sent for there within three days of the occupation of his village, but on that occasion the Prince had placed a military motor at his disposal. The business concerning which the Mayor of Douvenay had been summoned, on that first occasion, had been the requisition of a certain amount of cattle; and the German Quartermaster, if abrupt, had not been uncivil. Léon Bissonet supposed that it was something of the same kind now, and he actually looked forward to the change of thought and scene. But this time, instead of being conveyed in one of the Prince’s motors, he was to go there on a lorry. That would take rather longer, but it was all one to him.


It was not all one to Madame Bissonet:


“What a pity the Prince is away, he would have given you a car. It will be a hot, tiring journey.” She was looking at him anxiously, wondering, with a flutter of the heart, whether that slow-moving, military stores lorry, was likely to pass across any of the danger zone; that zone where the French shells did such constant and such deadly harm to passing German convoys and ammunition wagons. She hoped the lorry would start after dark. But that hope was disappointed.


“I have to start in an hour,” he said slowly, “so I’ve brought up the keys of the Mairie. I’d better have something to eat, a bit of bread and cheese will do, and then I’ll go up and dress.”


She put out the nice déjeuner she had looked forward to sharing with him; and then she went upstairs, and busied herself putting out her husband’s best clothes. The black suit he had bought new when he had been elected Mayor of his native village, and which he wore at funerals, at weddings, and at christenings, was laid by her across a chair; and after a moment’s hesitation, she chose the white waistcoat in which he always celebrated a civil marriage. Then, very carefully, she brushed his top hat.


Madame Bissonet had all your true Frenchwoman’s pride in, and love of, her bedroom. It was a large, sunny room with four windows, and overlooked the nursery garden which stretched for many acres behind the house. When she was very young, at a time of her girlhood which she never cared to remember, a gentleman who was a famous artist, as well as a Parisian, had declared that yellow was her colour. And so, although in France yellow is supposed to be unlucky, fine old yellow brocade curtains looped up the large, low bed which was sunk back in a recess of the wall; and the same brocade, an épave from a sale held at the Chateau about the time of the Léon Bissonets’ romantic wedding – for theirs, unlike most French village weddings, had been a romantic wedding – also covered the comfortable, First Empire armchairs, and the uncomfortable, narrow, Empire sofa, which was an object of luxury, not of use.


At the head of the bed, under the crucifix and the bit of blessed box which Madame Bissonet had brought back from church last Palm Sunday, hung her wedding wreath, in a concave glass frame. And set crosswise from one of the windows, was a large, plain writing-table. It was at that writing-table that Léon Bissonet liked to make his accounts, and to do any other writing work that he did not care should be interrupted by inquisitive friends and neighbours downstairs. Standing on rockers, close to the writing-table, was the curious, old-fashioned rosewood cradle in which the daughter of the house had lain eighteen years ago.


Long since Madame Bissonet had wished to put the cradle tidily away; more recently she had laughingly suggested that it should accompany the newly-married couple to their Paris home; but each time Léon Bissonet had shaken his head. He liked to see the cradle where it was. As he bent over his writing-table, making out his bills, he had only to look up and give a little glance aslant, to be carried back to the time when he was by far the proudest husband, as well as the happiest father, in Douvenay. But since the outbreak of war there had been no accounts to make out, so the writing-table was now never used. Today, however, Madame Bissonet, after putting out her husband’s best clothes, sat down there, and hurriedly wrote a letter.


****


Having eaten his frugal luncheon, the Mayor of Douvenay came upstairs, treading heavily through the empty house.


His wife stayed with him while he dressed, and they discussed, or rather she discussed, his visit to Chandlieu. It was in that prosperous country town that much of the produce of their nursery garden had always been disposed of, in the days that already seemed so long ago; and Madame Bissonet began wondering whether Léon would have time to go and see some of the wives and daughters of their old clients, for their clients almost to a man had gone, either to their regiments, or in flight before the incoming tide of the German invasion.


At last the Mayor, looking every inch a Mayor, was ready, his hat in his hand, and smiling – smiling down at his wife as he never smiled at anyone else. And she, on her side, jumped up from the chair on which she had been sitting, and, running up to him, threw her arms round his neck and kissed him – kissed him – kissed him: “Goodbye, my darling,” she said, and suddenly ran to the writing-table, while he stared at her perplexed.


