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… as the twilight deeper glooms,

Strange shapes flit through lonely rooms,

And wordless whisp’rings rise and fill

The old, old house upon the hill.

—Frances A. Schneider,

The Haunted House





Here is an extensive collection of ghostly tales, brought to you in two volumes. 


Volume I presents ten novels and a novella. Some of these are considered to be quintessential “haunted house” stories, but several are less ubiquitous, and may be new to you.


Read on, if you dare, while J. S. Le Fanu, Henry James, Charlotte Riddell, William Hope Hodgson, H. P. Lovecraft, and other outstanding storytellers weave their spooky spells.








Compiled by ECM.


Contents of Volume I of “Hauntings” were originally published 1870 ~ 1937. This volume is in the public domain where copyright is “Life+70” or less.
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•   I   •

The George and Dragon






The pretty little town of Golden Friars – standing by the margin of the lake, hemmed round by an amphitheatre of purple mountain, rich in tint and furrowed by ravines, high in air, when the tall gables and narrow windows of its ancient graystone houses, and the tower of the old church, from which every evening the curfew still rings, show like silver in the moonbeams, and the black elms that stand round throw moveless shadows upon the short level grass – is one of the most singular and beautiful sights I have ever seen.


There it rises, “as from the stroke of the enchanter’s wand,” looking so light and filmy, that you could scarcely believe it more than a picture reflected on the thin mist of night.


On such a still summer night the moon shone splendidly upon the front of the George and Dragon, the comfortable graystone inn of Golden Friars, with the grandest specimen of the old inn-sign, perhaps, left in England. It looks right across the lake; the road that skirts its margin running by the steps of the hall door, opposite to which, at the other side of the road, between two great posts, and framed in a fanciful wrought-iron border splendid with gilding, swings the famous sign of St. George and the Dragon, gorgeous with colour and gold.


In the great room of the George and Dragon, three or four of the old habitués of that cosy lounge were refreshing a little after the fatigues of the day.


This is a comfortable chamber, with an oak wainscot; and whenever in summer months the air is sharp enough, as on the present occasion, a fire helped to light it up; which fire, being chiefly wood, made a pleasant broad flicker on panel and ceiling, and yet did not make the room too hot.


On one side sat Doctor Torvey, the doctor of Golden Friars, who knew the weak point of every man in the town, and what medicine agreed with each inhabitant – a fat gentleman, with a jolly laugh and an appetite for all sorts of news, big and little, and who liked a pipe, and made a tumbler of punch at about this hour, with a bit of lemon-peel in it. Beside him sat William Peers, a thin old gentleman, who had lived for more than thirty years in India, and was quiet and benevolent, and the last man in Golden Friars who wore a pigtail. Old Jack Amerald, an ex-captain of the navy, with his short stout leg on a chair, and its wooden companion beside it, sipped his grog, and bawled in the old-fashioned navy way, and called his friends his “hearties.” In the middle, opposite the hearth, sat deaf Tom Hollar, always placid, and smoked his pipe, looking serenely at the fire. And the landlord of the George and Dragon every now and then strutted in, and sat down in the high-backed wooden armchair, according to the old-fashioned republican ways of the place, and took his share in the talk gravely, and was heartily welcome.


“And so Sir Bale is coming home at last,” said the Doctor. “Tell us any more you heard since.”


“Nothing,” answered Richard Turnbull, the host of the George. “Nothing to speak of; only ’tis certain sure, and so best; the old house won’t look so dowly now.”


“Twyne says the estate owes a good capful o’ money by this time, hey?” said the Doctor, lowering his voice and winking.


“Weel, they do say he’s been nout at dow. I don’t mind saying so to you, mind, sir, where all’s friends together; but he’ll get that right in time.”


“More like to save here than where he is,” said the Doctor with another grave nod.


“He does very wisely,” said Mr. Peers, having blown out a thin stream of smoke, “and creditably, to pull up in time. He’s coming here to save a little, and perhaps he’ll marry; and it is the more creditable, if, as they say, he dislikes the place, and would prefer staying where he is.”


And having spoken thus gently, Mr. Peers resumed his pipe cheerfully.


“No, he don’t like the place; that is, I’m told he didn’t,” said the innkeeper.


“He hates it,” said the Doctor with another dark nod.


“And no wonder, if all’s true I’ve heard,” cried old Jack Amerald. “Didn’t he drown a woman and her child in the lake?”


“Hollo! my dear boy, don’t let them hear you say that; you’re all in the clouds.”


“By Jen!” exclaimed the landlord after an alarmed silence, with his mouth and eyes open, and his pipe in his hand, “why, sir, I pay rent for the house up there. I’m thankful – dear knows, I am thankful – we’re all to ourselves!”


Jack Amerald put his foot on the floor, leaving his wooden leg in its horizontal position, and looked round a little curiously.


“Well, if it wasn’t him, it was someone else. I’m sure it happened up at Mardykes. I took the bearings on the water myself from Glads Scaur to Mardykes Jetty, and from the George and Dragon sign down here – down to the white house under Forrick Fells. I could fix a buoy over the very spot. Someone here told me the bearings, I’d take my oath, where the body was seen; and yet no boat could ever come up with it; and that was queer, you know, so I clapt it down in my log.”


“Aye, sir, there was some flummery like that, Captain,” said Turnbull; “for folk will be gabbin’. But ’twas his grandsire was talked o’, not him; and ’twould play the hangment wi’ me doun here, if ’twas thought there was stories like that passin’ in the George and Dragon.”


“Well, his grandfather; ’twas all one to him, I take it.”


“There never was no proof, Captain, no more than smoke; and the family up at Mardykes wouldn’t allow the king to talk o’ them like that, sir; for though they be lang dead that had most right to be angered in the matter, there’s none o’ the name but would be half daft to think ’twas still believed, and he full out as mich as any. Not that I need care more than another, though they do say he’s a bit frowsy and short-waisted; for he can’t shouther me out o’ the George while I pay my rent, till nine hundred and ninety-nine year be run oot; and a man, be he ne’er sa het, has time to cool before then. But there’s no good quarrellin’ wi’ teathy folk; and it may lie in his way to do the George many an ill turn, and many a gude one; an’ it’s only fair to say it happened a long way before he was born, and there’s no good in vexin’ him; and I lay ye a pound, Captain, the Doctor hods wi’ me.”


The Doctor, whose business was also sensitive, nodded; and then he said, “But for all that, the story’s old, Dick Turnbull – older than you or I, my jolly good friend.”


“And best forgotten,” interposed the host of the George.


“Aye, best forgotten; but that it’s not like to be,” said the Doctor, plucking up courage. “Here’s our friend the Captain has heard it; and the mistake he has made shows there’s one thing worse than its being quite remembered, and that is, its being half remembered. We can’t stop people talking; and a story like that will see us all off the hooks, and be in folks’ mouths, still, as strong as ever.”


“Aye; and now I think on it, ’twas Dick Harman that has the boat down there – an old tar like myself – that told me that yarn. I was trying for pike, and he pulled me over the place, and that’s how I came to hear it. I say, Tom, my hearty, serve us out another glass of brandy, will you?” shouted the Captain’s voice as the waiter crossed the room; and that florid and grizzled naval hero clapped his leg again on the chair by its wooden companion, which he was wont to call his jury-mast.


“Well, I do believe it will be spoke of longer than we are like to hear,” said the host, “and I don’t much matter the story, if it baint told o’ the wrong man.” Here he touched his tumbler with the spoon, indicating by that little ring that Tom, who had returned with the Captain’s grog, was to replenish it with punch. “And Sir Bale is like to be a friend to this house. I don’t see no reason why he shouldn’t. The George and Dragon has bin in our family ever since the reign of King Charles the Second. It was William Turnbull in that time, which they called it the Restoration, he taking the lease from Sir Tony Mardykes that was then. They was but knights then. They was made baronets first in the reign of King George the Second; you may see it in the list of baronets and the nobility. The lease was made to William Turnbull, which came from London; and he built the stables, which they was out o’ repair, as you may read to this day in the lease; and the house has never had but one sign since – the George and Dragon, it is pretty well known in England – and one name to its master. It has been owned by a Turnbull from that day to this, and they have not been counted bad men.” A murmur of applause testified the assent of his guests. “They has been steady church-goin’ folk, and brewed good drink, and maintained the best o’ characters, hereaways and farther off too, though ’tis I, Richard Turnbull, that says it; and while they pay their rent, no man has power to put them out; for their title’s as good to the George and Dragon, and the two fields, and the croft, and the grazing o’ their kyne on the green, as Sir Bale Mardykes to the Hall up there and estate. So ’tis nout to me, except in the way o’ friendliness, what the family may think o’ me; only the George and they has always been kind and friendly, and I don’t want to break the old custom.”


“Well said, Dick!” exclaimed Doctor Torvey; “I own to your conclusion; but there ain’t a soul here but ourselves – and we’re all friends, and you are your own master – and, hang it, you’ll tell us that story about the drowned woman, as you heard it from your father long ago.”


“Aye, do, and keep us to our liquor, my hearty!” cried the Captain.


Mr. Peers looked his entreaty; and deaf Mr. Hollar, having no interest in the petition, was at least a safe witness, and, with his pipe in his lips, a cosy piece of furniture.


Richard Turnbull had his punch beside him; he looked over his shoulder. The door was closed, the fire was cheery, and the punch was fragrant, and all friendly faces about him. So said he:


“Gentlemen, as you’re pleased to wish it, I don’t see no great harm in it; and at any rate, ’twill prevent mistakes. It is more than ninety years since. My father was but a boy then; and many a time I have heard him tell it in this very room.”


And looking into his glass he mused, and stirred his punch slowly.




 



•   I   •

The Drowned Woman






“It ain’t much of a hominy,” said the host of the George. “I’ll not keep you long over it, gentlemen. There was a handsome young lady, Miss Mary Feltram o’ Cloostedd by name. She was the last o’ that family; and had gone very poor. There’s but the walls o’ the house left now; grass growing in the hall, and ivy over the gables; there’s no one livin’ has ever hard tell o’ smoke out o’ they chimblies. It stands on t’other side o’ the lake, on the level wi’ a deal o’ ald trees behint and aside it at the gap o’ the gorge, under the pike o’ Maiden Fells. Ye may see it wi’ a spyin’-glass from the boat-bield at Mardykes Hall.”


“I’ve been there fifty times,” said the Doctor.


“Well there was dealin’s betwixt the two families; and there’s good and bad in every family; but the Mardykes, in them days, was a wild lot. And when old Feltram o’ Cloostedd died, and the young lady his daughter was left a ward o’ Sir Jasper Mardykes – an ill day for her, poor lass! – twenty year older than her he was, an’ more; and nothin’ about him, they say, to make anyone like or love him, ill-faur’d and little and dow.”


“Dow – that’s gloomy,” Doctor Torvey instructed the Captain aside.


“But they do say, they has an old blud-stean ring in the family that has a charm in’t; and happen how it might, the poor lass fell in love wi’ him. Some said they was married. Some said it hang’d i’ the bell-ropes, and never had the priest’s blessing; but anyhow, married or no, there was talk enough amang the folk, and out o’ doors she would na budge. And there was two wee bairns; and she prayed him hard to confess the marriage, poor thing! But ’twas a bootless bene [futile prayer], and he would not allow they should bear his name, but their mother’s; he was a hard man, and had the bit in his teeth, and went his ain gait. And having tired of her, he took in his head to marry a lady of the Barnets, and it behoved him to be shut o’ her and her children; and so she nor them was seen no more at Mardykes Hall. And the eldest, a boy, was left in care of my grandfather’s father here in the George.”


“That queer Philip Feltram that’s travelling with Sir Bale so long is a descendant of his?” said the Doctor.


“Grandson,” observed Mr. Peers, removing his pipe for a moment; “and is the last of that stock.”


“Well, no one could tell where she had gone to. Some said to distant parts, some said to the madhouse, some one thing, some another; but neither she nor the bairn was ever seen or spoke to by the folk at Mardykes in life again. There was one Mr. Wigram that lived in them times down at Moultry, and had sarved, like the Captain here, in the king’s navy in his day; and early of a morning down he comes to the town for a boat, sayin’ he was looking towards Snakes Island through his spyin’-glass, and he seen a woman about a hundred and fifty yards outside of it; the Captain here has heard the bearings right enough. From her hips upwards she was stark and straight out o’ the water, and a baby in her arms. Well, no one else could see it, nor he neither, when they went down to the boat. But next morning he saw the same thing, and the boatman saw it too; and they rowed for it, both pulling might and main; but after a mile or so they could see it no more, and gave over. The next that saw it was the vicar, I forget his name now – but he was up the lake to a funeral at Mortlock Church; and coming back with a bit of a sail up, just passin’ Snakes Island, what should they hear on a sudden but a yowl like a death-cry, shrill and bleak, as made the very blood hoot in their veins; and looking along the water not a hundred yards away, saw the same grizzled sight in the moonlight; so they turned the tiller, and came near enough to see her face – blea it was, and drenched wi’ water – and she was above the lake to her middle, stiff as a post, holdin’ the weeny bairn out to them, and fleerin’ [smiling scornfully] on them as they drew nigh her. They were half-frighted, not knowing what to make of it; but passing as close as the boatman could bring her side, the vicar stretched over the gunwale to catch her, and she bent forward, pushing the dead bab forward; and as she did, on a sudden she gave a yelloch that scared them, and they saw her no more. ’Twas no livin’ woman, for she couldn’t rise that height above the water, as they well knew when they came to think; and knew it was a dobby they saw; and ye may be sure they didn’t spare prayer and blessin’, and went on their course straight before the wind; for neither would a-took the worth o’ all the Mardykes to look sich a freetin’ i’ the face again. ’Twas seen another time by market-folk crossin’ fra Gyllenstan in the selfsame place; and Snakes Island got a bad neam, and none cared to go nar it after nightfall.”


“Do you know anything of that Feltram that has been with him abroad?” asked the Doctor.


“They say he’s no good at anything – a harmless mafflin; he was a long gaumless gawky when he went awa,” said Richard Turnbull. “The Feltrams and the Mardykes was sib, ye know; and that made what passed in the misfortune o’ that young lady spoken of all the harder; and this young man ye speak of is a grandson o’ the lad that was put here in care o’ my grandfather.”


“Great-grandson. His father was grandson,” said Mr. Peers; “he held a commission in the army and died in the West Indies. This Philip Feltram is the last o’ that line – illegitimate, you know, it is held – and the little that remained of the Feltram property went nearly fourscore years ago to the Mardykes, and this Philip is maintained by Sir Bale; it is pleasant, notwithstanding all the stories one hears, gentlemen, that the only thing we know of him for certain should be so creditable to his kindness.”


“To be sure,” acquiesced Mr. Turnbull.


While they talked the horn sounded, and the mail-coach drew up at the door of the George and Dragon to set down a passenger and his luggage.


Dick Turnbull rose and went out to the hall with careful bustle, and Doctor Torvey followed as far as the door, which commanded a view of it, and saw several trunks cased in canvas pitched into the hall, and by careful Tom and a boy lifted one on top of the other, behind the corner of the banister. It would have been below the dignity of his cloth to go out and read the labels on these, or the Doctor would have done otherwise, so great was his curiosity.




 



•   III   •

Philip Feltram






The new guest was now in the hall of the George, and Doctor Torvey could hear him talking with Mr. Turnbull. Being himself one of the dignitaries of Golden Friars, the Doctor, having regard to first impressions, did not care to be seen in his post of observation; and closing the door gently, returned to his chair by the fire, and in an undertone informed his cronies that there was a new arrival in the George, and he could not hear, but would not wonder if he were taking a private room; and he seemed to have trunks enough to build a church with.


“Don’t be too sure we haven’t Sir Bale on board,” said Amerald, who would have followed his crony the Doctor to the door – for never was retired naval hero of a village more curious than he – were it not that his wooden leg made a distinct pounding on the floor that was inimical, as experience had taught him, to mystery.


“That can’t be,” answered the Doctor; “Charley Twyne knows everything about it, and has a letter every second day; and there’s no chance of Sir Bale before the tenth; this is a tourist, you’ll find. I don’t know what the d – l keeps Turnbull; he knows well enough we are all naturally willing to hear who it is.”


“Well, he won’t trouble us here, I bet ye;” and catching deaf Mr. Hollar’s eye, the Captain nodded, and pointed to the little table beside him, and made a gesture imitative of the rattling of a dice-box; at which that quiet old gentleman also nodded sunnily; and up got the Captain and conveyed the backgammon-box to the table, near Hollar’s elbow, and the two worthies were soon sinc-ducing and catre-acing, with the pleasant clatter that accompanies that ancient game. Hollar had thrown sizes and made his double point, and the honest Captain, who could stand many things better than Hollar’s throwing such throws so early in the evening, cursed his opponent’s luck and sneered at his play, and called the company to witness, with a distinctness which a stranger to smiling Hollar’s deafness would have thought hardly civil; and just at this moment the door opened, and Richard Turnbull showed his new guest into the room, and ushered him to a vacant seat near the other corner of the table before the fire.


