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THE MAN WITH THE NOSE

Rhoda Broughton

(1872)





I


“Let us get a map and see what places look pleasantest,” says she.


“As for that,” reply I, “on a map most places look equally pleasant.”


“Never mind; get one!”


I obey.


“Do you like the seaside?” asks Elizabeth, lifting her little brown head and her small happy white face from the English sea-coast along which her forefinger is slowly travelling.


“Since you ask me, distinctly no,” reply I, for once venturing to have a decided opinion of my own, which during the last few weeks of imbecility I can be hardly said to have had. “I broke my last wooden spade five and twenty years ago. I have but a poor opinion of cockles — sandy red-nosed things, are not they? and the air always makes me bilious.”


“Then we certainly will not go there,” says Elizabeth, laughing. “A bilious bridegroom! alliterative but horrible! None of our friends show the least eagerness to lend us their country house.”


“Oh that God would put it into the hearts of men to take their wives straight home, as their fathers did!” say I with a cross groan.


“It is evident, therefore, that we must go somewhere,” returns she, not heeding the aspiration contained in my last speech, making her forefinger resume its employment, and reaching Torquay.


“I suppose so,” say I, with a sort of sigh; “for once in our lives we must resign ourselves to having the finger of derision pointed at us by waiters and landlords.”


“You shall leave your new portmanteau at home, and I will leave all my best clothes, and nobody will guess that we are bride and bridegroom; they will think that we have been married — oh, ever since the world began” (opening her eyes very wide).


I shake my head. “With an old portmanteau and in rags we shall still have the mark of the beast upon us.”


“Do you mind much? do you hate being ridiculous?” asks Elizabeth, meekly, rather depressed by my view of the case; “because if so, let us go somewhere out of the way, where there will be very few people to laugh at us.”


“On the contrary,” return I, stoutly, “we will betake ourselves to some spot where such as we do chiefly congregate — where we shall be swallowed up and lost in the multitude of our fellow-sinners.” A pause devoted to reflection. “What do you say to Killarney?” say I cheerfully.


“There are a great many fleas there, I believe,” replies Elizabeth, slowly; “flea-bites make large lumps on me; you would not like me if I were covered with large lumps.”


At the hideous ideal picture thus presented to me by my little beloved I relapse into inarticulate idiocy; emerging from which by-and-by, I suggest, “The Lakes?” My arm is round her, and I feel her supple body shiver though it is mid-July and the bees are booming about in the still and sleepy noon garden outside.


“Oh — no — no — not there!”


“Why such emphasis?” I ask gaily; “more fleas? At this rate, and with this sine quâ non, our choice will grow limited.”


“Something dreadful happened to me there,” she says, with another shudder. “But indeed I did not think there was any harm in it — I never thought anything would come of it.”


“What the devil was it?” cry I, in a jealous heat and hurry; “what the mischief did you do, and why have not you told me about it before?”


“I did not do much,” she answers meekly, seeking for my hand, and when found kissing it in timid deprecation of my wrath; “but I was ill — very ill — there; I had a nervous fever. I was in a bed hung with a chintz with a red and green fern-leaf pattern on it. I have always hated red and green fern-leaf chintzes ever since.”


“It would be possible to avoid the obnoxious bed, would it not?” say I, laughing a little. “Where does it lie? Windermere? Ulleswater? Wastwater? Where?”


“We were at Ulleswater,” she says, speaking rapidly, while a hot colour grows on her small white cheeks — “Papa, mamma, and I; and there came a mesmeriser to Penrith, and we went to see him — everybody did — and he asked leave to mesmerise me — he said I should be such a good medium — and — and — I did not know what it was like. I thought it would be quite good fun — and — and — I let him.”


She is trembling exceedingly; even the loving pressure of my arms cannot abate her shivering.


“Well?”


“And after that I do not remember anything — I believe I did all sorts of extraordinary things that he told me — sang and danced, and made a fool of myself — but when I came home I was very ill, very — I lay in bed for five whole weeks, and — and was off my head, and said odd and wicked things that you would not have expected me to say — that dreadful bed! shall I ever forget it?”


“We will not go to the Lakes,” I say, decisively, “and we will not talk any more about mesmerism.”


“That is right,” she says, with a sigh of relief. “I try to think about it as little as possible; but sometimes, in the dead black of the night, when God seems a long way off, and the devil near, it comes back to me so strongly — I feel, do not you know, as if he were there somewhere in the room, and I must get up and follow him.”


“Why should not we go abroad?” suggest I, abruptly turning the conversation.


“Why, indeed?” cries Elizabeth, recovering her gaiety, while her pretty blue eyes begin to dance. “How stupid of us not to have thought of it before; only abroad is a big word. What abroad?”


“We must be content with something short of Central Africa,” I say, gravely, “as I think our one hundred and fifty pounds would hardly take us that far.”


“Wherever we go, we must buy a dialogue book,” suggests my little bride-elect, “and I will learn some phrases before we start.”


“As for that, the Anglo-Saxon tongue takes one pretty well round the world,” reply I, with a feeling of complacent British swagger, putting my hands in my breeches pockets.


“Do you fancy the Rhine?” says Elizabeth, with a rather timid suggestion; “I know it is the fashion to run it down nowadays, and call it a cocktail river; but — but — after all it cannot be so very contemptible, or Byron could not have said such noble things about it.”



“The castled crag of Drachenfels

Frowns o’er the wide and winding Rhine,

Whose breast of waters broadly swells

Between the banks which bear the vine,”




say I, spouting. “After all, that proves nothing, for Byron could have made a silk purse out of a sow’s ear.”


“The Rhine will not do then?” says she resignedly, suppressing a sigh.


“On the contrary, it will do admirably: it is a cocktail river, and I do not care who says it is not,” reply I, with illiberal positiveness; “but everybody should be able to say so from their own experience, and not from hearsay: the Rhine let it be, by all means.”


So the Rhine it is.


II


I have got over it; we have both got over it, tolerably, creditably; but after all, it is a much severer ordeal for a man than a woman, who, with a bouquet to occupy her hands, and a veil to gently shroud her features, need merely be prettily passive. I am alluding, I need hardly say, to the religious ceremony of marriage, which I flatter myself I have gone through with a stiff sheepishness not unworthy of my country. It is a three-days-old event now, and we are getting used to belonging to one another, though Elizabeth still takes off her ring twenty times a day to admire its bright thickness; still laughs when she hears herself called “Madame.” Three days ago, we kissed all our friends, and left them to make themselves ill on our cake, and criticise our bridal behaviour, and now we are at Brussels, she and I feeling oddly, joyfully free from any chaperone. We have been mildly sight-seeing — very mildly most people would say, but we have resolved not to take our pleasure with the railway speed of Americans, or the hasty sadness of our fellow Britons. Slowly and gaily we have been taking ours. Today we have been to visit Wiertz’s pictures. Have you ever seen them, oh reader? They are known to comparatively few people, but if you have a taste for the unearthly terrible — if you wish to sup full of horrors, hasten thither. We have been peering through the appointed peep-hole at the horrible cholera picture — the man buried alive by mistake, pushing up the lid of his coffin, and stretching a ghastly face and livid hands out of his winding sheet towards you, while awful grey-blue coffins are piled around, and noisome toads and giant spiders crawl damply about. On first seeing it, I have reproached myself for bringing one of so nervous a temperament as Elizabeth to see so haunting and hideous a spectacle; but she is less impressed than I expected — less impressed than I myself am.


“He is very lucky to be able to get his lid up,” she says, with a half-laugh; “we should find it hard work to burst our brass nails, should not we? When you bury me, dear, fasten me down very slightly, in case there may be some mistake.”


And now all the long and quiet July evening we have been prowling together about the streets — Brussels is the town of towns for flâner-ing — have been flattening our noses against the shop windows, and making each other imaginary presents. Elizabeth has not confined herself to imagination, however; she has made me buy her a little bonnet with feathers — “in order to look married,” as she says, and the result is such a delicious picture of a child playing at being grown up, having practised a theft on its mother’s wardrobe, that for the last two hours I have been in a foolish ecstasy of love and laughter over her and it. We are at the Bellevue, and have a fine suite of rooms, au premier, evidently specially devoted to the English, to the gratification of whose well-known loyalty the Prince and Princess of Wales are simpering from the walls. Is there anyone in the three kingdoms who knows his own face as well as he knows the faces of Albert Victor and Alexandra? The long evening has at last slid into night — night far advanced — night melting into earliest day. All Brussels is asleep. One moment ago I also was asleep, soundly as any log. What is it that has made me take this sudden, headlong plunge out of sleep into wakefulness? Who is it that is clutching at and calling upon me? What is it that is making me struggle mistily up into a sitting posture, and try to revive my sleep-numbed senses? A summer night is never wholly dark; by the half light that steals through the closed persiennes and open windows I see my wife standing beside my bed; the extremity of terror on her face, and her fingers digging themselves with painful tenacity into my arm.


“Tighter, tighter!” she is crying, wildly. “What are you thinking of? You are letting me go!”


“Good heavens!” say I, rubbing my eyes, while my muddy brain grows a trifle clearer. “What is it? What has happened? Have you had a nightmare?”


“You saw him,” she says, with a sort of sobbing breathlessness; “you know you did! You saw him as well as I.”


“I!” cry I, incredulously — “not I! Till this second I have been fast asleep. I saw nothing.”


“You did!” she cries, passionately. “You know you did. Why do you deny it? You were as frightened as I.”


“As I live,” I answer, solemnly, “I know no more than the dead what you are talking about; till you woke me by calling and catching hold of me, I was as sound asleep as the seven sleepers.”


“Is it possible that it can have been a dream?” she says, with a long sigh, for a moment loosing my arm, and covering her face with her hands. “But no — in a dream I should have been somewhere else, but I was here — here — on that bed, and he stood there,” pointing with her forefinger, “just there, between the foot of it and the window!”


She stops, panting.


“It is all that brute Wiertz,” say I, in a fury. “I wish I had been buried alive myself before I had been fool enough to take you to see his beastly daubs.”


“Light a candle,” she says, in the same breathless way, her teeth chattering with fright. “Let us make sure he is not hidden somewhere in the room.”


“How could he be?” say I, striking a match; “the door is locked.”


“He might have got in by the balcony,” she answers, still trembling violently.


“He would have had to have cut a very large hole in the persiennes,” say I, half mockingly. “See, they are intact, and well fastened.”


She sinks into an arm-chair, and pushes her loose soft hair from her white face.


“It was a dream then, I suppose?”


She is silent for a moment or two, while I bring her a glass of water, and throw a dressing-gown round her cold and shrinking form.


“Now tell me, my little one,” I say coaxingly, sitting down at her feet, “what it was — what you thought you saw?”


“Thought I saw!” echoes she, with indignant emphasis, sitting upright, while her eyes sparkle feverishly. “I am as certain that I saw him standing there as I am that I see that candle burning — that I see this chair — that I see you.”


“Him! but who is him?”


She falls forward on my neck, and buries her face in my shoulder.


“That — dreadful — man!” she says, while her whole body trembles.


“What dreadful man?” cry I impatiently.


She is silent.


“Who was he?”


“I do not know.”


“Did you ever see him before?”


“Oh, no — no, never! I hope to God I may never see him again!”


“What was he like?”


“Come closer to me,” she says, laying hold of my hand with her small and chilly fingers; “stay quite near me, and I will tell you,” — after a pause — “he had a nose!”


“My dear soul,” cry I, bursting out into a loud laugh in the silence of the night, “do not most people have noses? Would not he have been much more dreadful if he had had none?”


“But it was such a nose!” she says, with perfect trembling gravity.


“A bottle nose?” suggest I, still cackling.


“For heaven’s sake, don’t laugh!” she says nervously; “if you had seen his face, you would have been as little disposed to laugh as I.”


“But his nose?” return I, suppressing my merriment, “what kind of nose was it? See, I am as grave as a judge.”


“It was very prominent,” she answers, in a sort of awe-struck half-whisper, “and very sharply chiselled; the nostrils very much cut out.” A little pause. “His eyebrows were one straight black line across his face, and under them his eyes burnt like dull coals of fire, that shone and yet did not shine; they looked like dead eyes, sunken, half extinguished, and yet sinister.”


“And what did he do?” asked I, impressed, despite myself, by her passionate earnestness; “when did you first see him?”


“I was asleep,” she said — “at least, I thought so — and suddenly I opened my eyes, and he was there — there” — pointing again with trembling finger — “between the window and the bed.”


“What was he doing? Was he walking about?”


“He was standing as still as stone — I never saw any live thing so still — looking at me; he never called or beckoned, or moved a finger, but his eyes commanded me to come to him, as the eyes of the mesmeriser at Penrith did.” She stops, breathing heavily. I can hear her heart’s loud and rapid beats.


“And you?” I say, pressing her more closely to my side, and smoothing her troubled hair.


“I hated it,” she cries, excitedly; “I loathed it — abhorred it. I was ice-cold with fear and horror, but — I felt myself going to him.”


“Yes?”


“And then I shrieked out to you, and you came running, and caught fast hold of me, and held me tight at first — quite tight — but presently I felt your hold slacken — slacken — and though I longed to stay with you, though I was mad with fright, yet I felt myself pulling strongly away from you — going to him; and he — he stood there always looking — looking — and then I gave one last loud shriek, and I suppose I awoke — and it was a dream!”


“I never heard of a clearer case of nightmare,” say I, stoutly; “that vile Wiertz! I should like to see his whole Musée burnt.”


She shakes her head. “It had nothing to say to Wiertz; what it meant I do not know, but—”


“It meant nothing,” I answer, reassuringly, “except that for the future we will go and see none but good and pleasant sights, and steer clear of charnel-house fancies.”


III


Elizabeth is now in a position to decide whether the Rhine is a cocktail river or no, for she is on it, and so am I. We are sitting, with an awning over our heads, and little wooden stools under our feet. Elizabeth has a small sailor’s hat and blue ribbon on her head. The river breeze has blown it rather awry; has tangled her plenteous hair; has made a faint pink stain on her pale cheeks. It is some fête day, and the boat is crowded. Tables, countless camp stools, volumes of black smoke pouring from the funnel, as we steam along. “Nothing to the Caledonian Canal!” cries a burly Scotchman in leggings, speaking with loud authority, and surveying with an air of contempt the eternal vine-clad slopes, that sound so well, and look so sticky in reality. “Cannot hold a candle to it!” A rival bride and bridegroom opposite, sitting together like love-birds under an umbrella, look into each other’s eyes instead of at the Rhine scenery.


“They might as well have stayed at home, might not they?” says my wife with a little air of superiority. “Come, we are not so bad as that, are we?”


A storm comes on: hailstones beat slantwise and reach us — stone and sting us right under our awning. Everybody rushes down below, and takes the opportunity to feed ravenously. There are few actions more disgusting than eating can be made. A handsome girl close to us — her immaturity evidenced by the two long tails of black hair down her back — is thrusting her knife halfway down her throat.


“Come on deck again,” says Elizabeth, disgusted and frightened at this last sight. “The hail was much better than this!”


So we return to our camp stools, and sit alone under one mackintosh in the lashing storm, with happy hearts and empty stomachs.


“Is not this better than any luncheon?” asks Elizabeth, triumphantly, while the rain-drops hang on her long and curled lashes.


“Infinitely better,” reply I, madly struggling with the umbrella to prevent its being blown inside out, and gallantly ignoring a species of gnawing sensation at my entrails.


The squall clears off by-and-by, and we go steaming, steaming on past the unnumbered little villages by the water’s edge with church spires and pointed roofs, past the countless rocks with their little pert castles perched on the top of them, past the tall, stiff poplar rows. The church bells are ringing gaily as we go by. A nightingale is singing from a wood. The black eagle of Prussia droops on the stream behind us, swish-swish through the dull green water. A fat woman who is interested in it leans over the back of the boat and, by some happy effect of crinoline, displays to her fellow-passengers two yards of thick white cotton legs. She is, fortunately for herself, unconscious of her generosity.


The day steals on; at every stopping place more people come on. There is hardly elbow room; and, what is worse, almost everybody is drunk. Rocks, castles, villages, poplars, slide by, while the paddles churn always the water, and the evening draws greyly on. At Bingen a party of big blue Prussian soldiers, very drunk, “glorious” as Tam o’Shanter, come and establish themselves close to us. They call for Lager Beer; talk at the tip-top of their strong voices; two of them begin to spar; all seem inclined to sing. Elizabeth is frightened. We are two hours late in arriving at Biebrich. It is half an hour more before we can get ourselves and our luggage into a carriage and set off along the winding road to Wiesbaden. “The night is chilly, but not dark.” There is only a little shabby bit of a moon, but it shines as hard as it can. Elizabeth is quite worn out, her tired head droops in uneasy sleep on my shoulder. Once she wakes up with a start.


“Are you sure that it meant nothing?” she asks, looking me eagerly in my face; “do people often have such dreams?”


“Often, often,” I answer, reassuringly.


“I am always afraid of falling asleep now,” she says, trying to sit upright and keep her heavy eyes open, “for fear of seeing him standing there again. Tell me, do you think I shall? Is there any chance, any probability of it?”


“None, none!”


We reach Wiesbaden at last, and drive up to the Hôtel des Quatre Saisons. By this time it is full midnight. Two or three men are standing about the door. Morris, the maid, has got out — so have I, and I am holding out my hand to Elizabeth when I hear her give one piercing scream, and see her with ash-white face and starting eyes point with her forefinger—


“There he is! — there! — there!”


I look in the direction indicated, and just catch a glimpse of a tall figure standing half in the shadow of the night, half in the gas-light from the hotel. I have not time for more than one cursory glance, as I am interrupted by a cry from the bystanders, and turning quickly round, am just in time to catch my wife, who falls in utter insensibility into my arms. We carry her into a room on the ground floor; it is small, noisy, and hot, but it is the nearest at hand. In about an hour she re-opens her eyes. A strong shudder makes her quiver from head to foot.


“Where is he?” she says, in a terrified whisper, as her senses come slowly back. “He is somewhere about — somewhere near. I feel that he is!”


“My dearest child, there is no one here but Morris and me,” I answer soothingly. “Look for yourself. See.”


I take one of the candles and light up each corner of the room in succession.


“You saw him!” she says, in trembling hurry, sitting up and clenching her hands together. “I know you did — I pointed him out to you — you cannot say that it was a dream this time.”


“I saw two or three ordinary-looking men as we drove up,” I answer, in a commonplace, matter-of-fact tone. “I did not notice anything remarkable about any of them; you know, the fact is, darling, that you have had nothing to eat all day, nothing but a biscuit, and you are over-wrought, and fancy things.”


“Fancy!” echoes she, with strong irritation. “How you talk! Was I ever one to fancy things? I tell you that as sure as I sit here — as sure as you stand there — I saw him — him — the man I saw in my dream, if it was a dream. There was not a hair’s breadth of difference between them — and he was looking at me — looking—”


She breaks off into hysterical sobbing.


“My dear child!” say I, thoroughly alarmed, and yet half angry. “For God’s sake do not work yourself up into a fever: wait till tomorrow, and we will find out who he is, and all about him; you yourself will laugh when we discover that he is some harmless bagman.”


“Why not now?” she says, nervously; “why cannot you find out now — this minute?”


“Impossible! Everybody is in bed! Wait till tomorrow, and all will be cleared up.”


The morrow comes, and I go about the hotel, inquiring. The house is so full, and the data I have to go upon are so small, that for some time I have great difficulty in making it understood to whom I am alluding. At length one waiter seems to comprehend.


“A tall and dark gentleman, with a pronounced and very peculiar nose? Yes; there has been such a one, certainly, in the hotel, but he left at grand matin this morning; he remained only one night.”


“And his name?”


The garçon shakes his head. “That is unknown, monsieur; he did not inscribe it in the visitors’ book.”


“What countryman was he?”


Another shake of the head. “He spoke German, but with a foreign accent.”


“Whither did he go?”


That also is unknown. Nor can I arrive at any more facts about him.


IV


A fortnight has passed; we have been hither and thither; now we are at Lucerne. Peopled with better inhabitants, Lucerne might well do for Heaven. It is drawing towards eventide, and Elizabeth and I are sitting hand in hand on a quiet bench, under the shady linden trees, on a high hill up above the lake. There is nobody to see us, so we sit peaceably hand in hand. Up by the still and solemn monastery we came, with its small and narrow windows, calculated to hinder the holy fathers from promenading curious eyes on the world, the flesh, and the devil, tripping past them in blue gauze veils: below us grass and green trees, houses with high-pitched roofs, little dormer-windows, and shutters yet greener than the grass; below us the lake in its rippleless peace, calm, quiet, motionless as Bethesda’s pool before the coming of the troubling angel.


“I said it was too good to last,” say I, doggedly, “did not I, only yesterday? Perfect peace, perfect sympathy, perfect freedom from nagging worries — when did such a state of things last more than two days?”


Elizabeth’s eyes are idly fixed on a little steamer, with a stripe of red along its side, and a tiny puff of smoke from its funnel, gliding along and cutting a narrow white track on Lucerne’s sleepy surface.


“This is the fifth false alarm of the gout having gone to his stomach within the last two years,” continue I resentfully. “I declare to Heaven, that if it has not really gone there this time, I’ll cut the whole concern.”


Let no one cast up their eyes in horror, imagining that it is my father to whom I am thus alluding; it is only a great-uncle by marriage, in consideration of whose wealth and vague promises I have dawdled professionless through twenty-eight years of my life.


“You must not go,” says Elizabeth, giving my hand an imploring squeeze. “The man in the Bible said, ‘I have married a wife, and therefore I cannot come’; why should it be a less valid excuse nowadays?”


“If I recollect rightly, it was considered rather a poor one even then,” reply I, dryly.


Elizabeth is unable to contradict this; she therefore only lifts two pouted lips (Monsieur Taine objects to the redness of English women’s mouths, but I do not) to be kissed, and says, “Stay.” I am good enough to comply with her unspoken request, though I remain firm with regard to her spoken one.


“My dearest child,” I say, with an air of worldly experience and superior wisdom, “kisses are very good things — in fact, there are few better — but one cannot live upon them.”


“Let us try,” she says coaxingly.


“I wonder which would get tired first?” I say, laughing. But she only goes on pleading, “Stay, stay.”


“How can I stay?” I cry impatiently; “you talk as if I wanted to go! Do you think it is any pleasanter to me to leave you than to you to be left? But you know his disposition, his rancorous resentment of fancied neglects. For the sake of two days’ indulgence, must I throw away what will keep us in ease and plenty to the end of our days?”


“I do not care for plenty,” she says, with a little petulant gesture. “I do not see that rich people are any happier than poor ones. Look at the St. Clairs; they have £40,000 a year, and she is a miserable woman, perfectly miserable, because her face gets red after dinner.”


“There will be no fear of our faces getting red after dinner,” say I, grimly, “for we shall have no dinner for them to get red after.”


A pause. My eyes stray away to the mountains. Pilatus on the right, with his jagged peak and slender snow-chains about his harsh neck; hill after hill rising silent, eternal, like guardian spirits standing hand in hand around their child, the lake. As I look, suddenly they have all flushed, as at some noblest thought, and over all their sullen faces streams an ineffable rosy joy — a solemn and wonderful effulgence, such as Israel saw reflected from the features of the Eternal in their prophet’s transfigured eyes. The unutterable peace and stainless beauty of earth and sky seem to lie softly on my soul. “Would God I could stay! Would God all life could be like this!” I say, devoutly, and the aspiration has the reverent earnestness of a prayer.


“Why do you say, ‘Would God!’” she cries passionately, “when it lies with yourself? Oh my dear love,” gently sliding her hand through my arm, and lifting wetly beseeching eyes to my face, “I do not know why I insist upon it so much — I cannot tell you myself — I dare say I seem selfish and unreasonable — but I feel as if your going now would be the end of all things — as if—” She breaks off suddenly.


“My child,” say I, thoroughly distressed, but still determined to have my own way, “you talk as if I were going for ever and a day; in a week, at the outside, I shall be back, and then you will thank me for the very thing for which you now think me so hard and disobliging.”


“Shall I?” she answers, mournfully. “Well, I hope so.”


“You will not be alone, either; you will have Morris.”


“Yes.”


“And every day you will write me a long letter, telling me every single thing that you do, say, and think.”


“Yes.”


She answers me gently and obediently; but I can see that she is still utterly unreconciled to the idea of my absence.


“What is it that you are afraid of?” I ask, becoming rather irritated. “What do you suppose will happen to you?”


She does not answer; only a large tear falls on my hand, which she hastily wipes away with her pocket handkerchief, as if afraid of exciting my wrath.


“Can you give me any good reason why I should stay?” I ask, dictatorially.


“None — none — only — stay — stay!”


But I am resolved not to stay. Early the next morning I set off.


V


This time it is not a false alarm; this time it really has gone to his stomach, and, declining to be dislodged thence, kills him. My return is therefore retarded until after the funeral and the reading of the will. The latter is so satisfactory, and my time is so fully occupied with a multiplicity of attendant business, that I have no leisure to regret the delay. I write to Elizabeth, but receive no letters from her. This surprises and makes me rather angry, but does not alarm me. “If she had been ill, if anything had happened, Morris would have written. She never was great at writing, poor little soul. What dear little babyish notes she used to send me during our engagement! Perhaps she wishes to punish me for my disobedience to her wishes. Well, now she will see who was in the right.” 


I am drawing near her now; I am walking up from the railway station in Lucerne. I am very joyful as I march along under an umbrella, in the grand broad shining of the summer afternoon. I think with pensive passion of the last glimpse I had of my beloved — her small and wistful face looking out from among the thick fair fleece of her long hair — winking away her tears and blowing kisses to me. It is a new sensation to me to have anyone looking tearfully wistful over my departure. I draw near the great glaring Schweizerhof, with its colonnaded tourist-crowded porch; here are all the pomegranates as I left them, in their green tubs, with their scarlet blossoms, and the dusty oleanders in a row. I look up at our windows; nobody is looking out from them; they are open, and the curtains are alternatively swelled out and drawn in by the softly-playful wind. 


I run quickly upstairs and burst noisily into the sitting-room. Empty, perfectly empty! I open the adjoining door into the bedroom, crying, “Elizabeth! Elizabeth!” but I receive no answer. Empty too. A feeling of indignation creeps over me as I think, “Knowing the time of my return, she might have managed to be indoors.” I have returned to the silent sitting-room, where the only noise is the wind still playing hide-and-seek with the curtains. As I look vacantly round my eye catches sight of a letter lying on the table. I pick it up mechanically and look at the address. Good heavens! what can this mean? It is my own, that I sent her two days ago, unopened, with the seal unbroken. Does she carry her resentment so far as not even to open my letters? I spring at the bell and violently ring it. It is answered by the waiter who has always specially attended us.


“Is madame gone out?”


The man opens his mouth and stares at me.


“Madame! Is monsieur then not aware that madame is no longer at the hotel?”


“What?”


“On the same day as monsieur, madame departed.”


“Departed! Good God! what are you talking about?”


“A few hours after monsieur’s departure — I will not be positive as to the exact time, but it must have been between one and two o’clock as the midday table-d’hôte was in progress — a gentleman came and asked for madame—”


“Yes — be quick.”


“I demanded whether I should take up his card, but he said no, that was unnecessary, as he was perfectly well known to madame; and, in fact, a short time afterwards, without saying anything to anyone, she departed with him.”


“And did not return in the evening?”


“No, monsieur; madame has not returned since that day.”


I clench my hands in an agony of rage and grief. “So this is it! With that pure child-face, with that divine ignorance — only three weeks married — this is the trick she has played me!” I am recalled to myself by a compassionate suggestion from the garçon.


“Perhaps it was the brother of madame.”


Elizabeth has no brother, but the remark brings back to me the necessity of self-command. “Very probably,” I answer, speaking with infinite difficulty. “What sort of looking gentleman was he?”


“He was a very tall and dark gentleman with a most peculiar nose — not quite like any nose that I ever saw before — and most singular eyes. Never have I seen a gentleman who at all resembled him.”


I sink into a chair, while a cold shudder creeps over me as I think of my poor child’s dream — of her fainting fit at Wiesbaden — of her unconquerable dread of and aversion from my departure. And this happened twelve days ago! I catch up my hat, and prepare to rush like a madman in pursuit.


“How did they go?” I ask incoherently; “by train? — driving? — walking?”


“They went in a carriage.”


“What direction did they take? Whither did they go?”


He shakes his head. “It is not known.”


“It must be known,” I cry, driven to frenzy by every second’s delay. “Of course the driver could tell; where is he? — where can I find him?”


“He did not belong to Lucerne, neither did the carriage; the gentleman brought them with him.”


“But madame’s maid,” say I, a gleam of hope flashing across my mind; “did she go with her?”


“No, monsieur, she is still here; she was as much surprised as monsieur at madame’s departure.”


“Send her at once,” I cry eagerly; but when she comes I find that she can throw no light on the matter. She weeps noisily and says many irrelevant things, but I can obtain no information from her beyond the fact that she was unaware of her mistress’s departure until long after it had taken place, when, surprised at not being rung for at the usual time, she had gone to her room and found it empty, and on inquiring in the hotel, had heard of her sudden departure; that, expecting her to return at night, she had sat up waiting for her till two o’clock in the morning, but that, as I knew, she had not returned, neither had anything since been heard of her.


Not all my inquiries, not all my cross-questionings of the whole staff of the hotel, of the visitors, of the railway officials, of nearly all the inhabitants of Lucerne and its environs, procure me a jot more knowledge. On the next few weeks I look back as on a hellish and insane dream. I can neither eat nor sleep; I am unable to remain one moment quiet; my whole existence, my nights and my days, are spent in seeking, seeking. Everything that human despair and frenzied love can do is done by me. I advertise, I communicate with the police, I employ detectives; but that fatal twelve days’ start forever baffles me. Only on one occasion do I obtain one tittle of information. In a village a few miles from Lucerne the peasants, on the day in question, saw a carriage driving rapidly through their little street. It was closed, but through the windows they could see the occupants — a dark gentleman, with the peculiar physiognomy which has so often been described, and on the opposite seat a lady lying apparently in a state of utter insensibility. But even this leads to nothing.


Oh, reader, these things happened twenty years ago; since then I have searched sea and land, but never have I seen my little Elizabeth again.
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I

 VERY STRANGE


Round Dockett Point and over Dumsey Deep the water-lilies were blooming as luxuriantly as though the silver Thames had been the blue Mummel Lake.


It was the time for them. The hawthorn had long ceased to scent the air; the wild roses had shed their delicate leaves; the buttercups and cardamoms and dog-daisies that had dotted the meadows were garnered into hay. The world in early August needed a fresh and special beauty, and here it was floating in its matchless green bark on the bosom of the waters.


If those fair flowers, like their German sisters, ever at nightfall, assumed mortal form, who was there to tell of such vagaries? Even when the moon is at her full there are few who care to cross Chertsey Mead, or face the lonely Stabbery.


Hard would it be, indeed, so near life, railways, civilization, and London, to find a more lonely stretch of country, when twilight visits the landscape and darkness comes brooding down over the Surrey and Middlesex shores, than the path which winds along the river from Shepperton Lock to Chertsey Bridge. At high noon for months together it is desolate beyond description — silent, save for the rippling and sobbing of the currents, the wash of the stream, the swaying of the osiers, the trembling of an aspen, the rustle of the withies, or the noise made by a bird, or rat, or stoat, startled by the sound of unwonted footsteps. In the warm summer nights also, when tired holiday-makers are sleeping soundly, when men stretched on the green sward outside their white tents are smoking, and talking, and planning excursions for the morrow; When in country houses young people are playing and singing, dancing or walking up and down terraces over-looking well-kept lawns, where the evening air is laden with delicious perfumes — there falls on that almost uninhabited mile or two of riverside a stillness which may be felt, which the belated traveller is loth to disturb even by the dip of his oars as he drifts down with the current past objects that seem to him unreal as fragments of a dream.


It had been a wet summer — a bad summer for the hotels. There had been some fine days, but not many together. The weather could not be depended upon. It was not a season in which young ladies were to be met about the reaches of the Upper Thames, disporting themselves in marvellous dresses, and more marvellous headgear, unfurling brilliant parasols, canoeing in appropriate attire, giving life and colour to the streets of old-world villages, and causing many of their inhabitants to consider what a very strange sort of town it must be in which such extraordinarily-robed persons habitually reside.


Nothing of the sort was to be seen that summer, even as high as Hampton. Excursions were limited to one day; there were few tents, few people camping-out, not many staying at the hotels; yet it was, perhaps for that reason, an enjoyable summer to those who were not afraid of a little, or rather a great deal, of rain, who liked a village inn all the better for not being crowded, and who were not heartbroken because their women-folk for once found it impossible to accompany them.


Unless a man boldly decides to outrage the proprieties and decencies of life, and go off by himself to take his pleasure selfishly alone, there is in a fine summer no door of escape open to him. There was a time — a happy time — when a husband was not expected to sign away his holidays in the marriage articles. But what boots it to talk of that remote past now? Everything is against the father of a family at present. Unless the weather help him, what friend has he? And the weather does not often in these latter days prove a friend. In that summer, however, with which this story deals, the stars in their courses fought for many an oppressed paterfamilias. Any curious inquirer might then have walked ankle-deep in mud from Penton Hook to East Molesey, and not met a man, harnessed like a beast of burden, towing all his belongings up stream, or beheld him rowing against wind and tide as though he were a galley-slave chained to the oar, striving ail the while to look as though enjoying the fun.


Materfamilias found it too wet to patronize the Thames. Her dear little children also were conspicuous by their absence. Charming young ladies were rarely to be seen — indeed, the skies were so treacherous that it would have been a mere tempting of Providence to risk a pretty dress on the water; for which sufficient reasons furnished houses remained unlet, and lodgings were left empty; taverns and hotels welcomed visitors instead of treating them scurvily; and the river, with its green banks and its leafy aits, its white swans, its water-lilies, its purple loosestrife, its reeds, its rushes, its weeping willows, its quiet backwaters, was delightful.


One evening two men stood just outside the door of the Ship, Lower Halliford, looking idly at the water, as it flowed by more rapidly than is usually the ease in August. Both were dressed in suits of serviceable dark grey tweed; both wore round hats; both evidently belonged to that class which resembles flowers of the field but in the one respect that it toils not, neither does it spin; both looked intensely bored; both were of rather a good appearance.


The elder, who was about thirty, had dark hair, sleepy brown eyes, and a straight capable nose; a heavy moustache almost concealed his mouth, but his chin was firm and well cut. About him there was an indescribable something calculated to excite attention, but nothing in his expression to attract or repel. No one looking at him could have said offhand, “I think that is a pleasant fellow,” or “I am sure that man could make himself confoundedly disagreeable.”


His face revealed as little as the covers of a book. It might contain interesting matter, or there might be nothing underneath save the merest commonplace. So far as it conveyed an idea at all, it was that of indolence. Every movement of his body suggested laziness; but it would have been extremely hard to say how far that laziness went. Mental energy and physical inactivity walk oftener hand in hand than the world suspects, and mental energy can on occasion make an indolent man active, while more brute strength can never confer intellect on one who lacks brains.


In every respect the younger stranger was the opposite of his companion. Fair, blue-eyed, light-haired, with soft moustache and tenderly cared-for whiskers, he looked exactly what he was a very shallow, kindly, good fellow, who did not trouble himself with searching into the depths of things, who took the world as it was, who did not go out to meet trouble, who loved his species, women included, in an honest way; who liked amusement, athletic sports of all sorts — dancing, riding, rowing, shooting; who had not one regret, save that hours in a Government office were so confoundedly long, “eating the best part out of a day, by Jove;” no cause for discontent save that he had very little money, and into whose mind it had on the afternoon in question been forcibly borne that his friend was a trifle heavy — “carries too many guns,” he considered — and not exactly the man to enjoy a modest dinner at Lower Halliford.


For which cause, perhaps, he felt rather relieved when his friend refused to partake of any meal.


“I wish you could have stayed,” said the younger, with the earnest and not quite insincere hospitality people always assume when they feel a departing guest is not to be over-persuaded to stay. “So do I,” replied the other. “I should have liked to stop with you, and I should have liked to stay here. There is a sleepy dullness about the place which exactly suits my present mood, but I must get back to town. I promised Travers to look in at his chambers this evening, and tomorrow as I told you, I am due in Norfolk.”


“What will you do, then, till train-time? There is nothing up from here till nearly seven. Come on the river for an hour with me.”


“Thank you, no. I think I will walk over to Staines.”


“Staines! Why Staines in heaven’s name?”


“Because I am in the humour for a walk — a long, lonely walk; because a demon has taken possession of me I wish to exorcise; because there are plenty of trains from Staines; because I am weary of the Thames Valley line, and any other reason you like. I can give you none better than I have done.”


“At least let me row you part of the way.”


“Again thank you, no. The eccentricities of the Thames are not new to me. With the best intentions, you would land me at Laleham when I should be on my railway to London. My dear Dick, step into that boat your soul has been hankering after for the past half-hour, and leave me to return to town according to my own fancy.”


“I don’t half like this,” said genial Dick. “Ah! Here comes a pretty girl — look.”


Thus entreated, the elder man turned his head and saw a young girl, accompanied by a young man, coming along the road, which leads from Walton Lane to Shepperton.


She was very pretty, of the sparkling order of beauty, with dark eyes, rather heavy eyebrows, dark thick hair, a ravishing fringe, a delicious hat, a coquettish dress, and shoes which by pretty gestures she seemed to be explaining to her companion were many — very many — sizes too large for her. Spite of her beauty, spite of her dress, spite of her shoes so much too large for her, it needed but a glance from one conversant with subtle social distinctions to tell that she was not quite her “young man’s” equal.


For, in the parlance of Betsy Jane, as her “young man” she evidently regarded him, and as her young man he regarded himself. There could be no doubt about the matter. He was over head and cars in love with her; he was ready to quarrel — indeed, had quarrelled with father, mother, sister, brother on her account. He loved her unreasonably — he loved her miserably, distractedly; except at odd intervals, he was not in the least happy with her. She flouted, she tormented, she maddened him; but then, after having nearly driven him to the verge of distraction, she would repent sweetly, and make up for all previous shortcomings by a few brief minutes of tender affection. If quarrelling be really the renewal of love, theirs had been renewed once a day at all events, and frequently much oftener.


Yes, she was a pretty girl, a bewitching girl, and arrant flirt, a scarcely well-behaved coquette; for as she passed the two friends she threw a glance at them, one arch, piquant, inviting glance, of which many would instantly have availed themselves, venturing the consequences certain to be dealt out by her companion, who, catching the look, drew closer to her side, not too well pleased, apparently. Spite of a little opposition, he drew her hand through his arm, and walked on with an air of possession infinitely amusing to onlookers, and plainly distasteful to his lady-love.


“A clear case of spoons,” remarked the younger of the two visitors, looking after the pair.


“Poor devil!” said the other compassionately.


His friend laughed, and observed mockingly paraphrasing a very different speech—


“But for the grace of God, there goes Paul Murray.”


“You may strike out the ‘but,’” replied the person so addressed, “for that is the very road Paul Murray is going, and soon.”


“You are not serious!” asked the other doubtfully.


“Am I not? I am though, though not with such a vixen as I dare swear that little baggage is. I told you I was due tomorrow in Norfolk. But see, they are turning back; let us go inside.”


“All right,” agreed the other, following his companion into the hall. “This is a great surprise to me, Murray: I never imagined you were engaged.”


“I am not engaged yet, though no doubt I shall soon be,” answered the reluctant lover. “My grandmother and the lady’s father have arranged the match. The lady docs not object, I believe, and who am I, Savill, that I should refuse good looks, a good fortune, and a good temper?”


“You do not speak as though you liked the proposed bride, nevertheless,” said Savill dubiously.


“I do not dislike her, I only hate having to marry her. Can’t you understand that a man wants to pick a wife for himself — that the one girl he fancies seems worth ten thousand of a girl anybody else fancies? But I am so situated — Hang it, Dick! What are you staring at that dark-eyed witch for?”


“Because it is so funny. She is making him take a boat at the steps, and he docs not want to do it. Kindly observe his face.”


“What is his face to me?” retorted Mr. Murray savagely.


“Not much, I daresay, but it is a good deal to him. It is black as thunder, and hers is not much lighter. What a neat ankle, and how you like to show it, my dear. Well, there is no harm in a pretty ankle or a pretty foot either, and you have both. One would not wish one’s wife to have a hoof like an elephant. What sort of feet has your destined maiden, Paul?”


“I never noticed.”


“That looks deucedly bad,” said the younger man, shaking his head. “I know, however, she has a pure, sweet face,” observed Mr. Murray gloomily.


“No one could truthfully make the same statement about our young friend’s little lady,” remarked Mr. Savill, still gazing at the girl, who was seating herself in the stern. “A termagant, I’ll be bound, if ever there was one. Wishes to go up stream, no doubt because he wishes to go down. Any caprice about the Norfolk ‘fair’?”


“Not much, I think. She is good, Dick — too good for me,” replied the other, sauntering out again.


“That is what we always say about the things we do not know. And so your grandmother has made up the match?”


“Yes: there is money, and the old lady loves money. She says she wants to see me settled — talks of buying me an estate. She will have to do something, because I am sure the stern parent on the other side would not allow his daughter to marry on expectations. The one drop of comfort in the arrangement is that my aged relative will have to come down, and pretty smartly too. I would wed Hecate, to end this state of bondage, which I have not courage to flee from myself. Dick, how I envy you who have no dead person’s shoes to wait for!”


“You need not envy me,” returned Dick, with conviction, “a poor unlucky devil chained to a desk. There is scarce a day of my life I fail to curse the service. the office, and Fate—”


“Curse no more, then,” said the other; “rather go down on your knees and thank Heaven you have, without any merit of your own, a provision for life. I wish Fate or anybody had coached me into the Civil Service — apprenticed me to a trade — sent me to sea — made me enlist, instead of leaving me at the mercy of an old lady who knows neither justice nor reason — who won’t let me do anything for myself, and won’t do anything for me who ought to have been dead long ago, but who never means to die—”


“And who often gives you in one cheque as much as the whole of my annual salary,” added the other quietly.


“But you know you will have your yearly salary as long as you live. I never know whether I shall have another cheque.”


“It won’t do, my friend,” answered Dick Savill; “you feel quite certain you can get money when you want it.”


“I feel certain of no such thing,” was the reply. “If I once offended her—” he stopped, and then went on: “And perhaps when I have spent twenty years in trying to humour such caprices as surely woman never had before, I shall wake one morning to find she has left every penny to the Asylum for Idiots.”


“Why do you not pluck up courage, and strike out some line for yourself?”


“Too late, Dick, too late. Ten years ago I might have tried to make a fortune for myself, but I can’t do that now. As I have waited so long, I must wait a little longer. At thirty a man can’t take pick in hand and try to clear a road to fortune.”


“Then you had better marry the Norfolk young lady.”


“I am steadily determined to do so. I am going down with the firm intention of asking her.”


“And do you think she will have you?”


“I think so. I feel sure she will. And she is a nice girl — the sort l would like for a wife, if she had not been thrust upon me.”


Mr. Savill stood silent for a moment, with his hands plunged deep in his pockets.


“Then when I see you next?” he said tentatively.


“I shall be engaged, most likely — possibly even married,” finished the other, with as much hurry as his manner was capable of. “And now jump into your boat, and I will go on my way to — Staines—”


“I wish you would change your mind, and have some dinner.”


“I can’t; it is impossible. You see I have so many things to do and to think of. Good-bye, Dick. Don’t upset yourself — go down stream, and don’t get into mischief with those dark eyes you admired so much just now.”