From under the thin, pink blotting-paper, covered with its greying marks of long-dried ink, she drew out an envelope addressed to their daughter in Paris, and came and put it in his hand. “You may have a chance of getting this through—” her voice dropped instinctively, though they were alone in the house. “She must be fretting about us sadly, poor child.”


A look of doubt flitted over his face. “You’ve been careful?” he murmured.


“But yes!” she still spoke under her breath. “I’ve told her nothing – only that we are well, and – and well treated. But I expect you’ll have to bring the letter back. It isn’t likely that you’ll again have such a chance as you had last time.” And she sighed. Last time a Chandlieu lady, who was a very old friend as well as a client, had offered to carry a letter through to Paris. But there had been no opportunity of get ting the letter written.


They walked down the shallow, slippery, walnut-wood staircase which was one of the features of the old French dwelling which Prince von Bedingen most loudly admired.


The house was full of sunny stillness, and of a peace which, to Léon Bissonet, was very agreeable. Unlike his wife, he hated the presence of the good-natured, burly German Prince. To him that presence was a pollution of the homestead where he and his father had been born. That a Prussian soldier, however courteous, however carelessly good-humoured, should occupy even that portion of the large, roomy old house which he and his wife never used was hateful to him. But then the Mayor of Douvenay had very little imagination. He never told himself, as did his wife often, that but for the Prince’s presence there their house might have been filled, from top to bottom, as were others in the village, with a rough soldiery, commanded by officers who, if not rough, were yet often insolently discourteous to their French hosts.


Though he was glad to be away, even for a day, from the Mairie, and from odious exactions and unreasonable demands, Léon Bissonet was sorry that his absence was to take place on one of the few days when he and his wife were to have solitary possession of their house. Madame Bissonet had never really made friends with any of the village women, and there was not one among them whom she would care to ask to come in and keep her company. If his business should keep him away over night – it had done so the last time he had gone to Chandlieu – then his wife would spend the night alone in the house. Fortunately she was not a nervous woman.


As they walked through into the kitchen he pulled out his large, old-fashioned turnip watch. It was ten minutes to twelve, and at twelve the motor lorry was to start from the Grande Place, down in front of the church.


They walked across the courtyard, and le mâitre de céans, as she sometimes fondly styled him, said something commendatory concerning the healthy condition of the orange trees; a condition which owed much to Madame Bissonet’s careful washing of the orange leaves, and wise watering of the sturdy little shrubs. All their able-bodied gardeners had, of course, left Douvenay on the first day of war; and they had now only two old dodderers, who were more trouble than they were worth.


She unlocked the gate, and together they passed through into the roadway. There he bent and kissed her upturned face, and as he turned and started walking down the street, and as she watched his tall figure growing smaller, she told herself that Léon still looked a young and vigorous man, even in those aging black clothes he was wearing today. He had last worn them at the Mass which had been said for the soul of the first soldier from Douvenay fallen in the war; that was only six weeks ago, but Madame Bissonet had lost count of time, and it seemed much longer ago than that.


Slowly she went through into her own domain. Then turning round, she locked the great gate, which during the whole of her married life had always stood open, night as well as day, excepting during the Vendanges. During the merry days when the grapes are being gathered, the young folks are apt to get a little noisy and prudent householders shut and lock their gates.


The courtyard seemed very empty to Madame Bissonet, but when she went into the house, and the warm smell of some hot jam, simmering on her big steel fourneaux, met her nostrils, she felt less forlorn; also, emotion makes a healthy woman hungry, and Madame Bissonet began to feel that it would be pleasant to sit down and eat some déjeuner.


As she ate what Léon had left of the cold veal and the excellent mayonnaise sauce, she planned out her afternoon’s work. Madame Bissonet never allowed the woman who came in for two hours each morning to help with the rough work of the house to enter the Prince’s rooms; for she was shrewd enough to know that if she always did them herself, trouble was far less likely to arise. Both the Prince and his aides-de-camp were extraordinarily suspicious. They scented a spy, or at least a purveyor of information, in every woman, almost in every child, of Douvenay. It was a peculiarity which puzzled the Frenchwoman and made her feel a little contemptuous of her alien guests.