The stranger advanced slowly and shyly, with something a little deprecatory in his air, to which a lathy figure, a slight stoop, and a very gentle and even heartbroken look in his pale long face, gave a more marked character of shrinking and timidity.


He thanked the landlord aside, as it were, and took his seat with a furtive glance round, as if he had no right to come in and intrude upon the happiness of these honest gentlemen.


He saw the Captain scanning him from under his shaggy grey eyebrows while he was pretending to look only at his game; and the Doctor was able to recount to Mrs. Torvey when he went home every article of the stranger’s dress.


It was odd and melancholy as his peaked face.


He had come into the room with a short black cloak on, and a rather tall foreign felt hat, and a pair of shiny leather gaiters or leggings on his thin legs; and altogether presented a general resemblance to the conventional figure of Guy Fawkes.


Not one of the company assembled knew the appearance of the Baronet. The Doctor and old Mr. Peers remembered something of his looks; and certainly they had no likeness, but the reverse, to those presented by the newcomer. The Baronet, as now described by people who had chanced to see him, was a dark man, not above the middle size, and with a certain decision in his air and talk; whereas this person was tall, pale, and in air and manner feeble. So this broken trader in the world’s commerce, with whom all seemed to have gone wrong, could not possibly be he.


Presently, in one of his stealthy glances, the Doctor’s eye encountered that of the stranger, who was by this time drinking his tea – a thin and feminine liquor little used in that room.


The stranger did not seem put out; and the Doctor, interpreting his look as a permission to converse, cleared his voice, and said urbanely,


“We have had a little frost by night, down here, sir, and a little fire is no great harm – it is rather pleasant, don’t you think?”


The stranger bowed acquiescence with a transient wintry smile, and looked gratefully on the fire.


“This place is a good deal admired, sir, and people come a good way to see it; you have been here perhaps before?”


“Many years ago.”


Here was another pause.


“Places change imperceptibly – in detail, at least – a good deal,” said the Doctor, making an effort to keep up a conversation that plainly would not go on of itself; “and people too; population shifts – there’s an old fellow, sir, they call Death.”


“And an old fellow they call the Doctor, that helps him,” threw in the Captain humorously, allowing his attention to get entangled in the conversation, and treating them to one of his tempestuous ha-ha-ha’s.


“We are expecting the return of a gentleman who would be a very leading member of our little society down here,” said the Doctor, not noticing the Captain’s joke. “I mean Sir Bale Mardykes. Mardykes Hall is a pretty object from the water, sir, and a very fine old place.”


The melancholy stranger bowed slightly, but rather in courtesy to the relator, it seemed, than that the Doctor’s lore interested him much.


“And on the opposite side of the lake,” continued Doctor Torvey, “there is a building that contrasts very well with it – the old house of the Feltrams – quite a ruin now, at the mouth of the glen – Cloostedd House, a very picturesque object.”


“Exactly opposite,” said the stranger dreamily, but whether in the tone of acquiescence or interrogatory, the Doctor could not be quite sure.


“That was one of our great families down here that has disappeared. It has dwindled down to nothing.”


“Duce ace,” remarked Mr. Hollar, who was attending to his game.


“While others have mounted more suddenly and amazingly still,” observed gentle Mr. Peers, who was great upon county genealogies.


“Sizes!” thundered the Captain, thumping the table with an oath of disgust.


“And Snakes Island is a very pretty object; they say there used to be snakes there,” said the Doctor, enlightening the visitor.


“Ah! that’s a mistake,” said the dejected guest, making his first original observation. “It should be spelt Snaiks. In the old papers it is called Senaiks Island from the seven oaks that grew in a clump there.”


“Hey? that’s very curious, egad! I daresay,” said the Doctor, set right thus by the stranger, and eyeing him curiously.


“Very true, sir,” observed Mr. Peers; “three of those oaks, though, two of them little better than stumps, are there still; and Clewson of Heckleston has an old document—”


Here, unhappily, the landlord entered the room in a fuss, and walking up to the stranger, said, “The chaise is at the door, Mr. Feltram, and the trunks up, sir.”


Mr. Feltram rose quietly and took out his purse, and said,


“I suppose I had better pay at the bar?”


“As you like best, sir,” said Richard Turnbull.


Mr. Feltram bowed all round to the gentlemen, who smiled, ducked or waved their hands; and the Doctor fussily followed him to the hall door, and welcomed him back to Golden Friars – there was real kindness in this welcome – and proffered his broad brown hand, which Mr. Feltram took; and then he plunged into his chaise, and the door being shut, away he glided, chaise, horses, and driver, like shadows, by the margin of the moonlighted lake, towards Mardykes Hall.


And after a few minutes’ stand upon the steps, looking along the shadowy track of the chaise, they returned to the glow of the room, in which a pleasant perfume of punch still prevailed; and beside Mr. Philip Feltram’s deserted tea-things, the host of the George enlightened his guests by communicating freely the little he had picked up. The principal fact he had to tell was, that Sir Bale adhered strictly to his original plan, and was to arrive on the tenth. A few days would bring them to that, and the nine-days wonder run its course and lose its interest. But in the meantime, all Golden Friars was anxious to see what Sir Bale Mardykes was like.




 



•   IV   •

The Baronet Appears






As the candles burn blue and the air smells of brimstone at the approach of the Evil One, so, in the quiet and healthy air of Golden Friars, a depressing and agitating influence announced the coming of the long-absent Baronet.


From abroad, no good whatever had been at any time heard of him, and a great deal that was, in the ears of simple folk living in that unsophisticated part of the world, vaguely awful.


Stories that travel so far, however, lose something of their authority, as well as definiteness, on the way; there was always room for charity to suggest a mistake or exaggeration; and if good men turned up their hands and eyes after a new story, and ladies of experience, who knew mankind, held their heads high and looked grim and mysterious at mention of his name, nevertheless an interval of silence softened matters a little, and the sulphureous perfume dissipated itself in time.


Now that Sir Bale Mardykes had arrived at the Hall, there were hurried consultations held in many households. And though he was tried and sentenced by drumhead over some austere hearths, as a rule the law of gravitation prevailed, and the greater house drew the lesser about it, and county people within the visiting radius paid their respects at the Hall.


The Reverend Martin Bedel, the then vicar of Golden Friars, a stout short man, with a mulberry-coloured face and small grey eyes, and taciturn habits, called and entered the drawing-room at Mardykes Hall, with his fat and garrulous wife on his arm.


The drawing-room has a great projecting Tudor window looking out on the lake, with its magnificent background of furrowed and purple mountains.


Sir Bale was not there, and Mrs. Bedel examined the pictures, and ornaments, and the books, making such remarks as she saw fit; and then she looked out of the window, and admired the prospect. She wished to stand well with the Baronet, and was in a mood to praise everything.


You may suppose she was curious to see him, having heard for years such strange tales of his doings.


She expected the hero of a brilliant and wicked romance; and listened for the step of the truant Lovelace who was to fulfil her idea of manly beauty and fascination.


She sustained a slight shock when he did appear.


Sir Bale Mardykes was, as she might easily have remembered, a middle-aged man – and he looked it. He was not even an imposing-looking man for his time of life: he was of about the middle height, slightly made, and dark featured. She had expected something of the gaiety and animation of Versailles, and an evident cultivation of the art of pleasing. What she did see was a remarkable gravity, not to say gloom, of countenance – the only feature of which that struck her being a pair of large dark-grey eyes, that were cold and earnest. His manners had the ease of perfect confidence; and his talk and air were those of a person who might have known how to please, if it were worth the trouble, but who did not care twopence whether he pleased or not.


He made them each a bow, courtly enough, but there was no smile – not even an affectation of cordiality. Sir Bale, however, was chatty, and did not seem to care much what he said, or what people thought of him; and there was a suspicion of sarcasm in what he said that the rustic literality of good Mrs. Bedel did not always detect.


“I believe I have not a clergyman but you, sir, within any reasonable distance?”


“Golden Friars is the nearest,” said Mrs. Bedel, answering, as was her pleasure on all practicable occasions, for her husband. “And southwards, the nearest is Wyllarden – and by a bird’s flight that is thirteen miles and a half, and by the road more than nineteen – twenty, I may say, by the road. Ha, ha, ha! it is a long way to look for a clergyman.”


“Twenty miles of road to carry you thirteen miles across, hey? The road-makers lead you a pretty dance here; those gentlemen know how to make money, and like to show people the scenery from a variety of points. No one likes a straight road but the man who pays for it, or who, when he travels, is brute enough to wish to get to his journey’s end.”


“That is so true, Sir Bale; one never cares if one is not in a hurry. That’s what Martin thinks – don’t we, Martin? – And then, you know, coming home is the time you are in a hurry – when you are thinking of your cup of tea and the children; and then, you know, you have the fall of the ground all in your favour.”


“It’s well to have anything in your favour in this place. And so there are children?”


“A good many,” said Mrs. Bedel, with a proud and mysterious smile, and a nod; “you wouldn’t guess how many.”


“Not I; I only wonder you did not bring them all.”


“That’s very good-natured of you, Sir Bale, but all could not come at one bout; there are – tell him, Martin – ha, ha, ha! there are eleven.”


“It must be very cheerful down at the vicarage,” said Sir Bale graciously; and turning to the vicar he added, “But how unequally blessings are divided! You have eleven, and I not one – that I’m aware of.”


“And then, in that direction straight before you, you have the lake, and then the fells; and five miles from the foot of the mountain at the other side, before you reach Fottrell – and that is twenty-five miles by the road—”


“Dear me! how far apart they are set! My gardener told me this morning that asparagus grows very thinly in this part of the world. How thinly clergymen grow also down here – in one sense,” he added politely, for the vicar was stout.


“We were looking out of the window – we amused ourselves that way before you came – and your view is certainly the very best anywhere round this side; your view of the lake and the fells – what mountains they are, Sir Bale!”


“’Pon my soul, they are! I wish I could blow them asunder with a charge of duck-shot, and I shouldn’t be stifled by them long. But I suppose, as we can’t get rid of them, the next best thing is to admire them. We are pretty well married to them, and there is no use in quarrelling.”


“I know you don’t think so, Sir Bale, ha, ha, ha! You wouldn’t take a good deal and spoil Mardykes Hall.”


“You can’t get a mouthful or air, or see the sun of a morning, for those frightful mountains,” he said with a peevish frown at them.


“Well, the lake at all events – that you must admire, Sir Bale?”


“No ma’am, I don’t admire the lake. I’d drain the lake if I could – I hate the lake. There’s nothing so gloomy as a lake pent up among barren mountains. I can’t conceive what possessed my people to build our house down here, at the edge of a lake; unless it was the fish, and precious fish it is – pike! I don’t know how people digest it – I can’t. I’d as soon think of eating a watchman’s pike.”


“I thought that having travelled so much abroad, you would have acquired a great liking for that kind of scenery, Sir Bale; there is a great deal of it on the Continent, ain’t there?” said Mrs. Bedel. “And the boating.”


“Boating, my dear Mrs. Bedel, is the dullest of all things; don’t you think so? Because a boat looks very pretty from the shore, we fancy the shore must look very pretty from a boat; and when we try it, we find we have only got down into a pit and can see nothing rightly. For my part I hate boating, and I hate the water; and I’d rather have my house, like Haworth, at the edge of a moss, with good wholesome peat to look at, and an open horizon – savage and stupid and bleak as all that is – than be suffocated among impassable mountains, or upset in a black lake and drowned like a kitten. O, there’s luncheon in the next room; won’t you take some?”




 



•   V   •

Mrs. Julaper’s Room






Sir Bale Mardykes being now established in his ancestral house, people had time to form conclusions respecting him. It must be allowed he was not popular. There was, perhaps, in his conduct something of the caprice of contempt. At all events his temper and conduct were uncertain, and his moods sometimes violent and insulting.


With respect to but one person was his conduct uniform, and that was Philip Feltram. He was a sort of aide-de-camp near Sir Bale’s person, and chargeable with all the commissions and offices which could not be suitably entrusted to a mere servant. But in many respects he was treated worse than any servant of the Baronet’s. Sir Bale swore at him, and cursed him; laid the blame of everything that went wrong in house, stable, or field upon his shoulders; railed at him, and used him, as people said, worse than a dog.


Why did Feltram endure this contumelious life? What could he do but endure it? was the answer. What was the power that induced strong soldiers to put off their jackets and shirts, and present their hands to be tied up, and tortured for hours, it might be, under the scourge, with an air of ready volition? The moral coercion of despair; the result of an unconscious calculation of chances which satisfies them that it is ultimately better to do all that, bad as it is, than try the alternative. These unconscious calculations are going on every day with each of us, and the results embody themselves in our lives; and no one knows that there has been a process and a balance struck, and that what they see, and very likely blame, is by the fiat of an invisible but quite irresistible power.


A man of spirit would rather break stones on the highway than eat that bitter bread, was the burden of every man’s song on Feltram’s bondage. But he was not so sure that even the stone-breaker’s employment was open to him, or that he could break stones well enough to retain it on a fair trial. And he had other ideas of providing for himself, and a different alternative in his mind.


Good-natured Mrs. Julaper, the old housekeeper at Mardykes Hall, was kind to Feltram, as to all others who lay in her way and were in affliction.


She was one of those good women whom Nature provides to receive the burden of other people’s secrets, as the reeds did long ago, only that no chance wind could steal them away, and send them singing into strange ears.


You may still see her snuggery in Mardykes Hall, though the housekeeper’s room is now in a different part of the house.


Mrs. Julaper’s room was in the oldest quarter of that old house. It was wainscoted, in black panels, up to the ceiling, which was stuccoed over in the fanciful diagrams of James the First’s time. Several dingy portraits, banished from time to time from other statelier rooms, found a temporary abode in this quiet spot, where they had come finally to settle and drop out of remembrance. There is a lady in white satin and a ruff; a gentleman whose legs have faded out of view, with a peaked beard, and a hawk on his wrist. There is another in a black periwig lost in the dark background, and with a steel cuirass, the gleam of which out of the darkness strikes the eye, and a scarf is dimly discoverable across it. This is that foolish Sir Guy Mardykes, who crossed the Border and joined Dundee, and was shot through the temple at Killiecrankie and whom more prudent and whiggish scions of the Mardykes family removed forthwith from his place in the Hall, and found a retirement here, from which he has not since emerged.


At the far end of this snug room is a second door, on opening which you find yourself looking down upon the great kitchen, with a little balcony before you, from which the housekeeper used to issue her commands to the cook, and exercise a sovereign supervision.


There is a shelf on which Mrs Julaper had her Bible, her Whole Duty of Man, and her Pilgrim’s Progress; and, in a file beside them, her books of housewifery, and among them volumes of MS. recipes, cookery-books, and some too on surgery and medicine, as practised by the Ladies Bountiful of the Elizabethan age, for which an antiquarian would nowadays give an eye or a hand.


Gentle half-foolish Philip Feltram would tell the story of his wrongs, and weep and wish he was dead; and kind Mrs. Julaper, who remembered him a child, would comfort him with cold pie and cherry-brandy, or a cup of coffee, or some little dainty.


“O, ma’am, I’m tired of my life. What’s the good of living, if a poor devil is never let alone, and called worse names than a dog? Would not it be better, Mrs. Julaper, to be dead? Wouldn’t it be better, ma’am? I think so; I think it night and day. I’m always thinking the same thing. I don’t care, I’ll just tell him what I think, and have it off my mind. I’ll tell him I can’t live and bear it longer.”


“There now, don’t you be frettin’; but just sip this, and remember you’re not to judge a friend by a wry word. He does not mean it, not he. They all had a rough side to their tongue now and again; but no one minded that. I don’t, nor you needn’t, no more than other folk; for the tongue, be it never so bitin’, it can’t draw blood, mind ye, and hard words break no bones; and I’ll make a cup o’ tea – ye like a cup o’ tea – and we’ll take a cup together, and ye’ll chirp up a bit, and see how pleasant and ruddy the sun shines on the lake this evening.”


She was patting him gently on the shoulder, as she stood slim and stiff in her dark silk by his chair, and her rosy little face smiled down on him. She was, for an old woman, wonderfully pretty still. What a delicate skin she must have had! The wrinkles were etched upon it with so fine a needle, you scarcely could see them a little way off; and as she smiled her cheeks looked fresh and smooth as two ruddy little apples.


“Look out, I say,” and she nodded towards the window, deep set in the thick wall. “See how bright and soft everything looks in that pleasant light; that’s better, child, than the finest picture man’s hand ever painted yet, and God gives it us for nothing; and how pretty Snakes Island glows up in that light!”


The dejected man, hardly raising his head, followed with his eyes the glance of the old woman, and looked mournfully through the window.