“Make your mind easy about that,” returned the other, colouring, however, a little as he spoke. “Good-bye, Murray. I wish you well through the campaign.” And so, after a hearty handshake, they parted, one to walk away from Halliford, past Shepperton Church, and across Shepperton Range, and the other, of course, to row up stream, through Shepperton Lock, and on past Dockett Point.


In the grey of the summer’s dawn, Mr. Murray awoke next morning from a terrible dream. He had kept his appointment with Mr. Travers and a select party, played heavily, drank deeply, and reached home between one and two, not much the better for his trip to Lower Halliford, his walk, and his carouse.


Champagne, followed by neat brandy, is not perhaps the best thing to insure a quiet night’s rest; but Mr. Murray had often enjoyed sound repose after similar libations; and it was, therefore, all the more unpleasant that in the grey dawn he should wake suddenly from a dream, in which he thought someone was trying to crush his head with a heavy weight.


Even when he had struggled from sleep, it seemed to him that a wet dead hand lay across his eyes, and pressed them so hard he could not move the lids. Under the weight he lay powerless, while a damp, ice-cold hand felt burning into his brain, if such a contradictory expression may be permitted.


The perspiration was pouring from him; he felt the drops falling on his throat, and trickling down his neck; he might have been lying in a bath, instead of on his own bed, and it was with a cry of horror he at last flung the hand aside, and, sitting up, looked around the room, into which the twilight of morning was mysteriously stealing. Then, trembling in every limb, he lay down again, and fell into another sleep, from which he did not awake till aroused by broad daylight and his valet.


“You told me to call you in good time, sir,” said the man.


“Ah, yes, so I did,” yawned Mr. Murray. “What a bore! I will get up directly. You can go, Davis. I will ring if I want you.”


Davis was standing, as his master spoke, looking down at the floor. “Yes, sir,” he answered, after the fashion of a man who has something on his mind — and went.


He had not, however, got to the bottom of the first flight when peal after peal summoned him back.


Mr. Murray was out of bed and in the middle of the room, the ghastly pallor of his face brought into full prominence by the crimson dressing-gown he had thrown round him on rising.


“What is that?” he asked. “What in the world is that, Davis?” and he pointed to the carpet, which was covered, Mrs. Murray being an old-fashioned lady, with strips of white drugget.


“I am sure I do not know, sir,” answered Davis. “I noticed it the moment I came into the room. Looks as if someone with wet feet had been walking round and round the bed.”


It certainly did. Round and round, to and fro, backwards and forwards, the feet seemed to have gone and come, leaving a distinct mark wherever they pressed.


“The print is that of a rare small foot, too,” observed Davis, who really seemed half stupefied with astonishment.


“But who would have dared—” began Mr. Murray.


“No one in this house,” declared Davis stoutly. “It is not the mark of a boy or woman inside these doors,” and then the master and the man looked at each other for an instant with grave suspicion.


But for that second they kept their eyes thus occupied; then, as by common consent, they dropped their glances to the floor. “My God!” exclaimed Davis. “Where have the footprints gone?”


He might well ask. The drugget, but a moment before wet and stained by the passage and re-passage of those small restless feet, was now smooth and white, as when first sent forth from the bleach-green. On its polished surface there could not be discerned a speck or mark.


II

 WHERE LS LUCY?


In the valley of the Thames early hours are the rule. There the days have an unaccountable way of lengthening themselves out which makes it prudent, as well as pleasant, to utilize all the night in preparing for a longer morrow.


For this reason, when eleven o’clock p.m. strikes, it usually finds Church Street, Walton, as quiet as its adjacent graveyard, which lies still and solemn under the shadow of the old grey tower hard by that ancient vicarage which contains so beautiful a staircase.


About the time when Mr. Travers’ friends were beginning their evening, when talk had abated and play was suggested, the silence of Church Street was broken and many a sleeper aroused by a continuous knocking at the door of a house as venerable as any in that part of Walton. Rap — rap — rap — rap awoke the echoes of the old-world village street, and at length brought to the window a young man, who, flinging up the sash, inquired,


“Who is there?”


“Where is Lucy? What have you done with my girl?” answered a strained woman’s voice from out the darkness of that summer night.


“Lucy?” repeated the young man; “is not she at home?”


“No; I have never set eyes on her since you went out together.”


“Why, We parted hours ago. Wait a moment, Mrs. Heath; I will be down directly.”


No need to tell the poor woman to “wait.” She stood on the step, crying softly and wringing her hands till the door opened, and the same young fellow who with the pretty girl had taken boat opposite the Ship Hotel bade her “Come in.”


Awakened from some pleasant dream, spite of all the trouble and hurry of that unexpected summons, there still shone the light of a reflected sunshine in his eyes and the flush of happy sleep on his cheek. He scarcely understood yet what had happened, but when he saw Mrs. Heath’s tear-stained face, comprehension came to him, and he said abruptly—


“Do you mean that she has never returned home?”


“Never!”


They were in the parlour by this time, and looking at each other by the light of one poor candle which he had set down on the table.


“Why, I left her,” he said, “I left her long before seven.”


“Where?”


“Just beyond Dockett Point. She would not let me row her back. I do not know what was the matter with her, but nothing I did seemed right.”


“Had you any quarrel?” asked Mrs. Heath anxiously. 


“Yes, we had; we were quarrelling all the time — at least she was with me; and at last she made me put her ashore, which I did sorely against my will.”


“What had you done to my girl, then?”


“I prayed of her to marry me — no great insult, surely, but she took it as one. I would rather not talk of what she answered. Where can she be? Do you think she can have gone to her aunt’s?”


“If so, she will be back by the last train. Let us get home as fast as possible. I never thought of that. Poor child! She will go out of her mind if she finds nobody to let her in. You will come with me. O, if she is not there. what shall I do — what ever shall I do?”


The young man had taken his hat, and was holding the door open for Mrs. Heath to pass out.


“You must try not to fret yourself,” he said gently, yet with a strange repression in his voice. “Very likely she may stay at her aunt’s all night.”


“And leave me in misery, not knowing where she is? Oh, Mr. Grantley, I could never believe that.”


Mr. Grantley’s heart was very hot within him; but he could not tell the poor mother he believed that when Lucy’s temper was up she would think of no human being but herself.


“Won’t you take my arm, Mrs. Heath?” he asked with tender pity. After all, though everything was over between him and Lucy, her mother could not be held accountable for their quarrel; and he had loved the girl with all the romantic fervour of love’s young dream.


“I can walk faster without it, thank you,” Mrs. Heath answered. “But Mr. Grantley, whatever you and Lucy fell out over, you’ll forget it, won’t you? It isn’t in you to be hard on anybody, and she’s only a spoiled child. I never had but the one, and I humoured her too much; and if she is wayward, it is all my own fault — all my own.”


“In case she does not return by this train,” said the young man, wisely ignoring Mrs. Heath’s inquiry, “had I not better telegraph to her aunt directly the office opens?”


“I will be on my way to London long before that,” was the reply. “But what makes you think she won’t come? Surely you don’t imagine she has done anything rash?”


“What do you mean by rash?” he asked evasively.


“Made away with herself.”


“That!” he exclaimed. “No, I feel very sure she has done nothing of the sort.”


“But she might have felt sorry when you left her — vexed for having angered you — heartbroken when she saw you leave her.”


“Believe me, she was not vexed or sorry or heartbroken; she was only glad to know she had done with me,” he answered bitterly.


“What has come to you, Mr. Grantley?” said Mrs. Heath, in wonder. “I never heard you speak the same before.”


“Perhaps not; I never felt the same before. It is best to be plain with you,” he went on. “All is at an end between us; and that is what your daughter has long been trying for.”


“How can you say that, and she so fond of you?”


“She has not been fond of me for many a day. The man she wants to marry is not a poor fellow like myself, but one who can give her carriages and horses, and a fine house, and as much dress as she cares to buy.”


“But where could she ever find a husband able to do that?”


“I do not know, Mrs. Heath. All I do know is that she considers I am no match for her; and now my eyes are opened, I see she was not a wife for me. We should never have known a day’s happiness.”


It was too dark to see his face, but his changed voice and words and manner told Lucy’s mother the kindly lad, who a couple of years before came courting her pretty daughter, and offended all his friends for her sake, was gone away forever. It was a man who walked by her side — who had eaten of the fruit of the tree, and had learned to be as a god, knowing good from evil.


“Well, well,” she said brokenly, “you are the best judge, I suppose; but O, my child, my child!”


She was so blinded with tears she stumbled, and must have fallen had he not caught and prevented her. Then he drew her hand within his arm, and said—


“I am so grieved for you. I never received anything but kindness from you.”


“And indeed,” she sobbed, “you never were anything except good to me. I always knew we couldn’t be considered your equals, and I often had my doubts whether it was right to let you come backwards and forwards as I did, parting you from all belonging to you. But I thought, when your mother saw Lucy’s pretty face — for it is pretty, Mr. Grantley—”


“There never was a prettier,” assented the young man, though, now his eyes were opened, he knew Lucy’s beauty would scarcely have recommended her to any sensible woman.


“I hoped she might take to her, and I’d never have intruded. And I was so proud and happy, and fond of you — I was indeed; and I used to consider how, when you came down, I could have some little thing you fancied. But that’s all over now. And I don’t blame you; only my heart is sore and troubled about my foolish girl.”


They were on Walton Bridge by this time, and the night air blew cold and raw down the river, and made Mrs. Heath shiver.


“I wonder where Lucy is,” she murmured, “and what she’d think if she knew her mother was walking through the night in an agony about her? Where was it you said you left her?”


“Between Dockett Point and Chertsey. I shouldn’t have left her had she not insisted on my doing so.”


“Isn’t that the train?” asked Mrs. Heath, stopping suddenly short and listening intently.


“Yes; it is just leaving Sunbury Station. Do not hurry; we have plenty of time.”


They had: they were at Lucy’s home, one of the small houses situated between Battlecreese Hill and the Red Lion in Lower Halliford before a single passenger came along The Green, or out of Nannygoat Lane.


“My heart misgives me that she has not come down,” said Mrs. Heath.


“Shall I go up to meet her?” asked the young man; and almost before the mother feverishly assented, he was striding through the summer night to Shepperton Station, where he found the lights extinguished and every door closed.


III

 POOR MRS. HEATH


By noon the next day everyone in Shepperton and Lower Halliford knew Lucy Heath was “missing.”


Her mother had been up to Putney, but Lucy was not with her aunt, who lived not very far from the Bridge on the Fulham side, and who, having married a fruiterer and worked up a very good business, was inclined to take such bustling and practical views of life and its concerns as rather dismayed her sister-in-law, who had spent so many years in the remote country, and then so many other years in quiet Shepperton, that Mrs. Pointer’s talk flurried her almost as much as the noise of London, which often maddens middle-aged and elderly folk happily unaccustomed to its roar.


Girt about with a checked apron which lovingly enfolded a goodly portion of her comfortable figure, Mrs. Pointer received her early visitor with the sportive remark, “Why, it’s never Martha Heath! Come along in; a sight of you is good for sore eyes.”


But Mrs. Heath repelled all such humorous observations, and chilled those suggestions of hospitality the Pointers were never backward in making by asking in a low choked voice, — “Is Lucy here?”


“Lor! Whatever put such a funny notion into your head?”


“Ah! I see she is,” trying to smile. “After all, she spent the night with you.”


“Did what?” exclaimed Mrs. Pointer. “Spent the night — was that what you said? No, nor the day either, for this year nearly. Why, for the last four months she hasn’t set foot across that doorstep, unless it might be to buy some cherries, or pears, or apples, or grapes, or suchlike, and then she came in with more air than any lady; and after paying her money and getting her goods went out again, just as if I hadn’t been her father’s sister and Pointer my husband. But there! For any sake, woman, don’t look like that! Come into the parlour and tell me what is wrong. You never mean she has gone away and left you?”


Poor Mrs. Heath was perfectly incapable at that moment of saying what she did mean. Seated on a stool, and holding fast by the edge of the counter for fear of falling, the shop and its contents, the early busses, the people going along the pavement, the tradesmen’s carts, the private carriages, were, as in some terrible nightmare, gyrating before her eyes. She could not speak, she could scarcely think, until that wild whirligig came to a stand. For a minute or two even Mrs. Pointer seemed multiplied by fifty; while her checked apron, the bananas suspended from hooks, the baskets of fruit, the pineapples, the melons, the tomatoes, and the cob-nuts appeared and disappeared. only to reappear and disappear like the riders in a maddening giddy-go-round.


“Give me a drop of water,” she said at last; and when the water was brought she drank a little and poured some on her handkerchief and dabbed her face, and finally suffered herself to be escorted into the parlour, where she told her tale, interrupted by many sobs. It would have been unchristian in Mrs. Pointer to exult; but it was only human to remember she had remarked to Pointer, in that terrible spirit of prophecy bestowed for some inscrutable reason on dear friends and close relations, she knew some such trouble must befall her sister-in-law.


“You made an idol of that girl, Martha,” she went on, “and now it is coming home to you. I am sure it was only last August as ever was that Pointer but here he is, and he will talk to you himself.”


Which Mr. Pointer did, being very fond of the sound of his own foolish voice. He stated how bad a thing it was for people to be above their station or to bring children up above that rank of life in which it had pleased God to place them. He quoted many pleasing saws uttered by his father and grandfather; remarked that as folks sowed they were bound to reap; reminded Mrs. Heath they had the word of Scripture for the fact — than, which, parenthetically, no fact could be truer, as he knew that a man might not gather grapes from thorns or even figs from thistles. Further he went on to observe generally — the observation having a particular reference to Lucy that it did not do to judge things by their looks. Over and over again salesmen had tried to “shove off” a lot of foreign fruit on him, but he wasn’t a young bird to be taken in by that chaff. No; what he looked to was quality; it was what his customers expected from him, and what he could honestly declare his customers got. He was a plain man, and he thought honesty was the best policy. So as Mrs. Heath had seen fit to come to them in her trouble he would tell her what he thought, without beating about the bush. He believed Lucy had “gone off.”


“But where?” asked poor Mrs. Heath.


“That I am not wise enough to say; but you’ll find she’s gone off. Girls in her station don’t sport chains and bracelets and brooches for nothing—”


“But they did not cost many shillings,” interposed the mother.


“She might tell you that,” observed Mrs. Pointer, with a world or meaning.


“To say nothing,” went on Mrs. Pointer, “of grey gloves she could not abear to be touched. One day she walked in when I was behind the counter, and, not knowing she had been raised to the peerage, I shook hands with her as a matter of course; but when I saw the young lady look at her glove as if I had dirtied it, I said, ‘O, I beg your pardon, miss’ — jocularly, you know. ‘They soil so easily,’ she lisped.”


“I haven’t patience with such ways!” interpolated Mrs. Pointer, without any lisp at all. “Yes, it’s hard for you, Martha, but you may depend Pointer’s right. Indeed, I expected how it would be long ago. Young women who are walking in the straight road don’t dress as Lucy dressed, or dare their innocent little cousins to call them by their Christian names in the street. Since the Spring, and long before Pointer and me has been sure Lucy was up to no good.”


“And you held your tongues and never said a word to me!” retorted Mrs. Heath, goaded and driven to desperation.


“Much use it would have been saying any word to you,” answered Mrs. Pointer. “When you told me about young Grantley, and I bid you be careful, how did you take my advice? Why, you blared out at me, went on as if I knew nothing and had never been anywhere. What I told you then, though, I tell you now: young Grantleys, the sons of rectors and the grandsons of colonels. don’t come after farmer’s daughters with any honest purpose.”


“Yet young Grantley asked her last evening to fix a day for their marriage,” said Mrs. Heath, with a little triumph.


“O, I daresay!” scoffed Mrs. Pointer.


“Talk is cheap,” observed Mr. Pointer.


“Some folks have more of it than money,” supplemented his wife.


“They have been, as I understand, keeping company for some time now,” said the fruiterer, with what he deemed a telling and judicial calmness. “So if he asked her to name the day, why did she not name it?”


“I do not know. I have never seen her since.”


“O, then you had only his word about the matter,” summed up Mr. Pointer. “Just as I thought — just as I thought.”


“What did you think?” inquired the poor troubled mother. “Why, that she has gone off with this Mr. Grantley.”


“Ah, you don’t know Mr. Grantley, or you wouldn’t say such a thing.”


“It is true,” observed Mr. Pointer, “that I do not know the gentleman, and, I may add, I do not want to know him; but speaking as a person acquainted with the world—”


“I’ll be getting home,” interrupted Mrs. Heath. “Most likely my girl is there waiting for me, and a fine laugh she will have against her poor old mother for being in such a taking. Yes, Lucy will have the breakfast ready. No, thank you; I’ll not wait to take anything. There will be a train back presently; and besides, to tell you the truth, food would choke me till I sit down again with my girl, and then I won’t be able to eat for joy.”


Husband and wife looked at each other as Mrs. Heath spoke, and for the moment a deep pity pierced the hard crust of their worldly egotism.


“Wait a minute,” cried Mrs. Pointer, “and I’ll put on my bonnet and go with you.”


“No,” interrupted Mr. Pointer, instantly seizing his wife’s idea, and appropriating it as his own. “I am the proper person to see this affair out. There is not much doing, and if there were, I would leave everything to obtain justice for your niece. After all, however wrong she may have gone, she is your niece, Maria.”


With which exceedingly nasty remark, which held a whole volume of unpleasant meaning as to what Mrs. Pointer might expect from that relationship in the future, Mr. Pointer took Mrs. Heath by the arm, and piloted her out into the street, and finally to Lower Halliford, where the missing Lucy was not, and where no tidings of her had come.


IV

 MR. GAGE ON PORTENTS


About the time when poor distraught Mrs. Heath, having managed to elude the vigilance of that cleverest of men, Maria Pointer’s husband, had run out of her small house, and was enlisting the sympathies of gossip-loving Shepperton in Lucy’s disappearance, Mr. Paul Murray arrived at Liverpool Street Station, where his luggage and his valet awaited him.


“Get tickets, Davis,” he said; “I have run it rather close,” and he walked towards Smith’s stall, while his man went into the booking-office.


As he was about to descend the stairs, Davis became aware of a very singular fact. Looking down the steps, he saw precisely the same marks that had amazed him so short a time previously, being printed hurriedly off by a pair of invisible feet, which ran to the bottom and then flew as if in the wildest haste to the spot where Mr. Murray stood.


“I am not dreaming, am I?” thought the man; and he shut his eyes and opened them again.


The footprints were all gone!


At that moment his master turned from the bookstall and proceeded towards the train. A porter opened the door of a smoking carriage, but Murray shook his head and passed; on. Mr. Davis, once more looking to the ground, saw that those feet belonging to no mortal body were still following: There were not very many passengers, and it was quite plain to him that wherever his master went, the quick, wet prints went too. Even on the step of the compartment Mr. Murray eventually selected the man beheld a mark, as though someone had sprung in after him. He secured the door, and then walked away, to find a place for himself, marvelling in a dazed state of mind what it all meant; indeed, he felt so much dazed that, after he had found to seat to his mind, he; did not immediately notice an old acquaintance in the opposite corner, who affably inquired—


“And how is Mr. Davis?”


Thus addressed, Mr. Davis started from his reverie, and exclaimed, “Why, bless my soul, Gage, who’d have thought of seeing you here?” after which exchange of courtesies the pair shook hands gravely and settled down to converse.


Mr. Davis explained that he was going down with his governor to Norwich; and Mr. Gage stated that he and the old general had been staying at Thorpe, and were on their way to Lowestoft. Mr. Gage and his old general had also just returned from paying a round of visits in the West of England. “Pleasant enough, but slow,” finished the gentleman’s gentleman. “After all, in the season or out of it, there is no place like London.”


With this opinion Mr. Davis quite agreed, and said he only wished he had never to leave it, adding—


“We have not been away before for a long time; and we should not be going where we are now bound if we had not to humour some fancy of our grandmother’s.”


“Deuced rough on a man having to humour a grandmother’s fancy,” remarked Mr. Gage.


“No female ought to be left the control of money,” said Mr. Davis with conviction. “See what the consequences have been in this case — Mrs. Murray outlived her son, who had to ask for every shilling he wanted, and she is so tough she may see the last of her grandson.”


“That is very likely,” agreed the other. “He looks awfully bad.”


“You saw him just now, I suppose?”


“No; but I saw him last night at Chertsey Station, and I could but notice the change in his appearance.”


For a minute Mr. Davis remained silent. “Chertsey Station!” What could his master have been doing at Chertsey? That was a question he would have to put to himself again, and answer for himself at some convenient time; meanwhile he only answered—


“Yes, I observe an alteration in him myself. Anything fresh in the paper?”


“No,” answered Mr. Gage, handing his friend over the Daily News — the print he affected: “everything is as dull as ditchwater.”


For many a mile Davis read or affected to read; then he laid the paper aside, and after passing his case, well filled with a tithe levied on Mr. Murray’s finest cigars, to Gage, began solemnly—


“I am going to ask you a curious question, Robert, as from man to man.”


“Ask on,” said Mr. Gage, striking a match.


“Do you believe in warnings?”


The old General’s gentleman burst out laughing. He was so tickled that he let his match drop from his fingers.


“I am afraid most of us have to believe in them, whether we like it or not,” he answered, when he could speak. “Has there been some little difference between you and your governor, then?”


“You mistake,” was the reply. “I did not mean warnings in the sense of notice, but warnings as warnings, you understand.”


“Bother me if I do! Yes, now I take you. Do I believe in ‘coming events casting shadows before,’ as someone puts it’? Has any shadow of a coming event been cast across you?”


“No, nor across anybody, so far as I know; but I’ve been thinking the matter over lately, and wondering if there can be any truth in such notions.”


“What notions?”


“Why, that there are signs and suchlike sent when trouble is coming to anyone.”


“You may depend it is right enough that signs and tokens are sent. Almost every good family has its special warning: one has its mouse, another its black dog, a third its white bird, a fourth its drummer-boy, and so on. There is no getting over facts, even if you don’t understand them.”


“Well, it is very hard to believe.”


“There wouldn’t be much merit in believing if everything were as plain as a pikestalf. You know what the Scotch minister said to his boy: ‘The very devils believe and tremble.’ You wouldn’t be worse than a devil, would you?”


“Has any sign ever appeared to you?” asked Davis.


“Not exactly; but lots of people have told me they have to them; for instance, old Seal, who drove the Dowager Countess of Ongar till the day of her death, used to make our hair stand on end talking about phantom carriages that drove away one after another from the door of Hainault House, and wakened every soul on the premises, night after night till the old Earl died. It took twelve clergymen to lay the spirit.”


“I wonder one wasn’t enough!” ejaculated Davis.


“There may have been twelve spirits, for all I know,” returned Gage, rather puzzled by this view of the question; “but anyhow, there were twelve clergymen, with the bishop in his lawn sleeves chief among them. And I once lived with a young lady’s-maid, who told me when she was a girl she made her home with her father’s parents. On a winter’s night, after everybody else had gone to bed, she sat up to make some griddle-bread — that is a sort of bread the people in Ireland, where she came from, bake over the fire on a round iron plate; with plenty of butter it is not bad eating. Well, as I was saying, she was quite alone; she had taken all the bread off, and was setting it up on edge to cool, supporting one piece against the other, two and two, when on the table where she was putting the cakes she saw one drop of blood fall, and then another, and then another, like the beginning of a shower.


“She looked to the ceiling, but could see nothing, and still the drops kept on falling slowly, slowly; and then she knew something had gone wrong with one dear to her; and she put a shawl over her head, and without saying a word to anybody, went through the loneliness and darkness of night all by herself to her father’s.”


“She must have been a courageous girl,” remarked Mr. Davis.


“She was, and I liked her well. But to the point. When she reached her destination she found her youngest brother dead. Now what do you make of that?”


“It’s strange, but I suppose he would have died all the same if she had not seen the blood-drops, and I can’t see any good seeing them did her. If she had reached her father’s in time to bid brother good-bye, there would have been some sense in such a sign. As it is, it seems to me a lot of trouble thrown away.”


Mr. Gage shook his head.


“What a sceptic you are, Davis! But there! London makes sceptics of the best of us. If you had spent a winter, as I did once, in the Highlands of Scotland, or heard the Banshee wailing for the General’s nephew in the county of Mayo, you wouldn’t have asked what was the use of second sight or Banshees. You would just have stood and trembled as I did many and many a time.”


“I might,” said Davis doubtfully, wondering what his friend would have thought of those wet little footprints.


“Hullo, here’s Peterborough! Hadn’t we better stretch our legs? And a glass of something would be acceptable.”


Of that glass, however, Mr. Davis was not destined to partake . “If one of you is Murray’s man,” said the guard as they jumped out, “he wants you.”


“I’1l be back in a minute,” observed Mr. Murray’s man to his friend, and hastened off.


But he was not back in a minute; on the contrary, he never returned at all.


V

 KISS ME


The first glance in his master’s face filled Davis with a vague alarm. Gage’s talk had produced an effect quite out of proportion to its merit, and a cold terror struck to the valet’s heart as he thought there might, spite of his lofty scepticism, be something after all in the mouse, and the bird, and the drummer-boy, in the black dog, and the phantom carriages, and the spirits it required the united exertions of twelve clergymen (with the bishop in lawn sleeves among them) to lay; in Highland second sight and Irish Banshees; and in little feet paddling round and about a man’s bed and following wherever he went. What awful disaster could those footprints portend? Would the train be smashed up? Did any river lie before them? And if so, was the sign vouchsafed as a warning that they were likely to die by drowning? All these thoughts, and many more, passed through Davis’ mind as he stood looking at his master’s pallid face and waiting for him to speak.


“I wish you to come in here,” said Mr. Murray after a pause, and with a manifest effort. “I am not quite well.”


“Can I get you anything, sir?” asked the valet. “Will you not wait and go by another train?”


“No; I shall be better presently; only I do not like being alone.” Davis opened the door and entered the compartment. As he did so, he could not refrain from glancing at the floor, to see if those strange footsteps had been running races there.


“What are you looking for?” asked Mr. Murray irritably. “Have you dropped anything?”


“No, sir; O, no! I was only considering where I should be most out of the way.”


“There,” answered his master, indicating a seat next the window, and at the same time moving to one on the further side of the carriage. “Let no one get in; say I am ill — mad; that I have scarlet fever — the plague — what you please.” And with this wide permission Mr. Murray laid his legs across the opposite cushion, wrapped one rug round his shoulders and another round his body, turned his head aside, and went to sleep or seemed to do so.


“If he is going to die, I hope it will be considered in my wages, but I am afraid it won’t. Perhaps it is the old lady; but that would be too good fortune,” reflected Davis; and then he fell “a-thinkynge, a-thinkynge,” principally of Gage’s many suggestions and those mysterious footprints, for which he kept at intervals furtively looking. But they did not appear; and at last the valet, worn out with vain conjectures, dropped into a pleasant doze, from which he did not awake till they were nearing Norwich.


“We will go to an hotel till I find out what Mrs. Murray’s plans are,” said that lady’s grandson when he found himself on the platform; and as if they had been only waiting this piece of information, two small invisible feet instantly skipped out of the compartment they had just vacated, and walked after Mr. Murray, leaving visible marks at every step.


“Great heavens! What is the meaning of this?” mentally asked Davis, surprised by fright after twenty prayerless and scheming years into an exclamation which almost did duty for a prayer. For a moment he felt sick with terror; then clutching his courage with the energy of desperation, he remembered that though wet footprints might mean death and destruction to the Murrays, his own ancestral annals held no record of such a portent.


Neither did the Murrays’, so far as he was aware, but then he was aware of very little about that family. If the Irish girl Gage spoke of was informed by drops of blood that her brother lay dead, why should not Mr. Murray be made aware, through the token of these pattering footsteps, that he would very soon succeed to a large fortune?


Then any little extra attention Mr. Davis showed his master now would be remembered in his wages.


It was certainly unpleasant to know these damp feet had come down from London, and were going to the hotel with them; but “needs must” with a certain driver, and if portents and signs and warnings were made worth his while, Mr. Davis conceived there might be advantages connected with them.


Accordingly, when addressing Mr. Murray, his valet’s voice assumed a more deferential tone than ever, and his manner became so respectfully tender, that onlookers rashly imagined the ideal master and the faithful servant of fiction had at last come in the flesh to Norwich. Davis’ conduct was, indeed, perfect: devoted without being intrusive, he smoothed away all obstacles which could be smoothed, and even, by dint of a judicious two minutes alone with the doctor for whom he sent, managed the introduction of a useful sedative in some medicine, Which the label stated was to be taken every four hours.


He saw to Mr. Murray’s rooms and Mr. Murray’s light repast, and then he waited on Mr. Murray’s grandmother, and managed that lady so adroitly, she at length forgave the offender for having caught a chill.


“Your master is always doing foolish things,” she said. “It would have been much better had he remained even for a day or two in London rather than risk being laid up. However, you must nurse him carefully, and try to get him well enough to dine at Losdale Court on Monday. Fortunately tomorrow is Sunday, and he can take complete rest. Now Davis, remember I trust to you.”


“I will do my best, ma’am,” Davis said humbly, and went back to tell his master the interview had gone off without any disaster. Then, after partaking of some mild refreshment, he repaired to bed in a dressing-room opening off Mr. Murray’s apartment, so that he might be within call and close at hand to administer those doses which were to be taken at intervals of four hours.


“I feel better tonight,” said Mr. Murray, last thing.


“It is this beautiful air, sir,” answered Davis, who knew it was the sedative. “I hope you will be quite well in the morning.”


But spite of the air, in the grey dawn Mr. Murray had again a dreadful dream — a worse dream than that which laid its heavy hand on him in London. He thought he was by the riverside beyond Dockett Point — beyond where the water-lilies grow. To his right was a little grove of old and twisted willows guarding a dell strewed in dry seasons with the leaves of many autumns, but, in his dream, wet and sodden by reason of heavy rain. There in June wild roses bloomed; there in winter hips and haws shone ruddy against the snow. To his left flowed a turbid river — turbid with floods that had troubled its peace. On the other blank lay a stagnant length of Surrey, while close at hand the Middlesex portion of Chertsey Mead stretched in a hopeless fiat on to the bridge, just visible in the early twilight of a summer’s evening that had followed after a dull lowering day.


From out of the gathering gloom there advanced walking perilously near to Dumsey Deep, a solitary female figure, who, when they met, said, “So you’ve come at last;” alter which night seemed to close around him, silence for a space to lay its hands upon him.


About the same time Davis was seeing visions also. He had lain long awake, trying to evolve order out of the day’s chaos, but in vain. The stillness fretted him; the idea that even then those mysterious feet might in the darkness be printing their impress about his master’s bed irritated his brain. Twice he got up to give that medicine ordered to be taken every four hours, but finding on each occasion Mr. Murray sleeping quietly, he forebore to arouse him.


He heard hour after hour chime, and it was not till the first hint of dawn that he fell into a deep slumber. Then he dreamt about the subject nearest his heart — a public house.


He thought he had saved or gained enough to buy a roadside inn on which he had long cast eyes of affectionate regard — not in London, but not too far out: a delightful inn, where holiday-makers always stopped for refreshment, and sometimes for the day; an inn with a pretty old-fashioned garden filled with fruit trees and vegetables, with a grass-plot around which were erected little arbours, where people could have tea or stronger stimulants; a skittle-ground, where men could soon make themselves very thirsty; and many other advantages tedious to mention. He had the purchase-money in his pocket, and, having paid a deposit, was proceeding to settle the affair, merely diverging from his way to call on a young widow he meant to make Mrs. Davis — a charming woman, who, having stood behind a bar before, seemed the very person to make the Wheatsheaf a triumphant success. He was talking to her sensibly, when suddenly she amazed him by saying, in a sharp, hurried voice, “Kiss me, kiss me, kiss me!” three times over.


The request seemed so strange that he stood astounded, and then awoke to hear the same words repeated.


“Kiss me, kiss me, kiss me!” someone said distinctly in Mr. Murray’s room, the door of which stood open, and then all was quiet.


Only half awake, Davis sprang from his bed and walked across the floor, conceiving, so far as his brain was in a state to conceive anything, that his senses were playing him some trick.


“You won’t?” said the voice again, in a tone which rooted him to the spot where he stood; “and yet, as we are never to meet again, you might Kiss me once,” the voice added caressingly, “only once more.”


“Who the deuce has he got with him now?” thought Davis; but almost before the question was shaped in his mind there came a choked, gasping cry of “Unloose me, tigress, devil!” followed by a sound of desperate wrestling for life.


In a second, Davis was in the room. Through the white blinds light enough penetrated to show Mr. Murray in the, grip apparently of some invisible antagonist, who seemed to be strangling him.


To and fro, from side to side the man and the unseen phantom went swaying in that awful struggle. Short and fast came Mr. Murray’s breath, while making one supreme effort, he flung his opponent from him and sank back across the bed exhausted.


Wiping the moisture from his forehead, Davis, trembling in every limb, advanced to where his master lay, and found he was fast asleep!


Mr. Murray’s eyes were wide open, and he did not stir hand or foot while the man covered him up as well as he was able, and then looked timidly around, dreading to see the second actor in the scene just ended.


“I can’t stand much more of this,” Davis exclaimed, and the sound of his own voice made him start.


There was brandy in the room which had been left overnight, and the man poured himself out and swallowed a glass of the liquor. He ventured to lift the blind and look at the floor, which was wet, as though buckets of water had been thrown over it, while the prints of little feet were everywhere.


Mr. Davis took another glass of brandy. That had not been watered.


“Well, this is a start,” he said in his own simple phraseology. “I wonder what the governor has been up to?”


For it was now borne in upon the valet’s understanding that this warning was no shadow of any event to come, but the tell-tale ghost of some tragedy which could never be undone.


VI

 FOUND DROWNED


After such a dreadful experience it might have been imagined that Mr. Murray would be very ill indeed; but what we expect rarely comes to pass, and though during the whole of Sunday and Monday Davis felt, as he expressed the matter, “awfully shaky,” his master appeared well and in fair spirits.


He went to the Cathedral, and no attendant footsteps dogged him. On Monday he accompanied his grandmother to Losdale Court, where he behaved so admirably as to please even the lady on whose favour his income depended. He removed to a furnished house Mrs. Murray had taken, and prepared to carry out her wishes. Day succeeded day and night to night, but neither by day nor night did Davis hear the sound of any ghostly voices or trace the print of any phantom foot.


Could it be that nothing more was to come of it — that the mystery was never to be elucidated but fade away as the marks of dainty feet had vanished from floor, pavement, steps, and platform?


The valet did not believe it; behind those signs made by nothing human lay some secret well worth knowing, but it had never been possible to know much about Mr. Murray.


“He was so little of a gentleman” that he had no pleasant, careless ways. He did not leave his letters lying loose for all the world to read. He did not tear up papers, and toss them into a waste-paper basket. He had the nastiest practice of locking up and burning; and though it was Mr. Davis’s commendable custom to collect and preserve unconsidered odds and ends as his master occasionally left in his pockets, these, after all, were trifles light as air.


Nevertheless, as a straw shows how the wind blows, so that chance remark anent Chertsey Station made by Gage promised to provide a string on which to thread various little beads in Davis’ possession.


The man took them out and looked at them: a woman’s fall — white tulle, with black spots, smelling strongly of tobacco-smoke and musk; a receipt for a bracelet, purchased from an obscure jeweller; a Chertsey Lock ticket; and the return half of a first-class ticket from Shepperton to Waterloo, stamped with the date of the day before they left London.


At these treasures Davis looked long and earnestly.


“We shall see,” he remarked as he put them up again; “there l think the scent lies hot.”


It could not escape the notice of so astute a servant that his master was unduly anxious for a sight of the London papers, and that he glanced through them eagerly for something he apparently failed to find — more, that he always laid the print aside with a sigh of relief. Politics did not seem to trouble him, or any public burning question. “He has some burning question of his own,” thought the valet, though he mentally phrased his notion in different words.


Matters went on thus for a whole week. The doctor came and went and wrote prescriptions, for Mr. Murray either was still ailing or chose to appear so. Davis caught a word or two which had reference to the patient’s heart, and some shock. Then he considered that awful night, and wondered how he, who “was in his sober senses, and wide awake, and staring,” had lived through it.


“My heart, and a good many other things, will have to be considered,” he said to himself. “No wages could pay for what has been put upon me this week past. I wonder whether I ought to speak to Mr. Murray now?”


Undecided on this point, he was still considering it when he called his master on the following Sunday morning. The first glance at the stained and polished floor decided him. Literally it was interlaced with footprints. The man’s hand shook as he drew up the blind, but he kept his eyes turned on Mr. Murray while he waited for orders, and walked out of the room when dismissed as though such marks had been matters of customary occurrence in a nineteenth century bedroom.


No bell summoned him back on this occasion. Instead of asking for information, Mr. Murray dropped into a chair and nerved himself to defy the inevitable.


Once again there came a pause. For three days nothing, occurred; but on the fourth a newspaper and a letter arrived, both of which Davis inspected curiously. They were addressed in Mr. Savill’s handwriting, and they bore the postmark “Shepperton.”


The newspaper was enclosed in an ungummed wrapper, tied round with a piece of string. After a moment’s reflection Davis cut that string, spread out the print, and beheld a column marked at top with three blue crosses, containing the account of an inquest held at the King’s Head on a body found on the previous Sunday morning, close by the “Tumbling Bay.”


It was that of a young lady who had been missing since the previous Friday week, and could only be identified by the clothes.


Her mother, who, in giving evidence, frequently broke down, told how her daughter on the evening in question went out for a walk and never returned. She did not wish to go, because her boots were being mended, and her shoes were too large. No doubt they had dropped off. She had very small feet, and it was not always possible to get shoes to fit them. She was engaged to be married to the gentleman with whom she went out. He told her they had quarrelled. She did not believe he could have anything to do with her child’s death; but she did not know what to think. It had been said her girl was keeping company with somebody else, but that could not be true. Her girl was a good girl.


Yes; she had found a bracelet hidden away among her girl’s clothes, and she could not say how she got the seven golden sovereigns that were in the purse, or the locket taken off the body; but her girl was a good girl, and she did not know whatever she would do without her, for Lucy was all she had.


Walter Grantley was next examined, after being warned that anything he said might be used against him.


Though evidently much affected, he gave his evidence in a clear and straightforward manner. He was a clerk in the War Office. He had, against the wishes of all his friends, engaged himself to the deceased, who, after having some time professed much affection, had latterly treated him with great coldness. On the evening in question she reluctantly came out with him for a walk; but after they passed the Ship, she insisted he should take a boat. They turned and got into a boat. He wanted to go down the river, because there was no lock before Sunbury. She declared if he would not row her up the river, she would go home.


They went up the river, quarrelling all the way. There had been so much of this sort of thing that after they passed through Shepperton Lock he tried to bring matters to a conclusion, and asked her to name a day for their marriage. She scoffed at him and asked if he thought she meant to marry a man on such a trumpery salary. Then she insisted he should land her; and after a good deal of argument he did land her; and rowed back alone to Halliford. He knew no more.


Richard Savill deposed he took a boat at Lower Halliford directly after the last witness, with whom he was not acquainted, and rowed up towards Chertsey, passing Mr. Grantley and Miss Heath, who were evidently quarrelling. He went as far as Dumsey Deep, where, finding the stream most heavily against him, he turned, and on his way back saw the young lady walking slowly along the bank. At Shepperton Lock he and Mr. Grantley exchanged a few words, and rowed down to Halliford almost side by side. They bade each other good-evening, and Mr. Grantley walked off in the direction of Walton where it was proved by other witnesses he arrived at eight o’clock, and did not go out again till ten, when he went to bed.


All efforts to trace what had become of the unfortunate girl proved unavailing, till a young man named Lemson discovered the body on the previous Sunday morning close by the Tumbling Bay. The coroner wished to adjourn the inquest, in hopes some further light might be thrown on such a mysterious occurrence; but the jury protested so strongly against any proceeding of the sort, that they were directed to return an open verdict.


No one could dispute that the girl had been “found drowned,” or that there was “no evidence to explain how she came to be drowned.”


At the close of the proceedings, said the local paper, an affecting incident occurred. The mother wished the seven pounds to be given to the man “who brought her child home,” but the man refused to accept a penny. The mother said she would never touch it, when a relation stepped forward and offered to take charge of it for her.


The local paper contained also a leader on the tragedy, in the course of which it remarked how exceedingly fortunate it was that Mr. Savill chanced to be staying at the Ship Hotel, so well known to boating-men, and that he happened to go up the river and see the poor young lady after Mr. Grantley left her, as otherwise the latter gentleman might have found himself in a most unpleasant position. He was much to be pitied. and the leader-writer felt confident that everyone who read the evidence would sympathize with him. It was evident the inquiry had failed to solve the mystery connected with Miss Heath’s untimely fate, but it was still competent to pursue the matter if any fresh facts transpired.


“I must get to know more about all this,” thought Davis as he refolded and tied up the paper.


VII

 DAVIS SPEAKS


If there be any truth in old saws, Mr. Murray’s wooing was a very happy one. Certainly it was very speedy. By the end of October he and Miss Ketterick were engaged, and before Christmas the family lawyers had their hands full drawing settlements and preparing deeds. Mrs. Murray disliked letting any money slip out of her own control, but she had gone too far to recede, and Mr. Ketterick was not a man who would have tolerated any proceeding of the sort.


Perfectly straightforward himself, he compelled straightforwardness in others, and Mrs. Murray was obliged to adhere to the terms proposed when nothing seemed to her less probable than that the marriage she wished ever would take place. As for the bridegroom, he won golden opinions from Mr. Ketterick. Beyond the income to be insured to his wife and himself, he asked for nothing. Further he objected to nothing. Never before, surely, had man been so easily satisfied.


“All I have ever wanted,” he said, “was some settled income, so that I might not feel completely dependent on my grandmother. That will not be secured, and I am quite satisfied.”


He deferred to Mr. Ketterick’s opinions and wishes. He made no stipulations.


“You are giving me a great prize,” he told the delighted father, “of which I am not worthy, but I will try to make her happy.”


And the gentle girl was happy: no tenderer or more devoted lover could the proudest beauty have desired. With truth he told her he “counted the days till she should be his.” For he felt secure when by her side. The footsteps had never followed him to Losdale Court. Just in the place that of all others he would have expected them to come, he failed to see that tiny print. There were times when he even forgot it for a season; when he did remember it, he believed, with the faith born of hope, that he should never see it again.


“I wonder he has the conscience,” muttered Mr. Davis one morning, as he looked after the engaged pair. The valet had the strictest ideas concerning the rule conscience should hold over the doings of other folks, and some pleasingly lax notions about the sacrifices conscience had a right to demand from himself. “I suppose he thinks he is safe now that those feet are snugly tucked up in holy ground,” proceeded: Davis, who, being superstitious, faithfully subscribed to all the old formulae. “Ah! He doesn’t know what I know — yet;” which last word, uttered with much gusto, indicated a most unpleasant quarter of an hour in store at some future period for Mr. Murray.


It came one evening a week before his marriage. He was in London, in his grandmother’s house, writing to the girl he had grown to love with the great, entire, remorseful love of his life, when Davis, respectful as ever, appeared, and asked if he might speak a word. Mr. Murray involuntarily put his letter beneath some blotting-paper, and, folding his hands over both, answered, unconscious of what was to follow, “Certainly.”


Davis had come up with his statement at full-cock, and fired at once.


“I have been a faithful servant to you, sir.” Mr. Murray lifted his eyes and looked at him. Then knew what was coming. “I have never found fault with you, Davis,” he said, after an almost imperceptible pause.


“No, sir, you have been a good master — a master I am sure no servant who knew his place could find a fault with.”


If he had owned an easy mind and the smallest sense of humour — neither of which possessions then belonged to Murray — he might have felt enchanted with such a complete turning of the tables; but as matters stood, he could only answer, “Good master as I have been, I suppose you wise to leave my service. Am I right, Davis?”