The afternoon went by, quietly, busily; and about five o’clock she went out into the great nursery garden, now full of autumn scents and brilliant colouring. In normal times, this was the busiest fortnight of the year, but now there was, of course, nothing doing; and the two old men, who began their day’s work at five in the morning, had gone home, aware that their employer was away. Madame Bissonet, who had taken with her a pair of garden shears, cut herself some of the late blooming roses. Then she went indoors again, and ate her solitary supper. She had not cared to cook a proper dinner for herself, as she would have done if her husband had been at home; she had only warmed up the pot-au-feu.


It was now that she yearned for her Léon’s presence, and also, though she was a little ashamed of the fact, she missed the Prussian Prince, and the stir and bustle of his presence in the other half of the house.


When at last she did go up to bed, she did not fall at once into a sound, healthy sleep as she was wont to do. Instead she slipped off into fitful snatches of slumber, broken by anxious dreams; and for the first time for many years she dreamt of her youth.


Madame Bissonet had not always been in her present and secure position. She was now thirty-nine, and the first half of her life had been very unhappy; so unhappy indeed that she never willingly allowed her thoughts to go back to that time. But tonight, when she woke from that queer, vivid dream, painful old memories crowded in on her. Memories of a neglected, sordid childhood, spent with a foster-mother in one of the poorer quarters of Paris; where, much too soon, she had learned that she was nameless, fatherless and motherless; though both unknown father and mother were probably alive, for a good sum of money was paid monthly for her support. Then, when she was twelve years old, the payments had stopped, and she had been sent to a national industrial school. From there, four years later, into small service, as a bonne a tout faire, to an old childless couple who had finally bought a small house at Douvenay. Her prettiness and intelligence had endeared her to these people, and they had begged her to accompany them. Out of sheer good nature, she had said she would come and see how she liked the country.


And then a miracle happened. Léon Bissonet, the best looking, as well as the one eligible, bachelor in Douvenay, fell in love at first sight with the Parisians’ pretty maid. He was then nine-and-twenty, she eighteen, and the struggle with his parents had lasted two whole years.


Under her bedclothes, under her fine linen sheet and light, warm blanket, Madame Bissonet clenched her hands as she remembered the fierce anger and surprise with which Léon’s father and mother had learned that their cherished son was courting, pour le bon motif, a penniless servant, instead of one of the two well-dowered girls on whom they had fixed their minds.


Even now, it is not easy for a Frenchman to marry without his parents’ consent, and in those days, twenty-two years ago, it was almost impossible.


But Léon Bissonet, with his dogged, secretive, passionate nature, had achieved the impossible. And when they had given way, both father and mother, with characteristic French good sense, had taken their daughter-in-law to their hearts. Indeed, before her death, Madame Bissonet mère, as she had come to be called, acknowledged that her Léon could not have found a wife more suited to him; or one doing her duty better in the way of life to which she had been so surprisingly called. But not even she suspected how well the two were mated, and how deliciously close was that union, at once so selfish and so selfless, only known to elect lovers.


****


All through the next day, Madame Bissonet listened for the bell which should herald her husband’s return. It was trying not to know, even to an hour, when he was coming back. But she remembered that last time he had had to sleep at Chandlieu.


The loneliness of that long day was only broken by the two brief calls of the Field Postman, bearing his usual mass of letters and parcels for the Prince.


The second night Madame Bissonet slept well and soundly, and she awoke with the happy belief that Léon would certainly come back today – Léon, and very probably the Prince also.


Once more she and the village woman cleaned and scrubbed what was already well scrubbed and cleaned; and all through the morning she concerned herself with cooking one of those complicated, rather rich dishes in which the Champagne housewife delights. This was a hare en giblotte, which must be started early in the morning if it is to be really worth eating by noon. The advantage of this dish was that if Léon did not come till the afternoon it would be just as nice warmed up for his dinner as if served at midday. That thought consoled Madame Bissonet when the hour of déjeuner sped by without bringing her husband.


About one there came a note to La Maison Bissonet, stating that the Prince would be back that same afternoon, rather late. For a moment she was sorry, not for her own sake, but for Léon’s. Léon would have liked a quiet night alone in their house. She choked down a sigh, and read again the formal message. It was typewritten, and Madame Bissonet, though she had seen examples of the work produced by “the writing-machine,” as it is called in France, was yet sufficiently unfamiliar with it to look twice at the blue paper.



“Madame Bissonet is informed that his Highness, General-Prince Botho von Bedingen, will reach her house this afternoon about six o’clock.”