“That island troubles me, Mrs. Julaper.”


“Everything troubles you, my poor goosecap. I’ll pull your lug for ye, child, if ye be so dowly;” and with a mimic pluck the good-natured old housekeeper pinched his ear and laughed.


“I’ll go to the still-room now, where the water’s boiling, and I’ll make a cup of tea; and if I find ye so dow when I come back, I’ll throw it all out o’ the window, mind.”


It was indeed a beautiful picture that Feltram saw in its deep frame of old masonry. The near part of the lake was flushed all over with the low western light; the more distant waters lay dark in the shadow of the mountains; and against this shadow of purple the rocks on Snakes Island, illuminated by the setting sun, started into sharp clear yellow.


But this beautiful view had no charm – at least, none powerful enough to master the latent horror associated with its prettiest feature – for the weak and dismal man who was looking at it; and being now alone, he rose and leant on the window, and looked out, and then with a kind of shudder clutching his hands together, and walking distractedly about the room.


Without his perceiving, while his back was turned, the housekeeper came back; and seeing him walking in this distracted way, she thought to herself, as he leant again upon the window:


“Well, it is a burning shame to worrit any poor soul into that state. Sir Bale was always down on someone or something, man or beast; there always was something he hated, and could never let alone. It was not pretty; it was his nature. Happen, poor fellow, he could not help it; but so it was.”


A maid came in and set the tea-things down; and Mrs. Julaper drew her sad guest over by the arm, and made him sit down, and she said: “What has a man to do, frettin’ in that way? By Jen, I’m ashamed o’ ye, Master Philip! Ye like three lumps o’ sugar, I think, and – look cheerful, ye must! – a good deal o’ cream?”


“You’re so kind, Mrs. Julaper, you’re so cheery. I feel quite comfortable after awhile when I’m with you; I feel quite happy,” and he began to cry.


She understood him very well by this time and took no notice, but went on chatting gaily, and made his tea as he liked it; and he dried his tears hastily, thinking she had not observed.


So the clouds began to clear. This innocent fellow liked nothing better than a cup of tea and a chat with gentle and cheery old Mrs. Julaper, and a talk in which the shadowy old times which he remembered as a child emerged into sunlight and lived again.


When he began to feel better, drawn into the kindly old times by the tinkle of that harmless old woman’s tongue, he said:


“I sometimes think I would not so much mind – I should not care so much – if my spirits were not so depressed, and I so agitated. I suppose I am not quite well.”


“Well, tell me what’s wrong, child, and it’s odd but I have a recipe on the shelf there that will do you good.”


“It is not a matter of that sort I mean; though I’d rather have you than any doctor, if I needed medicine, to prescribe for me.”


Mrs. Julaper smiled in spite of herself, well pleased; for her skill in pharmacy was a point on which the good lady prided herself, and was open to flattery, which, without intending it, the simple fellow administered.


“No, I’m well enough; I can’t say I ever was better. It is only, ma’am, that I have such dreams – you have no idea.”


“There are dreams and dreams, my dear: there’s some signifies no more than the babble of the lake down there on the pebbles, and there’s others that has a meaning; there’s dreams that is but vanity, and there’s dreams that is good, and dreams that is bad. Lady Mardykes – heavens be her bed this day! that’s his grandmother I mean – was very sharp for reading dreams. Take another cup of tea. Dear me! what a noise the crows keep aboon our heads, going home! and how high they wing it! – that’s a sure sign of fine weather. An’ what do you dream about? Tell me your dream, and I may show you it’s a good one, after all. For many a dream is ugly to see and ugly to tell, and a good dream, with a happy meaning, for all that.”




 



•   VI   •

The Intruder






“Well, Mrs. Julaper, dreams I’ve dreamed like other people, old and young; but this, ma’am, has taken a fast hold of me,” said Mr. Feltram dejectedly, leaning back in his chair and looking down with his hands in his pockets. “I think, Mrs. Julaper, it is getting into me. I think it’s like possession.”


“Possession, child! what do you mean?”


“I think there is something trying to influence me. Perhaps it is the way fellows go mad; but it won’t let me alone. I’ve seen it three times, think of that!”


“Well, dear, and what have ye seen?” she asked, with an uneasy cheerfulness, smiling, with eyes fixed steadily upon him; for the idea of a madman – even gentle Philip in that state – was not quieting.


“Do you remember the picture, full-length, that had no frame – the lady in the white-satin saque – she was beautiful, funeste,” he added, talking more to himself; and then more distinctly to Mrs. Julaper again – “in the white-satin saque; and with the little mob cap and blue ribbons to it, and a bouquet in her fingers; that was – that – you know who she was?”


“That was your great-grandmother, my dear,” said Mrs. Julaper, lowering her eyes. “It was a dreadful pity it was spoiled. The boys in the pantry had it for a year there on the table for a tray, to wash the glasses on and the like. It was a shame; that was the prettiest picture in the house, with the gentlest, rosiest face.”


“It ain’t so gentle or rosy now, I can tell you,” said Philip. “As fixed as marble; with thin lips, and a curve at the nostril. Do you remember the woman that was found dead in the clough (gorge), when I was a boy, that the gipsies murdered, it was thought, – a cruel-looking woman?”


“Agoy! Master Philip, dear! ye would not name that terrible-looking creature with the pretty, fresh, kindly face!”


“Faces change, you see; no matter what she’s like; it’s her talk that frightens me. She wants to make use of me; and, you see, it is like getting a share in my mind, and a voice in my thoughts, and a command over me gradually; and it is just one idea, as straight as a line of light across the lake – see what she’s come to. O Lord, help me!”


“Well, now, don’t you be talkin’ like that. It is just a little bit dowly and troubled, because the master says a wry word now and then; and so ye let your spirits go down, don’t ye see, and all sorts o’ fancies comes into your head.”


“There’s no fancy in my head,” he said with a quick look of suspicion; “only you asked me what I dreamed. I don’t care if all the world knew. I dreamed I went down a flight of steps under the lake, and got a message. There are no steps near Snakes Island, we all know that,” and he laughed chillily. “I’m out of spirits, as you say; and – and – O dear! I wish – Mrs. Julaper – I wish I was in my coffin, and quiet.”


“Now that’s very wrong of you, Master Philip; you should think of all the blessings you have, and not be makin’ mountains o’ molehills; and those little bits o’ temper Sir Bale shows, why, no one minds ’em – that is, to take ’em to heart like you do, don’t ye see?”


“I daresay; I suppose, Mrs. Julaper, you are right. I’m unreasonable often, I know,” said gentle Philip Feltram. “I daresay I make too much of it; I’ll try. I’m his secretary, and I know I’m not so bright as he is, and it is natural he should sometimes be a little impatient; I ought to be more reasonable, I’m sure. It is all that thing that has been disturbing me – I mean fretting, and, I think, I’m not quite well; and – and letting myself think too much of vexations. It’s my own fault, I’m sure, Mrs. Julaper; and I know I’m to blame.”


“That’s quite right, that’s spoken like a wise lad; only I don’t say you’re to blame, nor no one; for folk can’t help frettin’ sometimes, no more than they can help a headache – none but a mafflin would say that – and I’ll not deny but he has dowly ways when the fit’s on him, and he frumps us all round, if such be his humour. But who is there hasn’t his faults? We must bear and forbear, and take what we get and be cheerful. So chirp up, my lad; Philip, didn’t I often ring the ald rhyme in your ear long ago?



“Be always as merry as ever you can,

For no one delights in a sorrowful man.




“So don’t ye be gettin’ up off your chair like that, and tramping about the room wi’ your hands in your pockets, looking out o’ this window, and staring out o’ that, and sighing and crying, and looking so black-ox-trodden, ’twould break a body’s heart to see you. Ye must be cheery; and happen you’re hungry, and don’t know it. I’ll tell the cook to grill a hot bit for ye.”


“But I’m not hungry, Mrs. Julaper. How kind you are! dear me, Mrs. Julaper, I’m not worthy of it; I don’t deserve half your kindness. I’d have been heartbroken long ago, but for you.”


“And I’ll make a sup of something hot for you; you’ll take a rummer-glass of punch – you must.”


“But I like the tea better; I do, indeed, Mrs. Julaper.”


“Tea is no drink for a man when his heart’s down. It should be something with a leg in it, lad; something hot that will warm your courage for ye, and set your blood a-dancing, and make ye talk brave and merry; and will you have a bit of a broil first? No? Well then, you’ll have a drop o’ punch? – ye shan’t say no.”


And so, all resistance overpowered, the consolation of Philip Feltram proceeded.


A gentler spirit than poor Feltram, a more good-natured soul than the old housekeeper, were nowhere among the children of earth.


Philip Feltram, who was reserved enough elsewhere, used to come into her room and cry, and take her by both hands piteously, standing before her and looking down in her face, while tears ran deviously down his cheeks.


“Did you ever know such a case? was there ever a fellow like me? did you ever know such a thing? You know what I am, Mrs. Julaper, and who I am. They call me Feltram; but Sir Bale knows as well as I that my true name is not that. I’m Philip Mardykes; and another fellow would make a row about it, and claim his name and his rights, as she is always croaking in my ear I ought. But you know that is not reasonable. My grandmother was married; she was the true Lady Mardykes; think what it was to see a woman like that turned out of doors, and her children robbed of their name. O, ma’am, you can’t think it; unless you were me, you couldn’t – you couldn’t – you couldn’t!”


“Come, come, Master Philip, don’t you be taking on so; and ye mustn’t be talking like that, d’ye mind? You know he wouldn’t stand that; and it’s an old story now, and there’s naught can be proved concerning it; and what I think is this – I wouldn’t wonder the poor lady was beguiled. But anyhow she surely thought she was his lawful wife; and though the law may hev found a flaw somewhere – and I take it ’twas so – yet sure I am she was an honourable lady. But where’s the use of stirring that old sorrow? or how can ye prove aught? and the dead hold their peace, you know; dead mice, they say, feels no cold; and dead folks are past fooling. So don’t you talk like that; for stone walls have ears, and ye might say that ye couldn’t unsay; and death’s day is doom’s day. So leave all in the keeping of God; and, above all, never lift hand when ye can’t strike.”


“Lift my hand! O, Mrs. Julaper, you couldn’t think that; you little know me; I did not mean that; I never dreamed of hurting Sir Bale. Good heavens! Mrs. Julaper, you couldn’t think that! It all comes of my poor impatient temper, and complaining as I do, and my misery; but O, Mrs. Julaper, you could not think I ever meant to trouble him by law, or any other annoyance! I’d like to see a stain removed from my family, and my name restored; but to touch his property, O, no! – O, no! that never entered my mind, by heaven! that never entered my mind, Mrs. Julaper. I’m not cruel; I’m not rapacious; I don’t care for money; don’t you know that, Mrs. Julaper? O, surely you won’t think me capable of attacking the man whose bread I have eaten so long! I never dreamed of it; I should hate myself. Tell me you don’t believe it; O, Mrs. Julaper, say you don’t!”


And the gentle feeble creature burst into tears and good Mrs. Julaper comforted him with kind words; and he said,


“Thank you, ma’am; thank you. God knows I would not hurt Bale, nor give him one uneasy hour. It is only this: that I’m – I’m so miserable; and I’m only casting in my mind where to turn to, and what to do. So little a thing would be enough, and then I shall leave Mardykes. I’ll go; not in any anger, Mrs. Julaper – don’t think that; but I can’t stay, I must be gone.”


“Well, now, there’s nothing yet, Master Philip, to fret you like that. You should not be talking so wild-like. Master Bale has his sharp word and his short temper now and again; but I’m sure he likes you. If he didn’t, he’d a-said so to me long ago. I’m sure he likes you well.”


“Hollo! I say, who’s there? Where the devil’s Mr. Feltram?” called the voice of the baronet, at a fierce pitch, along the passage.


“La! Mr. Feltram, it’s him! Ye’d better run to him,” whispered Mrs. Julaper.


“Damn me! does nobody hear? Mrs. Julaper! Hollo! ho! house, there! ho! Damn me, will nobody answer?”


And Sir Bale began to slap the wainscot fast and furiously with his walking-cane with a clatter like a harlequin’s lath in a pantomime.


Mrs. Julaper, a little paler than usual, opened her door, and stood with the handle in her hand, making a little curtsey, enframed in the door-case; and Sir Bale, being in a fume, when he saw her, ceased whacking the panels of the corridor, and stamped on the floor, crying,


“Upon my soul, ma’am, I’m glad to see you! Perhaps you can tell me where Feltram is?”


“He is in my room, Sir Bale. Shall I tell him you want him, please?”


“Never mind; thanks,” said the Baronet. “I’ve a tongue in my head;” marching down the passage to the housekeeper’s room, with his cane clutched hard, glaring savagely, and with his teeth fast set, like a fellow advancing to beat a vicious horse that has chafed his temper.




 



•   VII   •

The Bank Note






Sir Bale brushed by the housekeeper as he strode into her sanctuary, and there found Philip Feltram awaiting him dejectedly, but with no signs of agitation.


If one were to judge by the appearance the master of Mardykes presented, very grave surmises as to impending violence would have suggested themselves; but though he clutched his cane so hard that it quivered in his grasp, he had no notion of committing the outrage of a blow. The Baronet was unusually angry notwithstanding, and stopping short about three steps away, addressed Feltram with a pale face and gleaming eyes. It was quite plain that there was something very exciting upon his mind.


“I’ve been looking for you, Mr. Feltram; I want a word or two, if you have done your – your – whatever it is.” He whisked the point of his stick towards the modest tea-tray. “I should like five minutes in the library.”


The Baronet was all this time eyeing Feltram with a hard suspicious gaze, as if he expected to read in his face the shrinkings and trepidations of guilt; and then turning suddenly on his heel he led the way to his library – a good long march, with a good many turnings. He walked very fast, and was not long in getting there. And as Sir Bale reached the hearth, on which was smouldering a great log of wood, and turned about suddenly, facing the door, Philip Feltram entered.


The Baronet looked oddly and stern – so oddly, it seemed to Feltram, that he could not take his eyes off him, and returned his grim and somewhat embarrassed gaze with a stare of alarm and speculation.


And so doing, his step was shortened, and grew slow and slower, and came quite to a stop before he had got far from the door – a wide stretch of that wide floor still intervening between him and Sir Bale, who stood upon the hearthrug, with his heels together and his back to the fire, cane in hand, like a drill-sergeant, facing him.


“Shut that door, please; that will do; come nearer now. I don’t want to bawl what I have to say. Now listen.”


The Baronet cleared his voice and paused, with his eyes upon Feltram.


“It is only two or three days ago,” said he, “that you said you wished you had a hundred pounds. Am I right?”


“Yes; I think so.”


“Think? you know it, sir, devilish well. You said that you wished to get away. I have nothing particular to say against that, more especially now. Do you understand what I say?”


“Understand, Sir Bale? I do, sir – quite.”


“I daresay quite” he repeated with an angry sneer. “Here, sir, is an odd coincidence: you want a hundred pounds, and you can’t earn it, and you can’t borrow it – there’s another way, it seems – but I have got it – a Bank of England note of one hundred pounds – locked up in that desk;” and he poked the end of his cane against the brass lock of it viciously. “There it is, and there are the papers you work at; and there are two keys – I’ve got one and you have the other – and devil another key in or out of the house has anyone living. Well, do you begin to see? Don’t mind. I don’t want any damned lying about it.”


Feltram was indeed beginning to see that he was suspected of something very bad, but exactly what, he was not yet sure; and being a man of that unhappy temperament which shrinks from suspicion, as others do from detection, he looked very much put out indeed.


“Ha, ha! I think we do begin to see,” said Sir Bale savagely. “It’s a bore, I know, troubling a fellow with a story that he knows before; but I’ll make mine short. When I take my key, intending to send the note to pay the crown and quit-rents that you know – you – you – no matter – you know well enough must be paid, I open it so – and so – and look there, where I left it, for my note; and the note’s gone – you understand, the note’s gone!”


Here was a pause, during which, under the Baronet’s hard insulting eye, poor Feltram winced, and cleared his voice, and essayed to speak, but said nothing.


“It’s gone, and we know where. Now, Mr. Feltram, I did not steal that note, and no one but you and I have access to this desk. You wish to go away, and I have no objection to that – but damn me if you take away that note with you; and you may as well produce it now and here, as hereafter in a worse place.”


“O, my good heaven!” exclaimed poor Feltram at last. “I’m very ill.”


“So you are, of course. It takes a stiff emetic to get all that money off a fellow’s stomach; and it’s like parting with a tooth to give up a banknote. Of course you’re ill, but that’s no sign of innocence, and I’m no fool. You had better give the thing up quietly.”


“May my Maker strike me—”


“So He will, you damned rascal, if there’s justice in heaven, unless you produce the money. I don’t want to hang you. I’m willing to let you off if you’ll let me, but I’m cursed if I let my note off along with you; and unless you give it up forthwith, I’ll get a warrant and have you searched, pockets, bag, and baggage.”