“Well, sir, you are right and you are wrong. I do not want to leave your service just yet. It may not be quite convenient to you for me to go now; only I want to come to an understanding.”


“About what?” Mr. Murray asked, quite calmly; though he could feel his heart thumping hard against his ribs, and that peculiar choking sensation which is the warning of what in such cases must come someday.


“Will you cast your mind back, sir, to a morning in last August, when you called my attention to some extraordinary footprints on the floor of your room?”


“I remember the morning,” said Mr. Murray, that choking sensation seeming to suffocate him. “Pray go on.”


If Davis had not been master of the position, this indifference would have daunted him; as it was, he again touched the trigger, and fired this: “I know all!”


Mr. Murray’s answer did not come so quick this time. The waters had gone over his head, and for a minute he felt as a man might if suddenly flung into a raging sea, and battling for his life. He was battling for his life with a wildly leaping heart. The noise of a hundred billows seemed dashing on his brain. Then the tempest lulled, the roaring torrent was stayed, and then he said interrogatively, “Yes?” The prints of those phantom feet had not amazed Davis more than did his master’s coolness.


“You might ha’ knocked me down with a feather,” he stated, when subsequently relating this interview. “I always knew he was a queer customer, but I never knew how queer till then.”


“Yes?” said Mr. Murray, which reply quite disconcerted his valet.


“I wouldn’t have seen what I have seen, sir,” he remarked. “not for a king’s ransom.”


“No?”


“No, sir, and that is the truth. What we both saw has been with me at bed and at board, as the saying is, ever since. When I shut my eyes I still feel those wet feet dabbling about the room; and in the bright sunshine I can’t help shuddering, because there seems to be a cold mist creeping over me.”


“Are you not a little imaginative, Davis?” asked his master, himself repressing a shudder.


“No, sir, I am not; no man can be that about which his own eyes have seen and his own ears have heard; and I have heard and seen what I can never forget, and what nothing could pay me for going through.”


“Nevertheless?” suggested Mr. Murray.


“I don’t know whether I am doing right in holding my tongue, in being so faithful, sir; but I can’t help it. I took to you from the first, and I wouldn’t bring harm on you if any act of mine could keep it from you. When one made the remark to me awhile ago it was a strange thing to see a gentleman attended by a pair of wet footprints, I said they were a sign in your family that some great event was about to happen.”


“Did you say so?”


“I did, sir, Lord forgive me!” answered Davis, with unblushing mendacity. “I have gone through more than will ever be known over this affair, which has shook me, Mr. Murray. I am not the man I was before ghosts took to following me, and getting into trains without paying any fare, and waking me in the middle of the night, and rousing me out of my warm bed to see sights I would not have believed I could have seen if anybody had sworn it to me. I have aged twenty-five years since last August — my nerves are destroyed; and so, sir, before you got married, I thought I would make bold to ask what I am to do with a constitution broken in your service and hardly a penny put by,” and, almost out of breath with his pathetic statement, Davis stopped and waited for an answer.


With a curiously hunted expression in them, Mr. Murray; raised his eyes and looked at Davis.


“You have thought over all this,” he said. “How much do you assess them at?”


“I scarcely comprehend, sir — assess what at?”


“Your broken constitution and the five-and-twenty years you say you have aged.”


His master’s face was so gravely serious that Davis could take the question neither as a jest nor a sneer. It was a request to fix a price, and he did so.


“Well, sir,” he answered, “I have thought it all over. In the night watches, when I could get no rest, I lay and reflected what I ought to do. I want to act fair. I have no wish to drive a hard bargain with you, and, on the other hand, I don’t think I would be doing justice by a man that has worked hard if I let myself be sold for nothing. So, sir to cut a long story short, I am willing to take two thousand pounds.”


“And where do you imagine I am to get two thousand pounds?”


Mr. Davis modestly intimated he knew his place better than to presume to have any notion, but no doubt Mr. Murray could raise that sum easily enough.


“If I could raise such a sum for you, do you not think I should have raised it for myself long ago?”


Davis answered that he did; but, if he might make free to say so, times were changed.


“They are, they are indeed,” said Mr. Murray bitterly; and then there was silence.


Davis knocked the conversational ball the next time.


“I am in no particular hurry, sir,” he said. “So, long as we understand one another I can wait till you come back from Italy, and have got the handling of some cash of your own. I daresay even then you won’t be able to pay me off all at once; but if you would insure your life—”


“I can’t insure my life: I have tried, and been refused.”


Again there ensued a silence, which Davis broke once more.


“Well, sir,” he began, “I’ll chance that. If you will give me a line of writing about what you owe me, and make a sort of a will, saying I am to get two thousand, I’ll hold my tongue about what’s gone and past. And I would not be fretting, sir, if I was you: things are quiet now, and, please God, you might never have any more trouble.”


Mr. Davis, in view of his two thousand pounds, his widow, and his wayside public, felt disposed to take an optimistic view of even his master’s position; but Mr. Murray’s thoughts were of a different hue. “If I do have any more,” he considered, “I shall go mad;” a conclusion which seemed likely enough to follow upon even the memory of those phantom feet coming dabbling out of an unseen world to follow him with their accursed print in this.


Davis was not going abroad with the happy pair. For sufficient reason Mr. Murray had decided to leave him behind, and Mrs. Murray, ever alive to her own convenience, instantly engaged him to stay on with her as butler, her own being under notice to leave.


Thus, in a semi-official capacity, Davis witnessed the wedding, which people considered a splendid affair.


What Davis thought of it can never be known, because when he left Losdale Church his face was whiter than the bride’s dress; and after the newly-wedded couple started on the first stage of their life-journey, he went to his room, and stayed in it till his services were required.


“There is no money would pay me for what I’ve seen,” he remarked to himself. “I went too cheap. But when once I handle the cash I’ll try never to come anigh him or them again.”


What was he referring to? Just this. As the bridal group moved to the vestry he saw, if no one else did, those wet, wet feet softly and swiftly threading their way round the bridesmaids and the grooms-man, in front of the relations, before Mrs. Murray herself, and hurry on to keep step with the just wed pair.


For the last time the young wife signed her maiden name. Friends crowded around, uttering congratulations, and still through the throng those unnoticed feet kept walking in and out, round and round, backward and forward, as a dog threads its way through the people at a fair. Down the aisle, under the sweeping dresses of the ladies, past courtly gentlemen, Davis saw those awful feet running gleefully till they came up with bride and bridegroom.


“She is going abroad with them,” thought the man; and then for a moment he felt as if he could endure the ghastly vision no longer, but must faint dead away. “It is a vile shame,” he reflected, “to drag an innocent girl into such a whirlpool;” and all the time over the church step the feet were dancing merrily.


The clerk and the verger noticed them at last.


“I wonder who has been here with wet feet?” said the clerk; and the verger wonderingly answered he did not know.


Davis could have told him, had he been willing to speak or capable of speech.


CONCLUSION
 
 HE’D HAVE SEEN ME RIGHTED


It was August once again — August, fine, warm, and sunshiny — just one year after that damp afternoon on which Paul Murray and his friend stood in front of the Ship at Lower Halliford. No lack of visitors that season. Hotels were full, and furnished houses at a premium. The hearts of lodging-house keepers were glad. Ladies arrayed in rainbow hues flashed about the quiet village streets; boatmen reaped a golden harvest; all sorts of crafts swarmed on the river. Men in flannels gallantly towed their feminine belongings up against a languidly flowing stream. Pater and Materfamilias, and all the olive branches, big and little, were to be met on the Thames, and on the banks of Thames, from Richmond to Staines, and even higher still. The lilies growing around Dockett Point floated with their pure cups wide open to the sun; no close folding of the white wax-leaves around the golden centre that season. Beside the water purple loosestrife grew in great clumps of brilliant colour dazzling to the sight. It was, in fact, a glorious August, in which pleasure-seekers could idle and sun themselves and get tanned to an almost perfect brown without the slightest trouble.


During the past twelvemonth local tradition had tried hard to add another ghost at Dumsey Deep to that already established in the adjoining Stabbery; but the unshrinking brightness of that glorious summer checked belief in it for the time. No doubt when the dull autumn days came again, and the long winter nights, full of awful possibilities, folded water and land in fog and darkness, a figure dressed in grey silk and black velvet fichu, with a natty grey hat trimmed with black and white feathers on its phantom head, with small feet covered by the thinnest of openwork stockings, from which the shoes, so much too large, had dropped long ago, would reappear once more, to the terror of all who heard, but for the time being, snugly tucked up in holy ground the girl whose heart had rejoiced in her beauty, her youth, her admirers, and her finery, was lying quite still and quiet, with closed eyes and ears, that heard neither the church bells nor the splash of oars nor the murmur of human voices.


Others, too, were missing from — though not missed by — Shepperton (the Thames villages miss no human being so long as other human beings, with plenty of money, come down by rail, boat, or carriage to supply his place). Paul Murray, Dick Savill, and Walter Grantley were absent. Mrs. Heath, too, had gone, a tottering, heart-broken woman, to Mr. Pointer’s, where she was most miserable, but where she and her small possessions were taken remarkably good care of.


“Only a year agone,” she said one day, “my girl was with me. In the morning she wore her pretty cambric with pink spots; and in the afternoon, that grey silk in which she was buried — for we durst not change a thread, but just wrapped a winding-sheet round what was left. O! Lucy, Lucy, Lucy! to think I bore you for that!” and then she wept softly, and nobody heeded or tried to console her, for “what,” as Mrs. Pointer wisely said, “was the use of fretting over a daughter dead a twelvemonth, and never much of a comfort neither?”


Mr. Richard Savill was still “grinding away,” to quote his expression. Walter Grantley had departed, so reported his friends, for the diamond-fields; his enemies improved on this by carelessly answering—


“Grantley! O, he’s gone to the devil;” which latter statement could not have been quite true, since he has been back in England for a long time, and is now quite well to do and reconciled to his family.


As for Paul Murray, there had been all sorts of rumours floating about concerning him.


The honeymoon had been unduly protracted; from place to place the married pair wandered — never resting, never staying; alas! For him there was no rest — there could be none here.


It mattered not where he went — east, west, south, or north — those noiseless wet feet followed; no train was swift enough to outstrip them; no boat could cut the water fast enough to leave them behind; they tracked him with dogged persistence; they were with him sleeping, walking, eating, drinking, praying — for Paul Murray in those days often prayed after a desperate heathenish fashion — and yet the plague was not stayed; the accursed thing still dogged him like a Fate.


After a while people began to be shy of him, because the footsteps were no more intermittent; they were always where he was. Did he enter a cathedral, they accompanied him; did he walk solitary through the woods or pace the lakeside, or wander by the sea, they were ever and always with the unhappy man.


They were worse than any evil conscience, because conscience often sleeps, and they, from the day of his marriage, never did. They had waited for that — waited till he should raise the cup of happiness to his lips, in order to fill it with gall — waited till his wife’s dream of bliss was perfect, and then wake her to the knowledge of some horror more agonizing than death.


There were times when he left his young wife for days and days, and went, like those possessed of old, into the wilderness, seeking rest and finding none; for no legion of demons could have cursed a man’s life more than those wet feet, which printed marks on Paul Murray’s heart that might have been branded by red-hot irons.


All that had gone before was as nothing to the trouble of having involved another in the horrible mystery of his own life — and that other a gentle, innocent, loving creature he might just as well have killed as married.


He did not know what to do. His brain was on fire; he had lost all hold upon himself, all grip over his mind. On the sea of life he tossed like a ship without a rudder, one minute taking a resolve to shoot himself, the next turning his steps to seek some priest, and confess the whole matter fully and freely, and, before he had walked a dozen yards, determining to go away into some savage and desolate land, where those horrible feet might, if they pleased, follow him to his grave.


By degrees this was the plan which took firm root in his dazed brain; and accordingly one morning he started for England, leaving a note in which he asked his wife to follow him. He never meant to see her sweet face again, and he never did. He had determined to go to his father-in-law and confess to him; and accordingly, on the anniversary of Lucy’s death, he found himself at Losdale Court, where vague rumours of some unaccountable trouble had preceded him.


Mr. Ketterick was brooding over these rumours in his library, when, as if in answer to his thoughts, the servant announced Mr. Murray.


“Good God!” exclaimed the older man, shocked by the white, haggard face before him, “what is wrong?”


“I have been ill,” was the reply.


“Where is your wife?”


“She is following me. She will be here in a day or so.”


“Why did you not travel together?”


“That is what I have come to tell you.”


Then he suddenly stopped and put his hand to his heart. He had voluntarily come up for execution, and now his courage failed him. His manhood was gone, his nerves unstrung. He was but a poor, weak, wasted creature, worn out by the ceaseless torment of those haunting feet, which, however, since he turned his steps to England had never followed him. Why had he travelled to Losdale Court? Might he not have crossed the ocean and effaced himself in the Far West, without telling his story at all?


Just as he had laid down the revolver, just as he had turned from the priest’s door, so now he felt he could not say that which he had come determined to say.


“I have walked too far,” he said, after a pause. “I cannot talk just yet. Will you leave me for half an hour? No; I don’t want anything, thank you — except to be quiet.” Quiet! — ah, heavens!


After a little he rose and passed out on to the terrace. Around there was beauty and peace and sunshine. He — he was the only jarring element, and even on him there seemed falling a numbed sensation which for the time being simulated rest.


He left the terrace and crossed the lawn till he came to a great cedar tree, under which there was a seat, where he could sit a short time before leaving the Court.


Yes, he would go away and make no sign. Dreamily he thought of the wild lone lands beyond the sea, where there would be none to ask whence he came or marvel about the curse which followed him. Over the boundless prairie, up the mountain heights, let those feet pursue him if they would. Away from his fellows he could bear his burden. He would confess to no man — only to God, who knew his sin and sorrow; only to his Maker, who might have pity on the work of his hands, and someday bid that relentless avenger be still.


No, he would take no man into his confidence; and even as he so decided, the brightness of the day seemed to be clouded over, warmth was exchanged for a deadly chill, a horror of darkness seemed thrown like a pall over him, and a rushing sound as of many waters filled his ears.


An hour later, when Mr. Ketterick sought his son-in-law, he found him lying on the ground, which was wet and trampled, as though by hundreds of little feet.


His shouts brought help, and Paul Murray was carried into the house, where they laid him on a couch and piled rugs and blankets over his shivering body.


“Fetch a doctor at once,” said Mr. Ketterick.


“And a clergyman,” added the housekeeper.


“No, a magistrate,” cried the sick man, in a loud voice.


They had thought him insensible, and, startled, looked at each other. After that he spoke no more, but turned his head away from them and lay quiet.


The doctor was the first to arrive. With quick alertness he stepped across the room, pulled aside the coverings, and took the patient’s hand; then after gently moving the averted face, he said solemnly, like a man whose occupation has gone—


“I can do nothing here; he is dead.”


It was true. Whatever his secret, Paul Murray carried it with him to a country further distant than the lone land where he had thought to hide his misery.


•   •   •   •   •   •


“It is of no use talking to me,” said Mr. Davis, when subsequently telling his story. “If Mr. Murray had been a gentleman as was a gentleman, he’d have seen me righted, dead or not. She was able to come back — at least, her feet were; and he could have done the same if he’d liked. It was as bad as swindling, not making a fresh will after he was married. How was I to know that will would turn out so much waste paper? And then when I asked for my own, Mrs. Murray dismissed me without a character, and Mr. Ketterick’s lawyers won’t give me anything either; so a lot I’ve made by being a faithful servant, and I’d have all servants take warning by me.”


Mr. Davis is his own servant now, and a very bad master he finds himself.
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“What do ye s’pose has come over yer girl Lois, Miss Benson? I never see sech a change in anyone in my life. If I didn’t know better, I’d say she’s in love. Haven’t noticed it? Waal, ‘pears to me parents is awful blind! Lois has allus been quiet like, but lately, since a month or so, she seems different — brighter seeming; ye’d almost say younger.”


The speaker rested her water-pail on the steps of the low, rambling house, which wind and rain had painted a dull gray. She stood talking to a woman of her own age sitting inside at the open window. Her calico sun-bonnet concealed her face, but her rasping voice and strong, knotted hands betrayed a hard-working woman — one of the carriers of water.


The woman sitting at the window had been handsome, and her face, though youth had long since left it, was still fair and smooth. For all its fairness, however, it was not attractive; hard, fretful lines were about the mouth, and the eyelids were hooded, drooping low at the corners over rather dull gray eyes: an immense reserve of stubborn determination was written in every feature.


“No, I haven’t noticed any change in Lois. She never was a hand to talk much. I do believe, now that ye speak of it, she has been a little different lately. I guess she ain’t in love though: there ain’t anyone to be in love with; besides, Lois ain’t so very young any longer, and she ain’t the kind men like.”


“No, she ain’t young, to be sure,” replied the neighbor; “but an old fool’s the worst fool, some say, and ‘love’s blind,’ ye know, and it don’t make much difference who’t is, the age don’t make any difference, either. Waal, I ‘low Lois’s a good girl, and I’ve often thought she’d make some man a good wife; but what ye and Mr. Benson’d do without her, I don’t see.”


“Waal, don’t trouble, Miss Hammett. Lois ain’t a-goin’ to leave us, I guess; leastways not jist yet.”


Mrs. Hammett took up her pail and went on to the next house, where she lived with a widowed sister.


The “girl” in question was a woman past forty, whose whole life had been devoted to her father and mother; they — as it seemed to her — had always been old and needing her care. Many years before, when she was still a young girl in her teens, Mr. Benson had lived on a large farm, and Lois still recalled the beautiful country about their home; but when he grew too old to care for it alone — his sons had all left him — he sold it, and went to live in the village street, which since then had been the boundary of Lois’s horizon.


She had once timidly hinted that she would like to go to the neighboring city to learn a trade and do something for herself.


This suggestion had been met with such a burst of indignation on her father’s part, with such a look of speechless horror on her mother’s face, that she had said no more. To her father’s “I guess I can take care o’ my daughter without her goin’ into service or learnin’ any trade” she had been silent. It was her one feeble effort; and seeing it so futile she had relapsed into the daily drudge, bearing her mother’s fretful fault-finding and her father’s rough, exacting authority.


Lois Benson herself was no saint, and she carried her cross at times with only a wayward spirit; the thorns were often almost too sharp to bear, and she would gladly have plucked them out. Her youth had slipped away in days of petty duties and wearying service in trying to smooth the path of her aged parents; elder brothers and sisters had married and left the home. She had not married, and to her remained the care which they forgot was partly their duty as well as hers. She did the work of a domestic without receiving a domestic’s wages. A new gown was an event in her existence, and the old straw hat had for many seasons received a fresh coat of shoe-gloss that its rustiness might not too plainly betray its wearer’s slender purse.


She seldom touched any money. Weren’t her wants supplied by her father? She was fed and clothed, and she was under the shelter of her father’s house. Of her wants there was no question.


Lois had none of her mother’s beauty. Her hair was of a dull auburn; her skin was covered with freckles; her eyes, though full of a kindly expression, were devoid of all beauty of shape or color. Her pinched nose and thin, compressed lips completed the thought suggested by her figure, which bore the marks of a heavy burden imposed too early and carried without respite. Lois, like the house she lived in, was weather-beaten. She had not been sheltered from wind and rain; and yet her life had passed without events, the very absence of which perhaps — the dreary, unbroken monotony of a leaden sky that never cleared — had made the horizon narrower and the outlook more utterly barren.


Of love she had known nothing; the few young men she had seen had never whispered tender words in her ear. There had never been a springtime in her life. Lois Benson was a pleasant girl, they said, but not the kind to fall in love with; besides, they never could see much of her — she was always waiting on her father and mother. And in this way Lois’s youth had faded, and with it all the freshness of her face and figure.


“Lois, Lois come and help me unhitch the mare!” called Mr. Benson as he drove into the barn back of the house. He had brought a horse and cow, pigs and chickens from the farm, and kept them on his little place.


He often drove to the neighboring city: it was only twelve miles, and the roads over the smooth, rolling prairie were always good; he got his newspaper there, sometimes a letter, and spent a few hours in gossip with men like himself. He seldom asked his wife or Lois to go with him. “What did women folks want with goin’ to town? it was allus to spend money.” Mrs. Benson did not care, the drive wearied her; Lois often longed to ask her father to take her, but she dreaded a refusal.


“Lois, why don’t ye come? Where are ye? Are ye dreamin’ or star-gazin’ somewhere? Women’s allus dreamin’ or star-gazin’,” he added to himself, as he saw Lois hurrying from the house, where she had been making biscuits for supper.


She helped her father out of the high buggy, and then went to unharness the old brown mare, that turned to sniff affectionately at Lois. The animal knew the friend who had often brought her food and drink, and had many a time rubbed her and put on a warm blanket when she came in wet and worn from a hard drive with her master. Lois knew that her father was often merciless, especially if he had chanced to stay too long at the inn where he met his cronies. Bessie loved Lois. The dumb animals perhaps knew best what a great wealth of tender affection lay dormant in Lois Benson’s nature.


“Lois, do you still feel the same? Are you still willing to marry me?”


The strong man bends towards her with a searching look into her face, while he takes her trembling hands in his. She lets them lie in his firm grasp; she looks up at him for he stands much above the small, shrunken figure while she tells him that her feelings have not changed. How glad she is! What an ineffable happiness fills her!


This man whom she loves, loves her in return and wishes to keep and protect her always.


Her voice almost chokes, her whole frame quivers as she tells him that she is ready. He still holds her hand; together they step before the clergyman, who in a few minutes has spoken the sacred words to bind them together for all their lives.


What is this room where they are standing? It seems to Lois like her grandfather’s house, which she faintly remembers as a vision of her childhood; things about her are strange, and yet familiar. Who is this man, whom she has promised to take for better or for worse? Does she know him? Has she ever seen him before? She feels that she has known him always; she loves him, and he loves her, and he will make her life sweet and happy. His strong arm will protect her, he will help to bear the burdens which have lately grown so heavy. Strange — his face she thinks she does not know, and yet every feature is vivid to her; she hears the tones of his voice as if they had always been dear to her; she feels the touch of his hand — a broad, working hand, whose touch, however, is very gentle; his face is not handsome, there are many wrinkles, and the thick, brown hair shows streaks of gray, but it smiles kindly, lovingly, upon her.


How strange she feels! as if she were hardly herself. Can it be really she to whom this man has promised love and protection? She has never known either. He stoops to her, puts his arm about her, and presses his lips to hers. Why should he? Who is he? Why is she not frightened? He is her husband now, and she is joyful in the thought.


“What’s the matter with ye, Lois?” said her mother two days later, as they sat at their comfortable supper which Lois had prepared and was serving. “Miss Hammett was here the other day, and she thinks ye’re wonderful changed; says she’d almost b’lieve ye’re in love. What’s the matter with ye, anyhow?”


A vivid flush flew over the younger woman’s face and neck. She felt as if someone had struck her. Had anyone — no, that was impossible.


“I want ye to help me dig Mr. Luscombe’s potatoes to-morrow, Lois; he says I can have a third of all I dig, and diggin’ makes my back ache so.” The flush left Lois’s face; her father’s words diverted the conversation, and she was not forced to answer her mother’s question.


After the dishes were washed and put away she crept wearily to her room to be ready for the next day’s work.


The room was spotlessly clean, though bare of ornament. A narrow cot filled one side, while the rest of the small space was taken up by a chest of drawers, a table, and two cane-seated chairs; muslin curtains hung at the two narrow windows, and a strip of rag carpet lay before the bed on the pine floor, the narrow boards of which were as white as snow. On the walls hung a few small prints; over the table there was a woodcut from an illustrated paper; and near it, in a wood frame, a small sea-weed cross, brought from the sea-coast. Lois had never seen the ocean, and the sea-weeds suggested a beautiful unknown world.


“This is your new home, Lois. Do you like it? You must tell me, dear, if there is anything you want changed. It won’t be much trouble to make any little changes to please you, and I want my wife to like her home.” How kind he is! He calls her “Lois” and bids her tell him all her wishes: it is strange and sweet to be so cherished.


“You are very kind to me,” she answers, looking up gratefully into his plain, benevolent face. The house Lois sees is not large, but more comfortable and beautiful than anything she has ever known. She goes with the delight of a child from the large kitchen into a long, low room flooded with sunshine, showing a carpet of soft moss colors; a large, easy lounge; tables; chairs; and, best of all, a small bookcase, in which Lois discovers more books than she has ever seen together before.


“O Reuben! where did you get the books?” she cries eagerly.


“Are you glad, Lois? We will read them together. They were my mother’s, and are all dear to me for her sake as well as their own. There is Scott’s ‘Lady of the Lake,’ and there’s ‘Childe Harold,’ telling of foreign places we can’t hope to see ourselves, Lois, as I’m a workingman, you know, but we can read about them; and here’s dear Robert Burns, a plowman like myself, and yet was there ever another poet like him? He understood the human heart, Lois. Ah, my dear little wife, I’m glad I’ve got you at last. I thought I should find you. I had to look and wait a long time, and sometimes I was very lonely; and you, Lois, were you”


“Lois, Lois, are ye goin’ to sleep all day? Have ye forgotten all about Mr. Luscombe’s potatoes?”


Lois sprang from her cot. The voice was her father’s, admonishing her that she was late. She had always dreaded, she dreaded still, no longer the physical punishments borne in childhood, but a mental lash whose sting was almost harder to bear.


She could hardly rouse herself. She must have slept very heavily, she thought. It was hard to have daylight return, and hard to take up her burden again.


The breakfast was eaten amid the fretting of her mother, who had not slept well, and the impatience of her father, with whom it had become chronic. All day, while filling the bushel basket and staggering under its weight, Lois thought of the long, low room, of the sunshine, of the quiet; she heard a voice saying, “We will read them together.”


Where is he? Why — oh, why does he not come to help her now? The day dragged wearily on until the last of the potatoes were finally divided, and Mr. Benson’s tottering steps were turned towards home. Lois watched him with a pang of remorse. “How can I be rebellious,” she thought, “when I see the old, feeble form, and remember that his life has been hard?” She knew that it had not been sweetened by her mother, whose vanity and ambition had been disappointed, whose whole life had been embittered, because her father had turned out nothing but a poor farmer. She could but pity them both; to each she gave what help she could. It was the service of a faithful slave, and was accepted by both as such. To her mother Lois’s lack of beauty was an unpardonable fault; her poor, shrunken form was good to bear its burden, but it was not to be admired or spared from hardship. If she had been handsome, like herself, the mother thought, she would have married, but an unmarried woman couldn’t look for the consideration that was shown to her married sisters. She, of course, was useful, but not of much account in the world.


To her father she was a woman, and though he knew better than his wife how noble Lois had always been in her devotion to them, her particular thoughts and wishes were womanish and contemptible.


Lois could not remember ever going to either father or mother with a thought or feeling. She had passed through the glowing, happy years of girlhood and early womanhood in silence, repressing every feeling until she felt pinched and warped, as if every spring of emotion were dry. Her affections, except as they lived in her strong sense of filial duty and in her devotion to animals, were starved. She blushed at the mere thought of kissing her mother’s cheek, for the ridicule she knew it would excite, as something foolish and sentimental.


Yet she was naturally of a loving, dependent disposition, tenderly, deeply affectionate. Why was she placed in the midst of such surroundings? She was only a simple woman whose mind was untrained, whose tastes were uncultivated, whose every faculty was shriveled, and yet she had a delicate nature which hungered ceaselessly for what she could never hope to attain.


To her father and mother this was unknown, while she herself did not understand: she had never analyzed her needs; she knew only that she had longed for a sympathy she had never received. Lately it had been different. Life had been just as hard, and yet she had been able to bear it more easily. She did not understand, but now she no longer lost heart as the dreary days went slowly by.


Lois was a woman of strong religious belief: her faith was simple; she knew nothing of theological controversies; she had never heard a religious discussion. She had listened every Sunday to the hard, dry teachings of a pastor whose dogmas she accepted, finding help and comfort in her own humble way. She never questioned or doubted. Although she sometimes chafed against her lot, she believed that it had been so ordered by her Creator. “Perhaps,” she thought, in a vague way which she could not have expressed in words, “perhaps this is a boon to make the weary days easier; perhaps angels are whispering to me so that I may not lose courage; or is it — can it have a meaning I may hope, even in this world, to understand?”


From the long, low room full of the mellow autumn sunlight Lois looks out upon wide fields and orchards; it is a beautiful, warm day, and the trees are heavy with ripened fruit.


Near the house are gardens, and Lois smells sweet flowers growing under the windows. She sees sweet-peas and nasturtiums still brilliant with a few last blossoms. She sees vines climbing over the low stone wall that shuts out the high-road. Off beyond the road stretch acres of farm land, and still beyond, in the distance, are hills enveloped in a soft autumn haze.


The house Lois sees when she goes out into the garden is a one-story cottage built of stone, covered on one side by an ivy, hanging like a curtain over some of the small windows. Lois does not remember seeing this place before Reuben brought her here; and yet it is not new, and Reuben tells her it belonged to his father and to his grandfather before him — that the family has been one of only sons for four generations. The gardens, Reuben is telling her, were his mother’s. “And now, dear, they belong to you.”


She wanders on by her husband’s side to the stables, where they stop to look at the horses and cattle, which come up to the fence to be petted. The soft-eyed Jerseys receive a bunch of clover from her hand as if they were glad to see her. “Ah, dear, they love you already,” Reuben is saying, with evident pleasure. “Do you know, I believe that animals possess something keener, finer than intelligence, that tells them where to look for a friend. They say you can tell a man’s real nature from the way he drives a horse; I think the way all his animals act when he’s around shows what sort of man he is. You may be pretty sure when you see a horse or a dog shrink away as if he expected to be struck or kicked that sometime he has received such treatment. Animals don’t know how to pretend; they either love you or they don’t, and a man makes a mistake, if he’s a-trying to seem kinder than he really is, when he goes near his animals; they will soon betray his secret.”


Lois knows that the hand that drives a span of restive colts is gentle but firm; she knows that the temper of the man near her is always under restraint. In his presence she feels a new strength; the peaceful life by his side is resting her wearied body and overstrained nerves. His constant care, his loving tenderness, are to her what sunshine is to flowers; new color has come into her life, there are bits of scarlet and gold where before all was dull gray — as if a few brilliant leaves were still clinging to the otherwise bare trees in the autumn landscape. She is surprised at her own happiness, at the power of gladness, which she had thought dead; she believes that her face is losing a little of the pinched look, and that she is growing young again, and — what is Reuben telling her, that she is really pretty?


“Yes, Miss Benson, I’m jest cert’in yer girl’s in love. I’ve been watchin’ her since I spoke to you, and I know the signs; why, she’s as different as different kin be.”


Lois heard the words this time, as she stood over her ironing, while her mother and Mrs. Hammett were talking under the kitchen window. She looked up, and caught the reflection of her face in a little mirror hanging on the kitchen wall.


Could the speakers under the window have seen the hot flush that stained her cheeks Mrs. Hammett would have thought her suspicions well grounded. Had Mrs. Benson been observing she herself could have noticed a change: she could have seen that Lois looked less weary; that there was an unwonted brightness in her eyes; that her step was lighter; that she went about her duties, not more consciously, but with more spirit; that she had even of late been heard to sing at her work, and that one day it was an old and tender love-song.


But Mrs. Benson’s thought was of herself and her unsatisfactory life, and Lois had gone about as usual, and her mother had not noticed what the kinder, more unselfish neighbor believed she had seen.


There was no visible change in her life; how could she be different? “That was another of the silly notions some people got into their heads; she had believed things only when she could see a reason for believin’.”


“Lois, dear, will you go to the pine woods with me to-day, and then on to where we caught a glimpse of the ocean? You have told me that you have never seen it.”


Reuben is hardly giving her time to put on her bonnet and the soft, warm cloak he has given her — Lois thinks it a very pretty cloak, with its fur trimming — before the “grays” are at the door. Is it the keen autumn air or something else that brings the color to Lois’s faded cheek? Reuben has carefully tucked the blanket about her, “for the air will grow chilly,” he is saying, “as we near the ocean.”


Soon the road enters the forest, and Lois looks up, vainly trying to see the tops of the tall, spire-like trees, while on every side, on the road itself, lie the brown pine needles, and the delicious odor of the balsam fills the air.


Slowly they drive, that Lois may enjoy the stillness; that she may not lose the effect of the perfect forest calm.


To Reuben her quiet joy is a compensation for all his devotion; his large, generous nature has taken her into its keeping, and she yields to the loving care as a tired bird might lie at rest in the palm of a gentle hand.


Lois shrinks from telling him how dear he is to her, but the responsive glance, the fleeting blush, tell him better than words. Suddenly the forest opens, and in the distance Lois sees the ocean; she sees the waves breaking ceaselessly on the beach; she can faintly hear their roar. Were she nearer she could perhaps find the delicate weeds that are washed upon the sands — that’s a pretty sea-weed cross upon her wall: oh, no, that was long ago, she hardly remembers when or where; this is the ocean itself she has dreamed of, and Reuben is by her side, and he loves her.


“If ye like, Lois, I’ll take ye over to Burton this afternoon; ye was sayin’ that ye wanted a pair o’ shoes and a calico dress. I suppose girls has to have things in fashion whatever happens. Waal, ye can’t say I’ve stinted ye for anythin’.”


It was a year since Lois had driven into the main street of Burton, and she felt a flutter of nervous excitement at the many teams driving up and down the streets, and at the hurry of men and women on the pavement. The shop windows were gorgeous to her in their display of new autumn goods. What beautiful dress materials — soft cashmeres and even shining silks; but Lois would not stop to look at them, for her father was urging her into the shop.


Her small purchases were soon made — a calico-gown, a pair of shoes, and, what seemed to her father a frightful extravagance, which he would never have allowed if he had not been ashamed to exhibit his feelings before the clerk, a new felt bonnet for the coming winter.


She would have liked to linger in front of one window, where beautiful crayons, engravings, and water-colors were framed and hanging. She did not understand what many of them meant; she thought they were perhaps of people she didn’t know; but there were some she could appreciate. A young girl, with a beautiful Jersey cow and calf walking beside her, seemed to Lois as lovely as anything she had ever seen. There were colored prints too; but Lois’s taste, though uncultivated, was naturally good, and she looked longest at what was really best. How she longed for more! If she could but go inside, and be allowed to look as long as she wished; she wondered if she might.


“Come, Lois, don’t be all day standin’ starin’ in that window. Folks’ll think ye never was in town before; there ain’t anythin’ new in that window, anyhow; those picters has been there for three months. Come along.”


Mr. Benson had forgotten that Lois had not been in the city for a year, and that everything was strange and beautiful to her. She had been upon the point of asking permission to go in to stay while her father finished the errands; but she dreaded his impatience, and she stifled her wish, and went on quietly by his side — a plain, unattractive little women past forty.


She felt shy in the crowded, bustling streets; she shrank from the gaze of those she met; her self-consciousness was painful, though there was so much to look at, so much to make her forget herself.


“O father!” she exclaimed, grasping her father’s arm (they were nearly ready to get their horse before starting for home)“O father! Who’s that man standing over there? the tall man with broad shoulders, talking with those two men. Don’t you see, father?”


Her voice, in spite of her effort at self-control, faltered; her hands quivered, their veins were swollen, their pulses throbbed.


“What’s the matter with ye?” cried her father, irritably. “Where’s the use in gettin’ all excited up at jest seein’ a strange man on a street corner?”


Lois did not heed her father’s impatience. “Who is he, father. Do you know who he is?”


“What difference does it make who he is? I don’t know him; never seen him before.”


“But, father,” she pleaded, “haven’t you heard what his name is?”


“His name!” ejaculated Mr. Benson, with scorn. “I don’t care a tinker’s curse for a man’s name. Ye allus want to know a person’s name. What difference does it make, anyhow? A woman’s curiosity beats anythin’ I ever see; sech empty-headed things as women are, allus askin’ questions and never waitin’ for the answers. I’d jest like to know what ye want to know that man’s name for; ‘pears to me ye’r’ unusual cur’us, even for a woman. Waal, I don’t know his name, if that’ll satisfy ye. But come along, let’s be off. I don’t know nothin’ about the man, and, what’s more, I don’t care.”


Lois was thankful that her father did not again look at her; thankful that she could sit by his side unnoticed, while her thoughts rushed through her brain until she feared the throbbing temples would burst.


Her fingers worked convulsively, and her heart fluttered. After a while she was a little calmer, and a dull ache about her heart followed the violent beating.


Who was this man? What could it, what could it mean? Her father said he did not know him, that he had never seen him before. Was it possible that he had come to live in Burton, and that she should really — how her heart beat! Could her father hear it, she wondered? No, he was nagging at old Bess.


She began to feel dizzy; was she really awake? Could she go on living, she wondered piteously, with this ache always at her heart? Could she go on just as she had before?


“Beloved, my beloved, I thought that I had lost you, that you had vanished from my sight. Tell me, tell me, Lois, that you will never leave me. Remember that my life has been very lonely, that I have waited so long; and remember that I love you. Tell me, Lois.” It is Reuben’s voice. She hears no more: a blank wall stretches endlessly before her; she cannot see it; darkness gathers about her; in the darkness and the deathlike stillness she seems to hear faintly, as she strains her ear to listen, “Lois, Lois, my wife!”


The autumn had passed, and what the village people prophesied would be a severe winter had set in. Mr. Benson, who had come from Burton cold and tired, was sitting with his wife beside the kitchen fire. Mrs. Benson was dozing in her chair, while Lois was sewing near a table on which stood a large lamp, throwing its bright light on her pale and weary face. The lines about her mouth were deeper, and the brightness had gone from her eyes; in its place was a puzzled wistfulness as of a little child who has been asked a question he cannot fully understand. She was as one who after long blindness has seen the light and the beauty of the world, only to find himself again shut in by an impenetrable darkness, which he vainly struggles to push aside.


Her life had never been easy, but she had accepted it without trying to explain things to herself. She had gone on quietly, doing, not thinking. But the rhythm, dull and monotonous though it had been, was disturbed, and she was bewildered. She wondered if everyone was living in the same puzzled way? if everyone was going on day after day in a dim twilight, or even in perfect darkness? Was there always something that one could not understand?


Thus she groped helplessly, without thinking of asking anyone what it might mean. She had grown used to the dull ache about her heart; she would grow accustomed to this bewildered feeling, to the sense of expecting something that never came.


“How strange,” she mused, “for me to be looking for something or someone; for me to be missing someone.”


She had not been to Burton again: her winter purchases were made; there was no further excuse for her going. And the autumn days had worn slowly and dully away, as other days would in their turn, and nothing had come.


“Ye recollec’ that stranger, Lois,” said her father, after his comfortable supper and the warm room had soothed his irritability. His voice awakened Mrs. Benson and startled Lois from her thoughts. “Ye recollec’ him — the one ye ’peared to take sech an interest in, though, for the life o’ me, I couldn’t see why. I heerd some men talkin’ on the sidewalk today, an’ they was tellin’ about a railway accident. A train run into an open switch and jammed right into a freight train standin’ there. It was a fearful smash-up, and about a dozen was killed, and a good many more hurt bad. It was the very night we come from Burton, ye recollec’? And it ‘pears this stranger was aboard. Some letters that was sent to him has come back, and then word come that he was killed. I didn’t stop to ask any questions, as I wa’n’t interested particular; but as I come along home I remembered that he was the man ye was so anxious to know about. I didn’t hear his name, but somethin’ they said made me know ‘t was him. Waal, he was killed — cur’us, ain’t it? that very same night.”


“O father, don’t!” faltered Lois, dropping her work.


“What ails ye? what makes ye so pale? ‘Pears to me ye’r’ awful tenderhearted,” said Mrs. Benson, sneeringly. “For a while ye was as chipper as a cricket, and Miss Hammett she said ye was in love; but now ye are as mopy as — it must be the cold weather. I do think some folks is the queerest; first they’re one way and then another, without any livin’ reason. I’d just like to know what’s the matter with ye, anyhow.”


To Lois her mother’s critical scrutiny was like a scorching breath upon her face. She rose, turning to take a candle from its shelf.


She felt as if a glare of light had suddenly flashed before her, in whose garish blaze she saw plainly a long, unbroken road upon which, wearily and alone, she must journey.


“Nothing, mother; nothing,” she replied, huskily. “I’m only a little tired to-night. I think I’ll go to my room.”


She went out quietly, closing the door behind her.
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“Meddle not with my new vine, child! See! Thou hast already broken the tender shoot! Never needle or distaff for thee, and yet thou wilt not be quiet!”


The nervous fingers wavered, clutched at a small carnelian cross that hung from her neck, then fell despairingly.


“Give me my child, mother, and then I will be quiet!”


“Hush! hush! thou fool — someone might be near! See — there is thy father coming, even now! Get in quickly!”


She raised her eyes to her mother’s face, weary eyes that yet had a flickering, uncertain blaze in their shaded depths.


“Art thou a mother and hast no pity on me, a mother? Give me my child!”


Her voice rose in a strange, low cry, broken by her father’s hand upon her mouth.


“Shameless!” said he, with set teeth. “Get to thy chamber, and be not seen again to-night, or I will have thee bound!”


She went at that, and a hard-faced serving woman followed, and presently returned, bringing a key to her mistress.


“Is all well with her, and the child also?”


“She is quiet, Mistress Dwining, well for the night, be sure. The child fretteth endlessly, but save for that it thriveth with me.”


The parents were left alone together on the high square porch with its great pillars, and the rising moon began to make faint shadows of the young vine leaves that shot up luxuriantly around them: moving shadows, like little stretching fingers, on the broad and heavy planks of the oaken floor.


“It groweth well, this vine thou broughtest me in the ship, my husband.”


“Aye,” he broke in bitterly, “and so doth the shame I brought thee! Had I known of it I would sooner have had the ship founder beneath us, and have seen our child cleanly drowned, than live to this end!”


“Thou art very hard, Samuel, art thou not afeard for her life? She grieveth sore for the child, aye, and for the green fields to walk in!”


“Nay,” said he grimly, “I fear not. She hath lost already what is more than life; and she shall have air enough soon. To-morrow the ship is ready, and we return to England. None knoweth of our stain here, not one, and if the town hath a child unaccounted for to rear in decent ways — why, it is not the first, even here. It will be well enough cared for! And truly we have matter for thankfulness, that her cousin is yet willing to marry her.”


“Hast thou told him?”


“Aye! Thinkest thou I would cast shame into another man’s house, unknowing it? He hath always desired her, but she would none of him, the stubborn! She hath small choice now!”


“Will he be kind, Samuel? can he”


“Kind? What call’st thou it to take such as she to wife? Kind! How many men would take her, an’ she had double the fortune? and being of the family already, he is glad to hide the blot forever.”


“An’ if she would not? He is but a coarse fellow, and she ever shunned him.”


“Art thou mad, woman? She weddeth him ere we sail to-morrow, or she stayeth ever in that chamber. The girl is not so sheer a fool! He maketh an honest woman of her, and saveth our house from open shame. What other hope for her than a new life to cover the old? Let her have an honest child, an’ she so longeth for one!”


He strode heavily across the porch, till the loose planks creaked again, strode back and forth, with his arms folded and his brows fiercely knit above his iron mouth.


Overhead the shadows flickered mockingly across a white face among the leaves, with eyes of wasted fire.


“O, George, what a house! what a lovely house! I am sure it’s haunted! Let us get that house to live in this summer! We will have Kate and Jack and Susy and Jim of course, and a splendid time of it!”


Young husbands are indulgent, but still they have to recognize facts.


“My dear, the house may not be to rent; and it may also not be habitable.”


“There is surely somebody in it. I am going to inquire!”