At two o’clock Madame Bissonet went to her room. She lay down on her bed, for she wished to be well and lively this evening. She was rather surprised at herself, for she very seldom lay down in the daytime; but there seemed nothing left to do, and somehow she did not think her husband would be back before six o’clock. He and the Prince would probably arrive much about the same time.


****


She had been asleep, how long? Half an hour, an hour, in deep, dreamless slumber, when she heard the bell above her gate clinging, rather insistently.


She leaped to the floor, and thrust her feet – she had small, pretty feet – into her slippers, and ran downstairs. Of course it was Léon – Léon at last! And then she felt a pang of sharp disappointment. For it was not Léon after all. Instead of the Mayor of Douvenay’s lean, virile figure, there stood outside the gate the stumpy form of the German Field Postman, holding a bulky-looking parcel in his arms.


The poor old Landsturmer’s face looked grey with fatigue. This was the third time he had been to her house that day, and Madame Bissonet told herself indignantly that those haughty Prussian officers down there, in the house on the Grande Place they used as headquarters, were cruelly uncaring of their men.


Madame Bissonet opened the gate a little way, and held out her arms for the parcel; for it was much too big and bulky to fit into her apron. Then she smiled, a trifle mechanically, for she felt heavy-hearted and tired herself. But there came no answering smile from Gustav Shenck, and filled with a sudden, kindly compunction, the Frenchwoman made the grey-clad soldier a quick sign to stay where he was. Laying the large parcel on the ground, she ran indoors, and brought him out a tumbler filled with the light, sweet champagne which in those parts costs only a few pence a bottle.


He gulped it down to the last drop. And then his bulging, fat-rimmed eyes actually filled with tears, as he muttered “Danke, danke!” and turned on his heel.


She stooped, picked up the parcel, brought it into her kitchen, and placed it on the table. Bending over it, she suddenly grew rather pink; she saw that it was addressed to “Madame Léon Bissonet, Maison Bissonet, Douvenay.” And that, though there were stamped deeply on the spongy white paper which formed the covering, the various queer black marks of the German Army Field-Post.


Women are unreasonable creatures. Yesterday the fact that the Prince had remembered his promise would have given Madame Bissonet pleasure, but now, today, she felt a little vexed. For one thing, it had never occurred to her that he would go and buy her something in the way of wearing apparel; yet that was what he evidently had done. What she had half expected, what he had actually implied he would do, was to have a cake, made by his own cook, sent to her from far off Berlin. Madame Bissonet did not trust German taste, neither was she minded to accept a real present from the German General.


She looked around a little nervously, forgetting for the moment that the gate was locked. She hoped she would have time to undo the parcel, and put its con tents away, before her husband came in.


In her haste she took up the long, keen-edged knife with which she had divided up the hare that morning; and which the woman, after cleaning it, had not put away. With it she cut the stout cords which bound the parcel, criss-cross wise.


And then, as she pushed back the stiff outer paper covering of her parcel, there came over Madame Bissonet a sick feeling of fear; for she had caught sight of a piece of stuff which was strangely like the lining of the coat which her husband had been wearing, when he left her two days ago.


With fingers which her brain had to drive to their easy task, for all sensation had left them, she removed the inner sheet of paper.…


Yes – there was no mistake possible now. Neatly folded, in as small a bulk as was possible, were her husband’s clothes. The coat, arranged queerly inside out, lay on the top; under it were the waistcoat, the trousers, the braces, the collar too, and his black tie. The shirt, however, was lacking, and so were Léon’s boots and socks, and his tall hat.


She began lifting the things, one after the other, to that part of the kitchen table which was clear, and suddenly she espied, pinned to the trousers, a piece of paper. It was folded, and when she unfolded it she saw that it was covered with several lines of typewriting; just as had been the message she had received concerning the Prince’s return. But this time the superscription was slightly different in its wording, for what ran across the top left-hand corner of that oblong piece of paper read:


INS2 Madame Veuve Bissonet,


INS4 Maison Bissonet,


INS6 Douvenay.


What a strange, what a horrible mistake, for some stupid German Landsturm clerk to have made! Still, she waited a moment before she forced her eyes to read the lines which ran below that incorrect address:



“Madame, you are informed that your spouse, Léon Bissonet, Mayor of Douvenay, was found to have concealed about his person a letter addressed to a woman in Paris, giving information as to the whereabouts of General Prince Botho von Bedingen and his Staff. He was court-martialled last night, September 28th, condemned to death, and duly executed this morning, September 29th. He was buried in his shirt. His hat has been mislaid, his boots and socks have been requisitioned for a French civilian prisoner. Herewith please find the rest of his garments. His watch, and the money found on his person, will be returned to you in due course.”