“Lord! am I awake?” exclaimed Philip Feltram.


“Wide awake, and so am I,” replied Sir Bale. “You don’t happen to have got it about you?”


“God forbid, sir! O, Sir – O, Sir Bale – why, Bale, Bale, it’s impossible! You can’t believe it. When did I ever wrong you? You know me since I was not higher than the table, and – and—”


He burst into tears.


“Stop your snivelling, sir, and give up the note. You know devilish well I can’t spare it; and I won’t spare you if you put me to it. I’ve said my say.”


Sir Bale signed towards the door; and like a somnambulist, with dilated gaze and pale as death, Philip Feltram, at his wit’s end, went out of the room. It was not till he had again reached the housekeeper’s door that he recollected in what direction he was going. His shut hand was pressed with all his force to his heart, and the first breath he was conscious of was a deep wild sob or two that quivered from his heart as he looked from the lobby-window upon a landscape which he did not see.


All he had ever suffered before was mild in comparison with this dire paroxysm. Now, for the first time, was he made acquainted with his real capacity for pain, and how near he might be to madness and yet retain intellect enough to weigh every scruple, and calculate every chance and consequence, in his torture.


Sir Bale, in the meantime, had walked out a little more excited than he would have allowed. He was still convinced that Feltram had stolen the note, but not quite so certain as he had been. There were things in his manner that confirmed, and others that perplexed, Sir Bale.


The Baronet stood upon the margin of the lake, almost under the evening shadow of the house, looking towards Snakes Island. There were two things about Mardykes he specially disliked.


One was Philip Feltram, who, right or wrong, he fancied knew more than was pleasant of his past life.


The other was the lake. It was a beautiful piece of water, his eye, educated at least in the excellences of landscape-painting, acknowledged. But although he could pull a good oar, and liked other lakes, to this particular sheet of water there lurked within him an insurmountable antipathy. It was engendered by a variety of associations.


There is a faculty in man that will acknowledge the unseen. He may scout and scare religion from him; but if he does, superstition perches near. His boding was made up of omens, dreams, and such stuff as he most affected to despise, and there fluttered at his heart a presentiment and disgust.


His foot was on the gunwale of the boat, that was chained to its ring at the margin; but he would not have crossed that water in it for any reason that man could urge.


What was the mischief that sooner or later was to befall him from that lake, he could not define; but that some fatal danger lurked there, was the one idea concerning it that had possession of his fancy.


He was now looking along its still waters, towards the copse and rocks of Snakes Island, thinking of Philip Feltram; and the yellow level sunbeams touched his dark features, that bore a saturnine resemblance to those of Charles II, and marked sharply their firm grim lines, and left his deep-set eyes in shadow.


Who has the happy gift to seize the present, as a child does, and live in it? Who is not often looking far off for his happiness, as Sidney Smith says, like a man looking for his hat when it is upon his head? Sir Bale was brooding over his double hatred, of Feltram and of the lake. It would have been better had he struck down the raven that croaked upon his shoulder, and listened to the harmless birds that were whistling all round among the branches in the golden sunset.




 



•   VIII   •

Feltram’s Plan






This horror of the beautiful lake, which other people thought so lovely, was, in that mind which affected to scoff at the unseen, a distinct creation of downright superstition.


The nursery tales which had scared him in his childhood were founded on the tragedy of Snakes Island, and haunted him with an unavowed persistence still. Strange dreams untold had visited him, and a German conjuror, who had made some strangely successful vaticinations, had told him that his worst enemy would come up to him from a lake. He had heard very nearly the same thing from a fortune-teller in France; and once at Lucerne, when he was waiting alone in his room for the hour at which he had appointed to go upon the lake, all being quiet, there came to the window, which was open, a sunburnt, lean, wicked face. Its ragged owner leaned his arm on the window-frame, and with his head in the room, said in his patois, “Ho! waiting are you? You’ll have enough of the lake one day. Don’t you mind watching; they’ll send when you’re wanted;” and twisting his yellow face into a malicious distortion, he went on.


This thing had occurred so suddenly, and chimed-in so oddly with his thoughts, which were at that moment at distant Mardykes and the haunted lake, that it disconcerted him. He laughed, he looked out of the window. He would have given that fellow money to tell him why he said that. But there was no good in looking for the scamp; he was gone.


A memory not preoccupied with that lake and its omens, and a presentiment about himself, would not have noted such things. But his mind they touched indelibly; and he was ashamed of his childish slavery, but could not help it.


The foundation of all this had been laid in the nursery, in the winter’s tales told by its fireside, and which seized upon his fancy and his fears with a strange congeniality.


There is a large bedroom at Mardykes Hall, which tradition assigns to the lady who had perished tragically in the lake. Mrs. Julaper was sure of it; for her aunt, who died a very old woman twenty years before, remembered the time of the lady’s death, and when she grew to woman’s estate had opportunity in abundance; for the old people who surrounded her could remember forty years farther back, and tell everything connected with the old house in beautiful Miss Feltram’s time.


This large old-fashioned room, commanding a view of Snakes Island, the fells, and the lake – somewhat vast and gloomy, and furnished in a stately old fashion – was said to be haunted, especially when the wind blew from the direction of Golden Friars, the point from which it blew on the night of her death in the lake; or when the sky was overcast, and thunder rolled among the lofty fells, and lightning gleamed on the wide sheet of water.


It was on a night like this that a lady visitor, who long after that event occupied, in entire ignorance of its supernatural character, that large room; and being herself a lady of a picturesque turn, and loving the grander melodrama of Nature, bid her maid leave the shutters open, and watched the splendid effects from her bed, until, the storm being still distant, she fell asleep.


It was travelling slowly across the lake, and it was the deep-mouthed clangour of its near approach that startled her, at dead of night, from her slumber, to witness the same phenomena in the tremendous loudness and brilliancy of their near approach.


At this magnificent spectacle she was looking with the awful ecstasy of an observer in whom the sense of danger is subordinated to that of the sublime, when she saw suddenly at the window a woman, whose long hair and dress seemed drenched with water. She was gazing in with a look of terror, and was shaking the sash of the window with vehemence. Having stood there for a few seconds, and before the lady, who beheld all this from her bed, could make up her mind what to do, the storm-beaten figure, wringing her hands, seemed to throw herself backward, and was gone.


Possessed with the idea that she had seen some poor woman overtaken in the storm, who, failing to procure admission there, had gone round to some of the many doors of the mansion, and obtained an entry there, she again fell asleep.


It was not till the morning, when she went to her window to look out upon the now tranquil scene, that she discovered what, being a stranger to the house, she had quite forgotten, that this room was at a great height – some thirty feet – from the ground.


Another story was that of good old Mr. Randal Rymer, who was often a visitor at the house in the late Lady Mardykes’ day. In his youth he had been a campaigner; and now that he was a preacher he maintained his hardy habits, and always slept, summer and winter, with a bit of his window up. Being in that room in his bed, and after a short sleep lying awake, the moon shining softly through the window, there passed by that aperture into the room a figure dressed, it seemed to him, in grey that was nearly white. It passed straight to the hearth, where was an expiring wood fire; and cowering over it with outstretched hands, it appeared to be gathering what little heat was to be had. Mr. Rymer, amazed and awestruck, made a movement in his bed; and the figure looked round, with large eyes that in the moonlight looked like melting snow, and stretching its long arms up the chimney, they and the figure itself seemed to blend with the smoke, and so pass up and away.


Sir Bale, I have said, did not like Feltram. His father, Sir William, had left a letter creating a trust, it was said, in favour of Philip Feltram. The document had been found with the will, addressed to Sir Bale in the form of a letter.


“That is mine,” said the Baronet, when it dropped out of the will; and he slipped it into his pocket, and no one ever saw it after.


But Mr. Charles Twyne, the attorney of Golden Friars, whenever he got drunk, which was pretty often, used to tell his friends with a grave wink that he knew a thing or two about that letter. It gave Philip Feltram two hundred a year, charged on Harfax. It was only a direction. It made Sir Bale a trustee, however; and having made away with the “letter,” the Baronet had been robbing Philip Feltram ever since.


Old Twyne was cautious, even in his cups, in his choice of an audience, and was a little enigmatical in his revelations. For he was afraid of Sir Bale, though he hated him for employing a lawyer who lived seven miles away, and was a rival. So people were not quite sure whether Mr. Twyne was telling lies or truth, and the principal fact that corroborated his story was Sir Bale’s manifest hatred of his secretary. In fact, Sir Bale’s retaining him in his house, detesting him as he seemed to do, was not easily to be accounted for, except on the principle of a tacit compromise – a miserable compensation for having robbed him of his rights.


The battle about the banknote proceeded. Sir Bale certainly had doubts, and vacillated; for moral evidence made powerfully in favour of poor Feltram, though the evidence of circumstance made as powerfully against him. But Sir Bale admitted suspicion easily, and in weighing probabilities would count a virtue very lightly against temptation and opportunity; and whatever his doubts might sometimes be, he resisted and quenched them, and never let that ungrateful scoundrel Philip Feltram so much as suspect their existence.


For two days Sir Bale had not spoken to Feltram. He passed by on stair and passage, carrying his head high, and with a thundrous countenance, rolling conclusions and revenges in his soul.


Poor Feltram all this time existed in one long agony. He would have left Mardykes, were it not that he looked vaguely to some just power – to chance itself – against this hideous imputation. To go with this indictment ringing in his ears, would amount to a confession and flight.


Mrs. Julaper consoled him with might and main. She was a sympathetic and trusting spirit, and knew poor Philip Feltram, in her simplicity, better than the shrewdest profligate on earth could have known him. She cried with him in his misery. She was fired with indignation by these suspicions, and still more at what followed.


Sir Bale showed no signs of relenting. It might have been that he was rather glad of so unexceptionable an opportunity of getting rid of Feltram, who, people thought, knew something which it galled the Baronet’s pride that he should know.


The Baronet had another shorter and sterner interview with Feltram in his study. The result was, that unless he restored the missing note before ten o’clock next morning, he should leave Mardykes.


To leave Mardykes was no more than Philip Feltram, feeble as he was of will, had already resolved. But what was to become of him? He did not very much care, if he could find any calling, however humble, that would just give him bread.


There was an old fellow and his wife (an ancient dame,) who lived at the other side of the lake, on the old territories of the Feltrams, and who, from some tradition of loyalty, perhaps, were fond of poor Philip Feltram. They lived somewhat high up on the fells – about as high as trees would grow – and those which were clumped about their rude dwelling were nearly the last you passed in your ascent of the mountain. These people had a multitude of sheep and goats, and lived in their airy solitude a pastoral and simple life, and were childless. Philip Feltram was hardy and active, having passed his early days among that arduous scenery. Cold and rain did not trouble him; and these people being wealthy in their way, and loving him, would be glad to find him employment of that desultory pastoral kind which would best suit him.


This vague idea was the only thing resembling a plan in his mind.


When Philip Feltram came to Mrs. Julaper’s room, and told her that he had made up his mind to leave the house forthwith – to cross the lake to the Cloostedd side in Tom Marlin’s boat, and then to make his way up the hill alone to Trebeck’s lonely farmstead, Mrs. Julaper was overwhelmed.


“Ye’ll do no such thing tonight, anyhow. You’re not to go like that. Ye’ll come into the small room here, where he can’t follow; and we’ll sit down and talk it over a bit, and ye’ll find ’twill all come straight; and this will be no night, anyhow, for such a march. Why, man, ’twould take an hour and more to cross the lake, and then a long uphill walk before ye could reach Trebeck’s place; and if the night should fall while you were still on the mountain, ye might lose your life among the rocks. It can’t be ’tis come to that yet; and the call was in the air, I’m told, all yesterday, and distant thunder today, travelling this way over Blarwyn Fells; and ’twill be a night no one will be out, much less on the mountain side.”




 



•   IX   •

The Crazy Parson






Mrs. Julaper had grown weatherwise, living for so long among this noble and solitary scenery, where people must observe Nature or else nothing – where signs of coming storm or change are almost local, and record themselves on particular cliffs and mountain-peaks, or in the mists, or in mirrored tints of the familiar lake, and are easily learned or remembered. At all events, her presage proved too true.


The sun had set an hour and more. It was dark; and an awful thunderstorm, whose march, like the distant reverberations of an invading army, had been faintly heard beyond the barriers of Blarwyn Fells throughout the afternoon, was near them now, and had burst in deep-mouthed battle among the ravines at the other side, and over the broad lake, that glared like a sheet of burnished steel under its flashes of dazzling blue. Wild and fitful blasts sweeping down the hollows and ravines of the fells of Golden Friars agitated the lake, and bent the trees low, and whirled away their sere leaves in melancholy drift in their tremendous gusts. And from the window, looking on a scene enveloped in more than the darkness of the night, you saw in the pulsations of the lightning, before “the speedy gleams the darkness swallowed,” the tossing trees and the flying foam and eddies on the lake.


In the midst of the hurlyburly, a loud and long knocking came at the hall door of Mardykes. How long it had lasted before a chance lull made it audible I do not know.


There was nothing picturesquely poor, any more than there were evidences of wealth, anywhere in Sir Bale Mardykes’ household. He had no lack of servants, but they were of an inexpensive and homely sort; and the hall door being opened by the son of an old tenant on the estate – the tempest beating on the other side of the house, and comparative shelter under the gables at the front – he saw standing before him, in the agitated air, a thin old man, who muttering, it might be, a benediction, stepped into the hall, and displayed long silver tresses, just as the storm had blown them, ascetic and eager features, and a pair of large light eyes that wandered wildly. He was dressed in threadbare black; a pair of long leather gaiters, buckled high above his knee, protecting his thin shanks through moss and pool; and the singularity of his appearance was heightened by a wide-leafed felt hat, over which he had tied his handkerchief, so as to bring the leaf of it over his ears, and to secure it from being whirled from his head by the storm.


This odd and storm-beaten figure – tall, and a little stooping, as well as thin – was not unknown to the servant, who saluted him with something of fear as well as of respect as he bid him reverently welcome, and asked him to come in and sit by the fire.


“Get you to your master, and tell him I have a message to him from one he has not seen for two-and-forty years.”


As the old man, with his harsh old voice, thus spoke, he unknotted his handkerchief and bet the raindrops from his hat upon his knee.


The servant knocked at the library door, where he found Sir Bale.


“Well, what’s the matter?” cried Sir Bale sharply, from his chair before the fire, with angry eyes looking over his shoulder.


“Here’s ’t sir cumman, Sir Bale,” he answered.


“Sir,” or “the Sir,” is still used as the clergyman’s title in the Northumbrian counties.


“What sir?”


“Sir Hugh Creswell, if you please, Sir Bale.”


“Ho! – mad Creswell? – O, the crazy parson. Well, tell Mrs. Julaper to let him have some supper – and – and to let him have a bed in some suitable place. That’s what he wants. These mad fellows know what they are about.”


“No, Sir Bale Mardykes, that is not what he wants,” said the loud wild voice of the daft sir over the servant’s shoulder. “Often has Mardykes Hall given me share of its cheer and its shelter and the warmth of its fire; and I bless the house that has been an inn to the wayfarer of the Lord. But tonight I go up the lake to Pindar’s Bield, [bield = shelter] three miles on; and there I rest and refresh – not here.”


“And why not here, Mr. Creswell?” asked the Baronet; for about this crazy old man, who preached in the fields, and appeared and disappeared so suddenly in the orbit of his wide and unknown perambulations of those northern and border counties, there was that sort of superstitious feeling which attaches to the mysterious and the good – an idea that it was lucky to harbour and dangerous to offend him. No one knew whence he came or whither he went. Once in a year, perhaps, he might appear at a lonely farmstead door among the fells, salute the house, enter, and be gone in the morning. His life was austere; his piety enthusiastic, severe, and tinged with the craze which inspired among the rustic population a sort of awe.


“I’ll not sleep at Mardykes tonight; neither will I eat, nor drink, nor sit me down – no, nor so much as stretch my hands to the fire. As the man of God came out of Judah to king Jeroboam, so come I to you, sent by a vision, to bear a warning; and as he said, ‘If thou wilt give me half thy house, I will not go in with thee, neither will I eat bread nor drink water in this place,’ so also say I.”


“Do as you please,” said Sir Bale, a little sulkily. “Say your say; and you are welcome to stay or go, if go you will on so mad a night as this.”


“Leave us,” said Creswell, beckoning the servant back with his thin hands; “what I have to say is to your master.”


The servant went, in obedience to a gesture from Sir Bale, and shut the door.


The old man drew nearer to the Baronet, and lowering his loud stern voice a little, and interrupting his discourse from time to time, to allow the near thunder-peals to subside, he said,


“Answer me, Sir Bale – what is this that has chanced between you and Philip Feltram?”


The Baronet, under the influence of that blunt and peremptory demand, told him shortly and sternly enough.