The great central gate was rusted off its hinges, and the long drive had trees in it, but a little footpath showed signs of steady usage, and up that Mrs. Jenny went, followed by her obedient George. The front windows of the old mansion were blank, but in a wing at the back they found white curtains and open doors. Outside, in the clear May sunshine, a woman was washing. She was polite and friendly, and evidently glad of visitors in that lonely place. She “guessed it could be rented — didn’t know.” The heirs were in Europe, but “there was a lawyer in New York had the lettin’ of it.” There had been folks there years ago, but not in her time. She and her husband had the rent of their part “for taking care of the place.” “Not that they took much care on’t either, but keepin’ robbers out.” It was furnished throughout, old-fashioned enough, but good; and “if they took it she could do the work for ‘em herself, she guessed — if he was willin’!”


Never was a crazy scheme more easily arranged. George knew that lawyer in New York; the rent was not alarming; and the nearness to a rising seashore resort made it a still pleasanter place to spend the summer.


Kate and Jack and Susy and Jim cheerfully accepted, and the June moon found them all sitting on the high front porch.


They had explored the house from top to bottom, from the great room in the garret, with nothing in it but a rickety cradle, to the well in the cellar without a curb and with a rusty chain going down to unknown blackness below. They had explored the grounds, once beautiful with rare trees and shrubs, but now a gloomy wilderness of tangled shade.


The old lilacs and laburnums, the spirea and syringa, nodded against the second-story windows. What garden plants survived were great ragged bushes or great shapeless beds. A huge wistaria vine covered the whole front of the house. The trunk, it was too large to call a stem, rose at the corner of the porch by the high steps, and had once climbed its pillars; but now the pillars were wrenched from their places and held rigid and helpless by the tightly wound and knotted arms.


It fenced in all the upper story of the porch with a knitted wall of stem and leaf; it ran along the eaves, holding up the gutter that had once supported it; it shaded every window with heavy green; and the drooping, fragrant blossoms made a waving sheet of purple from roof to ground.


“Did you ever see such a wistaria!” cried ecstatic Mrs. Jenny. “It is worth the rent just to sit under such a vine, a fig tree beside it would be sheer superfluity and wicked extravagance!”


“Jenny makes much of her wistaria,” said George, “because she’s so disappointed about the ghosts. She made up her mind at first sight to have ghosts in the house, and she can’t find even one ghost story!”


“No,” Jenny assented mournfully; “I pumped poor Mrs. Pepperill for three days, but could get nothing out of her. But I’m convinced there is a story, if we could only find it. You need not tell me that a house like this, with a garden like this, and a cellar like this, isn’t haunted!”


“I agree with you,” said Jack. Jack was a reporter on a New York daily, and engaged to Mrs. Jenny’s pretty sister. “And if we don’t find a real ghost, you may be very sure I shall make one. It’s too good an opportunity to lose!”


The pretty sister, who sat next him, resented. “You shan’t do anything of the sort, Jack! This is a real ghostly place, and I won’t have you make fun of it! Look at that group of trees out there in the long grass — it looks for all the world like a crouching, hunted figure!”


“It looks to me like a woman picking huckleberries,” said Jim, who was married to George’s pretty sister.


“Be still, Jim!” said that fair young woman. “I believe in Jenny’s ghost, as much as she does. Such a place! Just look at this great wistaria trunk crawling up by the steps here! It looks for all the world like a writhing body — cringing — beseeching!”


“Yes,” answered the subdued Jim, “it does, Susy. See its waist, about two yards of it, and twisted at that! A waste of good material!”


“Don’t be so horrid, boys! Go off and smoke somewhere if you can’t be congenial!”


“We can! We will! We’ll be as ghostly as you please.” And forthwith they began to see bloodstains and crouching figures so plentifully that the most delightful shivers multiplied, and the fair enthusiasts started for bed, declaring they should never sleep a wink.


“We shall all surely dream,” cried Mrs. Jenny, “and we must all tell our dreams in the morning!”


“There’s another thing certain,” said George, catching Susy as she tripped over a loose plank; “and that is that you frisky creatures must use the side door till I get this Eiffel tower of a portico fixed, or we shall have some fresh ghosts on our hands! We found a plank here that yawns like a trap-doorbig enough to swallow you, and I believe the bottom of the thing is in China!”


The next morning found them all alive, and eating a substantial New England breakfast, to the accompaniment of saws and hammers on the porch, where carpenters of quite miraculous promptness were tearing things to pieces generally.


“It’s got to come down mostly,” they had said. “These timbers are clean rotted through, what ain’t pulled out o’ line by this great creeper. That’s about all that holds the thing up.”


There was clear reason in what they said, and with a caution from anxious Mrs. Jenny not to hurt the wistaria, they were left to demolish and repair at leisure.


“How about ghosts?” asked Jack after a fourth griddle cake. “I had one, and it’s taken away my appetite!”


Mrs. Jenny gave a little shriek and dropped her knife and fork.


“Oh, so had I! I had the most awful — well, not dream exactly, but feeling. I had forgotten all about it!”


“Must have been awful,” said Jack, taking another cake. “Do tell us about the feeling. My ghost will wait.”


“It makes me creep to think of it even now,” she said. “I woke up, all at once, with that dreadful feeling as if something were going to happen, you know! I was wide awake, and hearing every little sound for miles around, it seemed to me. There are so many strange little noises in the country for all it is so still. Millions of crickets and things outside, and all kinds of rustles in the trees! There wasn’t much wind, and the moonlight came through in my three great windows in three white squares on the black old floor, and those fingery wistaria leaves we were talking of last night just seemed to crawl all over them. And — O, girls, you know that dreadful well in the cellar?”


A most gratifying impression was made by this, and Jenny proceeded cheerfully:


“Well, while it was so horridly still, and I lay there trying not to wake George, I heard as plainly as if it were right in the room, that old chain down there rattle and creak over the stones!”


“Bravo!” cried Jack. “That’s fine! I’ll put it in the Sunday edition!”


“Be still!” said Kate. “What was it, Jenny? Did you really see anything?”


“No, I didn’t, I’m sorry to say. But just then I didn’t want to. I woke George, and made such a fuss that he gave me bromide, and said he’d go and look, and that’s the last I thought of it till Jack reminded me, the bromide worked so well.”


“Now, Jack, give us yours,” said Jim. “Maybe, it will dovetail in somehow. Thirsty ghost, I imagine; maybe they had prohibition here even then!”


Jack folded his napkin, and leaned back in his most impressive manner.


“It was striking twelve by the great hall clock” he began.


“There isn’t any hall clock!”


“O hush, Jim, you spoil the current! It was just one o’clock then, by my old-fashioned repeater.”


“Waterbury! Never mind what time it was!”


“Well, honestly, I woke up sharp, like our beloved hostess, and tried to go to sleep again, but couldn’t. I experienced all those moonlight and grasshopper sensations, just like Jenny, and was wondering what could have been the matter with the supper, when in came my ghost, and I knew it was all a dream! It was a female ghost, and I imagine she was young and handsome, but all those crouching, hunted figures of last evening ran riot in my brain, and this poor creature looked just like them. She was all wrapped up in a shawl, and had a big bundle under her arm, dear me, I am spoiling the story! With the air and gait of one in frantic haste and terror, the muffled figure glided to a dark old bureau, and seemed taking things from the drawers. As she turned, the moon-light shone full on a little red cross that hung from her neck by a thin gold chain — I saw it glitter as she crept noiselessly from the room! That’s all.”


“O Jack, don’t be so horrid! Did you really? Is that all! What do you think it was?”


“I am not horrid by nature, only professionally. I really did. That was all. And I am fully convinced it was the genuine, legitimate ghost of an eloping chambermaid with kleptomania!”


“You are too bad, Jack!” cried Jenny. “You take all the horror out of it. There isn’t a ‘creep’ left among us.”


“It’s no time for creeps at nine-thirty A. M., with sunlight and carpenters outside! However, if you can’t wait till twilight for your creeps, I think I can furnish one or two,” said George. “I went down cellar after Jenny’s ghost!”


There was a delighted chorus of female voices, and Jenny cast upon her lord a glance of genuine gratitude.


“It’s all very well to lie in bed and see ghosts, or hear them,” he went on. “But the young householder suspecteth burglars, even though as a medical man he knoweth nerves, and after Jenny dropped off I started on a voyage of discovery. I never will again, I promise you!”


“Why, what was it?”


“Oh, George!”


“I got a candle”


“Good mark for the burglars,” murmured Jack.


“And went all over the house, gradually working down to the cellar and the well.”


“Well?” said Jack.


“Now you can laugh; but that cellar is no joke by daylight, and a candle there at night is about as inspiring as a lightning-bug in the Mammoth Cave. I went along with the light, trying not to fall into the well prematurely; got to it all at once; held the light down and then I saw, right under my feet(I nearly fell over her, or walked through her, perhaps), a woman, hunched up under a shawl! She had hold of the chain, and the candle shone on her hands — white, thin hands, on a little red cross that hung from her neck — vide Jack! I’m no believer in ghosts, and I firmly object to unknown parties in the house at night; so I spoke to her rather fiercely. She didn’t seem to notice that, and I reached down to take hold of her, then I came upstairs!”


“What for?”


“What happened?”


“What was the matter?”


“Well, nothing happened. Only she wasn’t there! May have been indigestion, of course, but as a physician, I don’t advise anyone to court indigestion alone at midnight in a cellar!”


“This is the most interesting and peripatetic and evasive ghost I ever heard of!” said Jack. “It’s my belief she has no end of silver tankards, and jewels galore, at the bottom of that well, and I move we go and see!”


“To the bottom of the well, Jack?”


“To the bottom of the mystery. Come on!”


There was unanimous assent, and the fresh cambrics and pretty boots were gallantly escorted below by gentlemen whose jokes were so frequent that many of them were a little forced.


The deep old cellar was so dark that they had to bring lights, and the well so gloomy in its blackness that the ladies recoiled.


“That well is enough to scare even a ghost. It’s my opinion you’d better let well enough alone?” quoth Jim.


“Truth lies hid in a well, and we must get her out,” said George. “Bear a hand with the chain?”


Jim pulled away on the chain, George turned the creaking windlass, and Jack was chorus.


“A wet sheet for this ghost, if not a flowing sea,” said he. “Seems to be hard work raising spirits! I suppose he kicked the bucket when he went down!”


As the chain lightened and shortened, there grew a strained silence among them; and when at length the bucket appeared, rising slowly through the dark water, there was an eager, half reluctant peering, and a natural drawing back. They poked the gloomy contents. “Only water.”


“Nothing but mud.”


“Something”


They emptied the bucket up on the dark earth, and then the girls all went out into the air, into the bright warm sunshine in front of the house, where was the sound of saw and hammer, and the smell of new wood. There was nothing said until the men joined them, and then Jenny timidly asked:


“How old should you think it was, George?”


“All of a century,” he answered. “That water is a preservative, lime in it. Oh! you mean? Not more than a month; a very little baby!”


There was another silence at this, broken by a cry from the workmen. They had removed the floor and the side walls of the old porch, so that the sunshine poured down to the dark stones of the cellar bottom. And there, in the strangling grasp of the roots of the great wistaria, lay the bones of a woman, from whose neck still hung a tiny scarlet cross on a thin chain of gold.
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Her husband was dying, and she was alone with him. Nothing could exceed the desolation of her surroundings. She and the man who was going from her were in the third-floor-back of a New York boardinghouse. It was summer, and the other boarders were in the country; all the servants except the cook had been dismissed, and she, when not working, slept profoundly on the fifth floor. The landlady also was out of town on a brief holiday.


The window was open to admit the thick unstirring air; no sound rose from the row of long narrow yards, nor from the tall deep houses annexed. The latter deadened the rattle of the streets. At intervals the distant elevated lumbered protestingly along, its grunts and screams muffled by the hot suspended ocean.


She sat there plunged in the profoundest grief that can come to the human soul, for in all other agony hope flickers, however forlornly. She gazed dully at the unconscious breathing form of the man who had been friend, and companion, and lover, during five years of youth too vigorous and hopeful to be warped by uneven fortune. It was wasted by disease; the face was shrunken; the night-garment hung loosely about a body which had never been disfigured by flesh, but had been muscular with exercise and full-blooded with health. She was glad that the body was changed; glad that its beauty, too, had gone some other-where than into the coffin. She had loved his hands as apart from himself; loved their strong warm magnetism. They lay limp and yellow on the quilt: she knew that they were already cold, and that moisture was gathering on them. For a moment something convulsed within her. They had gone too. She repeated the words twice, and, after them, “forever.” And the while the sweetness of their pressure came back to her.


She leaned suddenly over him. He was in there still, somewhere. Where? If he had not ceased to breathe, the Ego, the Soul, the Personality was still in the sodden clay which had shaped to give it speech. Why could it not manifest itself to her? Was it still conscious in there, unable to project itself through the disintegrating matter which was the only medium its Creator had vouchsafed it? Did it struggle there, seeing her agony, sharing it, longing for the complete disintegration which should put an end to its torment? She called his name, she even shook him slightly, mad to tear the body apart and find her mate, yet even in that tortured moment realizing that violence would hasten his going.


The dying man took no notice of her, and she opened his gown and put her cheek to his heart, calling him again. There had never been more perfect union; how could the bond still be so strong if he were not at the other end of it? He was there, her other part; until dead he must be living. There was no intermediate state. Why should he be as entombed and unresponding as if the screws were in the lid? But the faintly beating heart did not quicken beneath her lips. She extended her arms suddenly, describing eccentric lines, above, about him, rapidly opening and closing her hands as if to clutch some escaping object; then sprang to her feet, and went to the window. She feared insanity. She had asked to be left alone with her dying husband, and she did not wish to lose her reason and shriek a crowd of people about her.


The green plots in the yards were not apparent, she noticed. Something heavy, like a pall, rested upon them. Then she understood that the day was over and that night was coming.


She returned swiftly to the bedside, wondering if she had remained away hours or seconds, and if he were dead. His face was still discernible, and Death had not relaxed it. She laid her own against it, then withdrew it with shuddering flesh, her teeth smiting each other as if an icy wind had passed.


She let herself fall back in the chair, clasping her hands against her heart, watching with expanding eyes the white sculptured face which, in the glittering dark, was becoming less defined of outline. Did she light the gas it would draw mosquitoes, and she could not shut from him the little air he must be mechanically grateful for. And she did not want to see the opening eye — the falling jaw.


Her vision became so fixed that at length she saw nothing, and closed her eyes and waited for the moisture to rise and relieve the strain. When she opened them his face had disappeared; the humid waves above the housetops put out even the light of the stars, and night was come.


Fearfully, she approached her ear to his lips; he still breathed. She made a motion to kiss him, then threw herself back in a quiver of agony — they were not the lips she had known, and she would have nothing less.


His breathing was so faint that in her half-reclining position she could not hear it, could not be aware of the moment of his death. She extended her arm resolutely and laid her hand on his heart. Not only must she feel his going, but, so strong had been the comradeship between them, it was a matter of loving honor to stand by him to the last.


She sat there in the hot heavy night, pressing her hand hard against the ebbing heart of the unseen, and awaited Death. Suddenly an odd fancy possessed her. Where was Death? Why was he tarrying? Who was detaining him? From what quarter would he come? He was taking his leisure, drawing near with footsteps as measured as those of men keeping time to a funeral march. By a wayward deflection she thought of the slow music that was always turned on in the theater when the heroine was about to appear, or something eventful to happen. She had always thought that sort of thing ridiculous and inartistic. So had He.


She drew her brows together angrily, wondering at her levity, and pressed her relaxed palm against the heart it kept guard over. For a moment the sweat stood on her face; then the pent-up breath burst from her lungs. He still lived.


Once more the fancy wantoned above the stunned heart. Death — where was he? What a curious experience: to be sitting alone in a big house — she knew that the cook had stolen out — waiting for Death to come and snatch her husband from her. No; he would not snatch, he would steal upon his prey as noiselessly as the approach of Sin to Innocence — an invisible, unfair, sneaking enemy, with whom no man’s strength could grapple. If he would only come like a man, and take his chances like a man! Women had been known to reach the hearts of giants with the dagger’s point. But he would creep upon her.


She gave an exclamation of horror. Something was creeping over the windowsill. Her limbs palsied, but she struggled to her feet and looked back, her eyes dragged about against her own volition. Two small green stars glared menacingly at her just above the sill; then the cat possessing them leaped downward, and the stars disappeared.


She realized that she was horribly frightened. “Is it possible?” she thought. “Am I afraid of Death, and of Death that has not yet come? I have always been rather a brave woman; He used to call me heroic; but then with him it was impossible to fear anything. And I begged them to leave me alone with him as the last of earthly boons. Oh, shame!”


But she was still quaking as she resumed her seat, and laid her hand again on his heart. She wished that she had asked Mary to sit outside the door; there was no bell in the room. To call would be worse than desecrating the house of God, and she would not leave him for one moment. To return and find him dead — gone alone!


Her knees smote each other. It was idle to deny it; she was in a state of unreasoning terror. Her eyes rolled apprehensively about; she wondered if she should see It when It came; wondered how far off It was now. Not very far; the heart was barely pulsing. She had heard of the power of the corpse to drive brave men to frenzy, and had wondered, having no morbid horror of the dead. But this! To wait — and wait — and wait — perhaps for hours — past the midnight — on to the small hours — while that awful, determined, leisurely Something stole nearer and nearer.


She bent to him who had been her protector with a spasm of anger. Where was the indomitable spirit that had held her all these years with such strong and loving clasp? How could he leave her? How could he desert her? Her head fell back and moved restlessly against the cushion; moaning with the agony of loss, she recalled him as he had been. Then fear once more took possession of her, and she sat erect, rigid, breathless, awaiting the approach of Death.


Suddenly, far down in the house, on the first floor, her strained hearing took note of a sound — a wary, muffled sound, as if someone were creeping up the stair, fearful of being heard. Slowly! It seemed to count a hundred between the laying down of each foot. She gave a hysterical gasp. Where was the slow music?


Her face, her body, were wet — as if a wave of death-sweat had broken over them. There was a stiff feeling at the roots of her hair; she wondered if it were really standing erect. But she could not raise her hand to ascertain. Possibly it was only the coloring matter freezing and bleaching. Her muscles were flabby, her nerves twitched helplessly.


She knew that it was Death who was coming to her through the silent deserted house; knew that it was the sensitive ear of her intelligence that heard him, not the dull, coarse-grained ear of the body.


He toiled up the stair painfully, as if he were old and tired with much work. But how could he afford to loiter, with all the work he had to do? Every minute, every second, he must be in demand to hook his cold, hard finger about a soul struggling to escape from its putrefying tenement. But probably he had his emissaries, his minions: for only those worthy of the honor did he come in person.


He reached the first landing and crept like a cat down the hall to the next stair, then crawled slowly up as before. Light as the footfalls were, they were squarely planted, unfaltering; slow, they never halted.


Mechanically she pressed her jerking hand closer against the heart; its beats were almost done. They would finish, she calculated, just as those footfalls paused beside the bed.


She was no longer a human being; she was an Intelligence and an Ear. Not a sound came from without, even the Elevated appeared to be temporarily off duty; but inside the big quiet house that footfall was waxing louder, louder, until iron feet crashed on iron stairs and echo thundered.


She had counted the steps — one — two — three — irritated beyond endurance at the long deliberate pauses between. As they climbed and clanged with slow precision she continued to count, audibly and with equal precision, noting their hollow reverberation. How many steps had the stair? She wished she knew. No need! The colossal trampling announced the lessening distance in an increasing volume of sound not to be misunderstood. It turned the curve; it reached the landing; it advanced — slowly — down the hall; it paused before her door. Then knuckles of iron shook the frail panels. Her nerveless tongue gave no invitation. The knocking became more imperious; the very walls vibrated. The handle turned, swiftly and firmly. With a wild instinctive movement she flung herself into the arms of her husband.


•   •   •   •   •   •


When Mary opened the door and entered the room she found a dead woman lying across a dead man.
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“The mourned, the loved, the lost,

Too many, yet how few!”








I have always thought that there is something mystic and unearthly in the light of a summer dawn — that early light of midsummer, that mysterious day within the night which lights the world while most of its inhabitants are sleeping — a glory and a loveliness of which so few of us are aware; a banquet of colour spread by Nature’s lavish hand, while her ungrateful children lie unconscious, or wander in the dark labyrinths of dreamland. It is sad to think how many troubled sleepers lie bound in the thrall of horrible dreams while the meadow-dews sparkle under heaven’s canopy of opal and rose, and every forest glade and every streamlet is lighted with the magic of sunrise.


Never had I more keenly felt the beauty of those soft gradations from darkness to dawn — the imperceptibleness of the change which makes the new day always something of a surprise — than I felt it as I stood on the deck of the Zouave, waiting while a couple of sailors lowered the dinghy that was to carry me to a tiny island which the dawn had shown me — a cluster of cocoa palms lying on the placid breast of the sea, a tuft of verdure in mid-ocean. It seemed no more than that.


Three months before that summer dawn my doctor had told me that I was overworked, and that my nerves were in a very bad state; so, as I really felt somewhat shaken, I placed myself in the hands of my nearest friend, and let him do what he liked with me.


What my friend liked was to hire a yacht that was to cost me four hundred pounds a month, to engage an intelligent young navy surgeon as my companion de voyage and ship doctor, in the event of anyone on board wanting medical aid, and to send me off to the South Seas for a half-year’s holiday. I was to do nothing and to think of nothing, to forget even that I had lately engaged myself to a beautiful and high-born lady, who had, I believe, fallen in love with my celebrity in the law courts rather than with my very self. Years and years ago someone had loved me — this very me — but when a man has come within measurable distance of the woolsack, he can hardly hope for that kind of love.


The Zouave was lying at anchor, and my clever young medico was fast asleep in his berth when I stepped lightly from the accommodation ladder to the dinghy, and bade the men row me as fast as their oars could go, to yonder tufted islet. Did they know the name of it?


No; as far as they knew it had no name. It was a mere speck on the chart, an uninhabited island.


The dinghy crept into a tiny cove under the shadow of an hibiscus tree, whose gold and orange flowers dropped on the luminous green water. I landed, and sent the men back to the yacht.


“You can return for me in the afternoon.”


“At what o’clock, sir?”


“Say three o’clock, and at this place.”


I walked away quickly, leaving the man saying something that was unheard by me.


Oh, the loveliness of that wooded islet in the pearly light and in the depth of shadow, where the tree-ferns spread and mingled their fans and made a canopy above my head, a leafy roof of texture so light that it trembled with every breath of the summer wind, letting in sudden arrowy flashes of morning sunshine and then growing dark again in a moment — a perpetual flicker of lights that came and went, amidst the warm green darkness!


The mosses beneath my feet were so thick and soft that earth seemed to lose its common substance, and to have all the spring and buoyancy of water. The air was filled with the scent of irises, jasmines, and lemon-grass that here grew wild; and the blossoms that leapt from tree to tree, that flashed out in gleams of vivid scarlet, orange, azure, purple, rose, with every flash of sunlight, or deepened into a dark glow of colour with every interval of shadow — how shall poor words of mine depict that splendid loveliness of flowers that were like living creatures, and seemed to flit past me on translucent wings, and flowers that sparkled like jewels and seemed to irradiate light? Among some of that brilliant bloom I saw clusters of purple berries. I tasted some of them, very cautiously, lest they should be poisonous; but they had only a sweet insipid taste that could belong to no deadly juices, and I ate a handful of them slowly as I strolled along.


I thought the island uninhabited, when suddenly a form that I knew sprang into the emerald vista, and drawing nearer each other, Lionel Haverfield and I met face to face, after many years of severance.


Until this moment I had believed him dead. We clasped hands, and he turned and walked beside me.


“My dear old friend, is it really you?”


“Yes, dear Hal.”


That was all we said to each other just at first. There was little need of speech between friends who were in such perfect sympathy as Lionel and I. We had been together at a famous public school, at Oxford, and then again in London, at the beginning of the great life-struggle, the young man’s fight for fame and fortune. We had been such close friends, had so thoroughly understood each other. And I had thought him dead. Was it strange that tears rushed to my eyes and blinded me for a moment or two, or that I flung my arm about his neck almost as a woman might have done?


“Lionel, I am so glad, so glad my fancy brought me here. I knew nothing of this island till I saw a tuft of palms on the horizon in the dim early light, and I had the boat off the davits and was on my way here, in a wild haste, to see what it was like. I am so glad.”


“And so am I glad, Hal; for my own sake, very glad.”


“For your own sake, and for my sake. Surely you don’t grudge me my happiness?”


“No, no, no. It is your happiness I am considering when I say I am not wholly glad.”


“But I am utterly happy in finding you. What need a man be more than happy?”


“It is of by-and-by I am thinking. When you go back to the world, and may regret—”


“Regret having seen you! Why Lionel, what a thought! Regret! Why, there is hardly anything in the world that could make me gladder than to see your dear old face. Upon my soul, Lionel, I believed you were dead.”


He looked at me gravely, but made no answer.. Then, after a pause, he said, “The world has used you well, I dare say, and you love the world.”


“Oh, I have what you called succeeded. I put on the pace. Ten years of my life, from twenty-five to thirty-five, were years of unmitigated drudgery — and then the reward came in a day, and after labouring in the trough of the sea, I found myself on the crest of the wave, floating along in the sunshine without a single stroke of my own, just tossed like a cork from success to success. But, in spite of it all, I am very tired, and this sleepy hollow of yours is ever so much better than the strife and babble of the law courts, or the row and riot of the bear-pit at Westminster. I should like to stay here with you forever, on an island which reminds me of the charmed repose that Odysseus and his companions found in the Western sea — an island where it seems always — no, not afternoon, but morning; the still freshness of the new-born day. Whatever I may have done, you have chosen the better part — rest, and forever rest; no work, no care, only the soft sad lullaby of the sea, and the blue sky, and



“Flowerets of a thousand hues …

… the quaint enamell’d eyes,

That on the green turf suck the honied showers.”




I quoted Lycidas, remembering how he loved the lines, in those old days when he was a poet, and when we all thought he ought to have won the Newdigate.


“You cannot stay here,” he said, in that serious voice which was so unlike the voice of his youth. “The world calls you; there are claims you cannot deny. You must live out your life.”


“Yes, there are claims,” I admitted, almost reluctantly.


And then I told him of my recent betrothal to a young and beautiful woman — told him as unreservedly as I used to tell him all my thoughts and feelings, hopes and resolutions, when we were young.


When we were young, did I say? Why, he was young still. I had aged in the strife and turmoil of the great race for wealth and fame, but he, in this island of rest, showed no trace of the passing years. There was only one thoughtful line upon the broad fair brow, the line I remembered when he was a student of the Inner Temple twenty years ago. The face was the face that had looked at me so kindly in the summer dusk the night I started for Scotland. And when I came back from my holiday, somebody told me he was dead. Surely I had been taught to think him dead! I looked back, trying to remember — and I could recall a visit to his empty rooms, and the figure of his sister passing me in the street, six months afterwards, in deep mourning. I had only seen her once before, in the Commemoration week, in my second year at Balliol, and I made no attempt to recall myself to her. She flitted by me, and vanished like a shadow in the busy London street.


I remembered this dimly now, with a vague wonder that he should be here, bright and young, he whom I had mourned for among the dead.


He led me into the heart of the island, a wooded valley, through which there wound a stream of rushing waters, deep and dark in mid-channel, where the strong current swept towards the sea, but with many a reedy inlet and pool, where waterlilies, white and golden, lifted their shallow cups from the level expanse of broad leaves, and where the still water only showed here and there in patches of emerald light amidst the darker green of leaf and flower.


We sat in the shade of a cluster of coconut palms, with, one of those shallow pools stretching at our feet, between the low grassy bank and the rush of the stream; a level garden of waterlilies, over which birds and butterflies hovered and flitted, creatures of tropical splendour that flashed and sparkled in the light, too swift, too brilliant for human eye to follow them.


We talked of the past, of days that had been happy and gay enough while we lived them, and which when looking back to them seemed a period of unalloyed bliss. We recalled only the brightest hours — we remembered nothing of what had been distasteful. Lionel’s soft low laugh sounded in the balmy stillness as I lay stretched indolently on the grass at his feet, looking up at the milky blueness of the tropical sky, basking in the slumberous warmth of the tropical noontide.


Presently — I know not how it came there — her face was looking down upon me. Lucy Marsden’s face — my love, my betrothed of five and twenty years ago. Ah, what a lovely face it was! — features delicately chiselled, complexion of an almost alabaster fairness touched with hectic bloom upon the somewhat wasted cheek, a flush that added depth and brilliancy to the large violet eyes. I remembered how those pathetic eyes had grown brighter and larger day by day, and how I had noted that increasing brightness with an unspeakable terror, and then one dreary November her people took her away to Mentone, and I was told to stay in London, and work and hope, and look forward to her return with the March daffodils; and then — and then — Well, it was all a dark dream — that which followed upon our sorrowful parting. The letters, the telegrams, for which I sat and waited in my dismal Temple Chambers, pretending to read law, with my thoughts far away, following the progress of Lucy’s malady. It was only a dreadful dream, which I recalled shudderingly today, as our hands clasped again and her eyes looked down at me.


I sprang to my feet, and we sauntered side by side under the palm trees, and talked and were happy; I with a quiet gladness which asked no questions; she, sweetly, gravely kind; changed greatly, and yet the same. Gentle as she had ever been, humble as a child in her modest estimate of her own gifts of mind and person, I felt today an overmastering awe in her presence. I adored as a good Catholic adores a saint, but hardly dared to love her with the warm glow of human love — or to question — or to talk lightly of past and future. She was with me, and that was enough.


My mind was not troubled about my betrothed of the later time, the girl I was to marry early in the coming year, and who was said to have distinguished me by her regard. She belonged to that far-off world of whose existence I was scarcely conscious all through that golden day, while those living flashes of light and colour flitted over the broad white chalices, and the level leaves rose and fell with the throb of the water, moved with slow swaying motion by that hurrying tide in the middle of the stream, where a fleet of hibiscus blossoms marked the swiftness of the current as it moved towards the sea.


How could I remember the outside world, with its grovelling desires, its base ambitions, self-consciousness, self-love, envy, hatred, and malice, its sordid fight for pounds, shillings, and pence! If I thought of it for a moment in this haven of calm delight, it was only to think with loathing, to hate myself for the base desires whose gratification I had called happiness — the gold fever — the hunger for lands and houses, and empty honours, and petty distinctions, the relentless striving for success, the struggle to be just a little higher placed than this man or that man.


Here I was young again, and all my thoughts had the freshness of young thoughts, before the mind is hardened and the fancy staled by friction with the world of middle age; the cold, calculating period of man’s existence, the age in which he thinks he can do without affection if he can but achieve success.


My thoughts were the thoughts of youth; and every picture of those vanished years returned in vivid colouring. I lived again in the unforgotten hours, clasped the unforgotten hands. All I have ever lost of nearest and dearest were gathered together in that nameless island; father, mother, the sister who vanished, ah, so inexplicably, out of the sunshine and the playtime, before I had quite learnt to speak, leaving only the memory of tearful faces and hushed voices in a darkened house. All were there — the familiar faces, the gentle hands, the low, sweet voices of the long ago.


And if I wondered, it was only with a child’s wonder — easily satisfied. And if I questioned the things I saw, I had my own answer ready for my own question.


I had always known that the black shadow of death which swallows up all we love best in the early years, is but a transient cloud. I had always known that somewhere, somehow, those we love are living yet, and we want but the clue to find them. And to me the clue had been given. That eager instinct which had urged me to come to this enchanting islet was the spirit of love leading me. So my question was answered as easily as it was asked. There is no death. I had always known that it must be so. The God who made us in His own likeness will not obliterate the image He has made.


And so I gave myself up to the unclouded happiness of that golden day. The bright summer noontide melted into the mellow light of summer afternoon. My first day in this happy spot had long passed its meridian.


“And in the all-golden afternoon A friend, or happy sister, sung ,” I quoted, from that book which had been as a second gospel for Lucy and me — my first gift to her, the gift of small means and large heart. To my later love I gave diamonds of the first water, but my heart did not go with them as unquestioningly as it went with the little green cloth book.


Alas! The day came, too soon, when I could not read a page of that long lament without blinding tears, when it seemed almost as if I myself had written that elegy for her whom no ship brought home, whose bed of rest had been made on a hill by the historic sea.


“Sing to me, Lucy!” I pleaded; “one of the old favourites — ‘I arise from dreams of thee.’”


She would not sing; but we talked of the old time — the days before they took her to Mentone.


Something I said of never leaving her again. I had found my anchorage at last, I told her. I renounced ambition — all that the outside world could give. I would have no world beyond this coral reef with its mantle of ferns and flowers, its populace of birds and butterflies, and the friends of other days.


Those others came and went as the day wore on. Sometimes one, sometimes another, was at our side; but Lucy was there always, constant and true as she had been from the hour her faltering lips first confessed her love — blessed, unforgettable hour! — in a Warwickshire garden, within sound of the classic Avon. As she had been on that day in the gardens of her father’s rectory, so she was today, in the shadow of the tufted palms, in the paradise of winged creatures — just as lovely, as guileless, and as young. But when I talked of never leaving her, she shook her head gravely, and laid her fingers lightly on my lips.


“Dear love, this is no life for you!” she said seriously; “you will have to go back to the world.”


“Never, Lucy! This shall be my world.”


“It cannot be. You have seen us and lived with us for one golden day; that is all. You will go back to the world, and — oh, my dear, my dear, I am so sorry for you!”


“Dearest, why sorry? I say again that nothing shall part us any more — nothing but death! Death, did I say? No, there is no such thing. We will never part. This island shall be our home forever.”


“Alas, that cannot be! It is your misfortune to have found us. You will go back, and you will never be happy again. That is the bitterness of it. You have drunk of the fountain of memory, the fatal fountain which makes all that is seem worthless compared with all that has been. The world will be barren and dull and empty; but you must go back to it. Oh, my dearest, yours is so hard a fate! To have seen us, and to remember the days of your youth, and never to know earthly happiness again!”


I would not believe her — would not believe in that stern “must” which she repeated with sorrowful look and tone. My life was my own, to do what I liked with, I told her, and I meant to spend my life by her side.


And then we talked of lighter things — gaily recalling many a bygone jest, happy as the birds that shot with gleaming wing across the lustrous water. The tropical twilight came down upon us suddenly, like a dim grey veil, and my darling’s voice fell on my ear as softly as the murmur of a far-off sea — and then all was blank.


•   •   •   •   •


It was daylight again when I awoke, again the cool pearly light of earliest morning. I sprang to my feet, fearing to find myself in some different place — to have been spirited back to the yacht during that long dreamless sleep.


No, I was on the island still. There were the sleeping waterlilies with their closed cups, and their broad leaves heaving faintly with the slow pulses of that quiet back-water; there was the ripple of the current yonder, where the river ran towards the sea; and now and again, as I looked and listened, came the call of some newly awakened bird; but human presence there was none within my ken, as I stood by the lily pool looking about me. So I walked on hurriedly, searching for the friends of yesterday.


Through open glade and shadowy wood, by hill and hollow, over wide stretches of level greensward, through the moist hot tangle of tropical verdure, I wandered and searched, till the meridian sun made those open spaces intolerable, and till the fervour of my search had to yield to overmastering fatigue, and I sank down in the shadow of a great plane tree, tired to death, disappointed and almost despairing.


“Where were they gone? Why had they left me? How cruel to abandon me thus — to hide themselves from me! It seemed to me that I had searched the island from shore to shore; but there were forest caves, perhaps — secret sanctuaries amidst the wild luxuriance of the wood — which I, as a stranger, must needs be slow to discover. In spite of my utter weariness I meant to continue my search as soon as I was able to walk again. In my present state of exhaustion I could hardly stand.


I lay stretched along the mossy ground at the foot of the tree, staring idly at a vista of light and shadow, where clusters of scarlet lilies flamed like torches as they glanced here and there amid the foliage, shooting up towards the light. Nothing was changed in the aspect of external nature; and yet I felt that I was in another atmosphere, and the change in my own feelings between yesterday and today was a change from hope and gladness to dull despair.


Oh! the silence of all human voices after the familiar voices of yesterday — the sense of utter desolation that had grown and strengthened with every hour of that long weary morning, till now my heart sank within me under the icy sense of fear. I felt the child’s fear, who sees itself deserted and solitary in a place where all things are strange — the fear of the unknown.


•   •   •   •   •


Voices — human voices — sounded faint in the distance, grew nearer, louder — near enough to be recognizable — before I could walk half a dozen yards to meet them.


Alas! not the dear voices of yesterday. Coarse common voices these — the strident hail of one of my sailors, and then a loud shrill cooey, piercing this tropical garden; familiar voices, and welcome in my present humour; but bringing little beyond the promise of material comfort, rest for my aching bones, drink for my feverish lips.


The sailors who had brought me from the yacht yesterday came running towards me as I faintly hailed them. They would never have heard that low cry, they told me afterwards. It was the sight of my white clothes gleaming in the sun that guided them to me from the other end of a long glade. They had been looking for me since daylight, having come back to the island in the late evening and camped there, after an ineffectual search for me.


“We waited in the dinghy, in the creek where we landed you, from three o’clock till dark,” the mate explained. “Then, as you didn’t turn up, we went back to the yacht for further orders, and the sailing master sent us back to the island with provisions for the night, and the doctor he came with us, and we’ve been roaming about all the blessed morning on the look-out for you!”


My young friend and medical adviser came up while the man was talking, and was full of concern about me in his easy pleasant manner, which never made a trouble of anything. I had been more than thirty hours on the island, he said, without food or shelter. He was eager to get me back to the yacht, and in the meantime he wanted to ply me with brandy from a flask which he carried.


“Where are the people,” I asked him — “the people who were with me all yesterday?”


“My dear sir, there are no people — the island is uninhabited.”


I could not argue with him, or tell him of those whom I had seen and mingled with in that long golden day. I was heartbroken at the thought that I should see them no more, that my Lucy had been right, and I must go back to the world — whether I would or no. There are some things too sacred to be talked about except to one’s nearest and dearest, and I could not tell this light-hearted young doctor that I had been among the faces of the past, and that the recollections of my youth had been brought nearer to me than the realities of the present.


So I just let them take me back to the yacht, and allowed myself to be nursed through a sharp touch of fever; and I came slowly out of the cloud land of feverish fancies to remember those dear faces, and to know that they were the faces of those who had crossed the unknown river, and that for me on this hither side life held nothing worth caring about.


The first English ship that we spoke after my recovery carried home my letter of renunciation to the lady who was to have been my wife. I told her that quiet hours of meditation in the solitude of my long holiday had convinced me that any bond between beauty and youth, like hers, and a worn-out life like mine would be ill-advised, and must prove an unhappy union, for her at least, and that I therefore declined to take advantage of the girlish enthusiasm which had led her to mistake admiration for the famous advocate for love of the middle-aged man. My betrothed was prompt in sending her reply, which I found waiting for me three days ago at Aden. Only a packet of letters — my own to her — and a diamond half-hoop ring.


The atoms that were once those letters are floating somewhere in space, and the ring lies in a little silver tray on my dressing-table among other unconsidered trumpery; and, in the oppressive heat of the Red Sea, I sit on deck under an awning and meditate on the life that awaits me in the country which I must needs call home.


Oh, how barren and dry-as-dust it all seems! The labour, the success, the troops of friends — the friends of middle-age — picked up in the dust and strife of the arena, too busy to care very much if I were to drop and die in the crowd, like a mustang, newly harnessed, and dragged off his feet in the wild rush of a stagecoach team on the Pampas. What, is the brute down again? Unrope him, and leave him for the crows and the kites; and on with the journey, lashing the rest of the team the harder to keep up the pace.
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It was a wild day in September. An equinoctial gale had raged since dawn, shaking doors and windows, and battering the walls of Eastwick Court. The orchards were strewed with bruised fruit plucked by the rude hand of the wind. The gardens that yesterday, neat and trim, basked in autumn sunshine, to-day were littered with branches stripped from the trees, and melancholy with uprooted flowers. The paths were cut into channels by torrents of rain, that washed the loose sand on the grass, where, as the water subsided, it lay in red patches. At sunset there came a sudden lull. The gale fell to a whisper, and the rain ceased. But no flush of light overspread the grey sky. No western glow shone on the sombre walls, or reflected its red light on the rain-washed windows of the old house.


Within doors it was too dark to read or work, and in the enforced idleness of twilight, Miss Swinford laid down her book, and seated herself on a low chair by the fire.


Katherine Swinford was alone in the great drawing-room. As she leaned forward with hands clasped in her lap, watching the bickering flames that played about the logs on the hearth, there was something pathetic as well as dignified in her appearance. The mistress of Eastwick Court was no longer young. Her thick hair was streaked with white, and sundry lines on her brow, and about her clear grey eyes, showed where time’s finger had touched her and left its mark. Her features were large but finely formed, her expression firm and self-reliant. Miss Swinford had lived so long alone, mistress of a large property, and a law unto herself in her own domain, that she had acquired the somewhat imperious manner of one who exercises a benevolent tyranny, and has an unquestioned right to be obeyed. She was the only child and heiress of Sir John Swinford who had been dead some twelve years, and she had lost her mother in her infancy.


No one could have supposed that Miss Swinford, like Queen Elizabeth, was destined to reign alone. She had had as many suitors as the Virgin Queen herself, and they might be classed in three orders. The first, and most numerous, was attracted by the estate to which the lady seemed but the necessary appendage. The second felt the charm of the heiress, and the still greater charm of her wealth, while the third order of suitor was represented by one man only, who loved Katherine for her own sake, and would have sought her for his wife if she had been penniless. No need to tell the story — “es ist ein altes Liedchen” — the true love died long ago, and his fever-worn body lay buried in the hot sand of a tropic shore, and Katherine Swinford was still and would always remain Katherine Swinford.


Perhaps as she sat by her lonely hearth in the gathering dusk, she was thinking of what might have been, of the strong arm she might have leaned on, of the children that might have called her mother. She sighed, and rising abruptly, rang for lights.


“This will never do! I shall grow melancholy if I sit by myself in the twilight. It is peopled with ghosts, and with might-have-beens, the worst of all ghosts. I have been too much alone lately. I ought to keep up a succession of visitors. By the way, I wonder why I have not heard from Sir Piers Hammersley. It is ten days since I wrote to him inviting his daughter to come and stay with me.” And an air of bright energy succeeded to her momentary depression, and when the lamps were brought into the room Miss Swinford was looking ten years younger than she had done a short time before.


Sir Piers Hammersley was a cousin of the late Sir John Swinford, and both descended from a common ancestor, Sir Miles Swinford, who lived at Eastwick Court in the time of Charles the First. The Hammersleys were originally Swinfords. But Sir Miles’ second son Adam had married an heiress in Cumberland, Anne Hammersley, on the condition that he should bear her name as well as share her fortune. When Adam went to live in the north he took with him his sister Joceline, whose lover Colonel Dacres had been wounded fighting for his king, and died in her father’s house, since when she had pined and drooped at Eastwick Court. Joceline was only three-and-twenty years old, and her family thought that absence from home and its tragic associations would restore her to health and cheerfulness. And in this hope she made what was then the long wild journey out of Herefordshire into Cumberland. But no change of air or scene could arrest the decline into which she had fallen. Before the spring came she was laid in the vault of the Hammersleys.


Her sad story and the tradition of her beauty, confirmed by a portrait still preserved at Eastwick Court, had caused her to be remembered both by the Swinfords and Hammersleys, and the name of Joceline had not been allowed to die out in the family. The very reason why Miss Swinford had bestirred herself to write to her father’s cousin whom she had not seen since she was a girl, was that his only daughter was named Joceline. Her heart had warmed towards her unknown kinswoman in her loneliness, and she had written asking Sir Piers to allow his daughter to visit her at the house that was the birthplace of the original Joceline. The Hammersleys still lived in Cumberland, and Miss Swinford’s letter must have reached its destination the day after it was posted. But she had received no answer to her friendly invitation. She was astonished and almost affronted by chilling silence where she had hoped to meet with a cordial response.