Madame Bissonet was still staring down at the piece of paper in her hand when there came a stir, the sound of two motors stopping in the street outside, and a confused babel of laughter and talk.


The bell rang – an insistent, impatient peal. But the woman standing in the kitchen of La Maison Bissonet did not stir. She stayed exactly where she was, and not a muscle moved. Again the bell above the locked gate rang out, very loudly this time, as if strong, eager hands were tugging at the steel chain-pull outside.


Suddenly she let go the piece of paper, and it fluttered on to the floor. Then she put out a hand which trembled convulsively and stroked her husband’s coat. There was a pause, a long, long pause, and then there burst on her ears queer, scrambling sounds, and then a thud. This meant that someone had been hitched up on to the wall by the side of the gate, and slipping down the roof of one, of the outbuildings, had jumped down into the courtyard.


A moment later the Prince’s body-servant, a young Coburger, with whom Madame Bissonet had always been on friendly terms, opened wide the kitchen door.


He stared at the woman within with slow-growing astonishment. Though unobservant, as all young, happy, prosperous people are unobservant, he yet felt amazed to see the change that three days had wrought to Madame Bissonet’s appearance. She no longer looked pretty, or even healthy. Her eyes were bloodshot, her face white with a dreadful pallor, and though her lips moved, she did not speak.


He told himself that something had evidently upset her. Short as was that youth’s experience of war, he had seen many amazing things in the last few weeks, and now his business was to unlock the gate.


“The key!” he said hurriedly. “The key, Madame! His Highness is outside, and has already waited too long.”


She fumbled blindly at her waist, and at last handed him the key.


A moment later, the noises caused by a number of men clattering across the courtyard penetrated Madame Bissonet’s brain. She knew, subconsciously, that they were making their way to the front door of the house. But all that was left working of her shattered mind was set on remembering the exact wording of the letter which had been written in such careless haste, and which, against his better judgment, she had made her husband take with him to Chandlieu. Yes, she remembered now that she had written down the fact of this Prussian Prince-General being in their house. It was that one sentence which had made her Léon’s murderess.


And then there came over the distraught woman an intense, scarcely sane, hatred of Prince Botho von Bedingen. As in a flash, there came back to her something he had said with a jovial laugh only this last week. A French airplane had come whirling over head, and he had exclaimed: “It’s a good thing for you, Madame, that our friend up there does not know that a Prussian General and his Staff is in La Maison Bissonet, or there would soon not be much left of your house!”


Unseen by him, she had shaken her head gaily, for Madame Bissonet had never set on her courteous enemy the exaggerated military value he had evidently set on himself, and which she now believed had been the determining cause of – her brain refused to finish the sentence.


A shadow fell athwart the kitchen, and turning round, she saw the Prince’s burly form filling up the doorway. He was laughing, that round, guttural laugh, which Germans laugh; and he came forward and stood inside the kitchen, all unknowing of the hideous tragedy in which he had been an unknowing participant.


“Well, Madame, I hope you have something good for my dinner! I have missed your cooking the last three days, and—” Madame Bissonet never knew that what the Prince was going to say was simply: “and I hear your husband has been away. If I had known that, I would have picked him up when driving through Chandlieu and brought him home,” for when he began speaking, she with her right hand behind her back, had been stealthily feeling under the stiff, rustling paper for the long, pointed knife with which she had cut the string of her parcel.…


As the Prince uttered the word “and” she whipped her hand round and sprang at him with a hoarse, vengeful cry of rage and anguish.


So sudden, so forceful, was the impact that he was sent reeling back against the wall; and the two men who rushed into the kitchen a few moments later were put to it to withdraw the knife from out the frightful wound.


Going on for two years now, Madame Bissonet has been confined in the criminal lunatic asylum at Zell, Hanover. But she is within sight of the end of her troubles, for very soon she will be quite mad.

OEBPS/Images/milogogr.png
cl
BG-)G—)KS





OEBPS/Images/bg5-cover.jpg
5 THINGS THAT GO BUMP
IN THE NIGHT