“And of all these facts you are sure, else ye would not blast your early companion and kinsman with the name of thief?”


“I am sure,” said Sir Bale grimly.


“Unlock that cabinet,” said the old man with the long white locks.


“I’ve no objection,” said Sir Bale; and he did unlock an old oak cabinet that stood, carved in high relief with strange figures and gothic grotesques, against the wall, opposite the fireplace. On opening it there were displayed a system of little drawers and pigeon-holes such as we see in more modern escritoires.


“Open that drawer with the red mark of a seal upon it,” continued Hugh Creswell, pointing to it with his lank finger.


Sir Bale did so; and to his momentary amazement, and even consternation, there lay the missing note, which now, with one of those sudden caprices of memory which depend on the laws of suggestion and association, he remembered having placed there with his own hand.


“That is it,” said old Creswell with a pallid smile, and fixing his wild eyes on the Baronet. The smile subsided into a frown, and said he: “Last night I slept near Haworth Moss; and your father came to me in a dream, and said: ‘My son Bale accuses Philip of having stolen a banknote from his desk. He forgets that he himself placed it in his cabinet. Come with me.’ I was, in the spirit, in this room; and he led me to this cabinet, which he opened; and in that drawer he showed me that note. ‘Go,’ said he, ‘and tell him to ask Philip Feltram’s pardon, else he will but go in weakness to return in power;’ and he said that which it is not lawful to repeat. My message is told. Now a word from myself,” he added sternly. “The dead, through my lips, has spoken, and under God’s thunder and lightning his words have found ye. Why so uppish wi’ Philip Feltram? See how ye threaped (scolded), and yet were wrong. He’s no tazzle – he’s no taggelt (no trouble-maker, no good-for-nothing) . Ask his pardon. Ye must change, or he will no taggelt. Go, in weakness, come in power: mark ye the words. ’Twill make a peal that will be heard in toon and desert, in the swirls o’ the mountain, through pikes and valleys, and mak’ a waaly man o’ thee.”


The old man with these words, uttered in the broad northern dialect of his common speech, strode from the room and shut the door. In another minute he was forth into the storm, pursuing what remained of his long march to Pindar’s Bield. [bield = shelter]


“Upon my soul!” said Sir Bale, recovering from his sort of stun which the sudden and strange visit had left, “that’s a cool old fellow! Come to rate me and teach me my own business in my own house!” and he rapped out a fierce oath. “Change his mind or no, here he shan’t stay tonight – not an hour.”


Sir Bale was in the lobby in a moment, and thundered to his servants:


“I say, put that fool out of the door – put him out by the shoulder, and never let him put his foot inside it more!”


But the old man’s yea was yea, and his nay nay. He had quite meant what he said; and, as I related, was beyond the reach of the indignity of extrusion.


Sir Bale on his return shut his door as violently as if it were in the face of the old prophet.


“Ask Feltram’s pardon, by Jove! For what? Why, any jury on earth would have hanged him on half the evidence; and I, like a fool, was going to let him off with his liberty and my hundred pound-note! Ask his pardon indeed!”


Still there were misgivings in his mind; a consciousness that he did owe explanation and apology to Feltram, and an insurmountable reluctance to undertake either. The old dislike – a contempt mingled with fear – not any fear of his malevolence, a fear only of his carelessness and folly; for, as I have said, Feltram knew many things, it was believed, of the Baronet’s Continental and Asiatic life, and had even gently remonstrated with him upon the dangers into which he was running. A simple fellow like Philip Feltram is a dangerous depository of a secret. This Baronet was proud, too; and the mere possession of his secrets by Feltram was an involuntary insult, which Sir Bale could not forgive. He wished him far away; and except for the recovery of his banknote, which he could ill spare, he was sorry that this suspicion was cleared up.


The thunder and storm were unabated; it seemed indeed that they were growing wilder and more awful.


He opened the window-shutter and looked out upon that sublimest of scenes; and so intense and magnificent were its phenomena, that Sir Bale, for a while, was absorbed in this contemplation.


When he turned about, the sight of his hundred-pound note, still between his finger and thumb, made him smile grimly.


The more he thought of it, the clearer it was that he could not leave matters exactly as they were. Well, what should he do? He would send for Mrs. Julaper, and tell her vaguely that he had changed his mind about Feltram, and that he might continue to stay at Mardykes Hall as usual. That would suffice. She could speak to Feltram.


He sent for her; and soon, in the lulls of the great uproar without, he could hear the jingle of Mrs. Julaper’s keys and her light tread upon the lobby.


“Mrs. Julaper,” said the Baronet, in his dry careless way, “Feltram may remain; your eloquence has prevailed. What have you been crying about?” he asked, observing that his housekeeper’s usually cheerful face was, in her own phrase, “all cried.”


“It is too late, sir; he’s gone.”


“And when did he go?” asked Sir Bale, a little put out. “He chose an odd evening, didn’t he? So like him!”


“He went about half an hour ago; and I’m very sorry, sir; it’s a sore sight to see the poor lad going from the place he was reared in, and a hard thing, sir; and on such a night, above all.”


“No one asked him to go tonight. Where is he gone to?”


“I don’t know, I’m sure; he left my room, sir, when I was upstairs; and Janet saw him pass the window not ten minutes after Mr. Creswell left the house.”


“Well, then, there’s no good, Mrs. Julaper, in thinking more about it; he has settled the matter his own way; and as he so ordains it – amen, say I. Goodnight.”




 



•   X   •

Adventure

 in Tom Marlin’s Boat






Philip Feltram was liked very well – a gentle, kindly, and very timid creature, and, before he became so heartbroken, a fellow who liked a joke or a pleasant story, and could laugh heartily. Where will Sir Bale find so unresisting and respectful a butt and retainer? and whom will he bully now?


Something like remorse was worrying Sir Bale’s heart a little; and the more he thought on the strange visit of Hugh Creswell that night, with its unexplained menace, the more uneasy he became.


The storm continued; and even to him there seemed something exaggerated and inhuman in the severity of his expulsion on such a night. It was his own doing, it was true; but would people believe that? and would he have thought of leaving Mardykes at all if it had not been for his kinsman’s severity? Nay, was it not certain that if Sir Bale had done as Hugh Creswell had urged him, and sent for Feltram forthwith, and told him how all had been cleared up, and been a little friendly with him, he would have found him still in the house? – for he had not yet gone for ten minutes after Creswell’s departure, and thus, all that was to follow might have been averted. But it was too late now, and Sir Bale would let the affair take its own course.


Below him, outside the window at which he stood ruminating, he heard voices mingling with the storm. He could with tolerable certainty perceive, looking into the obscurity, that there were three men passing close under it, carrying some very heavy burden among them.


He did not know what these three black figures in the obscurity were about. He saw them pass round the corner of the building toward the front, and in the lulls of the storm could hear their gruff voices talking.


We have all experienced what a presentiment is, and we all know with what an intuition the faculty of observation is sometimes heightened. It was such an apprehension as sometimes gives its peculiar horror to a dream – a sort of knowledge that what those people were about was in a dreadful way connected with his own fate.


He watched for a time, thinking that they might return; but they did not. He was in a state of uncomfortable suspense.


“If they want me, they won’t have much trouble in finding me, nor any scruple, egad, in plaguing me; they never have.”


Sir Bale returned to his letters, a score of which he was that night getting off his conscience – an arrear which would not have troubled him had he not ceased, for two or three days, altogether to employ Philip Feltram, who had been accustomed to take all that sort of drudgery off his hands.


All the time he was writing now he had a feeling that the shadows he had seen pass under his window were machinating some trouble for him, and an uneasy suspense made him lift his eyes now and then to the door, fancying sounds and footsteps; and after a resultless wait he would say to himself, “If anyone is coming, why the devil don’t he come?” and then he would apply himself again to his letters.


But on a sudden he heard good Mrs. Julaper’s step trotting along the lobby, and the tiny ringing of her keys.


Here was news coming; and the Baronet stood up looking at the door, on which presently came a hurried rapping; and before he had answered, in the midst of a long thunderclap that suddenly broke, rattling over the house, the good woman opened the door in great agitation, and cried with a tremulous uplifting of her hands.


“O, Sir Bale! O, la, sir! here’s poor dear Philip Feltram come home dead!”


Sir Bale stared at her sternly for some seconds.


“Come, now, do be distinct,” said Sir Bale; “what has happened?”


“He’s lying on the sofer in the old still-room. You never saw – my God! – O, sir – what is life?”


“Damn it, can’t you cry by-and-by, and tell me what’s the matter now?”


“A bit o’ fire there, as luck would have it; but what is hot or cold now? La, sir, they’re all doin’ what they can; he’s drowned, sir, and Tom Warren is on the gallop down to Golden Friars for Doctor Torvey.”


“Is he drowned, or is it only a ducking? Come, bring me to the place. Dead men don’t usually want a fire, or consult doctors. I’ll see for myself.”


So Sir Bale Mardykes, pale and grim, accompanied by the light-footed Mrs. Julaper, strode along the passages, and was led by her into the old still-room, which had ceased to be used for its original purpose. All the servants in the house were now collected there, and three men also who lived by the margin of the lake; one of them thoroughly drenched, with rivulets of water still trickling from his sleeves, water along the wrinkles and pockets of his waistcoat and from the feet of his trousers, and pumping and oozing from his shoes, and streaming from his hair down the channels of his cheeks like a continuous rain of tears.


The people drew back a little as Sir Bale entered with a quick step and a sharp pallid frown on his face. There was a silence as he stooped over Philip Feltram, who lay on a low bed next the wall, dimly lighted by two or three candles here and there about the room.


He laid his hand, for a moment, on his cold wet breast.


Sir Bale knew what should be done in order to give a man in such a case his last chance for life. Everybody was speedily put in motion. Philip’s drenched clothes were removed, hot blankets enveloped him, warming-pans and hot bricks lent their aid; he was placed at the prescribed angle, so that the water flowed freely from his mouth. The old expedient for inducing artificial breathing was employed, and a lusty pair of bellows did duty for his lungs.


But these helps to life, and suggestions to nature, availed not. Forlorn and peaceful lay the features of poor Philip Feltram; cold and dull to the touch; no breath through the blue lips; no sight in the fishlike eyes; pulseless and cold in the midst of all the hot bricks and warming-pans about him.


At length, everything having been tried, Sir Bale, who had been directing, placed his hand within the clothes, and laid it silently on Philip’s shoulder and over his heart; and after a little wait, he shook his head, and looking down on his sunken face, he said,


“I am afraid he’s gone. Yes, he’s gone, poor fellow! And bear you this in mind, all of you; Mrs. Julaper there can tell you more about it. She knows that it was certainly in no compliance with my wish that he left the house tonight: it was his own obstinate perversity, and perhaps – I forgive him for it – a wish in his unreasonable resentment to throw some blame upon this house, as having refused him shelter on such a night; than which imputation nothing can be more utterly false. Mrs. Julaper there knows how welcome he was to stay the night; but he would not; he had made up his mind, it seems, without telling any person. Had he told you, Mrs. Julaper?”


“No, sir,” sobbed Mrs. Julaper from the centre of a pocket handkerchief in which her face was buried.


“Not a human being: an angry whim of his own. Poor Feltram! and here’s the result,” said the Baronet. “We have done our best – done everything. I don’t think the doctor, when he comes, will say that anything has been omitted; but all won’t do. Does anyone here know how it happened?”


Two men knew very well – the man who had been ducked, and his companion, a younger man, who was also in the still-room, and had lent a hand in carrying Feltram up to the house.


Tom Marlin had a queer old stone tenement by the edge of the lake just under Mardykes Hall. Some people said it was the stump of an old tower that had once belonged to Mardykes Castle, of which in the modern building scarcely a relic was discoverable.


This Tom Marlin had an ancient right of fishing in the lake, where he caught pike enough for all Golden Friars; and keeping a couple of boats, he made money beside by ferrying passengers over now and then. This fellow, with a furrowed face and shaggy eyebrows, bald at top, but with long grizzled locks falling upon his shoulders, said,


“He wer wi’ me this mornin’, sayin’ he’d want t’ boat to cross the lake in, but he didn’t say what hour; and when it came on to thunder and blow like this, ye guess I did not look to see him tonight. Well, my wife was just lightin’ a pigtail – tho’ light enough and to spare there was in the lift already – when who should come clatterin’ at the latch-pin in the blow o’ thunder and wind but Philip, poor lad, himself; and an ill hour for him it was. He’s been some time in ill fettle, though he was never frowsy, not he, but always kind and dooce, and canty once, like anither; and he asked me to tak the boat across the lake at once to the Clough o’ Cloostedd at t’other side. The woman took the pet and wodn’t hear o’t; and, ‘Dall me, if I go tonight,’ quoth I. But he would not be put off so, not he; and ding-drive he went to it, cryin’ and putrein’ ye’d a-said, poor fellow, he was wrang i’ his garrets a’most. So at long last I bethought me, there’s nout o’ a sea to the north o’ Snakes Island, so I’ll pull him by that side – for the storm is blowin’ right up by Golden Friars, ye mind – and when we get near the point, thinks I, he’ll see wi’ his een how the lake is, and gie it up. For I liked him, poor lad; and seein’ he’d set his heart on’t, I wouldn’t vex nor frump him wi’ a no. So down we three – myself, and Bill there, and Philip Feltram – come to the boat; and we pulled out, keeping Snakes Island atwixt us and the wind. ’Twas smooth water wi’ us, for ’twas a scug there, but white enough was all beyont the point; and passing the finger-stone, not forty fathom from the shore o’ the island, Bill and me pullin’ and he sittin’ in the stern, poor lad, up he rises, a bit rabblin’ to himself, wi’ his hands lifted so.


“‘Look ahead!’ says I, thinkin’ something was comin’ athort us.


“But ’twasn’t that. The boat was quiet, for while we looked, oo’er our shouthers, oo’er her bows, we didn’t pull, so she lay still; and lookin’ back again on Philip, he was rabblin’ on all the same.


“‘It’s nobbut a prass wi’ himsel’, poor lad,’ thinks I.


“But that wasn’t it neither; for I sid something white come out o’ t’ water, by the gunwale, like a hand. By Jen! and he leans oo’er and tuk it; and he sagged like, and so it drew him in, under the mere, before I cud du nout. There was nout to thraa tu him, and no time; down he went, and I followed; and thrice I dived before I found him, and brought him up by the hair at last; and there he is, poor lad! and all one if he lay at the bottom o’ t’ mere.”


As Tom Marlin ended his narrative – often interrupted by the noise of the tempest without, and the peals of thunder that echoed awfully above, like the chorus of a melancholy ballad – the sudden clang of the hall door bell, and a more faintly-heard knocking, announced a new arrival.




 



•   XI   •

Sir Bale’s Dream






It was Doctor Torvey who entered the old still-room now, buttoned-up to the chin in his greatcoat, and with a muffler of many colours wrapped partly over that feature.


“Well! – hey? So poor Feltram’s had an accident?”


The Doctor was addressing Sir Bale, and getting to the bedside as he pulled off his gloves.


“I see you’ve been keeping him warm – that’s right; and a considerable flow of water from his mouth; turn him a little that way. Hey? O, ho!” said the Doctor, as he placed his hand upon Philip, and gently stirred his limbs. “It’s more than an hour since this happened. I’m afraid there’s very little to be done now;” and in a lower tone, with his hand on poor Philip Feltram’s arm, and so down to his fingers, he said in Sir Bale Mardykes’ ear, with a shake of his head,


“Here, you see, poor fellow, here’s the cadaveric stiffness; it’s very melancholy, but it’s all over, he’s gone; there’s no good trying any more. Come here, Mrs. Julaper. Did you ever see anyone dead? Look at his eyes, look at his mouth. You ought to have known that, with half an eye. And you know,” he added again confidentially in Sir Bale’s ear, “trying any more now is all my eye.”


Then after a few more words with the Baronet, and having heard his narrative, he said from time to time, “Quite right; nothing could be better; capital practice, sir,” and so forth. And at the close of all this, amid the sobs of kind Mrs. Julaper and the general whimpering of the humbler handmaids, the Doctor standing by the bed, with his knuckles on the coverlet, and a glance now and then on the dead face beside him, said – by way of “quieting men’s minds,” as the old tract-writers used to say – a few words to the following effect:


“Everything has been done here that the most experienced physician could have wished. Everything has been done in the best way. I don’t know anything that has not been done, in fact. If I had been here myself, I don’t know – hot bricks – salt isn’t a bad thing. I don’t know, I say, that anything of any consequence has been omitted.” And looking at the body, “You see,” and he drew the fingers a little this way and that, letting them return, as they stiffly did, to their former attitude, “you may be sure that the poor gentleman was quite dead by the time he arrived here. So, since he was laid there, nothing has been lost by delay. And, Sir Bale, if you have any directions to send to Golden Friars, sir, I shall be most happy to undertake your message.”