“My cousin Joceline is so much younger than I that perhaps she does not feel very eager about spending a few weeks alone with me,” she argued with herself. “But at least she should be wishful to see the home of her ancestors, and the portrait of Joceline Swinford, whom she is fortunate if she resembles in personal appearance.”


Here Miss Swinford’s soliloquy was cut short by an unexpected interruption. A sound of heavy wheels driving slowly up the avenue by which the house was approached from the high road, and the carriage, waggon, or whatever it was that could be so ponderous, came to a standstill at the front door.


“The storm must have cut the gravel up terribly,” thought Miss Swinford; “I never heard wheels sound so heavy in the avenue before. Who can be paying an afternoon call so late, just when I am about to dress for dinner!” and the heavy carriage drove slowly away. Immediately afterwards the drawing-room door was thrown open, and Bennet the old butler announced “Miss Hammersley.” Miss Swinford started with surprise, and advanced to welcome a young and tall lady dressed in black, some fifteen years her junior. She was of a mortal pallor of complexion, with dreamy brown eyes and fair hair, and bearing the most extraordinary resemblance to the portrait of Joceline Swinford.


“My dear cousin! You have dropped upon me from the clouds! I have received no intimation that I should have the pleasure of seeing you to-day, or I would have driven to the station to meet you myself,” and she kissed her young kins-woman’s pale cheek.


“How cold you are, my dear! Come and sit near the fire before you take off your cloak.” And she led Joceline to a low chair, and she sat down by the flickering fire, with her back to the lamp.


“What sort of a journey have you had this stormy day? I’m afraid you had to change trains rather often between Cumberland and our little village station.”


Joceline Hammersley raised her eyes with a strange uncomprehending gaze, as though she were listening to a language she did not understand, and instead of replying to her question merely said, “I have come a long way, I am very tired.”


“You are not strong, my dear, I am afraid, you look so pale and weary. It is a pity I cannot give you a little of my superfluous strength,” and Miss Swinford smiled kindly on her young cousin. She could not take her eyes from the white oval face with its high marble brow, large dark eyes and heavy eyelids, delicate nose and small mouth with lips too pale for health.


“It is astounding, perfectly astounding!” at length she said. “Do you know that you are the living image of our common ancestress Joceline Swinford! You are exactly like the VanDyke portrait in the library! I must show it to you!”


“Oh, not to-night! not to-night!” pleaded her cousin.


“Very well then, not to-night, but first thing in the morning. By candle-light it might startle you, it would be like looking at the reflection of your face in a mirror. But let me unfasten your cloak for you, my dear.” For her guest was enveloped in a long black silk cloak, with a hood drawn over her fair curls, a quaint garment becoming her so well as to suggest the idea, that the pale silent lady was an artist in dress, and studied effects very successfully.


“Do not let me trouble you,” she replied, throwing her hood back upon her shoulders, “my waiting woman will give me the help I require.”


“Your waiting woman! Dear child, what an antiquated phrase! But I suppose odd words and expressions still linger in the wilds of Cumberland. Your maid, yes, I will ring for her, and I will show you to your room, where I am afraid the fire can hardly be lighted yet. It should have been burning all day if you had only done me the honour to announce your arrival beforehand.” And Miss Swinford opened the drawing room door, when to her amazement her guest with unhesitating step as though she knew her way perfectly, turned towards the old part of the house, that was full of empty rooms. “Not that way, my dear! You are going to the disused part of the building, that has not been inhabited since my grandfather’s time, and belongs now-a-days entirely to ghosts and rats. Let me lead you to our comfortable modern rooms, less historically interesting, but better suited to the requirements of a tired traveller like yourself.” And her guest turned to follow her with an expression of disappointment on her pale face. “May I not see the old rooms?”


“Certainly. I will show you everything, beginning with your own portrait, to-morrow morning. But here is your maid and this is your room; as we dine in half an hour I will leave you now to dress.” And mistress and maid were left together.


Miss Hammersley’s maid was no less remarkable looking than her mistress, with the same extreme pallor, though here the resemblance ended, for the mistress was beautiful and the maid distinctly ugly. Her grey hair was drawn away from her dark bony forehead under a close fitting white cap. Her eyes were small and black, and her mouth large, with thin compressed lips. Like her mistress, she was dressed in entire disregard of existing fashion, in a dark woollen material, with a deep linen collar and long white apron. At first the sight of a maid wearing a cap that a modern cook would scorn, and an apron suitable in size for a scullion, occasioned rude mirth among Miss Swinford’s servants. But their laughter was brief, and succeeded by uneasy fear, for Mistress Galt (as Miss Hammersley called her maid) had queer unaccountable ways, in harmony with her strange and repellent appearance.


The morning after Miss Hammersley’s arrival at Eastwick Court, the sun shone brightly on the destruction caused by the storm of the previous day, and the gardeners were busy repairing the damage done by the wind and rain.


When Miss Swinford entered the breakfast room, her guest was walking on the terrace, dressed in a white close-fitting gown low and open at the front, and her bare neck exposed to the chilly morning air. Miss Swinford hastened to her from the open window, exclaiming, “My dear child, you will catch your death of cold! Come back and put a shawl over your neck. Is it still the fashion to come down to breakfast in a low dress as my grandmother used to do!” and she led her into the house, and wrapped a soft shawl about her shoulders.


“How cold you are! And the morning air has brought no colour to your face! My dear child, are you always as cold as this?”


“Yes, always,” she replied quietly. Then adding as though speaking to herself, “yet I am clothed in woollen and sheltered from wind and rain.”


“Drink your coffee, you make me cold to look at you! And after breakfast I will take you upstairs to the library to show you the portrait of your namesake, and you shall tell me if you see the resemblance to yourself which I think so striking. It is an odd coincidence, the dress you are wearing might have been copied from that in the picture. But you shall see for yourself,” and Miss Swinford, pleased to have someone to talk to, continued chatting, and did not notice how silent her cousin remained.


After breakfast she took Joceline’s cold hand in hers, and led her upstairs.


“The library was my father’s favourite room, and I have made no alteration in it since his time. It was there that I last saw your father, and I remember how greatly he admired Joceline Swinford’s portrait. He said he should like to have a copy of it, but he does not need that as long as he has you to look at, my dear.” And Miss Swinford flung the door of the library wide open with a triumphant “there!”


But she started with astonishment, for over the fireplace, where the portrait of Joceline Swinford had been, hung only the empty frame, its tarnished gilding in sombre harmony with the square of blackened wall that had been covered by the canvas.


Miss Swinford rang the bell impetuously, and ran into the corridor to second its summons with her voice.


“Bennet, Bennet! there is the most extraordinary thing! The old portrait of Miss Joceline Swinford has been taken out of the frame, and carried away bodily! The house has been broken into during the night! Search everywhere, and find out by what door or window it has been entered.”


The servants gathered in a cluster round the library door, looking up at the empty frame with awe-stricken faces, and Miss Swinford sat down and fairly burst into tears. Joceline gently laid her hand on her shoulder, and said in a low voice, “Do not weep, the picture will be restored to you!” and raising her eyes, her cousin beheld the very embodiment of Joceline Swinford’s portrait standing beside her. The shawl had slipped from her shoulders, leaving her neck uncovered, and in face, attitude, and costume, she was so amazingly like the figure in the missing picture that Miss Swinford started. And the servants, still peering in at the door, looked from the empty frame to the pale lady, and then at each other with indefinable fear.


No trace of the thieves could be discovered. No lock, bolt or bar on door or window had been tampered with, and the picture was hung so high that whoever had stolen it, must have accomplished the theft by the help of a ladder. The local superintendent of police came to examine the house, and to take down a description of the missing picture from Miss Swinford’s lips, and she advertised a large reward for its discovery or for such information as should lead to the detection of the thief.


“The picture will be restored to you,” repeated Joceline.


“I am afraid not, my dear. The stolen portrait of the beautiful Duchess of Devonshire has never been recovered, and how can I hope to get my picture back again, and to unravel the mystery of its disappearance?” Miss Swinford telegraphed tidings of her loss to her lawyer in London, and followed it up by a long letter of instructions. He was to send a description of the missing portrait to all the picture dealers, and an advertisement was put in the papers warning pawnbrokers to detain the bearer, as well as the picture, if it was offered to them. And having done everything in her power to recover her treasure, Miss Swinford remained inconsolable under her loss.


The excitement in the servants’ hall was intense, and the physical difficulty of abstracting from its frame, a picture hung at such a height was dilated upon at great length. Finally they all agreed with old Bennet when he gave it as his opinion, “that it was like as if it had been sperited away!”


Only one person in the house appeared indifferent to the prevailing distress and anxiety, and this was Mistress Galt, who went about chuckling to herself with eldrich laughter.


Several days passed in which Miss Swinford did little but lament her loss, and exhaust conjecture as to how the picture could have been so mysteriously removed. But neither search nor enquiry threw any light on the matter. The portrait had vanished, leaving no more trace than if it had melted into thin air.


Her distraction of mind at first prevented Miss Swinford from noticing her guest, as she otherwise would have done. But as she became less preoccupied, she observed in Joceline Hammersley numberless little peculiarities, that, taken all together, convinced her she was unlike anyone she had ever met before. She had none of the ardour and impetuosity of youth, she was silent and reticent. She was ignorant of everyday matters that a child would know, and yet surprised her by considerable out of the way knowledge, and acquaintance with by-gone times, though she knew nothing of contemporary history. Her phraseology was often amusingly antiquated. Sometimes too she would misunderstand the plainest language, and require it to be translated into another form before she appeared to grasp its meaning.


“Does your father never take you to London, my dear?” asked Miss Swinford, thinking it a pity that so lovely a young creature should not see more society than her country home afforded.


“He took me thither once on a time when I was but a child, and I call to mind that while we were at our lodging in Whitehall the Queen was brought to bed of a son, and the rejoicing thereat.”


“My dear Joceline, you positively must not make use of such an old-fashioned, countrified expression as ‘brought to bed!’” said Miss Swinford, “it is only fit for an old nurse! Ladies may have spoken in that way a century ago, but it is purely rustic now. If you must date your visit to London by royal domestic events, you should say you were there when the Queen was confined.”


“But that would not be the truth,” replied Joceline, raising her dark eyes and folding her hands in her lap, “for it was not the Queen’s but the King’s majesty that was confined in Carisbrook Castle,” and she sighed heavily.


Miss Swinford was confounded. Could it be that her beautiful young kinswoman was mildly deranged? She looked into the dreamy brown eyes fixed upon her, and merely saying, “I think you have lived too much alone in the country,” lapsed into thoughtful silence.


That night when Miss Swinford was retiring to rest and her maid was about to leave the room, she lingered at the door and said, “There’s something I want to speak to you about, miss, but I hardly know how to, for it’s about Miss Hammersley.”


“What is it, Dapper? What can you have to say that concerns my cousin?”


“There’s something strange about the young lady, miss, and about Mistress Galt too, as she calls her. They walk in their sleep or something as bad. Last night when I was lying awake I heard footsteps, and I got up and opened my door, and crossed the gallery and looked over the bannisters, and there below if there wasn’t Miss Hammersley and her maid going into the empty rooms in the old part of the house. I saw them quite plain in the moonlight through the big window. They were in their day dresses, they hadn’t undressed for bed though it was past two o’clock, and Miss Hammersley was crying and sobbing. They seemed to know their way about the house in the dark as well as we do by daylight! I felt frightened and went back to bed, and it would be a good half hour before I heard them creep back to their rooms again. I thought I’d better tell you about it, miss.”


“You amaze me, Dapper! It’s impossible that they both walk in their sleep. But perhaps my cousin does, and her maid follows her lest she should meet with some accident, or wake suddenly and be alarmed.”


“I hope, miss, that if you hear anything to-night you’ll please to get up and see for yourself. I’ll put your dressing-gown by the candle and matches, and if you want me I’m a light sleeper, I should wake if you only scratched on the door.” And Dapper retired, leaving her mistress profoundly uneasy.


Many uncomfortable thoughts were suggested to Miss Swinford’s mind by what she had heard. She rose and locked the door, that if Joceline walked in her sleep, at all events she would not be startled by her entering the room in the night with wide unseeing eyes. She thought over all her cousin’s peculiarities, her strange inanimate expression, her deadly pallor and coldness, her silence and dreamy look, and decided that she was a very likely subject to be a somnambulist. Having settled this painful matter to her satisfaction, Miss Swinford’s mind reverted to its favourite theme — the inexplicable loss of the portrait. And she fell asleep to dream that her cousin stood in the tarnished frame over the library mantel-shelf, saying, “I told you that Joceline Swinford’s portrait would come back to you!” when she woke suddenly, the clock struck two, and she heard gentle steps in the carpeted gallery.


In a moment she had put on her dressing-gown and opened the door. Dapper had left a lamp burning, and by its light she saw Joceline Hammersley in the gallery on the opposite side of the hall, followed by her maid, walking towards the door leading to the old part of the house.


Miss Swinford hastened along the gallery that ran round the four sides of the hall, till she was close behind the dim figures that had now past beyond the light of the lamp. Mistress Galt was silent and rigid, but Joceline, pale as death, walked with clasped hands, moaning to herself. They left the door open as they entered the deserted rooms, and Miss Swinford followed unperceived. They passed quickly across stretches of pallid moonlight falling through the dusty windows, alternating with breadths of blackest shadow, opening door after door till they came to a corner room, looking out to the front and end of the house. Then they paused, and Joceline lifted up her face that no moonlight could bleach whiter, and cried, “It was here that he died! On this spot my love died! Here he lay till they bore him to his last resting place, but far from me! I lie alone in my narrow bed!” and Miss Swinford, terrified, and convinced that her cousin was either a mad woman or a somnambulist, turned and fled.


She did not pause or look behind her till she had locked herself in her room, when she fell half fainting upon the bed. “My poor cousin is insane! She has heard the story of the death of Joceline Swinford’s lover in this house, and has brooded over it, till with her peculiar temperament it has turned her brain. And that strange woman Galt is her keeper, I see it all now! How shall I get rid of her? I shall become mad myself if we stay together much longer in this old house. How could she know the room in which Colonel Dacres died? I have not told her, and she has not been at Eastwick Court before. It is hateful, it is uncanny!” and Miss Swinford shuddered.


Presently she heard light footsteps once more, and opening the door saw the dim figures of her cousin and her maid returning to their room. They had made a complete circuit of the house, and regained the gallery by means of a disused staircase, the door leading to which was kept locked. When all was once more silent, Miss Swinford crossed the gallery, candle in hand, to examine for herself if the lock had been tampered with. But the door was fastened as it had been for many years, and the paper pasted round it to prevent draughts was undisturbed. Yet there was no other means of reaching the side of the gallery by which Joceline Hammersley and Mistress Galt had returned to their rooms, except by this staircase.


Miss Swinford slept no more that night, and when she closed her eyes, it was only to open them and assure herself that the pale-faced Joceline was not standing by her side. At length when morning light filled the room, she drew aside the curtain and looked into the garden. She was startled to see Joceline and Mistress Galt standing together under the window. Neither of them wore hood or kerchief in the keen morning air, and Joceline’s bare neck looked white and cold as marble. “She is as like the old portrait as though she were the original Joceline come back from the dead!” exclaimed Miss Swinford.


Mistress and maid were looking fixedly at a spot in the garden, towards which first one pointed and then another, and in the silence of the early morning Miss Swinford could hear every word.


“And I say, Mistress Joceline, that the bowling green lay yonder!”


“Nay, be not so confident. You were here but for a few months when all was sorrow and confusion, while I dwelt here for three-and-twenty years, and till the cruel wars came had great joy and pleasure in my home. The bowling green was by the sundial, and lay to the north of the maze. But that is gone too. All is changed, the very flowers wear strange faces.”


“Shall you not rest, Mistress, since you have seen that which you prayed to see once more?”


“Yes, I shall rest. I shall sleep till we all wake together.”


“Mad! Stark mad!” ejaculated her cousin as she dropped the curtain and turned from the window.


The day proved wet and stormy, and Miss Swinford had to pass the heavy hours indoors with her uncanny guest. She was now so fully convinced of her cousin’s insanity that she felt nervous in her presence, and unable to question her about her mysterious conduct. Joceline was, if possible, quieter and more reserved than ever. She looked fearfully ill, at times scarcely conscious, and as though her dark eyes moved with difficulty from one object to another.


“I am afraid you did not rest well last night, you seem so tired,” Miss Swinford ventured to say.


“I have not slept of late, but soon I shall rest again.” And she seemed almost to fall asleep as she spoke. Only once did she show spontaneous interest in anything, when turning over the leaves of a book, she came upon an engraving of the celebrated portrait of Strafford. Then her pale face seemed to radiate light. “My Lord Strafford!” she exclaimed, “and yet how unlike, for no picture can give the dark fire of his eye! O noble soul, that gave thy life for thy king, and yet wast powerless to avert his doom!”


At length the tedious day drew to an end. The two ladies were sitting in silence in the drawing-room, Miss Swinford wondering when her strange cousin would depart. She was resolved that she would write to Sir Piers to say that the change back to the bracing air of the north would be beneficial to his daughter’s health, when Joceline rose noiselessly and left the room.


“How shall I get through another night with that unaccountable being wandering about the house, asleep or insane!” she thought looking after her with a troubled expression. “I cannot bear the strain of her company! It will be long indeed before I invite a stranger again to pay me a visit!” when the door opened and her cousin stood before her pale as a lily, dressed in her black travelling cloak and hood. Miss Swinford rose in amazement. “My dear, what is the meaning of this! You came unannounced, you cannot surely be leaving me as abruptly as you arrived!”


“I must go, I am wanted” she said. And as she spoke the sound of heavy wheels was heard approaching the house. An inexplicable fear fell upon Miss Swinford.


“But how shall you travel? You are too late for any train to-night.”


“I go as I came. I shall soon be at my journey’s end. Farewell, cousin Katherine, and be of good cheer, the portrait of Joceline Swinford will be restored to you!”


Miss Swinford mechanically followed her downstairs, where Mistress Galt was already waiting, and the servants peering over the bannisters to watch the departure. Miss Swinford stepped into the porch with her guest, and there stood waiting a huge coach, drawn by four black horses. By the light of the moon, issuing from beneath a cloud, she saw that the coachman was dressed in as antique a style as his mistress, and that his face like hers was deadly pale.


“Farewell, cousin, farewell!” said Joceline, touching Miss Swinford’s cheek with her cold lips, “the missing picture will be restored to its place.” And, followed by Mistress Galt, she stepped into the coach, in which six persons could have seated themselves with ease. She leaned out of the window, and bowed to her hostess with solemn formality.


Then the horses moving at a heavy trot drew the lumbering vehicle down the avenue towards the high road. Miss Swinford, Bennet, Dapper and a couple of grooms attracted by the extraordinary sound of the heavy carriage approaching the house, stood awestruck watching it depart. Not one of them could have expressed his fear in words, and the terror each felt was the greater for being unspoken. The huge coach rumbled along the avenue, when it turned into the high road, and still they could hear the heavy waggon-like sound of its wheels.


“They have taken the turning to the left!” cried Miss Swinford, the first to break silence. “That great carriage and four horses can never cross the Brook Bridge. They should have turned to the right. See if you can overtake them before the road is too narrow for them to turn!” and the grooms ran down a side path that was used as a short cut to the road. The heavy sound of wheels grew duller and more distant, and suddenly ceased.


“Thank goodness they are stopped in time, they will turn now!” said Miss Swinford. But still no sound was heard. Presently the grooms came back breathless with running, the younger of them looking ready to faint.


“You stopped them in time, Landon, I hope?” asked Miss Swinford of the elder of the two men. “O Lord, O Lord, ma’am, there’s no coach nor nothing to stop! As I’m a living sinner there’s nothing but a three mile stretch o’ road clear as day in the moonlight, and not so much as a wheelbarrow on it, and neither man nor beast to be seen! That big coach and four’s clean gone, same as if it had sunk into the ground!”


“Come into the house, madam,” said Dapper, supporting her mistress, for she staggered as though she would fall “and thank God, however they’re gone, those white-faced witches are out of the place at last!” And sick with amazement Miss Swinford suffered herself to be led indoors.


When she had recovered herself, she said with her usual determination, “Dapper and Bennet, come with me into the library, I want you both!” And they followed their mistress in silence. Miss Swinford paused for an instant on the threshold, then opening wide the door all three entered the room. The lamp stood on the table, a cheerful fire burned on the hearth. Everything was in its accustomed order, and Dapper and Bennet looked vaguely about them wondering why they were wanted. But their mistress pointed to the wall above the mantelshelf. From its tarnished frame the portrait of Joceline Swinford looked down on them once more, as though it had never been missing from its place. Dapper screamed shrilly, Bennet gazed openmouthed, Miss Swinford buried her face in her hands and said in a tremulous voice, “This is dreadful! What does it mean, what can it mean!”


The next morning’s post brought Miss Swinford a letter from Sir Piers Hammersley, at Carlsbad, where he and his daughter were staying, apologising for her letter remaining so long unanswered, but it had been carelessly overlooked and only forwarded to him that day. He was exceedingly annoyed to think how uncourteous he must have appeared. Joceline, too, was as sorry as himself. She hoped that her cousin would renew her kind invitation some future time, to give her the pleasure of making her acquaintance, and of visiting the old home of the family.


Then the strange beautiful girl who had come and gone so mysteriously, whose visit had corresponded with the absence of the portrait of Joceline Swinford, was not her cousin after all! Who then was she, or what was she? Miss Swinford believed that she knew who her strange guest had been. But she dared not express her conviction in words. Her friends would have thought her mad. She kept her secret locked in her breast. But she was a changed woman from that time forward, and within twelve months the last of the Swinfords was laid to rest in the family burial place. The old servants still tell the story of the pale lady’s visit, and her weird ways, and how their mistress fell into pining health from the very night of her mysterious departure.
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I


She had given orders that she wished to remain undisturbed and moreover had locked the doors of her rooms.


The house was very still. The rain was falling steadily from a leaden sky in which there was no gleam, no rift, no promise. A generous wood fire had been lighted in the ample fireplace and it brightened and illumined the luxurious apartment to its furthermost corner.


From some remote nook of her writing desk the woman took a thick bundle of letters, bound tightly together with strong, coarse twine, and placed it upon the table in the centre of the room.


For weeks she had been schooling herself for what she was about to do. There was a strong deliberation in the lines of her long, thin, sensitive face; her hands, too, were long and delicate and blue-veined.


With a pair of scissors she snapped the cord binding the letters together. Thus released the ones which were top-most slid down to the table and she, with a quick movement thrust her fingers among them, scattering and turning them over till they quite covered the broad surface of the table.


Before her were envelopes of various sizes and shapes, all of them addressed in the handwriting of one man and one woman. He had sent her letters all back to her one day when, sick with dread of possibilities, she had asked to have them returned. She had meant, then, to destroy them all, his and her own. That was four years ago, and she had been feeding upon them ever since; they had sustained her, she believed, and kept her spirit from perishing utterly.


But now the days had come when the premonition of danger could no longer remain unheeded. She knew that before many months were past she would have to part from her treasure, leaving it unguarded. She shrank from inflicting the pain, the anguish which the discovery of those letters would bring to others; to one, above all, who was near to her, and whose tenderness and years of devotion had made him, in a manner, dear to her.


She calmly selected a letter at random from the pile and cast it into the roaring fire. A second one followed almost as calmly, with the third her hand began to tremble; when, in a sudden paroxysm she cast a fourth, a fifth, and a sixth into the flames in breathless succession.


Then she stopped and began to pant — for she was far from strong, and she stayed staring into the fire with pained and savage eyes. Oh, what had she done! What had she not done! With feverish apprehension she began to search among the letters before her. Which of them had she so ruthlessly, so cruelly put out of her existence? Heaven grant, not the first, that very first one, written before they had learned, or dared to say to each other “I love you.” No, no; there it was, safe enough. She laughed with pleasure, and held it to her lips. But what if that other most precious and most imprudent one were missing! in which every word of untempered passion had long ago eaten its way into her brain; and which stirred her still to-day, as it had done a hundred times before when she thought of it. She crushed it between her palms when she found it. She kissed it again and again. With her sharp white teeth she tore the far corner from the letter, where the name was written; she bit the torn scrap and tasted it between her lips and upon her tongue like some god-given morsel.


What unbounded thankfulness she felt at not having destroyed them all! How desolate and empty would have been her remaining days without them; with only her thoughts, illusive thoughts that she could not hold in her hands and press, as she did these, to her cheeks and her heart.


This man had changed the water in her veins to wine, whose taste had brought delirium to both of them. It was all one and past now, save for these letters that she held encircled in her arms. She stayed breathing softly and contentedly, with the hectic cheek resting upon them.


She was thinking; thinking of a way to keep them without possible ultimate injury to that other one whom they would stab more cruelly than keen knife blades.


At last she found the way. It was a way that frightened and bewildered her to think of at first, but she had reached it by deduction too sure to admit of doubt. She meant, of course, to destroy them herself before the end came. But how does the end come and when? Who may tell? She would guard against the possibility of accident by leaving them in charge of the very one who, above all, should be spared a knowledge of their contents.


She roused herself from the stupor of thought and gathered the scattered letters once more together, binding them again with the rough twine. She wrapped the compact bundle in a thick sheet of white polished paper. Then she wrote in ink upon the back of it, in large, firm characters:


“I leave this package to the care of my husband. With perfect faith in his loyalty and his love, I ask him to destroy it unopened.”


It was not sealed; only a bit of string held the wrapper, which she could remove and replace at will whenever the humor came to her to pass an hour in some intoxicating dream of the days when she felt she had lived.


II


If he had come upon that bundle of letters in the first flush of his poignant sorrow there would not have been an instant’s hesitancy. To destroy it promptly and without question would have seemed a welcome expression of devotion — a way of reaching her, of crying out his love to her while the world was still filled with the illusion of her presence. But months had passed since that spring day when they had found her stretched upon the floor, clutching the key of her writing desk, which she appeared to have been attempting to reach when death overtook her.


The day was much like that day a year ago when the leaves were falling and the rain pouring steadily from a leaden sky which held no gleam, no promise. He had happened accidentally upon the package in that remote nook of her desk. And just as she herself had done a year ago, he carried it to the table and laid it down there, standing, staring with puzzled eyes at the message which confronted him:


“I leave this package to the care of my husband. With perfect faith in his loyalty and his love, I ask him to destroy it unopened.”


She had made no mistake; every line of his face — no longer young — spoke loyalty and honesty, and his eyes were as faithful as a dog’s and as loving. He was a tall, powerful man, standing there in the firelight, with shoulders that stooped a little, and hair that was growing somewhat thin and gray, and a face that was distinguished, and must have been handsome when he smiled. But he was slow. “Destroy it unopened,” he re-read, half aloud, “but why unopened?”


He took the package again in his hands, and turning it about and feeling it, discovered that it was composed of many letters tightly packed together.


So here were letters which she was asking him to destroy unopened. She had never seemed in her lifetime to have had a secret from him. He knew her to have been cold and passionless, but true, and watchful of his comfort and his happiness. Might he not be holding in his hands the secret of some other one, which had been confided to her and which she had promised to guard? But, no, she would have indicated the fact by some additional word or line. The secret was her own, something contained in these letters, and she wanted it to die with her.


If he could have thought of her as on some distant shadowy shore waiting for him throughout the years with outstretched hands to come and join her again, he would not have hesitated. With hopeful confidence he would have thought “in that blessed meeting-time, soul to soul, she will tell me all; till then I can wait and trust.” But he could not think of her in any far-off paradise awaiting him. He felt that there was no smallest part of her anywhere in the universe, more than there had been before she was born into the world. But she had embodied herself with terrible significance in an intangible wish, uttered when life still coursed through her veins; knowing that it would reach him when the annihilation of death was between them, but uttered with all confidence in its power and potency. He was moved by the splendid daring, the magnificence of the act, which at the same time exalted him and lifted him above the head of common mortals.


What secret save one could a woman choose to have die with her? As quickly as the suggestion came to his mind, so swiftly did the man-instinct of possession creep into his blood. His fingers cramped about the package in his hands, and he sank into a chair beside the table. The agonizing suspicion that perhaps another hand shared with him her thoughts, her affections, her life, deprived him for a swift instant of honor and reason. He thrust the end of his strong thumb beneath the string which, with a single turn would have yielded — “with perfect faith in your loyalty and your love.” It was not the written characters addressing themselves to the eye; it was like a voice speaking to his soul. With a tremor of anguish he bowed his head down upon the letters.


He had once seen a clairvoyant hold a letter to his forehead and purport in so doing to discover its contents. He wondered for a wild moment if such a gift, for force of wishing it, might not come to him. But he was only conscious of the smooth surface of the paper, cold against his brow, like the touch of a dead woman’s hand.


A half-hour passed before he lifted his head. An unspeakable conflict had raged within him, but his loyalty and his love had conquered. His face was pale and deep-lined with suffering, but there was no more hesitancy to be seen there.


He did not for a moment think of casting the thick package into the flames to be licked by the fiery tongues, and charred and half-revealed to his eyes. That was not what she meant. He arose, and taking a heavy bronze paper-weight from the table, bound it securely to the package. He walked to the window and looked out into the street below. Darkness had come, and it was still raining. He could hear the rain dashing against the window-panes, and could see it falling through the dull yellow rim of light cast by the lighted street lamp.


He prepared himself to go out, and when quite ready to leave the house thrust the weighted package into the deep pocket of his top-coat.


He did not hurry along the street as most people were doing at that hour, but walked with a long, slow, deliberate step, not seeming to mind the penetrating chill and rain driving into his face despite the shelter of his umbrella.


His dwelling was not far removed from the business section of the city; and it was not a great while before he found himself at the entrance of the bridge that spanned the river — the deep, broad, swift, black river dividing two States. He walked on and out to the very centre of the structure. The wind was blowing fiercely and keenly. The darkness where he stood was impenetrable. The thousands of lights in the city he had left seemed like all the stars of heaven massed together, sinking into some distant mysterious horizon, leaving him alone in a black, boundless universe.


He drew the package from his pocket and leaning as far as he could over the broad stone rail of the bridge, cast it from him into the river. It fell straight and swiftly from his hand. He could not follow its descent through the darkness, nor hear its dip into the water far below. It vanished silently; seemingly into some inky unfathomable space. He felt as if he were flinging it back to her in that unknown world whither she had gone.


III


An hour or two later he sat at his table in the company of several men whom he had invited that day to dine with him. A weight had settled upon his spirit, a conviction, a certitude that there could be but one secret which a woman would choose to have die with her. This one thought was possessing him. It occupied his brain, keeping it nimble and alert with suspicion. It clutched his heart, making every breath of existence a fresh moment of pain.


The men about him were no longer the friends of yesterday; in each one he discerned a possible enemy. He attended absently to their talk. He was remembering how she had conducted herself toward this one and that one; striving to recall conversations, subtleties of facial expression that might have meant what he did not suspect at the moment, shades of meaning in words that had seemed the ordinary interchange of social amenities.


He led the conversation to the subject of women, probing these men for their opinions and experiences. There was not one but claimed some infallible power to command the affections of any woman whom his fancy might select. He had heard the empty boast before from the same group and had always met it with good-humored contempt. But to-night every flagrant, inane utterance was charged with a new meaning, revealing possibilities that he had hitherto never taken into account.


He was glad when they were gone. He was eager to be alone, not from any desire or intention to sleep. He was impatient to regain her room, that room in which she had lived a large portion of her life, and where he had found those letters. There must surely be more of them somewhere, he thought; some forgotten scrap, some written thought or expression lying unguarded by an inviolable command.


At the hour when he usually retired for the night he sat himself down before her writing desk and began the search of drawers, slides, pigeonholes, nooks and corners. He did not leave a scrap of anything unread. Many of the letters which he found were old; some he had read before; others were new to him. But in none did her find a faintest evidence that his wife had not been the true and loyal woman he had always believed her to be. The night was nearly spent before the fruitless search ended. The brief, troubled sleep which he snatched before his hour for rising was freighted with feverish, grotesque dreams, through all of which he could hear and could see dimly the dark river rushing by, carrying away his heart, his ambitions, his life.


But it was not alone in letters that women betrayed their emotions, he thought. Often he had known them, especially when in love, to mark fugitive, sentimental passages in books of verse or prose, thus expressing and revealing their own hidden thought. Might she not have done the same?


Then began a second and far more exhausting and arduous quest than the first, turning, page by page, the volumes that crowded her room — books of fiction, poetry, philosophy. She had read them all; but nowhere, by the shadow of a sign, could he find that the author had echoed the secret of her existence — the secret which he had held in his hands and had cast into the river.


He began cautiously and gradually to question this one and that one, striving to learn by indirect ways what each had thought of her. Foremost he learned she had been unsympathetic because of her coldness of manner. One had admired her intellect; another her accomplishments; a third had thought her beautiful before disease claimed her, regretting, however, that her beauty had lacked warmth of color and expression. She was praised by some for gentleness and kindness, and by others for cleverness and tact. Oh, it was useless to try to discover anything from men! he might have known. It was women who would talk of what they knew.


They did talk, unreservedly. Most of them had loved her; those who had not had held her in respect and esteem.


IV


And yet, and yet, “there is but one secret which a woman would choose to have die with her,” was the thought which continued to haunt him and deprive him of rest. Days and nights of uncertainty began slowly to unnerve him and to torture him. An assurance of the worst that he dreaded would have offered him peace most welcome, even at the price of happiness.


It seemed no longer of any moment to him that men should come and go; and fall or rise in the world; and wed and die. It did not signify if money came to him by a turn of chance or eluded him. Empty and meaningless seemed to him all devices which the world offers for man’s entertainment. The food and the drink set before him had lost their flavor. He did not longer know or care if the sun shone or the clouds lowered about him. A cruel hazard had struck him there where he was weakest, shattering his whole being, leaving him with but one wish in his soul, one gnawing desire, to know the mystery which he had held in his hands and had cast into the river.


One night when there were no stars shining he wandered, restless, upon the streets. He no longer sought to know from men and women what they dared not or could not tell him. Only the river knew. He went and stood again upon the bridge where he had stood many an hour since that night when the darkness then had closed around him and engulfed his manhood.


Only the river knew. It babbled, and he listened to it, and it told him nothing, but it promised all. He could hear it promising him with caressing voice, peace and sweet repose. He could hear the sweep, the song of the water inviting him.


A moment more and he had gone to seek her, and to join her and her secret thought in the immeasurable rest.





“Vogue”,

 April 1895 




THE VACANT LOT

Mary E. Wilkins-Freeman
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When it became generally known in Townsend Centre that the Townsends were going to move to the city, there was great excitement and dismay. For the Townsends to move was about equivalent to the town’s moving. The Townsend ancestors had founded the village a hundred years ago. The first Townsend had kept a wayside hostelry for man and beast, known as the “Sign of the Leopard.” The sign-board, on which the leopard was painted a bright blue, was still extant, and prominently so, being nailed over the present Townsend’s front door. This Townsend, by name David, kept the village store. There had been no tavern since the railroad was built through Townsend Centre in his father’s day. Therefore the family, being ousted by the march of progress from their chosen employment, took up with a general country store as being the next thing to a country tavern, the principal difference consisting in the fact that all the guests were transients, never requiring bedchambers, securing their rest on the tops of sugar and flour barrels and codfish boxes, and their refreshment from stray nibblings at the stock in trade, to the profitless deplenishment of raisins and loaf sugar and crackers and cheese.


 The flitting of the Townsends from the home of their ancestors was due to a sudden access of wealth from the death of a relative and the desire of Mrs. Townsend to secure better advantages for her son George, sixteen years old, in the way of education, and for her daughter Adrianna, ten years older, better matrimonial opportunities. However, this last inducement for leaving Townsend Centre was not openly stated, only ingeniously surmised by the neighbours.


 “Sarah Townsend don’t think there’s anybody in Townsend Centre fit for her Adrianna to marry, and so she’s goin’ to take her to Boston to see if she can’t pick up somebody there,” they said. Then they wondered what Abel Lyons would do. He had been a humble suitor for Adrianna for years, but her mother had not approved, and Adrianna, who was dutiful, had repulsed him delicately and rather sadly. He was the only lover whom she had ever had, and she felt sorry and grateful; she was a plain, awkward girl, and had a patient recognition of the fact.


 But her mother was ambitious, more so than her father, who was rather pugnaciously satisfied with what he had, and not easily disposed to change. However, he yielded to his wife and consented to sell out his business and purchase a house in Boston and move there.


 David Townsend was curiously unlike the line of ancestors from whom he had come. He had either retrograded or advanced, as one might look at it. His moral character was certainly better, but he had not the fiery spirit and eager grasp at advantage which had distinguished them. Indeed, the old Townsends, though prominent and respected as men of property and influence, had reputations not above suspicions. There was more than one dark whisper regarding them handed down from mother to son in the village, and especially was this true of the first Townsend, he who built the tavern bearing the Sign of the Blue Leopard. His portrait, a hideous effort of contemporary art, hung in the garret of David Townsend’s home. There was many a tale of wild roistering, if no worse, in that old roadhouse, and high stakes, and quarreling in cups, and blows, and money gotten in evil fashion, and the matter hushed up with a high hand for inquirers by the imperious Townsends who terrorized everybody. David Townsend terrorized nobody. He had gotten his little competence from his store by honest methods — the exchanging of sterling goods and true weights for country produce and country shillings. He was sober and reliable, with intense self-respect and a decided talent for the management of money. It was principally for this reason that he took great delight in his sudden wealth by legacy. He had thereby greater opportunities for the exercise of his native shrewdness in a bargain. This he evinced in his purchase of a house in Boston.


 One day in spring the old Townsend house was shut up, the Blue Leopard was taken carefully down from his lair over the front door, the family chattels were loaded on the train, and the Townsends departed. It was a sad and eventful day for Townsend Centre. A man from Barre had rented the store — David had decided at the last not to sell — and the old familiars congregated in melancholy fashion and talked over the situation. An enormous pride over their departed townsman became evident. They paraded him, flaunting him like a banner in the eyes of the new man. “David is awful smart,” they said; “there won’t nobody get the better of him in the city if he has lived in Townsend Centre all his life. He’s got his eyes open. Know what he paid for his house in Boston? Well, sir, that house cost twenty-five thousand dollars, and David he bought it for five. Yes, sir, he did.”


 “Must have been some out about it,” remarked the new man, scowling over his counter. He was beginning to feel his disparaging situation.


 “Not an out, sir. David he made sure on’t. Catch him gettin’ bit. Everythin’ was in apple-pie order, hot an’ cold water and all, and in one of the best locations of the city — real high-up street. David he said the rent in that street was never under a thousand. Yes, sir, David he got a bargain — five thousand dollars for a twenty-five-thousand-dollar house.”


 “Some out about it!” growled the new man over the counter.


 However, as his fellow townsmen and allies stated, there seemed to be no doubt about the desirableness of the city house which David Townsend had purchased and the fact that he had secured it for an absurdly low price. The whole family were at first suspicious. It was ascertained that the house had cost a round sum only a few years ago; it was in perfect repair; nothing whatever was amiss with plumbing, furnace, anything. There was not even a soap factory within smelling distance, as Mrs. Townsend had vaguely surmised. She was sure that she had heard of houses being undesirable for such reasons, but there was no soap factory. They all sniffed and peeked; when the first rainfall came they looked at the ceiling, confidently expecting to see dark spots where the leaks had commenced, but there were none. They were forced to confess that their suspicions were allayed, that the house was perfect, even overshadowed with the mystery of a lower price than it was worth. That, however, was an additional perfection in the opinion of the Townsends, who had their share of New England thrift. They had lived just one month in their new house, and were happy, although at times somewhat lonely from missing the society of Townsend Centre, when the trouble began. The Townsends, although they lived in a fine house in a genteel, almost fashionable, part of the city, were true to their antecedents and kept, as they had been accustomed, only one maid. She was the daughter of a farmer on the outskirts of their native village, was middle-aged, and had lived with them for the last ten years. One pleasant Monday morning she rose early and did the family washing before breakfast, which had been prepared by Mrs. Townsend and Adrianna, as was their habit on washing-days. The family were seated at the breakfast table in their basement dining-room, and this maid, whose name was Cordelia, was hanging out the clothes in the vacant lot. This vacant lot seemed a valuable one, being on a corner. It was rather singular that it had not been built upon. The Townsends had wondered at it and agreed that they would have preferred their own house to be there. They had, however, utilized it as far as possible with their innocent, rural disregard of property rights in unoccupied land.


 “We might just as well hang out our washing in that vacant lot,” Mrs. Townsend had told Cordelia the first Monday of their stay in the house. “Our little yard ain’t half big enough for all our clothes, and it is sunnier there, too.”


 So Cordelia had hung out the wash there for four Mondays, and this was the fifth. The breakfast was about half finished — they had reached the buckwheat cakes — when this maid came rushing into the dining-room and stood regarding them, speechless, with a countenance indicative of the utmost horror. She was deadly pale. Her hands, sodden with soapsuds, hung twitching at her sides in the folds of her calico gown; her very hair, which was light and sparse, seemed to bristle with fear. All the Townsends turned and looked at her. David and George rose with a half-defined idea of burglars.


 “Cordelia Battles, what is the matter?” cried Mrs. Townsend. Adrianna gasped for breath and turned as white as the maid. “What is the matter?” repeated Mrs. Townsend, but the maid was unable to speak. Mrs. Townsend, who could be peremptory, sprang up, ran to the frightened woman and shook her violently. “Cordelia Battles, you speak,” said she, “and not stand there staring that way, as if you were struck dumb! What is the matter with you?”


 Then Cordelia spoke in a fainting voice.


 “There’s — somebody else — hanging out clothes — in the vacant lot,” she gasped, and clutched at a chair for support.


 “Who?” cried Mrs. Townsend, rousing to indignation, for already she had assumed a proprietorship in the vacant lot. “Is it the folks in the next house? I’d like to know what right they have! We are next to that vacant lot.”


 “I — dunno — who it is,” gasped Cordelia. “Why, we’ve seen that girl next door go to mass every morning,” said Mrs. Townsend. “She’s got a fiery red head. Seems as if you might know her by this time, Cordelia.”


 “It ain’t that girl,” gasped Cordelia. Then she added in a horror- stricken voice, “I couldn’t see who ’twas.”


 They all stared.


 “Why couldn’t you see?” demanded her mistress. “Are you struck blind?”


 “No, ma’am.”


 “Then why couldn’t you see?”


 “All I could see was—” Cordelia hesitated, with an expression of the utmost horror.


 “Go on,” said Mrs. Townsend, impatiently.


 “All I could see was the shadow of somebody, very slim, hanging out the clothes, and—”


 “What?”


 “I could see the shadows of the things flappin’ on their line.”


 “You couldn’t see the clothes?”


 “Only the shadow on the ground.”


 “What kind of clothes were they?”


 “Queer,” replied Cordelia, with a shudder.


 “If I didn’t know you so well, I should think you had been drinking,” said Mrs. Townsend. “Now, Cordelia Battles, I’m going out in that vacant lot and see myself what you’re talking about.”


 “I can’t go,” gasped the woman.