“Nothing, thanks; it is a melancholy ending, poor fellow! You must come to the study with me, Doctor Torvey, and talk a little bit more; and – very sad, doctor – and you must have a glass of sherry, or some port – the port used not to be bad here; I don’t take it – but very melancholy it is – bring some port and sherry; and, Mrs. Julaper, you’ll be good enough to see that everything that should be done here is looked to; and let Marlin and the men have supper and something to drink. You have been too long in your wet clothes, Marlin.”


So, with gracious words all round, he led the Doctor to the library where he had been sitting, and was affable and hospitable, and told him his own version of all that had passed between him and Philip Feltram, and presented himself in an amiable point of view, and pleased the Doctor with his port and flatteries – for he could not afford to lose anyone’s good word just now; and the Doctor was a bit of a gossip, and in most houses in that region, in one character or another, every three months in the year.


So in due time the Doctor drove back to Golden Friars, with a high opinion of Sir Bale, and higher still of his port, and highest of all of himself: in the best possible humour with the world, not minding the storm that blew in his face, and which he defied in good-humoured mock-heroics spoken in somewhat thick accents, and regarding the thunder and lightning as a lively gala of fireworks; and if there had been a chance of finding his cronies still in the George and Dragon, he would have been among them forthwith, to relate the tragedy of the night, and tell what a good fellow, after all, Sir Bale was; and what a fool, at best, poor Philip Feltram.


But the George was quiet for that night. The thunder rolled over voiceless chambers; and the lights had been put out within the windows, on whose multitudinous small panes the lightning glared. So the Doctor went home to Mrs. Torvey, whom he charmed into good-humoured curiosity by the tale of wonder he had to relate.


Sir Bale’s qualms were symptomatic of something a little less sublime and more selfish than conscience. He was not sorry that Philip Feltram was out of the way. His lips might begin to babble inconveniently at any time, and why should not his mouth be stopped? and what stopper so effectual as that plug of clay which fate had introduced? But he did not want to be charged with the odium of the catastrophe. Every man cares something for the opinion of his fellows. And seeing that Feltram had been well liked, and that his death had excited a vehement commiseration, Sir Bale did not wish it to be said that he had made the house too hot to hold him, and had so driven him to extremity.


Sir Bale’s first agitation had subsided. It was now late, he had written many letters, and he was tired. It was not wonderful, then, that having turned his lounging-chair to the fire, he should have fallen asleep in it, as at last he did.


The storm was passing gradually away by this time. The thunder was now echoing among the distant glens and gorges of Daulness Fells, and the angry roar and gusts of the tempest were subsiding into the melancholy soughing and piping that soothe like a lullaby.


Sir Bale therefore had his unpremeditated sleep very comfortably, except that his head was hanging a little uneasily; which, perhaps, helped him to this dream.


It was one of those dreams in which the continuity of the waking state that immediately preceded it seems unbroken; for he thought that he was sitting in the chair which he occupied, and in the room where he actually was. It seemed to him that he got up, took a candle in his hand, and went through the passages to the old still-room where Philip Feltram lay. The house seemed perfectly still. He could hear the chirp of the crickets faintly from the distant kitchen, and the tick of the clock sounded loud and hollow along the passage. In the old still-room, as he opened the door, was no light, except what was admitted from the candle he carried. He found the body of poor Philip Feltram just as he had left it – his gentle face, saddened by the touch of death, was turned upwards, with white lips: with traces of suffering fixed in its outlines, such as caused Sir Bale, standing by the bed, to draw the coverlet over the dead man’s features, which seemed silently to upbraid him. “Gone in weakness!” said Sir Bale, repeating the words of the “daft sir,” Hugh Creswell; as he did so, a voice whispered near him, with a great sigh, “Come in power!” He looked round, in his dream, but there was no one; the light seemed to fail, and a horror slowly overcame him, especially as he thought he saw the figure under the coverlet stealthily beginning to move. Backing towards the door, for he could not take his eyes off it, he saw something like a huge black ape creep out at the foot of the bed; and springing at him, it gripped him by the throat, so that he could not breathe; and a thousand voices were instantly round him, holloaing, cursing, laughing in his ears; and in this direful plight he waked.


Was it the ring of those voices still in his ears, or a real shriek, and another, and a long peal, shriek after shriek, swelling madly through the distant passages, that held him still, freezing in the horror of his dream?




 



•   XII   •

Marcella Bligh and

 Judith Wale Keep Watch






After his bottle of port with Sir Bale, the Doctor had gone down again to the room where poor Philip Feltram lay.


Mrs. Julaper had dried her eyes, and was busy by this time; and two old women were making all their arrangements for a night-watch by the body, which they had washed, and, as their phrase goes, “laid out” in the humble bed where it had lain while there was still a hope that a spark sufficient to rekindle the fire of life might remain. These old women had points of resemblance: they were lean, sallow, and wonderfully wrinkled, and looked each malign and ugly enough for a witch.


Marcella Bligh’s thin hooked nose was now like the beak of a bird of prey over the face of the drowned man, upon whose eyelids she was placing pennypieces, to keep them from opening; and her one eye was fixed on her work, its sightless companion showing white in its socket, with an ugly leer.


Judith Wale was lifting the pail of hot water with which they had just washed the body. She had long lean arms, a hunched back, a great sharp chin sunk on her hollow breast, and small eyes restless as a ferret’s; and she clattered about in great bowls of shoes, old and clouted, that were made for a foot as big as two of hers.


The Doctor knew these two old women, who were often employed in such dismal offices.


“How does Mrs. Bligh? See me with half an eye? Hey – that’s rhyme, isn’t it? – And, Judy lass – why, I thought you lived nearer the town – here making poor Mr. Feltram’s last toilet. You have helped to dress many a poor fellow for his last journey. Not a bad notion of drill either – they stand at attention stiff and straight enough in the sentry-box. Your recruits do you credit, Mrs. Wale.”


The Doctor stood at the foot of the bed to inspect, breathing forth a vapour of very fine old port, his hands in his pockets, speaking with a lazy thickness, and looking so comfortable and facetious, that Mrs. Julaper would have liked to turn him out of the room.


But the Doctor was not unkind, only extremely comfortable. He was a good-natured fellow, and had thought and care for the living, but not a great deal of sentiment for the dead, whom he had looked in the face too often to be much disturbed by the spectacle.


“You’ll have to keep that bandage on. You should be sharp; you should know all about it, girl, by this time, and not let those muscles stiffen. I need not tell you the mouth shuts as easily as this snuffbox, if you only take it in time. – I suppose, Mrs. Julaper, you’ll send to Jos Fringer for the poor fellow’s outfit. Fringer is a very proper man – there ain’t a properer und-aker in England. I always re-mmend Fringer – in Church-street in Golden Friars. You know Fringer, I daresay.”


“I can’t say, sir, I’m sure. That will be as Sir Bale may please to direct,” answered Mrs. Julaper.


“You’ve got him very straight – straighter than I thought you could; but the large joints were not so stiff. A very little longer wait, and you’d hardly have got him into his coffin. He’ll want a ver-r-ry long one, poor lad. Short cake is life, ma’am. Sad thing this. They’ll open their eyes, I promise you, down in the town. ’Twill be cool enough, I’d shay, affer all th-thunr-thunnle, you know. I think I’ll take a nip, Mrs. Joolfr, if you wouldn’t mine makin’ me out a thimmle-ful bran-band-bran-rand-andy, eh, Mishs Joolfr?”


And the Doctor took a chair by the fire; and Mrs. Julaper, with a dubious conscience and dry hospitality, procured the brandy-flask and wineglass, and helped the physician in a thin hesitating stream, which left him ample opportunity to cry “Hold – enough!” had he been so minded. But that able physician had no confidence, it would seem, in any dose under a bumper, which he sipped with commendation, and then fell asleep with the firelight on his face – to tender-hearted Mrs. Julaper’s disgust – and snored with a sensual disregard of the solemnity of his situation; until with a profound nod, or rather dive, toward the fire, he awoke, got up and shook his ears with a kind of start, and standing with his back to the fire, asked for his muffler and horse; and so took his leave also of the weird sisters, who were still pottering about the body, with croak and whisper, and nod and ogle. He took his leave also of good Mrs. Julaper, who was completing arrangements with teapot and kettle, spiced elderberry wine, and other comforts, to support them through their proposed vigil. And finally, in a sort of way, he took his leave of the body, with a long businesslike stare, from the foot of the bed, with his short hands stuffed into his pockets. And so, to Mrs. Julaper’s relief, this unseemly doctor, speaking thickly, departed.


And now, the Doctor being gone, and all things prepared for the “wake” to be observed by withered Mrs. Bligh of the one eye, and yellow Mrs. Wale of the crooked back, the house grew gradually still. The thunder had by this time died into the solid boom of distant battle, and the fury of the gale had subsided to the long sobbing wail that is charged with so eerie a melancholy. Within all was stirless, and the two old women, each a “Mrs.” by courtesy, who had not much to thank Nature or the world for, sad and cynical, and in a sort outcasts told off by fortune to these sad and grisly services, sat themselves down by the fire, each perhaps feeling unusually at home in the other’s society; and in this soured and forlorn comfort, trimming their fire, quickening the song of the kettle to a boil, and waxing polite and chatty; each treating the other with that deprecatory and formal courtesy which invites a return in kind, and both growing strangely happy in this little world of their own, in the unusual and momentary sense of an importance and consideration which were delightful.


The old still-room of Mardykes Hall is an oblong room wainscoted. From the door you look its full length to the wide stone-shafted Tudor window at the other end. At your left is the ponderous mantelpiece, supported by two spiral stone pillars; and close to the door at the right was the bed in which the two crones had just stretched poor Philip Feltram, who lay as still as an uncoloured waxwork, with a heavy pennypiece on each eye, and a bandage under his jaw, making his mouth look stern. And the two old ladies over their tea by the fire conversed agreeably, compared their rheumatisms and other ailments wordily, and talked of old times, and early recollections, and of sickbeds they had attended, and corpses that “you would not know, so pined and windered” were they; and others so fresh and canny, you’d say the dead had never looked so bonny in life.


Then they began to talk of people who grew tall in their coffins, of others who had been buried alive, and of others who walked after death. Stories as true as holy writ.


“Were you ever down by Hawarth, Mrs. Bligh – hard by Dalworth Moss?” asked crook-backed Mrs. Wale, holding her spoon suspended over her cup.


“Neea whaar sooa far south, Mrs. Wale, ma’am; but ma father was off times down thar cuttin’ peat.”


“Ah, then ye’ll not a kenned farmer Dykes that lived by the Lin-tree Scaur. ’Twere I that laid him out, poor ald fellow, and a dow man he was when aught went cross wi’ him; and he cursed and sweared, ’twad gar ye dodder to hear him. They said he was a hard man wi’ some folk; but he kep a good house, and liked to see plenty, and many a time when I was swaimous about my food, he’d clap t’ meat on ma plate, and mak’ me eat ma fill. Na, na – there was good as well as bad in farmer Dykes. It was a year after he deed, and Tom Ettles was walking home, down by the Birken Stoop one night, and not a soul nigh, when he sees a big ball, as high as his knee, whirlin’ and spangin’ away before him on the road. What it were he could not think; but he never consayted there was a freet or a bogie there-away; so he kep near it, watching every spang and turn it took, till it ran into the gripe by the roadside. There was a gravel pit just there, and Tom Ettles wished to take another gliff at it before he went on. But when he keeked into the pit, what should he see but a man atoppa horse that could not get up or on: and says he, ‘I think ye be at a dead-lift there, gaffer.’ And wi’ the word, up looks the man, and who shud it be but farmer Dykes himsel; and Tom Ettles saw him plain eneugh, and kenned the horse too for Black Captain, the farmer’s ald beast, that broke his leg and was shot two years and more before the farmer died. ‘Aye,’ says farmer Dykes, lookin’ very bad; ‘forsett-and-backsett, ye’ll tak me oot, Tom Ettles, and clap ye doun behint me quick, or I’ll claw ho’d o’ thee.’ Tom felt his hair risin’ stiff on his heed, and his tongue so fast to the roof o’ his mouth he could scarce get oot a word; but says he, ‘If Black Jack can’t do it o’ noo, he’ll ne’er do’t and carry double.’ ‘I ken my ain business best,’ says Dykes. ‘If ye gar me gie ye a look, ’twill gie ye the creepin’s while ye live; so git ye doun, Tom;’ and with that the dobby lifts its neaf, and Tom saw there was a red light round horse and man, like the glow of a peat fire. And says Tom, ‘In the name o’ God, ye’ll let me pass;’ and with the word the gooast draws itsel’ doun, all a-creaked, like a man wi’ a sudden pain; and Tom Ettles took to his heels more deed than alive.”


They had approached their heads, and the story had sunk to that mysterious murmur that thrills the listener, when in the brief silence that followed they heard a low odd laugh near the door.


In that direction each lady looked aghast, and saw Feltram sitting straight up in the bed, with the white bandage in his hand, and as it seemed, for one foot was below the coverlet, near the floor, about to glide forth.


Mrs. Bligh, uttering a hideous shriek, clutched Mrs. Wale, and Mrs. Wale, with a scream as dreadful, gripped Mrs. Bligh; and quite forgetting their somewhat formal politeness, they reeled and tugged, wrestling towards the window, each struggling to place her companion between her and the “dobby,” and both uniting in a direful peal of yells.


This was the uproar which had startled Sir Bale from his dream, and was now startling the servants from theirs.




 



•   XIII   •

The Mist on the Mountain






Doctor Torvey was sent for early next morning, and came full of wonder, learning and scepticism. Seeing is believing, however; and there was Philip Feltram living, and soon to be, in all bodily functions, just as usual.


“Upon my soul, Sir Bale, I couldn’t have believed it, if I had not seen it with my eyes,” said the Doctor impressively, while sipping a glass of sherry in the “breakfast parlour,” as the great panelled and pictured room next the dining-room was called. “I don’t think there is any similar case on record – no pulse, no more than the poker; no respiration, by Jove, no more than the chimney-piece; as cold as a lead image in the garden there. Well, you’ll say all that might possibly be fallacious; but what will you say to the cadaveric stiffness? Old Judy Wale can tell you; and my friend Marcella – Monocula would be nearer the mark – Mrs. Bligh, she knows all those common, and I may say up to this, infallible, signs of death, as well as I do. There is no mystery about them; they’ll depose to the literality of the symptoms. You heard how they gave tongue. Upon my honour, I’ll send the whole case up to my old chief, Sir Hervey Hansard, to London. You’ll hear what a noise it will make among the profession. There never was – and it ain’t too much to say there never will be – another case like it.”


During this lecture, and a great deal more, Sir Bale leaned back in his chair, with his legs extended, his heels on the ground, and his arms folded, looking sourly up in the face of a tall lady in white satin, in a ruff, and with a bird on her hand, who smiled down superciliously from her frame on the Baronet. Sir Bale seemed a little bit high and dry with the Doctor.


“You physicians are unquestionably,” he said, “a very learned profession.”


The Doctor bowed.


“But there’s just one thing you know nothing about—”


“Eh? What’s that?” inquired Doctor Torvey.


“Medicine,” answered Sir Bale. “I was aware you never knew what was the matter with a sick man; but I didn’t know, till now, that you couldn’t tell when he was dead.”


“Ha, ha! – well – ha, ha! – yes – well, you see, you – ha, ha! – you certainly have me there. But it’s a case without a parallel – it is, upon my honour. You’ll find it will not only be talked about, but written about; and, whatever papers appear upon it, will come to me; and I’ll take care, Sir Bale, you shall have an opportunity of reading them.”


“Of which I shan’t avail myself,” answered Sir Bale. “Take another glass of sherry, Doctor.”


The Doctor made his acknowledgments and filled his glass, and looked through the wine between him and the window.


“Ha, ha! – see there, your port, Sir Bale, gives a fellow such habits – looking for the beeswing, by Jove. It isn’t easy, in one sense at least, to get your port out of a fellow’s head when once he has tasted it.”


But if the honest Doctor meant a hint for a glass of that admirable bin, it fell pointless; and Sir Bale had no notion of making another libation of that precious fluid in honour of Doctor Torvey.


“And I take it for granted,” said Sir Bale, “that Feltram will do very well; and, should anything go wrong, I can send for you – unless he should die again; and in that case I think I shall take my own opinion.”


So he and the Doctor parted.


Sir Bale, although he did not consult the Doctor on his own case, was not particularly well. “That lonely place, those frightful mountains, and that damp black lake” – which features in the landscape he cursed all round – “are enough to give any man blue devils; and when a fellow’s spirits go, he’s all gone. That’s why I’m dyspeptic – that and those damned debts – and the post, with its flight of croaking and screeching letters from London. I wish there was no post here. I wish it was like Sir Amyrald’s time, when they shot the York mercer that came to dun him, and no one ever took anyone to task about it; and now they can pelt you at any distance they please through the post; and fellows lose their spirits and their appetite and any sort of miserable comfort that is possible in this odious abyss.”


Was there gout in Sir Bale’s case, or “vapours”? I know not what the faculty would have called it; but Sir Bale’s mode of treatment was simply to work off the attack by long and laborious walking.


This evening his walk was upon the Fells of Golden Friars – long after the landscape below was in the eclipse of twilight, the broad bare sides and angles of these gigantic uplands were still lighted by the misty western sun.


There is no such sense of solitude as that which we experience upon the silent and vast elevations of great mountains. Lifted high above the level of human sounds and habitations, among the wild expanses and colossal features of Nature, we are thrilled in our loneliness with a strange fear and elation – an ascent above the reach of life’s vexations or companionship, and the tremblings of a wild and undefined misgiving. The filmy disc of the moon had risen in the east, and was already faintly silvering the shadowy scenery below, while yet Sir Bale stood in the mellow light of the western sun, which still touched also the summits of the opposite peaks of Morvyn Fells.


Sir Bale Mardykes did not, as a stranger might, in prudence, hasten his descent from the heights at which he stood while yet a gleam of daylight remained to him. For he was, from his boyhood, familiar with those solitary regions; and, beside this, the thin circle of the moon, hung in the eastern sky, would brighten as the sunlight sank, and hang like a lamp above his steps.


There was in the bronzed and resolute face of the Baronet, lighted now in the parting beams of sunset, a resemblance to that of Charles the Second – not our “merry” ideal, but the more energetic and saturnine face which the portraits have preserved to us.


He stood with folded arms on the side of the slope, admiring, in spite of his prejudice, the unusual effects of a view so strangely lighted – the sunset tints on the opposite peaks, lost in the misty twilight, now deepening lower down into a darker shade, through which the outlines of the stone gables and tower of Golden Friars and the light of fire or candle in their windows were dimly visible.


As he stood and looked, his more distant sunset went down, and sudden twilight was upon him, and he began to remember the beautiful Homeric picture of a landscape coming out, rock and headland, in the moonlight.


There had hung upon the higher summits, at his right, a heavy fold of white cloud, which on a sudden broke, and, like the smoke of artillery, came rolling down the slopes toward him. Its principal volume, however, unfolded itself in a mighty flood down the side of the mountain towards the lake; and that which spread towards and soon enveloped the ground on which he stood was by no means so dense a fog. A thick mist enough it was; but still, to a distance of twenty or thirty yards, he could discern the outline of a rock or crag, but not beyond it.


There are few sensations more intimidating than that of being thus enveloped on a lonely mountainside, which, like this one, here and there breaks into precipice.


There is another sensation, too, which affects the imagination. Overtaken thus on the solitary expanse, there comes a new chill and tremor as this treacherous medium surrounds us, through which unperceived those shapes which fancy conjures up might approach so near and bar our path.


From the risk of being reduced to an actual standstill he knew he was exempt. The point from which the wind blew, light as it was, assured him of that. Still the mist was thick enough seriously to embarrass him. It had overtaken him as he was looking down upon the lake; and he now looked to his left, to try whether in that direction it was too thick to permit a view of the nearest landmarks. Through this white film he saw a figure standing only about five-and-twenty steps away, looking down, as it seemed, in precisely the same direction as he, quite motionless, and standing like a shadow projected upon the smoky vapour. It was the figure of a slight tall man, with his arm extended, as if pointing to a remote object, which no mortal eye certainly could discern through the mist. Sir Bale gazed at this figure, doubtful whether he were in a waking dream, unable to conjecture whence it had come; and as he looked, it moved, and was almost instantly out of sight.


He descended the mountain cautiously. The mist was now thinner, and through the haze he was beginning to see objects more distinctly, and, without danger, to proceed at a quicker pace. He had still a long walk by the uplands towards Mardykes Hall before he descended to the level of the lake.


The mist was still quite thick enough to circumscribe his view and to hide the general features of the landscape; and well was it, perhaps, for Sir Bale that his boyhood had familiarised him with the landmarks on the mountainside.


He had made nearly four miles on his solitary homeward way, when, passing under a ledge of rock which bears the name of the Cat’s Skaitch, he saw the same figure in the short cloak standing within some thirty or forty yards of him – the thin curtain of mist, through which the moonlight touched it, giving to it an airy and unsubstantial character.


Sir Bale came to a standstill. The man in the short cloak nodded and drew back, and was concealed by the angle of the rock.


Sir Bale was now irritated, as men are after a start, and shouting to the stranger to halt, he “slapped” after him, as the northern phrase goes, at his best pace. But again he was gone, and nowhere could he see him, the mist favouring his evasion.


Looking down the fells that overhang Mardykes Hall, the mountainside dips gradually into a glen, which, as it descends, becomes precipitous and wooded. A footpath through this ravine conducts the wayfarer to the level ground that borders the lake; and by this dark pass Sir Bale Mardykes strode, in comparatively clear air, along the rocky path dappled with moonlight.


As he emerged upon the lower ground he again encountered the same figure. It approached. It was Philip Feltram.




 



•   XIV   •

A New Philip Feltram






The Baronet had not seen Feltram since his strange escape from death. His last interview with him had been stern and threatening; Sir Bale dealing with appearances in the spirit of an incensed judge, Philip Feltram lamenting in the submission of a helpless despair.


Feltram was full in the moonlight now, standing erect, and smiling cynically on the Baronet.


There was that in the bearing and countenance of Feltram that disconcerted him more than the surprise of the sudden meeting.


He had determined to meet Feltram in a friendly way, whenever that not very comfortable interview became inevitable. But he was confused by the suddenness of Feltram’s appearance; and the tone, cold and stern, in which he had last spoken to him came first, and he spoke in it after a brief silence.


“I fancied, Mr. Feltram, you were in your bed; I little expected to find you here. I think the Doctor gave very particular directions, and said that you were to remain perfectly quiet.”


“But I know more than the Doctor,” replied Feltram, still smiling unpleasantly.


“I think, sir, you would have been better in your bed,” said Sir Bale loftily.


“Come, come, come, come!” exclaimed Philip Feltram contemptuously.


“It seems to me,” said Sir Bale, a good deal astonished, “you rather forget yourself.”


“Easier to forget oneself, Sir Bale, than to forgive others, at times,” replied Philip Feltram in his unparalleled mood.


“That’s the way fools knock themselves up,” continued Sir Bale. “You’ve been walking ever so far – away to the Fells of Golden Friars. It was you whom I saw there. What damned folly! What brought you there?”


“To observe you,” he replied.


“And have you walked the whole way there and back again? How did you get there?”


“Pooh! how did I come – how did you come – how did the fog come? From the lake, I suppose. We all come up, and then down.” So spoke Philip Feltram, with serene insolence.


“You are pleased to talk nonsense,” said Sir Bale.


“Because I like it – with a meaning.”


Sir Bale looked at him, not knowing whether to believe his eyes and ears. He did not know what to make of him.


“I had intended speaking to you in a conciliatory way; you seem to wish to make that impossible” – Philip Feltram’s face wore its repulsive smile; – “and in fact I don’t know what to make of you, unless you are ill; and ill you well may be. You can’t have walked much less than twelve miles.”


“Wonderful effort for me!” said Feltram with the same sneer.


“Rather surprising for a man so nearly drowned,” answered Sir Bale Mardykes.


“A dip: you don’t like the lake, sir; but I do. And so it is: as Antaeus touched the earth, so I the water, and rise refreshed.”


“I think you’d better get in and refresh there. I meant to tell you that all the unpleasantness about that banknote is over.”


“Is it?”


“Yes. It has been recovered by Mr. Creswell, who came here last night. I’ve got it, and you’re not to blame,” said Sir Bale.


“But someone is to blame,” observed Mr. Feltram, smiling still.


“Well, you are not, and that ends it,” said the Baronet peremptorily.


“Ends it? Really, how good! how very good!”


Sir Bale looked at him, for there was something ambiguous and even derisive in the tone of Feltram’s voice.


But before he could quite make up his mind, Feltram spoke again.


“Everything is settled about you and me?”


“There is nothing to prevent your staying at Mardykes now,” said Sir Bale graciously.


“I shall be with you for two years, and then I go on my travels,” answered Feltram, with a saturnine and somewhat wild look around him.


“Is he going mad?” thought the Baronet.


“But before I go, I’m to put you in a way of paying off your mortgages. That is my business here.”


Sir Bale looked at him sharply. But now there was not the unpleasant smile, but the darkened look of a man in secret pain.


“You shall know it all by and by.”


And without more ceremony, and with a darkening face, Philip Feltram made his way under the boughs of the thick oaks that grew there, leaving on Sir Bale’s mind an impression that he had been watching someone at a distance, and had gone in consequence of a signal.


In a few seconds he followed in the same direction, halloaing after Feltram; for he did not like the idea of his wandering about the country by moonlight, or possibly losing his life among the precipices, and bringing a new discredit upon his house. But no answer came; nor could he in that thick copse gain sight of him again.


When Sir Bale reached Mardykes Hall he summoned Mrs. Julaper, and had a long talk with her. But she could not say that there appeared anything amiss with Philip Feltram; only he seemed more reserved, and as if he was brooding over something he did not intend to tell.


“But, you know, Sir Bale, what happened might well make a thoughtful man of him. If he’s ever to think of Death, it should be after looking him so hard in the face; and I’m not ashamed to say, I’m glad to see he has grace to take the lesson, and I hope his experiences may be sanctified to him, poor fellow! Amen.”


“Very good song, and very well sung,” said Sir Bale; “but it doesn’t seem to me that he has been improved, Mrs. Julaper. He seems, on the contrary, in a queer temper and anything but a heavenly frame of mind; and I thought I’d ask you, because if he is ill – I mean feverish – it might account for his eccentricities, as well as make it necessary to send after him, and bring him home, and put him to bed. But I suppose it is as you say, – his adventure has upset him a little, and he’ll sober in a day or two, and return to his old ways.”


But this did not happen. A change, more comprehensive than at first appeared, had taken place, and a singular alteration was gradually established.


He grew thin, his eyes hollow, his face gradually forbidding.


His ways and temper were changed: he was a new man with Sir Bale; and the Baronet after a time, people said, began to grow afraid of him. And certainly Feltram had acquired an extraordinary influence over the Baronet, who a little while ago had regarded and treated him with so much contempt.




 



•   XV   •

The Purse of Gold






The Baronet was very slightly known in his county. He had led a reserved and inhospitable life. He was pressed upon by heavy debts; and being a proud man, held aloof from society and its doings. He wished people to understand that he was nursing his estate; but somehow the estate did not thrive at nurse. In the country other people’s business is admirably well known; and the lord of Mardykes was conscious, perhaps, that his neighbours knew as well he did, that the utmost he could do was to pay the interest charged upon it, and to live in a frugal way enough.


The lake measures some four or five miles across, from the little jetty under the walls of Mardykes Hall to Cloostedd.


Philip Feltram, changed and morose, loved a solitary row upon the lake; and sometimes, with no one to aid him in its management, would take the little sailboat and pass the whole day upon those lonely waters.


Frequently he crossed to Cloostedd; and mooring the boat under the solemn trees that stand reflected in that dark mirror, he would disembark and wander among the lonely woodlands, as people thought, cherishing in those ancestral scenes the memory of ineffaceable injuries, and the wrath and revenge that seemed of late to darken his countenance, and to hold him always in a moody silence.


One autumnal evening Sir Bale Mardykes was sourly ruminating after his solitary meal. A very red sun was pouring its last low beams through the valley at the western extremity of the lake, across its elsewhere sombre waters, and touching with a sudden and blood-red tint the sail of the skiff in which Feltram was returning from his lonely cruise.


“Here comes my domestic water-fiend,” sneered Sir Bale, as he lay back in his cumbrous armchair. “Cheerful place, pleasant people, delicious fate! The place alone has been enough to set that fool out of his little senses, damn him!”


Sir Bale averted his eyes, and another subject not pleasanter entered his mind. He was thinking of the races that were coming off next week at Heckleston Downs, and what sums of money might be made there, and how hard it was that he should be excluded by fortune from that brilliant lottery.


“Ah, Mrs. Julaper, is that you?”


Mrs. Julaper, who was still at the door, curtsied, and said, “I came, Sir Bale, to see whether you’d please to like a jug of mulled claret, sir.”


“Not I, my dear. I’ll take a mug of beer and my pipe; that homely solace better befits a ruined gentleman.”


“H’m, sir; you’re not that, Sir Bale; you’re no worse than half the lords and great men that are going. I would not hear another say that of you, sir.”


“That’s very kind of you, Mrs. Julaper; but you won’t call me out for backbiting myself, especially as it is true, damn true, Mrs. Julaper! Look ye; there never was a Mardykes here before but he could lay his hundred or his thousand pounds on the winner of the Heckleston Cup; and what could I bet? Little more than that mug of beer I spoke of. It was my great-grandfather who opened the course on the Downs of Heckleston, and now I can’t show there! Well, what must I do? Grin and bear it, that’s all. If you please, Mrs. Julaper, I will have that jug of claret you offered. I want spice and hot wine to keep me alive; but I’ll smoke my pipe first, and in an hour’s time it will do.”


When Mrs. Julaper was gone, he lighted his pipe, and drew near the window, through which he looked upon the now fading sky and the twilight landscape.


He smoked his pipe out, and by that time it had grown nearly dark. He was still looking out upon the faint outlines of the view, and thinking angrily what a little bit of luck at the races would do for many a man who probably did not want it half so much as he. Vague and sombre as his thoughts were, they had, like the darkening landscape outside, shape enough to define their general character. Bitter and impious they were – as those of egotistic men naturally are in suffering. And after brooding, and muttering by fits and starts, he said:


“How many tens and hundreds of thousands of pounds will change hands at Heckleston next week; and not a shilling in all the change and shuffle will stick to me! How many a fellow would sell himself, like Dr. Faustus, just for the knowledge of the name of the winner! But he’s no fool, and does not buy his own.”


Something caught his eye; something moving on the wall. The fire was lighted, and cast a flickering and gigantic shadow upward; the figure of a man standing behind Sir Bale Mardykes, on whose shoulder he placed a lean hand. Sir Bale turned suddenly about, and saw Philip Feltram. He was looking dark and stern, and did not remove his hand from his shoulder as he peered into the Baronet’s face with his deep-set mad eyes.


“Ha, Philip, upon my soul!” exclaimed Sir Bale, surprised. “How time flies! It seems only this minute since I saw the boat a mile and a half away from the shore. Well – yes; there has been time; it is dark now. Ha, ha! I assure you, you startled me. Won’t you take something? Do. Shall I touch the bell?”


“You have been troubled about those mortgages. I told you I should pay them off, I thought.”


Here there was a pause, and Sir Bale looked hard in Feltram’s face. If he had been in his ordinary spirits, or perhaps in some of his haunts less solitary than Mardykes, he would have laughed; but here he had grown unlike himself, gloomy and credulous, and was, in fact, a nervous man.


Sir Bale smiled, and shook his head dismally.


“It is very kind of you, Feltram; the idea shows a kindly disposition. I know you would do me a kindness if you could.”


As Sir Bale, each looking in the other’s eyes, repeated in this sentence the words “kind,” “kindly,” “kindness,” a smile lighted Feltram’s face with at each word an intenser light; and Sir Bale grew sombre in its glare; and when he had done speaking, Feltram’s face also on a sudden darkened.


“I have found a fortune-teller in Cloostedd Wood. Look here.”


And he drew from his pocket a leathern purse, which he placed on the table in his hand; and Sir Bale heard the pleasant clink of coin in it.


“A fortune-teller! You don’t mean to say she gave you that?” said Sir Bale.


Feltram smiled again, and nodded.


“It was the custom to give the fortune-teller a trifle. It is a great improvement making her fee you,” observed Sir Bale, with an approach to his old manner.


“He put that in my hand with a message,” said Feltram.


“He? O, then it was a male fortune-teller!”


“Gipsies go in gangs, men and women. He might lend, though she told fortunes,” said Feltram.


“It’s the first time I ever heard of gipsies lending money;” and he eyed the purse with a whimsical smile.


With his lean fingers still holding it, Feltram sat down at the table. His face contracted as if in cunning thought, and his chin sank upon his breast as he leaned back.


“I think,” continued Sir Bale, “ever since they were spoiled, the Egyptians have been a little shy of lending, and leave that branch of business to the Hebrews.”


“What would you give to know, now, the winner at Heckleston races?” said Feltram suddenly, raising his eyes.


“Yes; that would be worth something,” answered Sir Bale, looking at him with more interest than the incredulity he affected would quite warrant.


“And this money I have power to lend you, to make your game.”


“Do you mean that really?” said Sir Bale, with a new energy in tone, manner, and features.


“That’s heavy; there are some guineas there,” said Feltram with a dark smile, raising the purse in his hand a little, and letting it drop upon the table with a clang.