 With that Mrs. Townsend and all the others, except Adrianna, who remained to tremble with the maid, sallied forth into the vacant lot. They had to go out the area gate into the street to reach it. It was nothing unusual in the way of vacant lots. One large poplar tree, the relic of the old forest which had once flourished there, twinkled in one corner; for the rest, it was overgrown with coarse weeds and a few dusty flowers. The Townsends stood just inside the rude board fence which divided the lot from the street and stared with wonder and horror, for Cordelia had told the truth. They all saw what she had described — the shadow of an exceedingly slim woman moving along the ground with up-stretched arms, the shadows of strange, nondescript garments flapping from a shadowy line, but when they looked up for the substance of the shadows nothing was to be seen except the clear, blue October air.


 “My goodness!” gasped Mrs. Townsend. Her face assumed a strange gathering of wrath in the midst of her terror. Suddenly she made a determined move forward, although her husband strove to hold her back.


 “You let me be,” said she. She moved forward. Then she recoiled and gave a loud shriek. “The wet sheet flapped in my face,” she cried. “Take me away, take me away!” Then she fainted. Between them they got her back to the house. “It was awful,” she moaned when she came to herself, with the family all around her where she lay on the dining-room floor. “Oh, David, what do you suppose it is?”


 “Nothing at all,” replied David Townsend stoutly. He was remarkable for courage and staunch belief in actualities. He was now denying to himself that he had seen anything unusual.


 “Oh, there was,” moaned his wife.


 “I saw something,” said George, in a sullen, boyish bass.


 The maid sobbed convulsively and so did Adrianna for sympathy.


 “We won’t talk any about it,” said David. “Here, Jane, you drink this hot tea — it will do you good; and Cordelia, you hang out the clothes in our own yard. George, you go and put up the line for her.”


 “The line is out there,” said George, with a jerk of his shoulder.


 “Are you afraid?”


 “No, I ain’t,” replied the boy resentfully, and went out with a pale face.


 After that Cordelia hung the Townsend wash in the yard of their own house, standing always with her back to the vacant lot. As for David Townsend, he spent a good deal of his time in the lot watching the shadows, but he came to no explanation, although he strove to satisfy himself with many.


 “I guess the shadows come from the smoke from our chimneys, or else the poplar tree,” he said.


 “Why do the shadows come on Monday mornings, and no other?” demanded his wife.


 David was silent.


 Very soon new mysteries arose. One day Cordelia rang the dinner- bell at their usual dinner hour, the same as in Townsend Centre, high noon, and the family assembled. With amazement Adrianna looked at the dishes on the table.


 “Why, that’s queer!” she said.


 “What’s queer?” asked her mother.


 Cordelia stopped short as she was about setting a tumbler of water beside a plate, and the water slopped over.


 “Why,” said Adrianna, her face paling, “I — thought there was boiled dinner. I — smelt cabbage cooking.”


 “I knew there would something else come up,” gasped Cordelia, leaning hard on the back of Adrianna’s chair.


 “What do you mean?” asked Mrs. Townsend sharply, but her own face began to assume the shocked pallor which it was so easy nowadays for all their faces to assume at the merest suggestion of anything out of the common.


 “I smelt cabbage cooking all the morning up in my room,” Adrianna said faintly, “and here’s codfish and potatoes for dinner.”


 The Townsends all looked at one another. David rose with an exclamation and rushed out of the room. The others waited tremblingly. When he came back his face was lowering.


 “What did you—” Mrs. Townsend asked hesitatingly.


 “There’s some smell of cabbage out there,” he admitted reluctantly. Then he looked at her with a challenge. “It comes from the next house,” he said. “Blows over our house.”


 “Our house is higher.”


 “I don’t care; you can never account for such things.”


 “Cordelia,” said Mrs. Townsend, “you go over to the next house and you ask if they’ve got cabbage for dinner.”


 Cordelia switched out of the room, her mouth set hard. She came back promptly.


 “Says they never have cabbage,” she announced with gloomy triumph and a conclusive glance at Mr. Townsend. “Their girl was real sassy.”


 “Oh, father, let’s move away; let’s sell the house,” cried Adrianna in a panic-stricken tone.


 “If you think I’m going to sell a house that I got as cheap as this one because we smell cabbage in a vacant lot, you’re mistaken,” replied David firmly.


 “It isn’t the cabbage alone,” said Mrs. Townsend.


 “And a few shadows,” added David. “I am tired of such nonsense. I thought you had more sense, Jane.”


 “One of the boys at school asked me if we lived in the house next to the vacant lot on Wells Street and whistled when I said ‘Yes,’” remarked George.


 “Let him whistle,” said Mr. Townsend.


 After a few hours the family, stimulated by Mr. Townsend’s calm, common sense, agreed that it was exceedingly foolish to be disturbed by a mysterious odour of cabbage. They even laughed at themselves.


 “I suppose we have got so nervous over those shadows hanging out clothes that we notice every little thing,” conceded Mrs. Townsend.


 “You will find out someday that that is no more to be regarded than the cabbage,” said her husband.


 “You can’t account for that wet sheet hitting my face,” said Mrs. Townsend, doubtfully.


 “You imagined it.”


 “I felt it.”


 That afternoon things went on as usual in the household until nearly four o’clock. Adrianna went downtown to do some shopping. Mrs. Townsend sat sewing beside the bay window in her room, which was a front one in the third story. George had not got home. Mr. Townsend was writing a letter in the library. Cordelia was busy in the basement; the twilight, which was coming earlier and earlier every night, was beginning to gather, when suddenly there was a loud crash which shook the house from its foundations. Even the dishes on the sideboard rattled, and the glasses rang like bells. The pictures on the walls of Mrs. Townsend’s room swung out from the walls. But that was not all: every looking-glass in the house cracked simultaneously — as nearly as they could judge — from top to bottom, then shivered into fragments over the floors. Mrs. Townsend was too frightened to scream. She sat huddled in her chair, gasping for breath, her eyes, rolling from side to side in incredulous terror, turned toward the street. She saw a great black group of people crossing it just in front of the vacant lot. There was something inexpressibly strange and gloomy about this moving group; there was an effect of sweeping, wavings and foldings of sable draperies and gleams of deadly white faces; then they passed. She twisted her head to see, and they disappeared in the vacant lot. Mr. Townsend came hurrying into the room; he was pale, and looked at once angry and alarmed.


 “Did you fall?” he asked inconsequently, as if his wife, who was small, could have produced such a manifestation by a fall.


 “Oh, David, what is it?” whispered Mrs. Townsend.


 “Darned if I know!” said David.


 “Don’t swear. It’s too awful. Oh, see the looking-glass, David!”


 “I see it. The one over the library mantel is broken, too.”


 “Oh, it is a sign of death!”


 Cordelia’s feet were heard as she staggered on the stairs. She almost fell into the room. She reeled over to Mr. Townsend and clutched his arm. He cast a sidewise glance, half furious, half commiserating at her.


 “Well, what is it all about?” he asked.


 “I don’t know. What is it? Oh, what is it? The looking-glass in the kitchen is broken. All over the floor. Oh, oh! What is it?”


 “I don’t know any more than you do. I didn’t do it.”


 “Lookin’-glasses broken is a sign of death in the house,” said Cordelia. “If it’s me, I hope I’m ready; but I’d rather die than be so scared as I’ve been lately.”


 Mr. Townsend shook himself loose and eyed the two trembling women with gathering resolution.


 “Now, look here, both of you,” he said. “This is nonsense. You’ll die sure enough of fright if you keep on this way. I was a fool myself to be startled. Everything it is is an earthquake.”


 “Oh, David!” gasped his wife, not much reassured.


 “It is nothing but an earthquake,” persisted Mr. Townsend. “It acted just like that. Things always are broken on the walls, and the middle of the room isn’t affected. I’ve read about it.”


 Suddenly Mrs. Townsend gave a loud shriek and pointed.


 “How do you account for that,” she cried, “if it’s an earthquake? Oh, oh, oh!”


 She was on the verge of hysterics. Her husband held her firmly by the arm as his eyes followed the direction of her rigid pointing finger. Cordelia looked also, her eyes seeming converged to a bright point of fear. On the floor in front of the broken looking- glass lay a mass of black stuff in a gruesome long ridge.


 “It’s something you dropped there,” almost shouted Mr. Townsend.


 “It ain’t. Oh!”


 Mr. Townsend dropped his wife’s arm and took one stride toward the object. It was a very long crape veil. He lifted it, and it floated out from his arm as if imbued with electricity.


 “It’s yours,” he said to his wife.


 “Oh, David, I never had one. You know, oh, you know I — shouldn’t — unless you died. How came it there?”


 “I’m darned if I know,” said David, regarding it. He was deadly pale, but still resentful rather than afraid.


 “Don’t hold it; don’t!”


 “I’d like to know what in thunder all this means?” said David. He gave the thing an angry toss and it fell on the floor in exactly the same long heap as before.


 Cordelia began to weep with racking sobs. Mrs. Townsend reached out and caught her husband’s hand, clutching it hard with ice-cold fingers.


 “What’s got into this house, anyhow?” he growled.


 “You’ll have to sell it. Oh, David, we can’t live here.”


 “As for my selling a house I paid only five thousand for when it’s worth twenty-five, for any such nonsense as this, I won’t!”


 David gave one stride toward the black veil, but it rose from the floor and moved away before him across the room at exactly the same height as if suspended from a woman’s head. He pursued it, clutching vainly, all around the room, then he swung himself on his heel with an exclamation and the thing fell to the floor again in the long heap. Then were heard hurrying feet on the stairs and Adrianna burst into the room. She ran straight to her father and clutched his arm; she tried to speak, but she chattered unintelligibly; her face was blue. Her father shook her violently.


 “Adrianna, do have more sense!” he cried.


 “Oh, David, how can you talk so?” sobbed her mother.


 “I can’t help it. I’m mad!” said he with emphasis. “What has got into this house and you all, anyhow?”


 “What is it, Adrianna, poor child,” asked her mother. “Only look what has happened here.”


 “It’s an earthquake,” said her father staunchly; “nothing to be afraid of.”


 “How do you account for that?” said Mrs. Townsend in an awful voice, pointing to the veil.


 Adrianna did not look — she was too engrossed with her own terrors. She began to speak in a breathless voice.


 “I — was — coming — by the vacant lot,” she panted, “and — I — I — had my new hat in a paper bag and — a parcel of blue ribbon, and — I saw a crowd, an awful — oh! a whole crowd of people with white faces, as if — they were dressed all in black.”


 “Where are they now?”


 “I don’t know. Oh!” Adrianna sank gasping feebly into a chair.


 “Get her some water, David,” sobbed her mother.


 David rushed with an impatient exclamation out of the room and returned with a glass of water which he held to his daughter’s lips.


 “Here, drink this!” he said roughly.


 “Oh, David, how can you speak so?” sobbed his wife.


 “I can’t help it. I’m mad clean through,” said David.


 Then there was a hard bound upstairs, and George entered. He was very white, but he grinned at them with an appearance of unconcern.


 “Hullo!” he said in a shaking voice, which he tried to control. “What on earth’s to pay in that vacant lot now?”


 “Well, what is it?” demanded his father.


 “Oh, nothing, only — well, there are lights over it exactly as if there was a house there, just about where the windows would be. It looked as if you could walk right in, but when you look close there are those old dried-up weeds rattling away on the ground the same as ever. I looked at it and couldn’t believe my eyes. A woman saw it, too. She came along just as I did. She gave one look, then she screeched and ran. I waited for someone else, but nobody came.”


 Mr. Townsend rushed out of the room.


 “I daresay it’ll be gone when he gets there,” began George, then he stared round the room. “What’s to pay here?” he cried.


 “Oh, George, the whole house shook all at once, and all the looking-glasses broke,” wailed his mother, and Adrianna and Cordelia joined.


 George whistled with pale lips. Then Mr. Townsend entered.


 “Well,” asked George, “see anything?”


 “I don’t want to talk,” said his father. “I’ve stood just about enough.”


 “We’ve got to sell out and go back to Townsend Centre,” cried his wife in a wild voice. “Oh, David, say you’ll go back.”


 “I won’t go back for any such nonsense as this, and sell a twenty- five thousand dollar house for five thousand,” said he firmly.


 But that very night his resolution was shaken. The whole family watched together in the dining-room. They were all afraid to go to bed — that is, all except possibly Mr. Townsend. Mrs. Townsend declared firmly that she for one would leave that awful house and go back to Townsend Centre whether he came or not, unless they all stayed together and watched, and Mr. Townsend yielded. They chose the dining-room for the reason that it was nearer the street should they wish to make their egress hurriedly, and they took up their station around the dining-table on which Cordelia had placed a luncheon.


 “It looks exactly as if we were watching with a corpse,” she said in a horror-stricken whisper.


 “Hold your tongue if you can’t talk sense,” said Mr. Townsend.


 The dining-room was very large, finished in oak, with a dark blue paper above the wainscotting. The old sign of the tavern, the Blue Leopard, hung over the mantel-shelf. Mr. Townsend had insisted on hanging it there. He had a curious pride in it. The family sat together until after midnight and nothing unusual happened. Mrs. Townsend began to nod; Mr. Townsend read the paper ostentatiously. Adrianna and Cordelia stared with roving eyes about the room, then at each other as if comparing notes on terror. George had a book which he studied furtively. All at once Adrianna gave a startled exclamation and Cordelia echoed her. George whistled faintly. Mrs. Townsend awoke with a start and Mr. Townsend’s paper rattled to the floor.


 “Look!” gasped Adrianna.


 The sign of the Blue Leopard over the shelf glowed as if a lantern hung over it. The radiance was thrown from above. It grew brighter and brighter as they watched. The Blue Leopard seemed to crouch and spring with life. Then the door into the front hall opened — the outer door, which had been carefully locked. It squeaked and they all recognized it. They sat staring. Mr. Townsend was as transfixed as the rest. They heard the outer door shut, then the door into the room swung open and slowly that awful black group of people which they had seen in the afternoon entered. The Townsends with one accord rose and huddled together in a far corner; they all held to each other and stared. The people, their faces gleaming with a whiteness of death, their black robes waving and folding, crossed the room. They were a trifle above mortal height, or seemed so to the terrified eyes which saw them. They reached the mantel-shelf where the sign-board hung, then a black- draped long arm was seen to rise and make a motion, as if plying a knocker. Then the whole company passed out of sight, as if through the wall, and the room was as before. Mrs. Townsend was shaking in a nervous chill, Adrianna was almost fainting, Cordelia was in hysterics. David Townsend stood glaring in a curious way at the sign of the Blue Leopard. George stared at him with a look of horror. There was something in his father’s face which made him forget everything else. At last he touched his arm timidly.


 “Father,” he whispered.


 David turned and regarded him with a look of rage and fury, then his face cleared; he passed his hand over his forehead.


 “Good Lord! What did come to me?” he muttered.


 “You looked like that awful picture of old Tom Townsend in the garret in Townsend Centre, father,” whimpered the boy, shuddering.


 “Should think I might look like ‘most any old cuss after such darned work as this,” growled David, but his face was white. “Go and pour out some hot tea for your mother,” he ordered the boy sharply. He himself shook Cordelia violently. “Stop such actions!” he shouted in her ears, and shook her again. “Ain’t you a church member?” he demanded; “what be you afraid of? You ain’t done nothin’ wrong, have ye?”


 Then Cordelia quoted Scripture in a burst of sobs and laughter.


 “Behold, I was shapen in iniquity; and in sin did my mother conceive me,” she cried out. “If I ain’t done wrong, mebbe them that’s come before me did, and when the Evil One and the Powers of Darkness is abroad I’m liable, I’m liable!” Then she laughed loud and long and shrill.


 “If you don’t hush up,” said David, but still with that white terror and horror on his own face, “I’ll bundle you out in that vacant lot whether or no. I mean it.”


 Then Cordelia was quiet, after one wild roll of her eyes at him. The colour was returning to Adrianna’s cheeks; her mother was drinking hot tea in spasmodic gulps.


 “It’s after midnight,” she gasped, “and I don’t believe they’ll come again to-night. Do you, David?”


 “No, I don’t,” said David conclusively.


 “Oh, David, we mustn’t stay another night in this awful house.”


 “We won’t. To-morrow we’ll pack off bag and baggage to Townsend Centre, if it takes all the fire department to move us,” said David.


 Adrianna smiled in the midst of her terror. She thought of Abel Lyons.


 The next day Mr. Townsend went to the real estate agent who had sold him the house.


 “It’s no use,” he said, “I can’t stand it. Sell the house for what you can get. I’ll give it away rather than keep it.”


 Then he added a few strong words as to his opinion of parties who sold him such an establishment. But the agent pleaded innocent for the most part.


 “I’ll own I suspected something wrong when the owner, who pledged me to secrecy as to his name, told me to sell that place for what I could get, and did not limit me. I had never heard anything, but I began to suspect something was wrong. Then I made a few inquiries and found out that there was a rumour in the neighbourhood that there was something out of the usual about that vacant lot. I had wondered myself why it wasn’t built upon. There was a story about it’s being undertaken once, and the contract made, and the contractor dying; then another man took it and one of the workmen was killed on his way to dig the cellar, and the others struck. I didn’t pay much attention to it. I never believed much in that sort of thing anyhow, and then, too, I couldn’t find out that there had ever been anything wrong about the house itself, except as the people who had lived there were said to have seen and heard queer things in the vacant lot, so I thought you might be able to get along, especially as you didn’t look like a man who was timid, and the house was such a bargain as I never handled before. But this you tell me is beyond belief.”


 “Do you know the names of the people who formerly owned the vacant lot?” asked Mr. Townsend.


 “I don’t know for certain,” replied the agent, “for the original owners flourished long before your or my day, but I do know that the lot goes by the name of the old Gaston lot. What’s the matter? Are you ill?”


 “No; it is nothing,” replied Mr. Townsend. “Get what you can for the house; perhaps another family might not be as troubled as we have been.”


 “I hope you are not going to leave the city?” said the agent, urbanely.


 “I am going back to Townsend Centre as fast as steam can carry me after we get packed up and out of that cursed house,” replied Mr. David Townsend.


 He did not tell the agent nor any of his family what had caused him to start when told the name of the former owners of the lot. He remembered all at once the story of a ghastly murder which had taken place in the Blue Leopard. The victim’s name was Gaston and the murderer had never been discovered.
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It was when Elder Lincoln was supplying the pulpit of the old Union Meeting-House in Franconia. He was a Congregationalist, but was always styled Elder, as was also any clergyman of any denomination; it was, and is now, considered there the fit and proper title for a minister. There were three places of worship in the village representing as many denominations, called colloquially by the residents the Congo, the Freewill, and the Second-Ad, these names being “short” for the Congregationalist, Freewill Baptist, and Second-Adventist churches.


The Congregationalists and plain Baptists held their services in the same house of worship, each taking its turn, yearly I think, in providing a clergyman. Elder Lincoln was the choice of the Congos at that time, a dear, simple-hearted old man whom we loved well.


We were sitting together, the good Elder and I, on the piazza of the little inn — it was when uncle Eben kept it — and talking quietly of many things. I do not recall just how it came about, but I know that our conversation at last veered around to the subject of the soul’s immortality, its condition immediately after it left the body, possible probation, and the intermediate state, technically so called. In the midst of this talk I saw an odd look upon the face of the Elder, a sort of whimsical smile, as if he were thinking of something not so grave as the topic of which we talked, and when he spoke, his words seemed strangely irrelevant. “Do you know,” he asked, “who has taken the old mill-house on the Landaff road, the one, you know, where Captain Noyes lived?” I did not know; I had heard that somebody had lately moved into the old house, but had not heard the name of the new occupant.


“Well,” said the Elder, still with that quaint smile upon his face, “before you form any definite opinions upon this subject of the intermediate state you should talk with the good woman who lives in that old house.” He would not explain further, save to tell me that Mrs. Weaver of Bradford had taken the house, that she was an elderly woman, practically alone in the world, anxious to know her new neighbors and to make new friends.


It was largely owing to this hint that, soon after our Sunday evening talk, I came to know Mrs. Apollos Weaver, to gain her friendship and confidence, and to hear her strange story.


It was not told me all at one time, but intermittently as the summer days went by. Yet every word of the tale was spoken in the old mill-house, and I never pass that ancient brown dwelling, standing high above the road on its steep, grassy bank, with the two tall elms in front, the big lilac bush at the door, and the cinnamon rosebushes straggling down to the road, that I do not think of Mrs. Weaver and her story.


It was not in reply to any question of mine that she told it, for, notwithstanding Elder Lincoln’s suggestion, I somehow shrank from asking her directly about her theological views and beliefs. I had received a telegram one day relating to a business matter, and as I sat with Mrs. Weaver at the open door of the mill-house, I spoke of it, and of the nervous dread the sight of one of those dull yellow envelopes always brought me.






Yes, she said, they’re scary things, any way you take it; but sometimes the writing one is worse than getting one. I never shall forget, as long as I live, the time I tried and tried, till I thought I should go crazy trying, to put just the right words, and not more than ten of them, into a telegraph to John Nelson. Over and over I went with it, saying the words to myself, and trying to pick out something that would sort of break the news easy, and yet have him sense it without any mistake: “Maria has come back, don’t be scared, all well here.” No, the first part of that was too dreadful sudden. “Don’t be surprised to hear Maria is with us now!” Oh no, how could he help being surprised, and how could I help making him so?


For you see, Maria was dead and buried, and had been for three whole weeks!


John Nelson had stood by her dying bed at the very end; he’d been at the funeral, one of the mourners, being her own half-brother and her nighest relation. He was the last one of the family to view the remains, and had stayed behind with Mr. Weaver and one of the neighbors to see the grave filled up. So to hear she was staying with us now would be amazing enough to him, however I could break it or smooth it down. It was amazing to us, and is now to look back at, only we sort of got used to it after a spell, as you do to anything.


Maria Bliven wasn’t a near relation of ours, being only my first husband’s sister, I was Mrs. Bliven when I married Mr. Weaver, you know, but she had lived with us off and on for years, and she’d been buried from our house. Mr. Weaver’d been real good about having her there, though lots of men wouldn’t have been, she belonging, as you might say, to another dispensation, my first husband’s relations. The fact was, she didn’t stay to our house long enough at a time for anybody to get tired of her, never stayed anywheres long enough for that. She was the fittiest, restlessest, changeablest person I ever saw or heard of; and never, never quite satisfied. A week in one place was enough, and more than enough, for Maria. She’d fidget and fuss and walk up and down, and twitch her feet and wiggle her fingers, and make you too nervous for anything, if she had to stay in one spot twenty-four hours, I was going to say. So always just as I was going to be afraid Mr. Weaver would get sick of seeing Maria around and having a distant relation like her at the table every meal, she’d come down some morning with carpet-bag in her hand, and say she guessed she’d go over to Haverhill and spend a few days with Mrs. Deacon Colby, or she’d take the cars for New-bury or Fairlee to visit with the Bishops or Captain Sanborn’s folks, and sometimes as far as Littleton to Jane Spooner’s. Then Mr. Weaver and me, we’d have a nice quiet spell all to ourselves, and just when we were ready for a change and a mite of company and talk, Maria would come traipsing back. Something didn’t suit her, and she wasn’t satisfied, but she’d always have lots of news to tell, and we were glad to see her.


Off and on, off and on, that was Maria all over, and more off than on. Why, the time she got her last sickness — the last one, I mean, before the time I’m telling you about — it was her getting so restless after she’d been staying three or four days with aunt Ellen Bragg over to Piermont, and starting for home in a driving snowstorm. She got chilled through and through, took lung fever, and only lived about ten days.


We did everything we could for her, had the best doctor in the neighborhood, and nursed her day and night. Mr. Weaver was real kind, she being only a distant relation, but nothing could raise her up, and she died. We had a real nice funeral, Elder Fuller attending it, and we buried her in our own lot next to Mr. Bliven. It seemed dreadful quiet, and so queer to think that this time she’d gone for good and all, and that she’d got to stay now where she was, and not keep coming back in her restless, changing kind of way whether she was satisfied or not. I really did miss her, and I believe Mr. Weaver did, too, though he wouldn’t own it.


And here she was, and here was I half crazy over making up a telegraph to tell John Nelson about it.


She’d been gone just exactly three weeks to a day, she having died the 11th of March, and it being now the second day of April.


I was sitting at the window about ten o’clock in the forenoon peeling potatoes for dinner. I’d brought them into the sitting-room because it had a better lookout and was lighter and pleasanter in the morning. It was an early spring that year, though it came out real wintry afterwards, and the grass was starting up, and the buds showing on the trees, and somehow I got thinking about Maria. She was always glad when it came round spring, and she could get about more and visit with folks, and I was thinking where she was, and how she could ever stand it with her changing ways, to stay put, as you might say. Just then I looked out from the window over towards the river and the bridge, and I saw a woman coming. The minute I saw her I says to myself, “She walks something like Maria Biven.” She was coming along pretty quick, though not exactly hurrying, and she had somehow a real Bliven way about her. She came straight on in the direction of our house, and the closer she came, the more she walked like Maria. I didn’t think it was her, of course, but it gave me a queer feeling to see anybody that favored her so much. The window was open, and I got nearer and nearer to it, and at last stretched my head out and stared down the street, a potato in one hand and the knife in the other. The sun was warm when you were out in it, exercising, and I saw the woman untying her bonnet-strings and throwing them back. Dear me! that was a real Bliven trick. I’d seen Maria do it herself fifty times. She was getting pretty night now, and the first thing I knew she looked up at the house and nodded her head just as Maria used to when she came home from visiting. Then in a minute I saw her plain as day. It was Maria Bliven, sure enough; there was no mistaking her.


I see by your face what you are thinking about; it’s what strikes every soul I ever tell this to. You’re wondering why I take this so cool, as if it wasn’t anything so much out of the common. Well, first place, it all happened a good many years ago, and I’ve gone through a heap of things since then, good and bad both, enough to wear off some of the remembering. And again, somehow, I took it kind of cool even then. It appeared to come about so natural, just in the course of things, as you might say, and only what you might have expected from Maria with her fitty, unsatisfied ways. And then — well, you’ll see it yourself as I go on — there was something about Maria and the way she took it, and seemed to expect us to take it, that kept us from getting excited or scared or so dreadful amazed.


Why, what do you think was the first and only single remark I made as she came in at the door just as she had come in fifty times before after visiting a spell? I says, “Why, good-morning, Maria, you’ve come back.” And she says, “Good-morning, Lyddy; yes, I have.”


That was all, outside, I mean, for I won’t deny there was a swimmy feeling in my head and a choky feeling down my throat, and a sort of trembly feeling all over as I see Maria drop into a chair and push her bonnet-strings a mite further back. She sat there a few minutes, I don’t recollect just how long, and I don’t seem to remember what either one of us said. Appears to me Maria made some remark about its being warm weather for the beginning of April, and that I said ’twas so. Then sometimes I seem to remember that I asked her if she’d walked all the way or got a lift any part of it. But it don’t hardly appear as if I could have said such a foolish thing as that, and anyways, I don’t recollect what she answered. But I know she got up pretty soon and said she guessed she’d go up and take off her things, and she went.


There was one potato dished up that day for dinner with the skin on, and it must have been the one I was holding when I first caught sight of Maria down the road. So that goes to show I was a good deal flustered and upset, after all. The first thing was to tell Mr. Weaver. He was in the barn, and out I went. I didn’t stop to break the news then, but gave it to him whole, right out. “Pollos,” I says, all out of breath, “Maria Bliven’s come back. She’s in her bedroom this minute, taking off her things.” I never can bring back to my mind what he said first. He took it kind of calm and cool, as he always took everything that ever happened since I first knew him. And in a minute he told me to go and telegraph to John Nelson. You see, besides John’s being Maria’s nearest relation, he had charge of the little property she’d left, and so ’twas pretty important he should know right off that she hadn’t left it for good.


Now I’ve got back to where I begun about that telegraph. Well, I sent it, and John came over from Hanover next day. I can’t go on in a very regular, straight-ahead way with this account now, but I’ll tell what went on as things come into my head, or I’ll answer any questions you want to ask, as you appear so interested. Everything went on natural and in the old way after the first. Of course, folks found out pretty quick. Bradford’s a small place now, and ’twas smaller then, and I don’t suppose there was a man, woman, or child there that didn’t know within twenty-four hours that Maria had come back. There was some talk naturally, but not as much as you’d think. Folks dropped in, and when they’d see her looking about as she did before she left, and we going on just the same, why, they got used to it themselves, and the talk most stopped.


But though they thought she was the same as she used to be, I knew she wasn’t. It’s hard to put it into words to make you understand, but Maria hadn’t been many hours in the house before I saw she was dreadful changed. First place, she didn’t talk near so much. Before she left she was a great hand to tell about all her doings after she’d been on one of her visits. She’d go all over it to Mr. Weaver and me, and it was real interesting. But she never said one single word now about anything that had happened since we saw her last, where she’d been, what she’d done, or anything. She and me, we were together by ourselves a great deal, more than ever before, in fact, for somehow the neighbors didn’t come in as much as they used to. Maria was always pleasant to them, but though they said she was just the same as ever, with nothing queer or alarming about her, I saw they didn’t feel quite at home with her now, and didn’t drop in so often. But sit together, she and me, hours at a time as we might, never one word of what I couldn’t help hankering to know passed Maria’s lips. Why didn’t I ask her, you say? Well, I don’t know. Seems to me now, as I think it all over, that I would do it if I could only have the chance again. You wouldn’t hardly believe how I wish and wish now it’s too late that I had asked her things I’m just longing to know about, now I’m growing old and need to look ahead a little, and particular now Mr. Weaver’s gone, and I’m so hungry to know something about him, we having lived together most fifty years, you know. But there was something about Maria that kept me from asking. And sometimes I think there was something that kept her from telling. I feel sure she was on the point of making some statement sometimes, but she couldn’t; the words wouldn’t come; there didn’t seem to be any way of putting the information into words she knew, or that was used in our part of the country, anyway. Dear me, what lots of times I’ve heard her begin something this way, “When I first got there, I — ” “Before I come back, I — ” Oh, how I’d prick up my ears and most stop breathing to hear! But she’d just stop, seem to be a-thinking about something way, way off, and never, never finish her remarks. Yes, I know you wonder I didn’t question her about things. As I said before, I can’t hardly explain why I didn’t. But there was something about her looks and her ways, something that, spite of her being the old Maria Bliven I had lived in and out with so many years, somehow made her most like a stranger that I couldn’t take liberties with.


Mr. Weaver and me, of course, we talked about it when we were all by ourselves, mostly at night, when it was still and dark. It did seem real strange and out of the common someways. Neither one of us had ever had anything like it happen before to anybody we knew or heard of. Folks who’d died, generally, no, always, I guess, up to this time, died for good, and stayed dead. We were brought up Methodists; we were both professors, and knew our Bibles and the doctrines of the church pretty well. We knew about two futures for the soul, the joyful, happy one for the good and faithful, and the dreadful one for the wicked. And we’d always been learnt that to one of these localities the soul went the very minute, or second, it left the body. That there were folks that held different opinions, and thought there was a betwixt and between district where you stayed on the road, where even the good and faithful might rest and take breath before going into the wonderful glory prepared for them, and where the poor, mistaken, or ignorant, or careless souls would be allowed one more chance of choosing the right, we didn’t know that. I never’d heard of that doctrine then, though a spell after that I hardly heard anything else.


I don’t know as I told you about Elder Janeway from down South somewhere coming to board with us one summer. He was writing a book called Probation, and he had a way of reading out loud what he was writing in a preaching kind of way, so that you couldn’t help hearing it all, even if you wanted to. And all day long, while I sat sewing or knitting, or went about my work, baking and ironing and all, I’d hear that solemn, rumbling voice of his going on about the “place of departed spirits,” the Scripture proofs of there being such a place, what it was like, how long folks stayed there, and I don’t know what all. That was just before I came down with the fever that I most died with, as I was telling you the other day, and they say this talk of the Elder’s appeared to run in my mind when I was light headed and wandering, and I’d get dreadful excited about it.


But at the time I was telling about I hadn’t heard this, so Mr. Weaver and I would talk it over, and wonder and guess and suppose. “Oh, Pollos,” I whispered one night, “you don’t presume Maria is a — ghost?” “No more than you be,” says Mr. Weaver, trying to whisper, but not doing it very well, his voice naturally being a bass one. “Ghosts,” he says, “are all in white, and go about in a creepy way, allowing there are any such things, which I don’t.” “But what else can she be, Pollos,” I says, “she having died and been buried, and now back again? Where’s she, or her soul or spirit, been these three weeks, since that?”


“Well, come to that, I don’t know,” Mr. Weaver would say. And he didn’t. No more did I.


Where had she come from that morning when she appeared so unexpected as I sat peeling the potatoes? Not a single soul had seen her, as far as we could find out, before the very minute I catched sight of her at the turn of the road. Folks had been at their windows or doors, or in their yards all along that very road for miles back, and on the two different roads that come into the main one there were plenty of houses full of people, but nobody, not one of them, saw her go by. There was Almy Woolett, whose whole business in life was to know who passed her house, and what they did it for. She was at her front window every minute that forenoon, and it looked right out on the road, not fifteen foot back of where I first saw Maria, and she never saw her.


Then, as to what clothes she came in, folks have asked about that, and I can’t give them a mite of satisfaction. For the life of me I can’t remember what she had on before she went up to her room and took off her things. I’m certain sure she wasn’t wearing what she went away in, for that was a shroud. In those days, you know, bodies was laid out in regular appropriate burying things, made for the occasion, instead of being dressed all up like living beings, as they do nowadays. And Maria didn’t come back in that way, or I might have thought her a ghost sure enough. Sometimes I seem to recollect that she had on something sort of grayish, not black or white, but just about the color of those clouds out there, just over the mill, almost the color of nothing, you might say. But there, I ain’t sure, it’s so long ago. But I know she had on something I never “d seen her wear before, and she never wore again, for when she came downstairs she was dressed in her old blue gingham, with a white tie apron. I own up I did look about everywheres I could think of for the things she came in, but I couldn’t find them high nor low. Not a sign of them was there in her bed-room, in the closet or chest of drawers, or her little leather trunk, and I’m certain sure they wasn’t anywheres in the house when I ransacked for them, and that wasn’t two hours after Maria came back.


It’s only little specks of things I can tell you about that happened after this, anything, I mean, that had to do with her queer experience. I watched her close, and took notice of the least thing that seemed to bear on that. She complained a good deal of being lonesome, and when I recommended her going out more and visiting with the neighbors, she’d say so sorrowful and sad, “There ain’t anybody of my kind here, not a single one; I’m all alone in the world.” And, take it one way, she was.


One day she and me were sitting together in the kitchen, and one of Billy Lane’s boys came to the door to borrow some saleratus. After he’d gone, I says to Maria, “I told you, didn’t I, that Billy Lane died last month? He died of lock-jaw, and it came on so sudden and violent he wasn’t able to tell how he hurt himself. They found a wound on his foot, but don’t know how it came.” “Oh,” say, Maria, as quiet and natural as you please, “he told me he stepped on a rusty nail down by the new fence.” I was just going to speak up quick, and ask how in the world he could have told her that, when he didn’t die till a week after she did, when she started, put on one of her queer looks, and says, “There, I forgot to shut my blinds, and it’s real sunny,” and went upstairs.


The first death that we had in Bradford after her coming back was little Susan Garret. We’d heard she was sick, but didn’t know she was dangerous, and were dreadful surprised when Mr. Weaver came in to supper and told us she was dead. I felt sorry for Mrs. Garret, a widow with only one other child, and that a sickly boy, but I must say I was surprised to see how Maria took it to heart. She turned real white, kept twisting her hands together, and sort of moaning out, “Oh, I wish I’d knowed she was going, I wish I’d knowed. If she’d only wait just a minute for me,” and crazy, nervy things like that. I had to get her upstairs and give her some camphor and make her lay down, she was so excited like. She didn’t calm down right away, and when I heard her say sort of to herself, “Oh, if I could only a seen her!” I says, “Why, Maria, you can see her. We’ll run right over there now. I guess they’ve laid the poor child out by this time, and they’ll let us see the body.” Such a look as Maria gave me, real scornful, as you might say, as she says, “That! see that! What good would it do to see that I want to know.” Why, I tell you it made me feel for a minute as if a body was of no account at all, leastways in Maria’s opinion. And yet she’d used hers to come back in anyways! ’Twas quite a spell before she cooled down, and she never explained why it worked her up so, and I’m sure I don’t know. Whether it was because she thought little Susan had gone to the place she herself had come away from, and wished she had known in time to go back along with her just for company, or again, whether she felt bad because she hadn’t had a chance to give the child some advice or directions that would have helped her along the road that Maria knew and nobody else probably in all that county did know, why, I haven’t an idea.


I believe I told you a ways back that after she got home Maria all the time had a kind of look and way as if she’d done something she hadn’t ought to done, or was somewhere she hadn’t any business to be, somehow as if she belonged somewhere else.


In the old days she wasn’t ever satisfied long at a time in any place, but she was always pleased to get back, leastways for a spell. But from the minute she came this time she was troubled and worried. And that grew on her. She was always sort of listening and watching, as if she expected something to happen, starting at the least bit of noise, and jumping if anybody knocked or even came by the gate. She got dreadful white, and so poor she didn’t weigh no more than a child, and such little trifling things worked her up. For instance, we had heard a spell before, Mr. Weaver and me, that Mr. Tewksbury over at South Newbury was dead, and we believed it, not knowing anything to the contrary. But one day Mr. Weaver came in and he says, Lyddy, you recollect we heard the other day that Silas Tewksbury was dead? Well, I met him just now coming over the bridge.” Maria was in the room, and first thing we knew she gave a kind of screech, and put her two hands together, and she says, “Oh, no, no, no, not another of us! I thought ’twas only me. Oh, deary, deary me, that’s what they meant. They said it wouldn’t end with me; they begged me not to try; and now I’ve started it, and it won’t never stop. They’ll all come back, all, every single one of ’em,” and she cried and moaned till we were at our wits’ ends what to do. It wasn’t till she found out that Mr. Tewksbury hadn’t ever died at all, but ’twas his brother at White River Junction that was taken off, that she got quiet.


So it went on, Maria sort of wearing out with worrying and grieving about something she couldn’t seem to tell us about except by little hintings and such, and Mr. Weaver and me, we wondering and surmising and talking all alone nights in whispers. We didn’t understand it, of course, but we’d made up our minds on one or two points, and agreed on them. Maria had never been to heaven, we felt sure of that. There were lots of reasons for that belief, but one is enough. Nobody, even the most discontented and changeablest being ever made, would leave that place of perfect rest and peace for this lonesome, dying, changing world, now would they? And as for the other locality, why, I just know certain, certain sure she’d never been there. That would have showed in her face, and her talk, and her ways. If it is one little mite like what I’ve always been learnt it is, one minute, one second spent there would alter you so dreadfully you’d never be recognized again by your nighest and dearest. And Maria was a good woman, a Christian woman. Her biggest fault was only her fretting and finding fault, and wanting to change about and find something better. Oh no, no; wherever Maria Bliven had come from that morning in April it wasn’t from that place of punishment, we felt sure of that, Mr. Weaver and me. As I said once before, we hadn’t heard then that there was any other place for the dead to go to. But from things Maria let drop, and the way she behaved, and our own thinking and studying over it, we began to come to this, that maybe there was a stopping-place on the road before it forked, to put it into this world’s sort of talk, where folks could rest and straighten out their beliefs and learn what to expect, how to look at things, and try and be tried. Last summer I heard a new word, and it struck me hard. Mrs. Deacon Spinner told me her son had gone off to learn new ways of farming and gardening and such. She said they had places nowadays where they learnt boys all that, and they called them “Experiment Stations.” The minute I heard that I says to myself, “That’s the name! That’s what the place where Maria came back from, and that Elder Janeway knew so much about, had ought to be called, an Experiment Station.” But at that time, in Maria’s day, I’d never heard of this name no more than I had of Elder Janeway, and the place or state he was always writing and talking about. But, after all, I don’t believe I care to go back on what ma and pa and all the good folks of old times held on those subjects. There wasn’t any mincing matters those days; ’twas the very best or the very worst for everybody as soon as they departed this life, and no complaints made. I’m certain sure any of those ancestors of mine, particular of the Wells side — that was pa’s, you know — would have taken the worst, and been cheerful about it, too, rather than have had the whole plan upset and a half-and-half place interduced. But then, if there ain’t such a locality, where in the world did Maria come from that time? I tell you, it beats me.


Now this very minute something comes into my head that I haven’t told you about, that I don’t believe I ever told anybody about; I don’t know as I can tell it now. It is like a sound that comes to you from way, way off, that you think you catch, and then it’s gone. It was just only a word Maria used two or three times after she came back, a dreadful, dreadful curious word. It wasn’t like any word I ever heard spoke or read in a book; ’twasn’t anything I can shape out in my mind to bring back now. First time I heard it she was sitting on the doorstep at night, all by herself. It was a nice night with no moon, but thousands of shining little stars, and the sky so sort of dark bluish and way, way off. Maria didn’t know I was night, but I was, and I was peeking at her as she sat there. She looked up right overhead at the sky, and the shining and the blue, and then she spoke that word, that curious, singular word. I say she spoke it, and that I heard it, but somehow that don’t make it plain what I mean. Seem’s if she only meant it, thought it, and I sort of catched it, felt it Oh, that sounds like crazy talk, I know, but I can’t do any better. Somehow I knew without using my ears that she was saying or thinking a word, the strangest, meaningest, oh, the curiousest word! And once she said it in her sleep when I went into her room in the night, and another time as she sat by her own grave in the little burying-ground, and I had followed her there unbeknownst. I tell you, that wasn’t any word they use in Vermont, or in the United States, or anywheres in this whole living world. It was a word Maria brought back, I’m certain sure from — well, wherever she’d been that time.


Well, it was wearing to see Maria those days, growing poorer and poorer, and bleacheder and bleacheder, and failing up steady as the days went by. And one day just at dusk, when she and me were sitting by ourselves, I mustered up courage to speak out. “Maria,” I says, “you don’t appear to be satisfied these times.”


“Satisfied!” she says, “course I ain’t. Was I ever satisfied in all my born days? Wasn’t that the trouble with me from the beginning? Ain’t it that got me into all this dreadful trouble? Deary, deary me, if I’d only a stayed where — ” She shut up quick and sudden, looking so mournful and sorry and wore out that I couldn’t hold in another minute, and I burst out, “Maria, if you feel that way about it, and I can see myself it’s just killing you, why in the world don’t you go back again?” I was scared as soon as I’d said it, but Maria took it real quiet. “Don’t you suppose I’ve thought of that myself?” she says. “I ain’t thought of much else lately, I tell you. But as far’s I know, and I know a lot more than you do about it, there ain’t but just one way to go there, and that,” she says, speaking kind of low and solemn, “that is the way I went before. And I own up, Lyddy,” says she, “I’m scaret o’ that way, and I scursely dast to do it again.” “But,” I says, getting bolder when I saw she wasn’t offended at my speaking, “you say yourself you ain’t sure. Maybe there is some other way of getting back; there’s that way — well, that way you came from there, you know.”


“That’s different,” says Maria. But I saw she was thinking and studying over something all the evening, and after she went to her bedroom she was walking about, up and down, up and down, the biggest part of the night. In the morning when it got to be nigh on to seven o’clock, and she not come down, I felt something had happened, and went up to her room. She wasn’t there. The bed was made up, and everything fixed neat and nice, and she had gone away.


“Oh, dear,” I says to Mr. Weaver, “that poor thing has started off all alone, weak as she is, to find her way back.” “Back where?” says Pollos. Just as if I knew.


But we both agreed on one point. We couldn’t do anything. We felt to realize our own ignorance, and that this was a thing Maria must cipher out by herself, or with somebody that was way, way above us to help her. It was a dreadful long day, I tell you. I couldn’t go about my work as if nothing had happened, and I couldn’t get out of my head for one single minute that poor woman on her curious, lonesome travels. Would she find the road? I kept a-thinking to myself, and was it a hard, dark one like the one everybody else had to go on before they got to the afterwards-life, a valley full of shadows, according to Scripture, with a black, deep river to ford, a “swelling flood,” as the hymn says?


Well, the day went by somehow, most days do, however slow they seem to drag along, and the night came on. Though we didn’t mean to meddle or interfere in this matter, Mr. Weaver and me, we had asked a few questions of folks who dropped in or went by that day. Maria had been seen by people all along the same road she had come home by that other time, and on both the roads that joined it. Two or three, seeing how beat out and white she looked, had offered her a ride, but whichever direction they were going she had always answered the same thing, that she wasn’t going their way. It was nigh nine o’clock, and we were just shutting up the house for the night, when I heard steps outside and the gate screaked.


I felt in a minute that it was Maria, and I opened the door as quick as I could. There she was trying to get up the steps, and looking just ready to drop and die right there and then. It took Pollos and me both to get her in and upstairs. It wasn’t any time for questions, but when Mr. Weaver had gone, and I was getting her to bed, I says, as I saw her white face with that dreadful look of disappointedness, “You poor thing, you’re all beat out.” “Yes,” she whispers, her voice most gone she was so wore out, “and I couldn’t find the road. There ain’t but one, leastways to go there by, and that’s the way I went first-off. I’d oughter known it. I’d oughter known it.”


I couldn’t bear to see her so sorrowful and troubled, and I said what I could to comfort her by using Scripture words and repeating the promises made there about that dark valley and the deep waters, and the help and company provided for the journey. But that mournful look never left her face, and she kept a-whispering, “That’s for once; not a word about the second time. Mebbe there ain’t any provision for the second time.” And what could I say?


I believe I haven’t told you how much time the poor woman spent those days in the graveyard, sitting by her own grave. I can’t get over that, even after all these years, that queer, uncommon sight of a person watching over their own burying place, weeding it and watering it as if their own nighest friend lay there. I don’t see why, either. I don’t even know whether her body was there. Folks don’t have two, and she’d brought one back, and was in it now. And, as far as we could see, it was the very same body she wore when she died, and that we’d buried next to Mr. Bliven. Anyway, she appeared to like that place, and showed a lot of interest in taking care of it. There wasn’t any headstone. We had ordered one, but it hadn’t come home when she returned, and we had told Mr. Stevens to keep it a spell till we fixed what to do about it. I was glad it wasn’t up. I can’t think of anything that would be more trying than to see your own gravestone with your name and age and day you died, with a consoling verse, all cut out plain on it. I know, one time, I saw her putting a bunch of sweet-williams on that grave. She looked sort of ashamed when she saw I was watching her, and she says, a mite bashful, “You know they was always her favorite posies.” “Whose?” I asked, just to see what she’d say. But she was so busy fixing the sweet-williams she didn’t take any notice.


Maria failed up after this right along, and pretty soon she was that weak she couldn’t get as far as the graveyard, hardly even down to the gate. And I says to Mr. Weaver that she needn’t worry about finding the way back to where she belonged, for she’d just go as she went the other time if she didn’t flesh up and get a little ruggeder. One day, when I went into her room, she says to me, “Lyddy, I want help, and mebbe I can get it in the old way we used to try. You fetch me the big Bible and let me open it without looking, and put my finger on a verse and then you read it out. Mebbe they’ll take that way of telling me what to do, just mebbe.”


I never approved of that kind of getting help, it always seemed like tempting Providence, but I felt I must do most anything that would help satisfy that poor woman, and I got the Bible. She opened it, her lean hands shaking, and she laid one of her bony fingers on a passage. I must say it took my breath away when I saw how appropriate it was, how pat it came in.


’Twas in Ezekiel, and it went this way: “He shall not return by the gate whereby he came in.”


Maria give a sort of cry and laid her head back against the pillow on the big chair she was sitting in. “There, there,” she says, all shaking and weak, “I most knew it afore, and now I’m certain sure. I’ve got to go the old way.”


And so she did. After all, I wasn’t with her when she went, and it wasn’t from our house she started. I got run down and pindling from taking care of her and studying how to help her out of her troubles. So Mr. Weaver wrote to John Nelson, and after a spell it was fixed that he should take Maria over to his house in Hanover, and he did. It was a hard journey for her, so weak as she was, and she didn’t stand it very well. But she had one more journey to take, the one she’d been dreading so long, and trying to put off.


It wasn’t so dreadful hard, I guess, after all, for they said she fell asleep at the last like a baby. Just before she went, she says very quiet and calm, all the worry and fret gone out of her voice, she says to John and Harriet, who was standing by the bed, “I’m dreadful tired, and I guess I’ll drowse off a mite. And mebbe I’ll be let go in my sleep.” Then in a minute she says slow and sleepy, her eyes shut up, “And if I do, wherever they carry me this time, I guess when I wake up I shall be satisfied,” and she dropped off.


I guess she was, for she went for good that time and stayed. She was buried there in Hanover in John’s lot. We all thought ’twas best. It would have been awk’ard about the old grave, you know, whether to open it or not, and what to do about the coffin. So we thought’s was better to start all over again as if ’twas the first time, with everything bran-new, and nothing second-handed, and we did. But Maria Bliven’s the only person I know that’s got two graves. There’s only one headstone, though, for we took the one we’d ordered before from Mr. Stevens, he altering the reading on it a little to suit the occasion. You see, the first time we’d had on it a line that was used a good deal on gravestones then, “Gone forever.” That didn’t turn out exactly appropriate, so we had it cut out, and this time we had one. Elder Fuller put it into our heads — that Scripture verse, a good deal like Maria’s dying words, though I don’t believe she knew she was quoting when she said it, “I shall be satisfied.”


•   •   •   •   •   •


“Well,” said good Elder Lincoln one July day as we met on the Libson road, “have you heard Mrs. Weaver’s account of Maria Bliven’s unexpected return?”


The Elder had been at Streeter Pond fishing for pickerel, for he belonged to that class styled by dear old Jimmy Whitcher “fishin’ ministers.” He had not met with great success that day, but he had been all the morning in the open, and there was about him a breezy, woodsy, free look which seemed to dissipate shadows, doubts, and dreads. “Yes,” I replied, “I have heard it all. What in the world do you make of it?”


“Well, I don’t make anything of it,” said the Elder. “There’s no conspicuous moral to that story. Mrs. Weaver did not make the most of her opportunities, and we do not gain much new light from her account. Old Cephas Janeway, who wrote a ponderous work on Probation which nobody read, was largely responsible, I guess, for the feverish dream of the old woman. But to her it’s all true, real, something that actually happened. And, do you know, somehow I almost believe it myself as I listen to the homely details, and it brings ‘thoughts beyond the reaches of our souls.’”


He was silent a minute, then taking up his fishing basket, very light in weight that day, he raised the lid, looked with unseeing eyes at its contents, and said absently, “I can’t help wishing I had met Maria after she came back. There is just one thing” He did not complete the sentence, and I saw that his thoughts were far away. With a good-bye word which I know he did not hear, I turned aside, leaving him there in the dusty road.
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“It’s a queer thing, anyway,” said Eleanor, with sober eyes. She dropped down on the club-house steps, and pulled absently at the scarlet leaves in her belt. The pale October sunlight struck gold sparkles from her ruffled curly head; her sun-browned childish face was grave with thought. “Do you ever do that, Ned?”


“Do what, old lady?”


“Dream the same thing, over and over. I’ve dreamed this one three times now in the last four months, just since we were married, and dozens and dozens of times before. I can remember it as far back as the winter Grandaunt Isabel took me to Italy with her. I was only five then. And it was always coming when I was with the sisters. I used to wake up and think it was one of them bending over me — the gray dress and all, you know. But one day I asked Sister Hyacinthe, who had charge of us minims, and she said that I always slept like a dormouse”


“I’ll wager.”


“And that she hadn’t gone to my alcove a single time in all the four years I’d stayed there. So it must have been just that same dream.”


“Very likely.” Her husband considered the wide, undulating green with placid gaze. “Watch Jimmy Curtis wallop that ball. he plays golf like a pleased Comanche.”


“I can’t help wondering why it keeps coming back,” Eleanor went on, half to herself. “It makes me feel so dissatisfied, somehow; for I know that she’s longing to ask me some question; and I can’t answer.”


“Why don’t you wake up and talk back?”


“I do, goosey! That’s what makes it so exasperating. My eyes are just popping out, wide awake, every time; but my tongue won’t budge. I can’t talk a bit, not a solitary word.”


“Be sure it’s a dream.” Ned’s wide blue cherub eyes lifted pensively to the tinted hills; his left shoulder lifted, too, in swift prescience of the wrath to come. But for once his ear escaped unchastened. Eleanor went on, unconscious of his gibe.


“She’s always so eager! She stoops over me as I lie there, and peers down into my face as if she wanted to look clear through me, body and soul. I never see her so very clearly; she has long brown curls, and they blow across her face. But I don’t need to see her, to know how curious she is. Her body leans over, as if it tried to see, too. Her hands are eager; they’re warm and soft, and all sweet with some queer old-fashioned perfume, and they sort of flutter, she’s in such a hurry, and I can always feel her eyes just begging me to tell her, quick, before she must go away. She’s always hurrying — and yet she wants so to stay.”


“He won’t get out of that ditch if he digs till Christmas,” murmured Ned. “Yes, it is queer, how dreams tag after you. I used to have ‘em myself, when I was playing on the team. Used to wake up in a cold sweat, always in the last half, with the score a tie — and me fumbling the ball! Ugh, I wouldn’t get over it all day! If it worries you, don’t think about it, nor talk about it. Then it’ll go away.”


He scrambled up and drew her to her feet. Shoulder to shoulder, boy-husband and girl-wife might have posed as noble fragments from some antique shrine, miraculously copied in warm young flesh and radiant bloom. The girl, for all her dryad fairness of white-rose coloring and rounded lines, was moulded to a strength as poised and exquisite as that of the splendid body beside her. The boy’s eyes met hers tranquilly. Their level gaze mirrored the lucent innocence of her own.


“I wish I knew what she wants,” she pondered, as they sauntered down the wide, empty piazza, brown fingers interlaced and swinging. “If only”


“Oh, dreams are all tommy-rot, anyway. Don’t be so quiddly, Nell. You’ll be shaking me awake to meet your gray lady every night in the week.”


“My gray lady isn’t half as quiddly as your falling down on a football play.” Eleanor rammed her arms belligerently into her white coat. “And I’ll wager I can beat you down to the gate. Let’s start on this crack. Pig, don’t you dare put your foot past it! One two three a-ah!”


With a breathless spurt, she gained the high arch, half a yard ahead.


“I just let you beat to please you,” puffed Ned, with large masculine indulgence. “Say, sis, I can stop that dream for you.” He looked down at her, his eyes rippling. A charming, shamefaced pink flared in his tanned cheek. “Look sharp, now, I’m giving orders. You’re not to dream about anybody or anything on the face of the earth hereafter, world without end, except — Me. Promise, now.”


Eleanor considered.


“Turn about’s fair play. How’s that?”


“Sure thing.”


They halted in the shadow of the gateway to crook ceremonious fingers upon their compact, their faces set in solemn grins. Then, instinctively, they leaned to each other. Shielded in vine-bound shadow, they kissed like royal children, serenely blind to the unfathomable riches of their heritage, unknowing and content.


For all her promises, her questing dream followed Eleanor and clung in her thought until it came to be a part of life, an ever-recurring figure in the fabric of her days. In time, she came to take a fanciful delight in it; for it drifted, a haze of mystery, across the happy, monotonous surface of her world; and with it fleeted, like melting iridescence upon a bubble blown, vague, gleaming recollections of other scenes where it had shadowed forth to her. The wide, cool, frescoed room, all faded Loves and tarnished Graces, its carven windows each a setting for a far blue jewel of Italian sea; the narrow, cloistered niche, one maiden candle burning white before the little shrine; the dim, home chamber where she had slept, the night of her betrothal, in Grand-aunt Isabel’s tender arms; all these dear images blurred and blent until they flowed, a luminous aura, about the clearer image of her dream.


It was never a weird vision; it brought no thought of pain. Always it wore but the one gentle semblance. She would fancy herself in her own bed, lying broad awake in the gray day. Every sense would be aroused and eager; the assurance of reality would be so strong that, days after, she could recall the broadening path of light through the narrowed shutter, the faint cold morning smell of the rain-wet garden beyond. yet her eyes never paused to prove their vision; for always beside her leaned the Vision itself; and every power strained with aching effort to meet its plea.


The figure was that of a young girl, younger than herself, beautiful with a beauty that glowed like a pale star through the twilight mist of dreams. Brown, heavy hair lay in great soft curls on her fair shoulders, and blew in airy rings around her face. A long majestic gown of velvet, ashen gray in shadow, paling to silver, dragged on her slender body and sheathed her little arms. Her hands were strung with jewels and smothered in falling lace; broad dulled chains of cameos shone on her neck and bound her tender wrists. In all her wide-flowing magnificence, she looked like a child playing at queen. For the first moment, Eleanor would feel herself patronizingly old and wise before her. Yet the eyes were never the eyes of a child. Nor was the answer that she had come to win a childish thing.


She hung over Eleanor, strung taut in every delicate muscle, her round throat tense, her young breast quivering. Her little hands hovered and groped, entreating; her body leaned and besought. Her brown eyes seized upon Eleanor’s, clung to them, searched them with a gaze so urging and so passionate that Eleanor, bound and helpless in her net of silence, would fight for speech until her very soul rose up, in frantic, impotent aid. There was no anger in those dark, peering eyes; their look held neither wonderment nor fear. But all her beautiful, mysterious being throbbed with that one mighty impulse — that utter eagerness, that desperate curiosity which fuses body and soul into one flaming effort, leaping unavailingly upon the miracle which it will understand.


Shaken to consciousness by her longing to help, Eleanor would find herself awake in truth; and as her eyelids lifted to real day, the little pleading shape would glimmer from her sight. Yet the illusion was so strong, so clear, that she could feel that slender, hovering palm against her hair, the sweep of hurrying, scented robes against her knee. And always there lingered, like an echo of far bells, the ghost of a dim, sweet perfume, laden with mystic remembrance; the very perfume of dreams.


At length the vision came less frequently: and presently even the memory of it faded from her thought. For now her life had flushed awake, in sudden morning radiance, and her new day, so crowded and so joyous, held no more room for dreams. Yet she herself was not awakened. For all her days were dream days now, glorified, expectant, enthralling. The hours slipped through her waiting hands like beads upon her girlhood rosary. And all her dawns were rose-blown; and all her dews were pearl.


Once only, during her short, happy convalescence, the vision came to her again. As ever before, she roused to feel the fall of the light hand against her cheek, cool as wind-tossed apple-blossom, to see the frail, gray shape hovering near. But now those eager, questioning eyes were not for Eleanor alone. For as Eleanor awoke, she turned from her side and caught the baby up from his pillows, then drew back, glowing and triumphant, the tiny, yielding body cradled high in both slim arms. And from the beautiful searching face that bent above the child, there streamed an ecstasy that lay as white as joy upon the little face.


“Isn’t he splendid!” Eleanor’s heart of pride beat out the rapturous up-blown words. But even as she spoke, she knew again her dream. For the night-nurse dozed by the shaded lamp and the baby lay as he had lain, in her own breast.


The boy grew and flourished. He was a square, adorable princeling, brown-eyed, golden-headed, with a cheek like a pussy-willow bud, and the disposition of a well-bred puppy. His father, overgrown boy himself, alternately worshipped him and tinkered with him as if he had been a fascinating wound-up toy. Eleanor, for all her strange new mother-wisdom, hardly believed in him; he was entirely too good to be true. The months of his life lengthened past a year, and she still walked softly before the glory of her child.


It was easier for Ned to grow used to him than for her, she thought sometimes, a little wistfully. He had his father and mother and a phalanx of adoring sisters to share his transports; he could strut and boast to his heart’s content, sure of an audience even more shamelessly exultant in its pride than he. Eleanor, on her side, stood alone. Her girl-mother had died in her babyhood; her father’s name brought no recollection. Out of all her house, not one of her own blood remained to rejoice with her but the Grand-aunt Isabel, whose patient love had always been her refuge. So to Aunt Isabel she went, secure in an understanding that could never fail her. But the elder woman’s largess of sympathy was tempered with gentle amused indulgence for her vain delight; and she owned herself still unsatisfied.


“If I just had somebody my own age, to show him to!” she longed. “Someone who didn’t care which side he took after, nor whether he was going to have Grandfather Coleman’s gout or Grandfather Underwood’s nose, or would grow up High-church Presbyterian or Low-church Unitarian, but could just look at him and rave over him, and see how absurd and cunning and gorgeous he really is! If only”


Her wistful eyes brightened with sudden tender laughter. “I just wish I could show him off to that dear little dream I used to have! She’d know how splendid he is! She thought he was the whole thing, that one time she did look at him. I almost”


“Where did the kid go, Nell?” Her husband, lounging on the warm turf beside her hammock, cocked a drowsy eye.


“He posted off down the porch a while ago. Where are you, Neddy, son?”


The baby trotted ponderously around a corner of the piazza. His dumpling cheeks puffed with beatific smiles; his tight-curled head shone like a dandelion against the vivid grass.


“Where have you been, young man? Who have you been larking with, to make you look so cheerful?”


“Lady,” said Neddy affably. Lady was his gallant term for everything in petticoats, from his stately grandmother to the giddy young thing in tissue frills who hung from his father’s shaving-stand.


“What lady, my lamb?”


Neddy puckered crescent brows.


“Gone-away lady,” he formulated presently, podgy hands outstretched to speak illimitable distance. “Way-way by. All gone!”


“The gone-away lady, is it? He’s forever chortling about her,” yawned Ned. “When I went up to the nursery last night he was standing at the window in those bear-cub pajamas of his, throwing juicy kisses to his gone-away lady. Somebody who stops outside to make love to him over the hedge, I suppose. It’s disgusting, how daffy this entire neighborhood gets about him; and he nothing but an every-day common or garden child, you might say. Don’t squeeze him so tight, Nell. You’re scrouging his nose all to one side. Oh, I don’t know that he’s so dead common, after all. He does pretty well, for the likes of us. What is it, sis?”


Eleanor set the child on her knee. Slow wonder deepened in her eyes.


“Nothing. I was just thinking”


Her voice trailed away in bewildered silence. She gathered her baby tightly into her arms, and laid her face against his dimpled shoulder. The lace and lawn against her cheek were faintly redolent of soft, mysterious perfume, unknown, yet keenly, poignantly familiar. She groped for recollection; but this fleeting phantom token, too evanescent to be called a fragrance, held for her no conscious memory. Only she glimpsed the shimmer of wan dawnlight upon a misty, gray-robed form. For an instant, she felt the hurrying touch of slender fingers upon her own.


“Come to your stern parent,” commanded Ned, stretching out mighty arms. “Upon my honor, Nell, he’s grown three inches since yesterday, lengthwise and crosswise and straight through. He must measure just about a yard each way. Twenty-seven cubic feet of angel infancy! Sounds like a baby hippopotamus. Here, you cannibal, are you eating grasshoppers again? Shame! Nice manners to gobble your little playmates like that!”


It was perhaps a fortnight later when Eleanor went again to spend a dutiful hour with Grand-aunt Isabel. Her afternoons there were always a happy interlude. The old house was her comrade; every turn in the deep, ancient staircase welcomed her; every tarnished mirror and wide-swinging door gave her familiar greeting. Aunt Isabel herself, imperious, merry, keen of sight, and keener still of tongue, was the ethereal spice that gave the final delicate zest to her atmosphere, and made its aroma of gracious age and high tradition a savor, not a cloying sweet.


As Eleanor entered, she turned from her heaped sewing-table with a brisk nod of her silvery capped head.


“You’re just in time, child. March over here and sort those silk pieces for me. I’m planning an hereditary slumber-robe for that incomparable infant of yours, and it’s to have bits of every wedding-gown and brocaded vest and damask petticoat that’s peacocked through the family in four generations. You needn’t smile, Miss Impudence. True, I’m piecing scraps, instead of cutting my days out of a full pattern, like you. But never mind. You’ll be rising eighty in a year or so yourself, and you may well be proud if you turn out as neat a stent as mine.


“Put the stamped velvets all to themselves, dear. They’re sniffy bachelor aristocrats, anyway; they won’t like to rub elbows with the limp lady-silks, nor even the dowager damasks. Yes, they’re magnificent fabrics, and just as masculine as if they wore side-whiskers and fat gold chains. That black piece with the little red lozenges standing up on their toes was the vest Uncle Dudley Coleman wore the day they tried to hiss him down in the Senate for his speech against the Dred Scott decision. I’ll wager Uncle Dudley was standing on his toes just about then, too. The Colemans had faults enough and some to lend to the neighbors, but cowardice wasn’t in the family motto. That pale-blue piece with the brocaded pink curlycues was Cousin Amariah Bradbury’s. Do you remember when Amariah proposed to me? N-no, I suppose not. It was the spring of ’42, I think. Amariah wore that very vest, and I recall how the blue matched his eyes, and the pink was just the shade of his little sprouting curly mustache—”


“Aunt Isabel, aren’t you ashamed!”


“Indeed, I’m not, Sissy Pert. I’m proud of my memory. When I consider how many there were of them, that spring alone, I wonder that I can recall their names, even. That brown piece with the autumn leaves in raised work was Gran’ther Davenport’s fourth-wedding vest. I always felt that Gran’ther showed a rare poetic spirit in choosing that pattern. The puce satin was father’s. I’ve gone to sleep in church with my heard on the watch-pocket many’s the time. The silvery stripe with the embossed cherries — that was your Uncle Richard’s. No, dear, I don’t remember whether he wore it the night he proposed to me or not. I wasn’t interested in velvet waistcoats just then. I was so afraid one minute that he would ask me, in spite of all I could do, and so terrified the next for fear that he wouldn’t!”


Her transparent face sparkled with April laughter.


“Ah, well, he sputtered it out at last, though I had to prod him on shamefully. But I’ve been thankful for sixty years that I did. Those plain velvets should go in a separate pile. The lilac one I wore when I danced with old Admiral Von Deyn at the Embassy, and he trod on the edge of my hoop and nearly tilted me over. The cinnamon was Augusta Chandler’s; it was hideously unbecoming, and not at all what she wanted, but it was a great bargain, and Augusta never could resist a bargain. I sometimes think that was why she married Philemon. The peach-blow your Uncle Richard brought me from Paris. I had blond undersleeves, and a large Honiton bertha, and your Uncle Richard used to say”


The sweet old voice rambled on contentedly. Eleanor did not hear. In the midst of the pile before her lay an odd exquisite bit — a velvet, ashen gray, gleaming silver as she turned it to the light. She picked it up eagerly. The downy fibres seemed to catch and cling upon her fingers. She laid her cheek against the luminous folds. Again that vague wonder encompassed her; for, as if woven into the glinting wrap, there breathed forth a far, dim perfume — the wan, elusive perfume of her dreams. It swayed her like a wind of magic; it swung her past her broad, familiar world, into another world, star-distant.


“What have you found, Eleanor? Oh!”


She put down her work and looked at the girl for a moment, without further speech. Then she took the velvet tenderly from Eleanor’s hands. A shadowy pink warmed her soft withered cheek.


“That was one of Evelyn’s dresses, child. I don’t believe you ever saw it before. It was part of her trousseau — the most ridiculously unsuitable thing for a girl of nineteen. But she always loved such sumptuous, solemn clothes, the little dear! And your father loved to see her trail around in them; he’d have dressed her in cloth of gold, if he could. She loved her jewelry, too; I never saw her dressed for a party that her little neck and arms weren’t decked with the cameo chains your grandfather bought for her. Perhaps it was childish of her to care so much for things to wear. But then she was only a little girl, younger by four years than you are now.


“Sometimes I can’t help wondering what the Lord was thinking about to let her die. You two would have had such good times! I don’t believe she ever would have grown up; and as for mothering you — you’d have been the mother, not she. But she was so cunning and winsome and whimsical and sweet! She had the oddest impatient curiosity about things, just like the child she was. She couldn’t bear to read a story through; she must know how it ended before she was half-way down the first page. She hated a concert or a play — ‘Because you can’t skip.’ She was forever hurrying. Happy? Yes, dear. The happiest little creature that ever drew breath. But sometimes when I remember how eager she was, how she used to snatch at life, I wonder if perhaps she knew.


“She was curious about you, too, in that same whimsey way. She used to pick you up and kiss you and beg you to make haste and grow up, ‘Oh, hurry, hurry, mother’s love!’ she’d say, over and over, ‘so I can see what you’re going to be like.’ She used to beg you to be sure and have your father’s eyes, ‘But you can have my mouth, if you want it,’ she’d assure you politely. And she was forever fretting about such nonsensical things, whether there might be some awful chance that you’d grow up to have shiny black hair, like Cousin Augusta’s, or what if you should like cup-custards. ‘Think of it, Aunt Isabel!’ she’d wail, and she’d laugh, but with those curly lashes of hers all blazing with tears, ‘Think of a child of mine liking them, actually liking them!’ Oh, she was the dearest little foolish lovely thing!”


She laid the velvet on Eleanor’s knee, and turned to her stitchery once more with a slow, tremulous sigh.


Eleanor worked on steadfastly, her heavy lashes drooping. The many-colored tangle yielded to flawless order beneath her flying hands. The long, fair afternoon waned; the two still sat together, speaking now and then a peaceful surface word, but for the most part in the tranquil silence of content.


“I’ll have to run home to the boy, now,” said Eleanor at length. She folded the last roll and bent her tall head for good-bye. “Mind you don’t sew too hard on this quilt, even if it is for the Incomparable. And,” her strong young voice wavered with a sudden wistful thrill, “I wish you’d put all the pieces in.”


“I will, child.” The elder woman kissed her abruptly. Her keen eyes never lifted from her work; her tone fluted with swift understanding. “Be sure I’ll put all the pieces in.”


The new moon traced its gleaming paraph above the darkling elms as she went up the path to her own door. A belated robin piped importune confidences to the daffodils; the garden breathed deep in balmy April dusk. Eleanor pushed by its loveliness unheeding. Her eyes were dark with shadowing thought. For the first hour in all her brooded, shielded life, she found herself bewildered and alone. Through even the white glory of her happiness it clouded upon her; the pitiful, unknowing loneliness of the motherless child.


She climbed the stairs to Neddy’s room. The nurse brushed past her in the dark hall. She turned with a quick word of surprise.


“Why, Mrs. Underwood! Why, I didn’t know that you had gone out again! Did your friend want to stay with Neddy?”


“My friend? I’ve been gone all afternoon, Miss Trescott; and I brought no one home with me. Who do you mean?”


The nurse looked back at her helplessly.


“Why, the lady who is in the nursery with him now. I started to go in a while ago, but they were having such a lovely romp, I hated to spoil it. No, I only caught a glimpse — a slender little thing.”


Eleanor thrust past her to the door. Her body throbbed with frantic haste. Intolerable hope surged through her veins. Her soul leaped within her in a terror of anticipation. She urged toward the door as one long blind might urge toward the promise of sight.


Neddy lay curled in his crib, rosy as anemones, his fists shut tight, the lashes golden on his milky cheek. She bent and snatched him up with trembling arms. The nursery lay hushed in fire-lit peace; she stood alone with her child.


Yet, for a breath, as she entered the room it had flickered upon her sight. The sweep of long gray gown, the bronzed hair, the clasping, hovering hands.


Neddy opened a brown, sleepy eye.


“Gone-away lady,” he murmured, with a chuckle of content. His fat hands lifted and clung around his mother’s neck. “Way-way by. All gone.”


Then, with the weight of the warm little body against her arm, the joy of the silken head against her breast, great understanding came upon her. And she cried out, with an exceeding piteous and tender cry:


“Oh, you poor little love! You poor little hungry, eager thing! He’s yours, too, dear. Yours and mine. I know all about it now. You’d waited till you were just starved, you wanted to have him so. And you couldn’t stand it any longer. You just had to see him, and love him — and know.”


“Lady,” sighed Neddy. His petal cheek tucked down warm against her neck; and in a breath he slipped away, far on a sea of dreams.
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Naturally, they were discussing the Commission as they sat drinking their coffee in the drawing-room after dinner — Arnold Hartzfield, the artist who had received it, his mother, and Sylvia, his wife; and although it had been the one topic mentioned among them for the last few days, it still remained the immediate and exclusive interest in the lives of these three people. Why not? It was a matter of vast importance in Arnold’s career. One of the larger American towns had recently builded a magnificent public library, and Hartzfield had been asked to paint ten pictures to fill the ten large panels.


 “Isn’t it odd, mother,” Arnold’s hazel eyes were brilliant with twinkling reflections, and there was a sparkle, even a momentary content, on his keen, eager face, “and isn’t it fortunate that I should actually have a studio to my hand so near? A railway runs through the village now, and it’s only an hour’s ride to town. A beautifully restful old spot! I’m speaking of Altamont, Sylvia, the place mother owned and gave to me, and where I built an outdoor studio. Whew! The dreams I used to dream there!” He passed his hand across his brow in brief reverie, his face again assuming its customary expression in repose, a sort of baffled, disappointed eagerness, repression, even a faint cynical bitterness; but these in turn faded in the glow of purpose, the new determination of achievement which the bestowal of the Commission had aroused in him.


 “Of course,” he went on, “it is absolutely necessary that I should be near the library for a time and give a thorough study to the lighting and proportions. So,” in quite matter-of-fact tones, “we will go back there instead of my trying to do the work here.”


 Sylvia looked up bewildered, and gazed about the harmonious room, admittedly one of the most artistic in Paris, with its pieces of silver and pewter shining against the subdued peacock hues of walls and hangings, blues and greens and bronzes suavely blended. What had he been saying? Impossibilities.


 But although her first quick glance about had been one of dismay, she said nothing. That was like Sylvia. She was not in the least impulsive, and this quality of inner balance and harmony, the antithesis of his own mercurial temperament, was what had at first attracted Hartzfield to her.


 His mother was the first to break the silence. “Do you remember the picture of Love that you painted at Altamont, Arnold? I wish” she paused suddenly, with a hasty, almost furtive glance at Sylvia.


 Hartzfield threw back his head with a flash of storm in his eyes. “I beg you will never mention that subject to me again,” he cried, with harsh irritability. He pushed back his chair gratingly and left the room; a few moments later the two women heard him open the piano and begin to play, crashing volcanic chords.


 “Mother,” said Sylvia presently, her clear, gray eyes fixed steadily on those of the older woman, “what did you mean and why was Arnold annoyed when that picture, of Love, was mentioned?”


 “Nothing, really,” she said, hesitating, and frankly appearing to ponder. “I assure you of that, Sylvia. A buried incident in his career. Since he has not spoken of it to you, and since you are a wise woman, I advise you to let it sink into oblivion, but—” she spoke with an earnestness and depth of feeling unusual with her. “Take my advice. Amuse yourself by having the whole house done over as soon as you get to Altamont.”


“But why?” asked Sylvia, in surprise. “Arnold said that it was charming.”


“He forgets,” said Mrs. Hartzfield, shortly. “All men forget. He has never been near the place since Adele died, and at that time, in the first” — she hesitated — “sentimentality,” — Sylvia noticed that she did not say grief — “he gave orders that nothing be changed; but I stayed there a month, two years ago, and let me tell you, my dear, that I have never had anything get so on my nerves. I am not impressionable nor superstitious, but” she shivered and lifted her eyebrows expressively.


“Why?” asked Sylvia.


Mrs. Hartzfield threw out her hands with an expansive gesture. “The whole place is full of her,” she said — “full of her. She was a feminine Narcissus, and every person she met must be a pool and reflect her. She would tolerate no backgrounds, nor vistas, nor any relieving scenery; she wanted to fill the whole picture from frame to frame, and she could not even have conceived the idea of being one of a group. When she entered a room, she filled it. She filled a house. She took complete possession of your imagination, your will, or she knew the reason why, and she crowded everything else out of Arnold. In the few years they were married, the promise of his youth, his high dreams, his consecration of purpose, all went down in ashes. You did not know him in those first years after her death. When you met him, his interest in his work was gradually reviving, his individuality was beginning to assert itself, to flutter vaguely its maimed wings; and you, Sylvia,” the bitterness of her tones lost in unwonted tenderness, “you have helped to heal and restore and obliterate.”


Sylvia laid her cheek against the older woman’s in one of her rare caresses; but she did not speak. Her eyes had a peculiar inward glow. She had never thought much about Adele before, but Mrs. Hartzfield’s words had aroused a curiosity, acute, sudden, almost stinging. Arnold rarely spoke of his first wife, and then almost casually, and Mrs. Hartzfield had never mentioned her to Sylvia before. And now, all at once, Sylvia felt that she longed, thirsted to know more of this love of Arnold’s youth.


“Were you not fond of her? Was she not attractive?” she asked.


“Oh, adorable, in a way,” returned Mrs. Hartzfield, carelessly, “but the most pervasive — yes, altogether the most pervasive personality I have ever encountered.”


“Was she very delicate? An invalid?”


“Adele?” in evident surprise. “Oh, not at all. Full of life.”


“Of what did she die?”


Mrs. Hartzfield was intently examining a photograph on the table. “Oh, her death was very sudden.” Her tone was infused with a cold, even curt, finality. “But why,” impatiently, “are we on such depressing themes?”


That was the last as well as the first time that the subject either of Adele or of the picture was ever mentioned between them. In the late summer Arnold and Sylvia sailed, and whatever apprehensions her homesick heart may have nursed on the voyage, Sylvia felt them all vanish on the day they arrived at Altamont. She always retained a delightful memory of the drive first through the village and then through a long stretch of woodland. She affirmed that it was a revelation of color to her; a sky as blue and as brilliant as a sapphire, and against it bold columns of maple-flame, the yellow, fluttering gold of elms and beeches, and the gorgeous sombre bronze of oaks; a splendid trumpet-call of color lifting the heart as on waves of music.


The house stood on a little knoll, hardly a hill, but rising ground. Houses which have harbored many generations have a very distinct character of their own, and this mansion was no exception to the rule. The impression it created on the mind was of a sort of stately serenity. It was built in the Colonial style, with a row of Corinthian pillars across the front, and a flight of stone steps leading up to a flagged porch. Of a soft cream-color, it was flanked on either side by some fine old oaks and beeches, not too near to impede the view of far-stretching woods and noble hills.


“By Jove!” said Hartzfield, his head out of the carriage window, “the old place isn’t so bad, after all, is it? That is my studio yonder, Sylvia,” pointing out a small building at some distance from the house. “And here is good old Judy to meet us,” as a tall, dark, angular Irish-woman came across the porch and to the top of the steps to welcome them.


Judy herself showed the new mistress through the hall and up the wide, shallow stairs to a suite of three rooms.


“These are the guest chambers, Mrs. Hartzfield,” her words allayed a latent and shrinking fear of Sylvia’s that through some stupidity she might have been given the apartments of Adele. “The bedroom, bath, and sitting-room. They are all done in blue, you see. I hope you like blue?”


As Judy asked this commonplace question, Sylvia was struck by something in her manner; she seemed to wait with anxiety the answer.


“Indeed, I am very fond of blue,” replied Sylvia. “It is my favorite color. I will slip into another gown and then come down. I am hungry. Will dinner be ready soon?”


“It shall be served whenever you wish, Mrs. Hartzfield.” Judy was already unpacking the trunks with the skill and touch of much experience.


Half an hour later, Sylvia was smiling at Arnold across the dinner table.


“Judy is wonderful, an artist!” she exclaimed. “Look at the arrangement of those flowers! It is worthy of Japan. But, Arnold,” as a beautiful dish of grapes and peaches was offered her, “is this an American custom, having fruit served first at dinner?”


“An American custom!” he repeated. “Oh dear, no. It is a stupid custom of this house.” His mouth twisted wryly. “Abolish it. Abolish it by all means.”


“Why? It is rather odd and pleasing.” Then, a few moments later: “Arnold! What dreams of candle-shades! Ah,” examining them more closely, “they have been painted by no tyro. Have you looked at them?”


Arnold barely glanced at the pink candle-shades, painted with tiny crimson roses wreathing the miniatures of lovely women.


“Yes,” went on Sylvia, “done by a master. Sorchon? Would he condescend”


There was a sardonic smile on Hartzfield’s face. His eyes were hard. Sylvia did not know before that hazel eyes could look like steel.


“No,” he said, grimly. “Emphatically Sorchon would not condescend. It was II.”


“You!” she cried, incredulously. “You who must always have a canvas as wide as a church door!”


He was looking at her with a peculiar intensity, and yet she felt as if he did not see her at all. His mouth was twisted in a smile of cynical mirth, the steel of his eyes flashed. “My hair was clipped to the roots, and my eyes were blinded, and I was put in the treadmill.” He passed his hand over the thick, short growth. “I resisted. Believe me, I resisted; but Delilah is sure to win.”


He twirled one of the candle-shades nearest him for a few minutes, his face still contracted in that distorted smile; and then slightly shrugging his shoulders after his mother’s fashion, devoted himself to his dinner.


He scarcely spoke again, and at the conclusion of the meal wandered into the hall, and opening the piano, began to play; and Sylvia, after listening a bit, got up from her chair and strolled restlessly about. Most of the rooms on the first floor opened into the hall, and they were all brilliantly lighted, apparently inviting inspection. Her first impression of the house, gained from its exterior, was but enhanced and confirmed by her view of the interior. It was remarkably light and spacious, one might say even gay in effect.


“I wonder if I am out of the picture completely,” smiled Sylvia to herself. “This seems the chosen nest, the loved retreat of an enchantingly pretty and coquettish woman. If my grave and sedate self is to be part of the composition, I should be in the sombre and flowing robes of a French abbess.”


She had moved slowly through the library and a charming sitting-room, and had now reached the drawing-room. It was by far the most brilliant apartment of the series, lacking entirely the rather severe formality characteristic of drawing-rooms in general. All in pink and silver, it gave out a sheen and shimmer that Sylvia found almost dazzling.


Overcrowded, overdecorated as it was, its ornaments, many of them, beautiful and unique, yet Sylvia’s eye was almost immediately caught and held by a picture on the opposite wall, the portrait of a beautiful woman. Her exquisitely rounded shoulders rose from billows of tulle which fell low over the arms; the head, literally sunning over with curls, was bent, and the eyes glanced upward through long lashes with an arch and petulant coquetry.


“Pretty creature!” exclaimed Sylvia. Then, which a shock, followed by a vivid increase of interest, she realized that this must be Adele.


She had been standing with one hand on the back of a straight little chair, and now she drew it toward her and sat down, the involuntary smile with which we greet an image of beauty fading from her face. What radiance! Here in this room, so decorated that it gave out sparkles like a jewel, where there were any number of objects, each beautiful in itself, to attract the attention, the picture dominated and eclipsed them all. Sylvia felt as if she had never seen feminine loveliness before, nor realized its possibilities for expressing the joy of life. But as she continued to study the portrait she saw there was that in the face which all the glow and radiance of a most seductive beauty but thinly masked. It had been in the flesh a mutable face, and as Sylvia continued to gaze steadily at it she seemed to see it change before her eyes. There was something in those pictured eyes that mocked and refuted the appealing sweetness of that rose-leaf smile. He who ran might read that it was an emotional face passionate to weakness; but few would discern beneath that soft, peach-bloom flesh the iron of a powerful will and of a tenacious and unscrupulous purpose.


Sylvia did not see all this clarity, but something of it she divined dimly and in part. “What a power!” she muttered, rising — “what a power!” and then stopped suddenly; the portrait appeared to surround her, for the several large mirrors which the room contained seemed to give back a thousand reflections of it. Her own image, too, was presented from half a dozen angles. Slender, erect, her long, dull blue gown falling about her, her pale, upheld, cameo face, the dark, cloudy hair — yet she, the living, breathing woman, was as the shadow, while the portrait, a thing of paint, conveyed infinitely more effectively the illusion of life, the pride of the flesh.


She strolled out into the hall again. A wood fire was burning on the broad hearth, there were no other lights, and Arnold still sat at the piano; but the music his fingers evoked was evidently the mere accompaniment of his thoughts. His head was thrown back, his eyes gazed unseeingly before him, narrowed, concentrated, introspective. He did not even see Sylvia as she stood for a moment beside him. He had entirely abandoned himself to the absorbed contemplation of the vision. The creative mood was upon him. These were the signs by which she had grown to recognize it. Noiselessly she moved away from him and sank softly into a chair by the fire. Even before their marriage she had become accustomed to these moods and knew when to efface herself. Their love, she rejoiced to think, had been an unhindered progression. Begun in genuine comradeship, it seemed to her that they were always graduating through various phases of friendship into an ever rarer and more understanding love and sympathy.


For perhaps an hour they sat there, she gazing into the flames, and he drifting from one bit of melody into another, until at last he closed with a crash of chords and jumped to his feet.


“Sylvia!” he cried, his eyes shining, his face palely irradiated, “I’ve got it, the whole conception! It has been more or less hazy, lacking coherence and definiteness. Oh, you can’t dream how disturbing that is! But now it is perfectly clear. I shall begin work tomorrow.”


“Oh, what is it?” she cried, all eager sympathy.


“No. I shall keep it for a surprise. Oh, truly,” at her obvious disappointment, “I am not saying that to tease you; but because I value your criticism above that of anyone I know, and I am determined in this important instance to have the benefit of your first, fresh impression of the completed work.”


“Very well,” she smiled, although a bit ruefully. “I see what you mean, and if I can help you best that way, well and good; but I cannot pretend that I am not disappointed, because I am dreadfully. I thought the Commission would be our principal interest and topic of conversation here; but I shall manage to put in my time very well without you, since I have to. It is a charming, restful spot, and I shall devote my time to my music and those other studies that I have been meaning to take up for a long time.”


For the next two or three weeks the weather continued fine, October at its mellowest and best, and Sylvia spent the greater part of each day out-of-doors. She never grew tired of wandering through the woods, watching the leaves flutter down through the dreamy sunlight, and the hazes on the hills melt through all the shades of sun-dusted violet and amethyst. But in spite of her books and her music, the studies that she had contemplated with so much enthusiasm, she suffered a growing dread of her evenings — in fact, of any of the time that she must remain indoors; for, take herself to task as she would for such irrational vagaries, she felt more and more during the hours she spent within the house as if she were not the rather solitary mistress of Arnold’s home, but a guest thrown into a constant enforced intimacy with her hostess.


One day Judy suggested to Sylvia that she make a tour of the house. It seemed only fitting that as mistress of the mansion she should do so, and Sylvia assented. Over the whole place, from attic to cellar, they went, Sylvia bestowing encomiums on the perfect order in which everything was kept. But when Judy unlocked the door leading to Adele’s apartments, Sylvia was aware of a mental reluctance, a dread of entering, and yet a tingling curiosity which would not be assuaged save by a sight of these rooms which had always been kept just as Adele left them.


As Judy stood aside for her to enter, Sylvia thought of all the tales she had read in which the apartments of the departed are kept intact, and almost she expected to be met by a waft of musty air, laden with dead and sorrowful memories; but the sunlight streamed through the open windows, and the breath of the autumn morning was sweet and fresh. In the draught created by the opening and closing of doors there was the stir and movement of draperies, the sudden sweep inward of a long silken curtain, creating the momentary illusion of the advance of a rose-gowned, buoyant figure, an illusion enhanced by the wafting fragrance of roses and jasmine with which the very hangings on the walls were impregnated; and the shimmer and play of moted sunbeams over white rugs and polished floor was like dancing feet running to greet a guest.


The rooms were crowded, full of all the thousand and one absurd costly trinkets that Adele had loved, and portraits, photographs, taken at every angle and in every possible type of custume, filled every available space.


“Would you like to see her dresses?” asked Judy. “There are presses full of them.”


“Oh, no, no, no!” cried Sylvia, sharply. “I couldn’t pry like that.”


Judy glanced at her with an odd, grim little smile. “She’d have rummaged through everything before now,” she said.


Sylvia had picked up a photograph in an ornate gold and silver frame. “How lovely she must have been!”


“There’s no photograph or even paintings that can give an idea of her,”


Judy said. “The photographs can’t give her color and the paintings can’t give her life, not even an idea of it. That’s what she was, all life and color. She could wheedle a stick or a stone, and she did it, too. She couldn’t let anything pass her without paying toll. She’d lay herself out to please; but she got more than she gave, Miss Sylvia, she got more than she gave.” Judy’s always grim tones had grown grimmer, almost reminiscently tragic, while her eyes bent on Sylvia held a strange Celtic insight. “You were telling me a few days ago that there wasn’t anything I couldn’t do. Well, I was trained in a hard school, the school of Miss Adele. She had no mercy on anyone. She took a fancy to me, and I had to do everything — be housekeeper, lady’s-maid, sempstress, everything. Why, I’m only thirty-five, Mrs. Hartzfield, and I look fifty. Miss Adele wore me out. You see, everything had to be just right, or she’d know why, and times when I thought I’d drop, it would be, ‘Brush my hair, Judy; I’m tired,’ or ringing me up in the dead of night to read to her because she couldn’t sleep. Oh, she was cruel hard, Miss Sylvia; and yet, since she’s gone, her and her tempers and her tears and her smiles and her coaxings, someway the color and laughter and excitement’s gone out of life. It’s like a dish without salt.”


“But how did a person like that endure the country here?” Sylvia could not forbear the question.


“She was in love with her husband.” Judy lifted her eyes. “Lord! How she loved him!”


“Was she long ill, Judy?” Sylvia’s voice was low.


“Ill! Her? Oh, you mean at the last. No, Mrs. Hartzfield.” The tone was curt with a repressed emotion Sylvia could not translate, and from maid to mistress authoritatively final. “It is getting late. It must be luncheon-time.” Judy fingered her keys and moved toward the door.


Daily, Sylvia found her interest focussed more steadily upon one subject — Adele. There was always something, some trifle either by way of incident or discovery, to incite her in following mentally the mazes of this fascinating personality; but not without protest. Ah no. There was the continual struggle, the wearing mental argument, when all the sane and healthy and normal forces of her nature rebelled against this obsession.


As a last stand she suggested to Arnold one morning at the breakfast table that they have some people to stop with them; but he immediately negatived this idea, looking at her meanwhile with a surprised and almost unbelieving irritation.


“Sylvia! Of what are you thinking? You know that at this stage of my work I cannot have a lot of people to bother me. If you are lonely or bored here, and” — in quick afterthought — “no doubt you are, my dear, why do you not run off somewhere and amuse yourself?”


“You forget,” she said, coldly and gently, “that it is many years since I have lived in America, and that I have very few affiliations here.”


He threw out his hands with a quick gesture as if disclaiming all responsibility and resenting having it thrust upon him. “I’m sorry, my dear, but really you’ll have to arrange those things to suit yourself.” Then in contrition he jumped from his chair, and running around the table, threw an arm about her shoulders. “You know, Sylvia, how outside things torture me when I’ve got the mood, and, by Jove! I’ve got it, or it’s got me.” There was a strong, almost wondering exultation in his voice.


“I know,” she smiled up at him, herself again. “Go right on with your work and never give me a thought. You know that I always do very well. And you understand that ‘the mood’ is not to be disturbed for a moment by any little vagaries of mine.”


“Dear Sylvia,” he touched her hair lightly with his lips, “you have made me understand that in the past, to my eternal gratitude.”


For two or three days thereafter she succeeded in banishing her disquieting fancies, but gradually they asserted themselves more positively than before, and her resistance to this influence which permeated the atmosphere in which she moved gave way. The delicacy which had withheld her from probing into the psychological relations of Arnold and Adele began to appear to her as a wire-drawn and imaginary scruple. In this new point of view Arnold already seemed a different person to her, and her analysis of him, her supposition of the traits of character and phases of emotion he would exhibit under different conditions occupied her mind. She strove to reason clearly and logically from the known to the unknown of him, without particular success, but the deepening suspicion of injustice, neglect, misunderstanding to the point of cruelty to this long-dead Adele was unchecked; and as she opened her thought to it the stream of conjecture widened and increased in volume. Adele had so far revealed herself as to show that she was broken-hearted. Had she died of a broken heart? Absurd! Impossible! That superabundant vitality had never so succumbed.


But what was the malady which had cut her off in the splendid tide of her health? Why had she, Sylvia, never heard? When she had asked Mrs. Hartzfield and again when she had asked Judy, they had both looked at her so strangely, with the same quick, furtive glance, and had answered with the same curt inflection, “Yes, she died very suddenly.” Surely it was odd!


Then through the unbroken silence of the room there seemed to peal the question, infinitely more startling and compelling than if audible, “How did Adele die?” The very walls echoed it. Sylvia suddenly sat upright, her hand on her wildly beating heart, while the question thundered its reiterations in her brain.


She started up. She would go now at once and ask Judy. No; she knew instinctively that Judy would evade her, perhaps lie to her. Judy was out of the question. She would demand of Arnold that he tell her. She was half-way across the porch going toward the studio, when she gave the matter consideration, her finger on her lip. Perhaps in this new Arnold, this stranger with whom she dwelt, she would also encounter evasions and subterfuges. Why turn to either Judy or himself, when she had a far surer method of discovery? She had so far resented the encroachments and invasions of Adele, but now the foundations of her resistance, long undermined, gave way, her bulwarks fell, her barriers crumbled. She was defenceless.


Her poise, her calm strength, had entirely deserted her. Through the very violence of her emotions, shades and subtleties of feeling of which she had hitherto been ignorant were revealed to her, and in the silence of this snowbound, ice-locked winter, in this strange, featureless, incalculable world of visions wherein she groped, she was conscious of a more thrilling and intense life than she had ever dreamed of. It seemed to her that she was a harp, ever being tuned higher and higher for some mighty theme.


One evening as Arnold sat dreaming over the piano, striking vague chords and drifting into broken harmonies, an almost irresistible impulse seized her to go to him, to cry to him: “Shake off this obsession to work, Arnold. Stop grasping after the ideal. Come back to earth, sweetheart, to love, and to me.”


She crushed back this inclination, but she could not repress her desire to woo him, to win him to remember her.


Slipping gently behind him, she threw her arms about his neck and pressed her cheek against his. “Dearest,” she murmured, “dearest.” He suffered her caress, even leaned his cheek upon hers, but did not speak. His eyes were still fixed upon some point beyond the mortal vision, and he still weaved his broken, improvised harmonies.


She could not bear it. A wave of anguish engulfed her. “Arnold!” she cried, her voice broken, “it is weeks since you have kissed me. It is months since you have treated me with the old intimacy and tenderness. Do you no longer love me?”


The lines so perceptible now in his sensitive face deepened; chords crashed and broke under his fingers. “Don’t!” he cried, sharply. “My work gives me all the emotion that I can bear. Ah-h-h!” He shivered and leaned more heavily against her. “The tortures of the last few days! How I have groped for the proper treatment, how it has haunted and eluded me! This is not like you, Sylvia.” He turned to her with a deep reproach in his eyes, and then seemed to see her for the first time. “Adele!” he gasped, hoarsely, almost inaudibly. “Ah,” recovering himself, although the beads of sweat stood out on his pale forehead. “I thought for a moment — Why are you wearing rose-color?”


“There is no reason why I should not,” she answered, coldly. “I had on this gown at dinner, but you did not notice it.” She turned and left him, going into the drawing-room, and there again walked the floor, her hands pressed to her temples, her whole figure shaken by tearless gusts of passion. She looked up at the portrait of Adele, the exquisite shoulders rising from the billows of tulle, the eyes looking upward through the long lashes with the most alluring coquetry.


“What would you do?” Sylvia whispered. “What would you do? Oh, you poor thing, what did you do?”


The sound of Arnold’s music came softly to her ears. It was no longer broken, but continuous and flowing. He was lost in his visions again; visions over which he so dreamed and gloated that he could not even see her in her gown like crushed rose-leaves. She determined now that she, too, would see them and in tangible form; so, snatching up a cloak, she stole silently from the house.


It was a moonless night, but a pallid light was reflected from the snow which stretched far and white. The black trees were like a mighty guard of sentinel shadows, and Sylvia sped among them, flying over the snow in her light slippers, indifferent to cold or wet. Swept along as a leaf without volition of her own, a wild exultation shook her. Now, now she meant to search the springs of Arnold’s passion, all those secret chambers of his soul so securely locked from her.


A dim light shone from the studio. She tried the outer door. It was unlocked, and with a sigh of relief she passed through it. The inner door, too, yielded to her touch, and softly she pushed it open and crept in. The lofty sky-lighted room was warm and very quiet, with shaded lights dimly burning, and the atmosphere was soothingly calm and peaceful; but although it arrested her for a moment, it could not long assuage the storm of her spirit. Hastily she turned high the lights and glanced eagerly, hungrily, about her. The room was full of tall canvases leaning against easels. One or two of the panels were almost finished; the rest were in various stages of completion.


Above the central canvas were great golden letters:



“YE SHALL KNOW THE TRUTH,
 AND THE TRUTH SHALL MAKE YOU FREE”




and on this panel Arnold had depicted Jesus of Nazareth as He toiled a prisoner up the slope of Calvary, bearing upon His back the cross of this world’s hatred.


Sylvia stood before it a long moment, breathless, motionless, awed, and then, still profoundly self-forgetful and absorbed, began to study it in its effect and details, bending forward and then moving back, stepping to this side and then to that. For the time that her entire attention was focussed upon the picture she was the old Sylvia again, Sylvia of the tranquil eyes and the gentle, deliberate movements.


She recognized at once that this was the highest expression of Arnold’s career; that it represented an almost incredible growth in his art. Not in any previous work had he shown such concentrated power, such exaltation and high nobility of feeling, and such mastery and such subordination of treatment; and Sylvia’s appreciation, for she had ever been an enthusiastic lover of the best that man has wrought, rose like a lark from the depths of her imprisoned spirit and lifted its wings and sang an answer to this clarion-call of genius.


In an intense but still tranquil absorption she moved from one canvas to another, inspecting each minutely, comparing one with another, then studying them as a whole.


The great golden letters set forth plainly Arnold’s theme: “Ye shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free,” and on each panel was portrayed the supreme moment in the life of the world’s greatest dreamers — discerners and proclaimers of the Truth, that Truth which makes all things new and sends out unsuspected, undivined thought-worlds like golden balls spinning through the ether from the dim looms of Chaos.


Arnold had chosen that hour in the life of each of his conquerors when Man — the fearer and hater of dreams — rises in all the might of temporal power to crush Man the reflector of the Idea, and he had invested the bleak hill of Calvary, the gaunt and ghastly scaffold, the foul and narrow dungeon, with a splendor of light which made them antechambers to the Kingdom of God; while the purple and scarlet and gold of pomp and power, the machinery of repression, appeared as pitiful deceptions; and the ermined kings and prelates, the armored soldiery gathered to set the machinery in motion, as mad maskers and mummers cowering purblind before the light.


From each dreamer, manacled, crowned with thorns, twisted with torture, or hung with chains, there emanated the majesty and might of the soul’s eternal freedom, the white, ineffable irradiation of light, so that they, dying, seemed the manifestation of life at its fullest, most rapturous, and immortal moment; and the mob, which shrieked triumphant, the spawn of death spewed from some bitter maelstrom of ignorance and horror.


And Sylvia, trembling, admiring, adoring, still passed from one to the other, still leaned and looked, and looked again, until at last she drew a chair to her where her eyes might cling to the canvases, and leaning her chin upon her hand, gradually sank into reverie.


So this was what the veiled, mysterious, beckoning figure had given to Arnold! No visions of sensuous beauty; but austere and lofty images of the soul’s struggles and triumphs. Ah, well, what matter? She sighed heavily; what matter whether it were the flower-crowned, dancing daughters of the Venusberg, or some wan and tortured victor over illusion, with eyes unsealed and lips touched with the flame of his message? What mattered the character of the visions? Had they not taken him from her?


For a long time she sat thus, her head averted form the pictures, her eyes cast on the floor, her depression deepening, until at last her tranquillity fell from her, and she rose and began again her hurried, uneven pacing of the floor. Some dreadful tide with a sinister, hissing lap seemed creeping nearer and nearer her, until at last the black waters of hate rushed and roared and seethed about her, and she felt the awful, inexorable drag of the undertow. She was lost in whirlpools of tortured thought, and then the undertow dragged her down.


On one of the tables near her she saw the sharp, thin, gleaming edge of steel, and she caught it up and made a rush, straight as an arrow from the bow, toward the central panel.


“Sylvia!” Hartzfield standing in the doorway had almost whispered the words, and yet she heard him, although the roar of many waters was in her ears. “Sylvia, what are you doing here?”


Instinctively she folded the knife in her cloak. “II came to see them.” She fought for controlled utterance. Her lips were dry. She could barely form the words. “I had to come.” The anguished heart of her burst through her lips. “I would not have chosen to come, but I had to. I could bear no more. I had to see what it was that had stolen your heart from me, what had pushed me out of my place in your life, what it was that had changed your whole nature. I had to see in tangible form the work to which I had been sacrificed. Oh, Arnold, have I not a right to some of you, to some of your thought and consideration? Has love no rights?”


He did not answer her. He could not, but leaned the more heavily against the door, as though chained in some horrible nightmare, unable to move. His breath came in audible, painful gasps.


“You have thrust me out into some cold isolation as desolate and icebound as this awful winter” — she made no effort to wipe away the tears rolling down her emotion-tortured face — “and I am young and alive. I am a woman, and I want to be loved.”


His eyes never left hers, but, wide and staring, clung to her as if fascinated by some image of unbelievable horror.


“And I am your wife,” her voice growing higher and shriller, “and yet I am completely shut out from all your interests. Do you call that being one? Do you call that union? And look!” her wild, gasping laughter rose and fell and echoed through the room. From the folds of her heavy cloak she drew the knife. “If you had not come just when you did, just when you did, I should have slashed the canvases to bits, slashed them to bits and trampled on them.”


He was across the room in a bound, his hand like a steel vise on her wrist.


“Adele!” the name seemed forced from him, his white lips twisted over it.


“Adele!” she repeated, and grew suddenly calm, not even striving to free herself from the grip of his tense fingers pressing cruelly into her flesh. “Why do you say her name? Twice this evening you have called me Adele.”


His face was more ghastly than ever. “It was so she looked; so she spoke the night she stole here.”


“The night she stole here?” Sylvia repeated, still calmly. “What night?” The knife fell from her fingers and clattered on the floor; he thrust it far with his foot.


“The night she cut my picture to ribbons; my just finished picture of Love; and then drove the knife into her own heart, here, where you stand. And you, Sylvia, have spoken her very words, duplicated her very actions. Oh, in what horrible dreams are we groping?” His voice broke poignantly. He looked wildly about him as if to assure himself of some fantastic dream-surroundings from which they would presently emerge; and then upon his face dawned a great light as of horror and awakening commingled. “I see it. I see it now.” He cast his arms about her, clasping her close as if to shield her from some dreaded menace. “Oh, my God, is it possible? May a passionate and powerful consciousness so stamp its personality upon the environment in which it lived that it persists and continues to exert its subtle and poisonous influence upon sensitive natures?”


“An influence?” she repeated, dazedly, winding her arms more tightly about his neck, and shrinking, shuddering against him “an influence — Oh, you do not know!”


“Ah, Sylvia, poor Sylvia, do I not know? Have I not struggled in those coils? But during her life. I have never felt it since.”


“But how did you save yourself? How did you save yourself?” She slipped through his arms and fell on her knees before him, clutching him with gripping fingers.


“My work saved me.” He drew his hand across his brow. “Yes, my work saved me. Living or dead, she could not touch the best in me, the longing to create images of truth and beauty.”


“But I have no art to save me, no highest in me.” She swayed brokenly from her knees to the floor and lay there, her proud and delicate head on her out-thrown arms.


“Oh, Sylvia!” he knelt beside her, covering her cloudy hair with kisses, “the highest in you is so high that I have never dreamed of reaching it; but it has lifted me; oh, it has. This work, the best of my life, would have been an impossibility without you. Idea after idea, conception after conception, has been rejected, because I saw you always, your head uplifted in a purer ether, the stars a scarf about your shoulders, beckoning me higher. The crystal stream of your affection has soothed and restored my fevered spirit. It is in your love, Sylvia, your understanding and sympathy, which never bound nor fettered me, that I have found the freedom of the spirit which has enabled me to work out my dreams.”


“Ah, tell me again! Make me believe it!” Her voice was as the voice of a sobbing child.


Again and again he told her with words and caresses, and Sylvia, listening, lifted her fallen head, rose to her knees and then to her feet. She breathed a rarer ether again; the light of the morning was in her eyes. “Then I, too, am free,” she cried. “If the best of me has helped you to create these pictures, then the best of me is too high to be reached by any lower influences. Look, Arnold, look! It is dawn. Come, we must go home.”


He shrank, his face darkening. “Not there. You cannot go back there. Not into that rose-colored hell.”


She raised her eyes to his, clear and tranquil to their depths. “There is nothing there that can touch me now. To-day I shall begin to change everything. Come.”


They left the studio; the glory of another day was flashing across the sky and over the hilltops, and in one brief moment of clear vision Arnold and Sylvia saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the former things were passed away. Then, hand in hand, through the black, sentinel trees stretching away to the sunrise and across the dawn-flushed snow, they walked together in love’s great and happy silence.
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I’m Dennyson — Dr. Dennyson — and this is my only ghost-story. As a scientific man, I suppose I have no right even to a very little ghost, but this one came to me in the way of business.


Personally, I didn’t want a ghost. I don’t go in for anything of the kind, not even to the extent of reading the occult articles in the magazines. I see the thing this way. We’re here to hold down the job — the long, long job of living — and it’s enough to keep us busy. ‘Functioning on this plane’ is sufficiently stiff work for me. I’ve no time to waste thinking about other planes, and I don’t believe anybody else has.


Besides, there is one thing I know — for I’ve seen it. The people who are really next to this ‘functioning on the next plane’ business aren’t the ones who make a fuss about it. Spiritualism repels them. They don’t go to séances. They don’t conduct investigations. They don’t even join the Psychical Researchers, but, by the Lord Harry, they know. And they don’t care very much, either. They take it for granted. They’ve always known. But they don’t want people to think them queer; they don’t want to get into the newspapers. Usually it’s only when they think you’re another that they will discuss it at all. They aren’t what you’d pick out for the spooky kind. Plump and sensible and easy-going, mostly. You’d never in the world spot one by the way he looked or talked.


There was Carruthers. He talked to me more freely than any of the others. A little Canadian traveling-man from Vancouver. Scotch blood. Sandy, stocky, sane. A good jollier, and sold big bills of goods. It wouldn’t have added to his popularity at the head-office, though, if they’d known he had the Eyes that See. So, naturally, he didn’t tell them. He wouldn’t have told me, only, that night I came across him at Calgary, he was threatened with pneumonia and pretty ill. And he was worried just then by the Little Gray One, and didn’t know what to do about her. So he asked my professional advice, put himself in my hands, if you please, and I got interested and told him what I’d do in his place.


No, it wasn’t delirium, and Carruthers wasn’t any ordinary crank. Understand, I don’t pronounce at all upon the value of his experiences as a basis for theorizing about the Beyond. I don’t say they weren’t hallucinations. I don’t say they were. I suspend my judgment. So, by the way, did he. He didn’t philosophize about them, himself. That attracted me.


We were snow-bound together at that hotel for three days. The first night he came in from a train that had been caught in the drifts for eighteen hours, and he slept in damp sheets on top of that. I wonder he escaped severe illness, but he knew enough to ask for a doctor, and my room happened to be next door to his, so I watched him pretty closely that night and it turned out all right. He escaped pneumonia — and I met my ghost.


Odd thought, isn’t it, that perhaps — just perhaps, you know — the outer darkness a bit beyond our radiant, comfortable world of sense-perception, is full of pitiful, groping, bodiless folks? We take it from the scientists that there are colors we can’t see and sounds we can’t hear, but we’re shy of believing there are people we can’t touch. I like flesh and blood best, myself, but when I think about those possible Others, I feel sorry, the way one does about sick children or hurt animals. There is something in me that understands what being a maimed or naked soul might feel like.


Well, Carruthers and I talked for hours, and I think the man emptied his soul before me. What it all simmers down to, is this: those who have the Eyes claim that they begin to see queer things in childhood and get used to it. They learn early not to talk about it, too, for of course people call them little liars. It doesn’t seem, essentially, to be a very thrilling experience or a very interesting one. Carruthers knew no more about the ways of God to man than you or I. And he didn’t pretend to, either. He said seeing spirits wasn’t a bit more interesting than seeing anything else, when you were used to it. The faculty shed no particular light on his own path and, apparently, wasn’t designed to give him personally any form of help: Rather, it was the other way about. The benefactions were on his side.


I asked Carruthers a lot of questions. Didn’t it worry him terribly, I wanted to know, this moving in the middle of a cloud of unseen witnesses? He said not at all, not any more than the hundreds of faces we pass on a crowded city street worry the rest of us; really, it was an effect almost identical with that. Occasionally one face would show with increased distinctness against the crowded background and he would see it oftener. If it finally became as definite to him as flesh and blood, be would accost it. I didn’t get a very clear idea of their methods of communication. Carruthers used human speech to them, but usually ‘heard in his consciousness’ what they had to say. You may make what you please of that.


Considered as spirits, I should regard Carruthers’s friends as an amoeba-like bunch. There seemed to be hordes of them unable to move on. ‘Earthbound’ is the spiritualistic slang for the condition, I believe, but Carruthers didn’t use any cant terms — that was another thing I liked about him. He simply said most of them are just dazed, dumb, helpless — amorphous Things that have slipped out of this world and haven’t yet grasped the conditions of living elsewhere. They are like jellyfish rocking in a tide-deserted pool. They have to be helped to deeper water. His idea of his own relation to them, so far as he could be said to have an idea, was that he was a missionary of a sort, a kind of Little Brother to the Lost. Curious contravention of our accepted notions, isn’t it? Yet it isn’t hard to understand when you look about and see how many people there are right around us who couldn’t draw living breath in anything like a spiritual atmosphere.


There are a few, however, who are different. If you love enough or hate enough it will keep you alive anywhere, even in a world of shades.


I demanded some of his characteristic experiences. He told me lots of incidents, but he was curiously indifferent about them. After all, they were just what you might call the ghost-story of commerce, and rather a bore, you know. For instance, a man he had known came to him so vivid of aspect that he thought the creature still in the flesh, he was so actual. And, indeed, his death had only occurred a month before. But it was the flame of hate that gave him that glow. He was, as you might say, incandescent with the desire for revenge. He told Carruthers that his wife and the doctor conspired to poison him when he was ill, and that they were to be married. He wanted Carruthers to take it up — to frighten them; at least, to make their union impossible. But the traveling man refused to investigate. He said, sensibly enough, that it wasn’t up to him; that if he had a part to play toward these people, it wasn’t to execute their vengeances. He was willing to help them, but not to be played upon by them, nor taken possession of by their desires. So the man did not come to him any more.


He was shy of explaining what he said to his People. He called it giving them good advice. After he had once talked to one in this way, he seldom saw that one again. If they accepted his advice, they would mostly pass on out of his vision into farther and, he hoped, more blessed fields.


That’s the gist of the situation as I got it from Carruthers. He didn’t know the answers to most of the questions I asked, and, as I said, he didn’t find any of these experiences very absorbing — until the one I am telling you about.


Mind you, now, I’m not pretending to give you a good ghost-story. This isn’t that, at all. Carruthers was a matter-of-fact soul, and I’m another. This is just a plain account of what he told me, and what I experienced myself.


It began down in California in the early spring. He went down from Vancouver to San Francisco on some business for the firm, and a man he knew asked him out to one of the big ranches over Sunday. It was an old-fashioned estate — they are mostly cut up now — big enough for a principality. On it grew everything a son of Adam the Gardener could desire. In particular, there was a whole square mile of blossoming cherry-trees, their shining masses of white interspersed here and there with dashes of pink almond-boughs.


I could live without California myself, and so, he said, could he. There’s something about it too positive, too magnetic, fertile, golden. It overwhelms you and wearies you with its gigantic beauty. But the pink-and-white glory of a square mile of cherry- and almond-boughs blooming in the spring sunshine — well, it’s worth seeing once in a lifetime, just to know that it can be true. It overwhelmed Carruthers, Scotchman from the North though he was. They’re used to big things in British Columbia, too, but there was something about the lavish beauty of that orchard that upset him. He wanted to walk there alone, and accordingly went out to do so.


What he thought, what he felt, was after this fashion: here, at last, was something that satisfied, something as big and beautiful as we dream the mercy of the Merciful may be. In this bounteous, fertile spot, men had not beaten their brothers down, or fought like beasts for pitiful advantage. It was an untainted place where restless spirits would not come, a place where he might breathe deep and throw off the oppression which he sometimes felt his peculiar vision to be. In such an orchard one might be as free as the first man in Eden.


As he was thinking this, he turned his head suddenly and saw moving beside him, timidly, but with determination, a small, gray, insubstantial figure, woe-begone and desolate, yet full, in some curious way, of vital fire.


He described her to me over and over. Out of the things he said, a picture of her built itself up in my mind at last. I think of her as having been a girl with deep-set gray eyes, a small, square face, clean-cut chin, and a slight figure so charged with what we call temperament and personality, that even death spared something of its mutinous charm. You know the type. Carruthers said her very wraith had a glowing, passionate quality, like the leaping of the flame in the chimney-throat, but, even so, was unobtrusive. She was not alive as flesh is alive, heavily, almost rebelliously, but rather as fire isall living, do you see? Her garments were gray, the color of a mist that the sun is about to pierce, wavering, luminous. Faint rose-color seemed to tremble on her cheeks, but it might have been reflected from the almond-blossoms. When she faced him with a bird’s quick movement her gaze was wide but steady, like the stare of a child at bay.


‘What are you doing here?’ he demanded abruptly, almost harshly. Her coming disturbed his joy in the Sunday peace of the orchard. He resented her presence, for he had felt himself free from all obsession.


She shook her head, but made no answer. He looked at her again, more closely.


‘What are you doing here?’ he repeated, more gently. ‘You are not one of the stupid, helpless ones. You don’t need me. You ought to be away — far away, in some better place than this.’


She evaded his question, then, by asking another.


‘How is it,’ she demanded, ‘that you see me and speak to me? The people I have known all my life pass me by and look as though I were not there and had said nothing — and yet I have cried and cried to them.’


‘I’m just made that way,’ said Carruthers vaguely. ‘Most other people aren’t. That’s all. Tell me, what are you doing here?’


Already she began to look less indistinct, less woe-begone. The flush deepened on her cheek; there seemed to come a light in her eyes. It was as if she glowed all over with joy at being understood. It brought her into closer touch with earth.


‘I have tried so hard to make them hear!” she cried, “so hard and so long! But now I have found you it will be easy. You will help me! You will put it right for me! You will go fetch Teresita and take care of her. Then I can go — everywhere!”


Of all the apparitions he had ever encountered, Carruthers affirmed, she was the only one who had pronounced personality and the gift of beguilement. He felt like telling her at once that he would help her in whatever way she desired; then he remembered that this was not only unwise, but contrary to his fixed principles in such matters. He was vexed at himself for his instinct toward compliance, and so pressed his own side of the matter.


‘Why,’ he asked, ‘have you not gone already?’


She looked at him in open wonder. ‘You must know — if you know anything,’ she said. ‘I cannot go on while I hate. I must do my uttermost, my very uttermost, to set it right, and I must forgive.’


‘Why have you not forgiven?’


The answer he received flashed into his consciousness as lightning flashes across the eyeball, as vivid, as intense as that.


‘I cannot forgive Josefa — nor will I try — until Teresita is safe with people who are good. Josefa took Teresita from me, and that is sin. There are things one must hate, and sins like that are of them. Sometimes to hate is almost sweet!’


Her eyes were on his face, but there was in them nothing evil, nothing malign. They were so limpid, childlike, and pure as she announced this transgression of the law of love, that Carruthers was puzzled and taken aback. So far as he knew, there is no exception to the rule that hate is Hell.


As he looked at her something recurred to him. Josefa — Teresita — where had he heard those names associated before? Suddenly he remembered. The remembrance was a horror. ‘Are you Kitty Dundas?’ he asked sharply. As he asked, he felt the stubbly hair rise slowly at the back of his neck; the scalp tightened upon his head, while his spine turned cold.


The Little Gray One nodded almost gayly, and with one small finger made an airy gesture toward a faint red line he now perceived about her neck.


‘Good Lord!’ Sandy Carruthers said. He was a gritty Scotchman, but he shivered, and fell back to think it over.


The name won’t convey anything to most Easterners, but it did to me, for I was on the Pacific Coast when the region rang, briefly, with the case of Kitty Dundas. It was one of those things you can’t get away from. Even in that land of outrageous crimes, there haven’t been many stories so pitiful and terrible.


The facts were these: Kitty Dundas was the young daughter of a Scotch rancher in California. She had fallen in love with one of her father’s workmen, a Spaniard named Pedro Rivara. Forbidden to have anything to do with him, she ran away and married him. Her father cast her off with curses for contaminating his blood. The girl and her husband struggled along until the birth of her child. She was ailing a long time, and absorbed in the baby, Teresita. Pedro neglected them both and became entangled with a Mexican woman, Josefa Josatti. When he disappeared with her, he most unnecessarily stole the child and took it along. The young mother worked with her hands until she had saved enough to follow them to San Francisco, where she believed they had gone. She had not been there long before, one day, in the street, she came upon Josefa carrying the baby, which was thin and ill. Kitty leaped for the child, but the other woman fought her off, and in the struggle, the Scotch girl stabbed her rival with the latter’s own knife and killed her.


She was tried for murder and acquitted on the ground of self-defense, that was a foregone conclusion, but that was not the end of it. In some fierce revulsion of her hereditary conscience, the child proceeded to hang herself, leaving a note which said, baldly, that Josefa’s blood was on her hands, and she found proper repentance impossible; so she refused to live.


She executed judgment on herself. Her father had come forward and stood by her during the trial, and she left the child to him. She said it would be better off without her. But that was a mistake. What really happened was that Rivara disappeared, old Dundas died of apoplexy on hearing of his daughter’s suicide, leaving a will made after Kitty’s marriage which consigned his property to charities, and the child was taken to an orphan asylum.


Think of living and dying in such a tangle of fierce passions and brutal deeds, such stark, gross tragedy as that! Carruthers said it took away his breath even to imagine it, and he watched the Little Gray One with fascinated eyes. She had come through so much, that scrap of a pale thing flitting just ahead of him. Save for that faint red line about her throat — where were her scars?


Twenty years old when she died, just a child herself, yet she had experienced everything. She knew lawless passion, mother-love, the agony of separation from her own, jealousy, hatred, the red rage that murders. Last of all, she knew the terrible self-revulsion of a being endowed with conscience and with character — revulsion against herself as all this heaped-up tragedy had made her. Evidently it had made her something alien to her inmost fibre. She had spirit; she would pay an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth, even though that meant surrendering her life for the base life she had taken.


Kitty Dundas had known and suffered all these things in her childish flesh. Yet, here, her spirit moved serenely in the Sabbath sunshine, under white cherry-boughs, with lifted head. She looked angelic, almost holy. Sandy Carruthers said it was beyond him.


I suppose he ought to have known the explanation. It was very simple. Everything in her earthly life had fallen away from Kitty Dundas, save one.


Carruthers had lagged behind her in his shocked bewilderment. She turned and waited for him to join her. If her last statement had been to him like a flash of lightning, what followed was a whole electrical storm. Literally, he staggered at the invasion of his consciousness by great waves of passionate pleading, of insistence, of assertion. He must get the child, she said, and take care of it, bring it up in the way it should go — the Scotch way. Teresita was Scotch, not Spanish, in her nature, her mother insisted; little, and plastic, and Scotch! And Teresita must be taken from the orphanage and reared in a home, as a girl should be, by people who were good. Carruthers was good, and he understood her. Simply, he must take the child. Not until this was done could she forgive Josefa and float free of earth. The thing must be.


She spoke as if it were all the simplest matter in the world, and as clear and desirable to him as to her. She was as direct, he said, as the Gospels, and as disconcerting.


The idea she proposed startled and repelled the man. As it happened, he was a married man, and childless. Thus, the thing she desired was possible to do, perhaps even natural. But he had never told his wife of his visions, and did not wish to tell her. Also, he resented deeply any suggestions as to his conduct in the world of sense from this other world with which he had been born entangled. It was his pride that his normal, natural life had never been affected by his second-sight. Furthermore, he had no desire to take a Pedro Rivara’s child into his house or his heart.


‘I’ll not do it, indeed,’ said Carruthers doggedly, squaring his shoulders and setting his lips.


He stalked along stiffly. The glorious morning was spoiled for him, and those wonderful aisles of bloom. He was as resentful and vexed as we all are when the call of practical philanthropy catches us in that mood of vague uplift. The Little Gray One drooped beside him, woe-begone again and fading, as though she had taken a mortal hurt. He felt himself brutal, and could not bear to look at her. It was a peculiarly unpleasant thought that he was adding the last touch to the cruelties that had been heaped upon her, and she such a slip of a thing! But he felt no further impulse to do her bidding.


‘I wish you would go away,’ he said shortly. ‘You worry me.’


It seemed as if she were going to obey. She hesitated, wavered. Her garments grew fainter, her face indistinct. He found himself drawing a deep inhalation of triumph and relief. And then, sharply, distinctly, like the clashing of drawn swords, he felt the crossing of her will with his. The sense of opposition was so strong and sudden that he fairly gasped as he realized that of the two her weapon was not the weaker.


Looking at her, he saw that her radiant aspect had returned, stronger than before. She was more glowing, more vital. Her mutinous charm was more apparent. He dropped his lids uneasily, fairly dazzled by the sight of her. She said with her whole being,


‘No! No! I cannot go. Don’t you see? There is no one but you whom I can make understand — and I must stay until you do my will!’


This was her explanation and her ultimatum. When he lifted his eyes she had disappeared, indeed, for the hour, but she had left with him an oppression of spirit that he was not to shake off. His heart felt as if someone had taken it and squeezed it in two hands. He was wretchedly unsure of himself. He could not dismiss the incident from his mind as he had learned, in the course of years, to dismiss other happenings of a super-normal nature.


To cut the story short, from that time forward Sandy Carruthers was hagridden, if you can apply such a term to such a visitation. The Little Gray Ghost haunted him, definitely, deliberately, persistently. She drifted beside him when he walked the streets; she took the vacant seat next him in the cars; she was visible against the plush cushions of his Pullman section; he saw her in restaurants, houses, theatres, even in church, where she seemed quite as much at home as himself. She followed him into offices and places of business. She came between him and his sales.


He ceased to see other apparitions. She had driven them away, perhaps. Instead, he was aware of a vast vacancy around him compared to which his previous world had been a cheerful, homelike place. He saw only her, and saw her constantly. Always he felt his spirit besieged; sometimes it was assaulted and shaken by the storms of pleading I have tried to describe. But Sandy Carruthers continued to go up and down the Canadian country and to and fro in it, selling goods for the firm at Vancouver, and smoking his old pipe between set lips. His grit was good.


He was an obstinate man and a hard-headed one, but grit is not everything. In time this pursuit got on his nerves. He had always taken his relations with the occult cheerfully and sensibly before this. He was ‘born so,’ that was all, and it was as much a matter of course as bread and butter, and as little to be dreaded. He found it impossible to take this in that way. He had controlled all other wraiths within his vision. He could neither control nor influence her. He argued, begged, commanded, but she came and went as if she did not hear.


For the first time in his life he was afraid. Yield he would not, and yet, if he persisted, what might not happen to him in this strange contest of wills? Who knew what yet unused weapon she might not have that she could turn against him? That she seemed gentle was no argument. She had seemed so when living, until the hour came for her to use the knife. Living, she had feared nothing for herself or others. Was she to be less daring, dead?


Carruthers mulled over these things until he felt his nerve begin to break. He found himself dreaming strange dreams which made his bed hideous. In them he roamed a universe of undreamed-of and terrible colors; he listened to unimagined and awful sounds. He seemed to be viewing the wrong side of creation; to be hearing the discords of a groaning and laboring universe; to be seeing the frightful shadows cast by life.


Words failed him when he tried to tell me how these things moved him, but it was easy to understand. He asked me flatly if there was imminent danger to his mind in his condition. I was forced to admit that, even if I respected his account of himself and did not classify him with other victims of hallucination, he was, nevertheless, in a desperate way. I thought very badly, not so much of the fact of his obsession, since that was really a condition normal to his organization, as of the fact that he was bearing that obsession ill. I considered that he might see as many ghosts as he pleased, if only he were not afraid of those that he saw! Fear plays the mischief with us all. After this admission from me, he put himself in my hands.


We discussed these matters the second night I was with him at Calgary. The first night he was too sick a man to speak of anything. The next morning he was better, and we talked most of that day and evening over the fire in his bedroom. There was a blizzard on, I remember, and I did not go out all day long. The howling wind, the driving crystals of the snow, the whiteness and impenetrability of the world outside the windows seemed, somehow, to isolate me from everyday life and shut me into Carruthers’s world alone with him. Thus, I listened more patiently and sympathetically than I could have done in my office, or anywhere else. I put aside my natural impulse to say, ‘Nonsense!’ I tried to understand and accept. I ended by talking to him as if he were sane and sincere, quite a feat for a man of my training! but I told him frankly he was in as bad a way as a man can be, and he grimly acquiesced.


Turning his case over in my mind that night, I reached a definite, if unusual, conclusion at last. Accepting the data he had given me simply, just as he did himself, there was an obvious method of getting rid of his present trouble, and I resolved to try the experiment of advocating it as a therapeutic measure. It was worth trying, though I smiled to myself as I reflected what some of my colleagues would say to me if they knew it. Fortunately, we don’t have to publish all our experiments! Anybody but a stubborn Scotchman would have thought of this one for himself.


The next morning dawned sharply cold, clear, radiant, a day to put fresh life into the dying. It was thirty degrees below, the sun was bright, the world was white and glittering. When I came up from my breakfast, I found Carruthers sitting over a bright fire, comfortably drinking his coffee. He was quite himself in every way, said that he had slept well and was waiting to hear my advice.


I sat down across the fireplace.


‘Well, Carruthers,’ I said, ‘I’m ready to prescribe for you, but I’m afraid you won’t like the prescription.’


‘I’m going to take it just the same,’ he answered.


‘To me,’ I said, ‘it looks this way. I might recommend a rest-cure, feeding, massage, electricity, and all that, for you, and try to work on your mind by healthful suggestion. That would be the right procedure with a person who saw apparitions because his nerves were out of order. But if I am to act as if I believed you — and somehow I am tempted to do it — I must prescribe as if your nerves are out of order because you have been seeing apparitions — which would appear to be a different matter and call for different treatment. This apparition makes one request of you, and states that her disappearance is contingent upon its being granted. It is a simple request. Why don’t you just grant it and see what happens? Go find her child. See what it is like and take it to your wife.’


In spite of the agonies he had been through, the man stared at me with absolute incredulity.


‘And do you mean to say you would give in to the creature?’ he demanded, with a whole-souled scorn of me and my faint-heartedness.


This was putting it rather crudely, and I hesitated. I was about to tell him that it was merely a matter of therapeutics, and I wished him to make the experiment — but when I spoke it was to utter words that shaped themselves, without my volition, on my lips.


‘Give in to the logic of the situation!’ I found myself urging. ‘Give in to the impulse of humanity! Why, Carruthers, you yourself have made me see the pity of the thing! Here are we, in the bright, actual, comfortable world; yonder is that bit of a Thing you have described to me, roaming the outer darkness in unrest because her child is here, neglected and unhelped. And the blame for it is her very own, her fault, her grievous fault. She took herself away and left the child to others. Remember that — for that is her deadly sin!


‘Take it home to yourself, man! If you were in the place of Kitty Dundas and by some miracle you found at last a human being you could appeal to, pray to, argue with, somebody in the same world with that child and able to help it, wouldn’t you be fairly wild with joy at getting into touch with him? You or I would do just what you say that little Thing is doing. It seems to me it is inhuman not to help her out. You couldn’t treat a living woman so. And the little Ghost is more helpless and more pitiful than any mother of flesh and blood. You are her only hope. Don’t turn her down!


‘Don’t you see how it is? She was thinking about herself, her own soul, when she deserted the child. She was proud-spirited, going to pay with her life for her crime. But her right to do it was gone. Her life was mortgaged to the child. This business of being a parent is something you don’t forget nor get away from — not in Heaven or in Hell! It is the tie that holds forever. It is the thing that binds His duties on the shoulders of God Himself!’


Carruthers looked at me blankly. The thing had not presented itself to him in that aspect. He communed with his Caledonian conscience, and his face softened.


‘Man, there may be something in what you say,’ he admitted. ‘I promise you I’ll see about it.’


I was silent. To tell you the truth, I was utterly staggered, both at what I had said and at its effect on myself. Those words seemed put into my mouth from without. I believed what I said while I was saying it. I was convinced as by another mind. As I realized this, I, too, felt the grip of fear. For the instant the wraith of Kitty Dundas was as real a thing to me as it was to him — and I felt myself merely her mouthpiece!


‘I promise you,’ I heard him repeating, but in an altered voice, ‘that I will see about the child.’


He was not looking at me or speaking to me. His eyes were fixed on the open door between our rooms. His seamed, red face was awed and pitiful, as if he looked upon and sorrowed for a passion of pleading that was beyond all speech. His sturdy features were twisted and his very mouth writhed with his pity.


I can’t tell you how acutely this affected me. The air of that room was charged with something I had never felt before. My blood raced in my veins.


I heard the drumming of my heart. A door opened before me, and I, too, looked beyond the actual. It was as though the wind that blows between the worlds had caught me and lifted me up — up. It was the strangest sensation — the most wonderful.


My gaze followed his. Did I see an outline of palpitant gray like a mist that the sun is about to pierce, wavering, luminous? Did I catch a glimpse of a face with deep-set eyes, more agonized and pitiful than any human face I ever saw?


‘I promise you!’ Carruthers cried again hoarsely.


Did I hear a sound like a sob of joy? A wonderful cry that was half farewell to the burdens of this world of sense, half welcome to the new emprises of the world of spirit? I would have sworn it then, by all the gods! Now, after years and in cold blood, I do not know. But I know this — that I fell on my knees in that place, shaken to the very soul, for the room seemed full of light, of cries, and I had a sudden consciousness of prayer and praise ineffable.


Sometimes I hear in my dreams a cry like that of hers. Always when I dream that death has set me free at last, I wake with that sound ringing in my ears as if it came from my own lips and were the breath of utter joy.


Well, that is all — quite all — except that Carruthers recovered quickly, and his wife doted upon the child. With his recovery vanished his dubious gift of second-sight.


As I told you, it is my only ghost-story. And even of it, you see, I am not sure. A man like me never is, and most men are like me. ‘Neither will they be persuaded though one come from the dead.’ For me, the Little Gray One walked in vain.


Thinking it over in my quiet hours, I say to myself that the Christ always knew whereof He spoke. There are no ghost-stories that are believed. There never will be, to the end of Time. I take it that there are not meant to be. For is it not the long anguish of walking by faith, and not by sight, that makes and keeps us men?
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