“There is something there, at all events,” said Sir Bale.


Feltram took the purse by the bottom, and poured out on the table a handsome pile of guineas.


“And do you mean to say you got all that from a gipsy in Cloostedd Wood?”


“A friend, who is – myself,” answered Philip Feltram.


“Yourself! Then it is yours – you lend it?” said the Baronet, amazed; for there was no getting over the heap of guineas, and the wonder was pretty equal whence they had come.


“Myself, and not myself,” said Feltram oracularly; “as like as voice and echo, man and shadow.”


Had Feltram in some of his solitary wanderings and potterings lighted upon hidden treasure? There was a story of two Feltrams of Cloostedd, brothers, who had joined the king’s army and fought at Marston Moor, having buried in Cloostedd Wood a great deal of gold and plate and jewels. They had, it was said, entrusted one tried servant with the secret; and that servant remained at home. But by a perverse fatality the three witnesses had perished within a month: the two brothers at Marston Moor; and the confidant, of fever, at Cloostedd. From that day forth treasure-seekers had from time to time explored the woods of Cloostedd; and many a tree of mark was dug beside, and the earth beneath many a stone and scar and other landmark in that solitary forest was opened by night, until hope gradually died out, and the tradition had long ceased to prompt to action, and had become a story and nothing more.


The image of the nursery-tale had now recurred to Sir Bale after so long a reach of years; and the only imaginable way, in his mind, of accounting for penniless Philip Feltram having all that gold in his possession was that, in some of his lonely wanderings, chance had led him to the undiscovered hoard of the two Feltrams who had died in the great civil wars.


“Perhaps those gipsies you speak of found the money where you found them; and in that case, as Cloostedd Forest, and all that is in it is my property, their sending it to me is more like my servant’s handing me my hat and stick when I’m going out, than making me a present.”


“You will not be wise to rely upon the law, Sir Bale, and to refuse the help that comes unasked. But if you like your mortgages as they are, keep them; and if you like my terms as they are, take them; and when you have made up your mind, let me know.”


Philip Feltram dropped the heavy purse into his capacious coat-pocket, and walked, muttering, out of the room.




 



•   XVI   •

The Message from Cloostedd






“Come back, Feltram; come back, Philip!” cried Sir Bale hastily. “Let us talk, can’t we? Come and talk this odd business over a little; you must have mistaken what I meant; I should like to hear all about it.”


“All is not much, sir,” said Philip Feltram, entering the room again, the door of which he had half closed after him. “In the forest of Cloostedd I met today some people, one of whom can foretell events, and told me the names of the winners of the first three races at Heckleston, and gave me this purse, with leave to lend you so much money as you care to stake upon the races. I take no security; you shan’t be troubled; and you’ll never see the lender, unless you seek him out.”


“Well, those are not bad terms,” said Sir Bale, smiling wistfully at the purse, which Feltram had again placed upon the table.


“No, not bad,” repeated Feltram, in the harsh low tone in which he now habitually spoke.


“You’ll tell me what the prophet said about the winners; I should like to hear their names.”


“The names I shall tell you if you walk out with me,” said Feltram.


“Why not here?” asked Sir Bale.


“My memory does not serve me here so well. Some people, in some places, though they be silent, obstruct thought. Come, let us speak,” said Philip Feltram, leading the way.


Sir Bale, with a shrug, followed him.


By this time it was dark. Feltram was walking slowly towards the margin of the lake; and Sir Bale, more curious as the delay increased, followed him, and smiled faintly as he looked after his tall, gaunt figure, as if, even in the dark, expressing a ridicule which he did not honestly feel, and the expression of which, even if there had been light, there was no one near enough to see.


When he reached the edge of the lake, Feltram stooped, and Sir Bale thought that his attitude was that of one who whispers to and caresses a reclining person. What he fancied was a dark figure lying horizontally in the shallow water, near the edge, turned out to be, as he drew near, no more than a shadow on the elsewhere lighter water; and with his change of position it had shifted and was gone, and Philip Feltram was but dabbling his hand this way and that in the water, and muttering faintly to himself. He rose as the Baronet drew near, and standing upright, said,


“I like to listen to the ripple of the water among the grass and pebbles; the tongue and lips of the lake are lapping and whispering all along. It is the merest poetry; but you are so romantic, you excuse me.”


There was an angry curve in Feltram’s eyebrows, and a cynical smile, and something in the tone which to the satirical Baronet was almost insulting. But even had he been less curious, I don’t think he would have betrayed his mortification; for an odd and unavowed influence which he hated was gradually establishing in Feltram an ascendency which sometimes vexed and sometimes cowed him.


“You are not to tell,” said Feltram, drawing near him in the dusk. “The secret is yours when you promise.”


“Of course I promise,” said Sir Bale. “If I believed it, you don’t think I could be such an ass as to tell it; and if I didn’t believe it, I’d hardly take the trouble.”


Feltram stooped, and dipping the hollow of his hand in the water, he raised it full, and said he, “Hold out your hand – the hollow of your hand – like this. I divide the water for a sign – share to me and share to you.” And he turned his hand, so as to pour half the water into the hollow palm of Sir Bale, who was smiling, with some uneasiness mixed in his mockery.


“Now, you promise to keep all secrets respecting the teller and the finder, be that who it may?”


“Yes, I promise,” said Sir Bale.


“Now do as I do,” said Feltram. And he shed the water on the ground, and with his wet fingers touched his forehead and his breast; and then he joined his hand with Sir Bale’s, and said, “Now you are my safe man.”


Sir Bale laughed. “That’s the game they call ‘grand mufti,’” said he.


“Exactly; and means nothing,” said Feltram, “except that someday it will serve you to remember by. And now the names. Don’t speak; listen – you may break the thought else. The winner of the first is Beeswing; of the second, Falcon; and of the third, Lightning.”


He had stood for some seconds in silence before he spoke; his eyes were closed; he seemed to bring up thought and speech with difficulty, and spoke faintly and drowsily, both his hands a little raised, and the fingers extended, with the groping air of a man who moves in the dark. In this odd way, slowly, faintly, with many a sigh and scarcely audible groan, he gradually delivered his message and was silent. He stood, it seemed, scarcely half awake, muttering indistinctly and sighing to himself. You would have said that he was exhausted and suffering, like a man at his last hour resigning himself to death.


At length he opened his eyes, looked round a little wildly and languidly, and with another great sigh sat down on a large rock that lies by the margin of the lake, and sighed heavily again and again. You might have fancied that he was a second time recovering from drowning.


Then he got up, and looked drowsily round again, and sighed like a man worn out with fatigue, and was silent.


Sir Bale did not care to speak until he seemed a little more likely to obtain an answer. When that time came, he said, “I wish, for the sake of my believing, that your list was a little less incredible. Not one of the horses you name is the least likely; not one of them has a chance.”


“So much the better for you; you’ll get what odds you please. You had better seize your luck; on Tuesday Beeswing runs,” said Feltram. “When you want money for the purpose, I’m your banker – here is your bank.”


He touched his breast, where he had placed the purse, and then he turned and walked swiftly away.


Sir Bale looked after him till he disappeared in the dark. He fluctuated among many surmises about Feltram. Was he insane, or was he practising an imposture? or was he fool enough to believe the predictions of some real gipsies? and had he borrowed this money, which in Sir Bale’s eyes seemed the greatest miracle in the matter, from those thriving shepherd mountaineers, the old Trebecks, who, he believed, were attached to him? Feltram had, he thought, borrowed it as if for himself; and having, as Sir Bale in his egotism supposed, “a sneaking regard” for him, had meant the loan for his patron, and conceived the idea of his using his revelations for the purpose of making his fortune. So, seeing no risk, and the temptation being strong, Sir Bale resolved to avail himself of the purse, and use his own judgment as to what horse to back.


About eleven o’clock Feltram, unannounced, walked, with his hat still on, into Sir Bale’s library, and sat down at the opposite side of his table, looking gloomily into the Baronet’s face for a time.


“Shall you want the purse?” he asked at last.


“Certainly; I always want a purse,” said Sir Bale energetically.


“The condition is, that you shall back each of the three horses I have named. But you may back them for much or little, as you like, only the sum must not be less than five pounds in each hundred which this purse contains. That is the condition, and if you violate it, you will make some powerful people very angry, and you will feel it. Do you agree?”


“Of course; five pounds in the hundred – certainly; and how many hundreds are there?”


“Three.”


“Well, a fellow with luck may win something with three hundred pounds, but it ain’t very much.”


“Quite enough, if you use it aright.”


“Three hundred pounds,” repeated the Baronet, as he emptied the purse, which Feltram had just placed in his hand, upon the table; and contemplating them with grave interest, he began telling them off in little heaps of five-and-twenty each. He might have thanked Feltram, but he was thinking more of the guineas than of the grisly donor.


“Aye,” said he, after a second counting, “I think there are exactly three hundred. Well, so you say I must apply three times five – fifteen of these. It is an awful pity backing those queer horses you have named; but if I must make the sacrifice, I must, I suppose?” he added, with a hesitating inquiry in the tone.


“If you don’t, you’ll rue it,” said Feltram coldly, and walked away.


“Penny in pocket’s a merry companion,” says the old English proverb, and Sir Bale felt in better spirits and temper than he had for many a day as he replaced the guineas in the purse.


It was long since he had visited either the racecourse or any other place of amusement. Now he might face his kind without fear that his pride should be mortified, and dabble in the fascinating agitations of the turf once more.


“Who knows how this little venture may turn out?” he thought. “It is time the luck should turn. My last summer in Germany, my last winter in Paris – d – – – n me, I’m owed something. It’s time I should win a bit.”


Sir Bale had suffered the indolence of a solitary and discontented life imperceptibly to steal upon him. It would not do to appear for the first time on Heckleston Lea with any of those signs of negligence which, in his case, might easily be taken for poverty. All his appointments, therefore, were carefully looked after; and on the Monday following, he, followed by his groom, rode away for the Saracen’s Head at Heckleston, where he was to put up, for the races that were to begin on the day following, and presented as handsome an appearance as a peer in those days need have cared to show.




 



•   XVII   •

On the Course —

 Beeswing, Falcon,

 and Lightning






As he rode towards Golden Friars, through which his route lay, in the early morning light, in which the mists of night were clearing, he looked back towards Mardykes with a hope of speedy deliverance from that hated imprisonment, and of a return to the continental life in which he took delight. He saw the summits and angles of the old building touched with the cheerful beams, and the grand old trees, and at the opposite side the fells dark, with their backs towards the east; and down the side of the wooded and precipitous clough of Feltram, the light, with a pleasant contrast against the beetling purple of the fells, was breaking in the faint distance. On the lake he saw the white speck that indicated the sail of Philip Feltram’s boat, now midway between Mardykes and the wooded shores of Cloostedd.


“Going on the same errand,” thought Sir Bale, “I should not wonder. I wish him the same luck. Yes, he’s going to Cloostedd Forest. I hope he may meet his gipsies there – the Trebecks, or whoever they are.”


And as a momentary sense of degradation in being thus beholden to such people smote him, “Well,” thought he, “who knows? Many a fellow will make a handsome sum of a poorer purse than this at Heckleston. It will be a light matter paying them then.”


Through Golden Friars he rode. Some of the spectators who did not like him, wondered audibly at the gallant show, hoped it was paid for, and conjectured that he had ridden out in search of a wife. On the whole, however, the appearance of their Baronet in a smarter style than usual was popular, and accepted as a change to the advantage of the town.


Next morning he was on the racecourse of Heckleston, renewing old acquaintance and making himself as agreeable as he could – an object, among some people, of curiosity and even interest. Leaving the carriage-sides, the hoods and bonnets, Sir Bale was soon among the betting men, deep in more serious business.


How did he make his book? He did not break his word. He backed Beeswing, Falcon, and Lightning. But it must be owned not for a shilling more than the five guineas each, to which he stood pledged. The odds were forty-five to one against Beeswing, sixty to one against Lightning, and fifty to one against Falcon.


“A pretty lot to choose!” exclaimed Sir Bale, with vexation. “As if I had money so often, that I should throw it away!”


The Baronet was testy thinking over all this, and looked on Feltram’s message as an impertinence and the money as his own.


Let us now see how Sir Bale Mardykes’ pocket fared.


Sulkily enough at the close of the week he turned his back on Heckleston racecourse, and took the road to Golden Friars.


He was in a rage with his luck, and by no means satisfied with himself; and yet he had won something. The result of the racing had been curious. In the three principal races the favourites had been beaten: one by an accident, another on a technical point, and the third by fair running. And what horses had won? The names were precisely those which the “fortune-teller” had predicted.


Well, then, how was Sir Bale in pocket as he rode up to his ancestral house of Mardykes, where a few thousand pounds would have been very welcome? He had won exactly 775 guineas; and had he staked a hundred instead of five on each of the names communicated by Feltram, he would have won 15,500 guineas.


He dismounted before his hall door, therefore, with the discontent of a man who had lost nearly 15,000 guineas. Feltram was upon the steps, and laughed dryly.




“What do you laugh at?” asked Sir Bale tartly.


“You’ve won, haven’t you?”


“Yes, I’ve won; I’ve won a trifle.”


“On the horses I named?”


“Well, yes; it so turned out, by the merest accident.”


Feltram laughed again dryly, and turned away.


Sir Bale entered Mardykes Hall, and was surly. He was in a much worse mood than before he had ridden to Heckleston. But after a week or so ruminating upon the occurrence, he wondered that Feltram spoke no more of it. It was undoubtedly wonderful. There had been no hint of repayment yet, and he had made some hundreds by the loan; and, contrary to all likelihood, the three horses named by the unknown soothsayer had won. Who was this gipsy? It would be worth bringing the soothsayer to Mardykes, and giving his people a camp on the warren, and all the poultry they could catch, and a pig or a sheep every now and then. Why, that seer was worth the philosopher’s stone, and could make Sir Bale’s fortune in a season. Someone else would be sure to pick him up if he did not.


So, tired of waiting for Feltram to begin, he opened the subject one day himself. He had not seen him for two or three days; and in the wood of Mardykes he saw his lank figure standing among the thick trees, upon a little knoll, leaning on a staff which he sometimes carried with him in his excursions up the mountains.


“Feltram!” shouted Sir Bale.


Feltram turned and beckoned. Sir Bale muttered, but obeyed the signal.


“I brought you here, because you can from this point with unusual clearness today see the opening of the Clough of Feltram at the other side, and the clump of trees, where you will find the way to reach the person about whom you are always thinking.”


“Who said I am always thinking about him?” said the Baronet angrily; for he felt like a man detected in a weakness, and resented it.


“I say it, because I know it; and you know it also. See that clump of trees standing solitary in the hollow? Among them, to the left, grows an ancient oak. Cut in its bark are two enormous letters H – F; so large and bold, that the rugged furrows of the oak bark fail to obscure them, although they are ancient and spread by time. Standing against the trunk of this great tree, with your back to these letters, you are looking up the Glen or Clough of Feltram, that opens northward, where stands Cloostedd Forest spreading far and thick. Now, how do you find our fortune-teller?”


“That is exactly what I wish to know,” answered Sir Bale; “because, although I can’t, of course, believe that he’s a witch, yet he has either made the most marvellous fluke I’ve heard of, or else he has got extraordinary sources of information; or perhaps he acts partly on chance, partly on facts. Be it which you please, I say he’s a marvellous fellow; and I should like to see him, and have a talk with him; and perhaps he could arrange with me. I should be very glad to make an arrangement with him to give me the benefit of his advice about any matter of the same kind again.”


“I think he’s willing to see you; but he’s a fellow with a queer fancy and a pig-head. He’ll not come here; you must go to him; and approach him his own way too, or you may fail to find him. On these terms he invites you.”


Sir Bale laughed.


“He knows his value, and means to make his own terms.”


“Well, there’s nothing unfair in that; and I don’t see that I should dispute it. How is one to find him?”


“Stand, as I told you, with your back to those letters cut in the oak. Right before you lies an old Druidic altar-stone. Cast your eye over its surface, and on some part of it you are sure to see a black stain about the size of a man’s head. Standing, as I suppose you, against the oak, that stain, which changes its place from day to day, will give you the line you must follow through the forest in order to light upon him. Take carefully from it such trees or objects as will guide you; and when the forest thickens, do the best you can to keep to the same line. You are sure to find him.”


“You’ll come, Feltram. I should lose myself in that wilderness, and probably fail to discover him,” said Sir Bale; “and I really wish to see him.”


“When two people wish to meet, it is hard if they don’t. I can go with you a bit of the way; I can walk a little through the forest by your side, until I see the small flower that grows peeping here and there, that always springs where those people walk; and when I begin to see that sign, I must leave you. And, first, I’ll take you across the lake.”


“By Jove, you’ll do no such thing!” said Sir Bale hastily.


“But that is the way he chooses to be approached,” said Philip Feltram.


“I have a sort of feeling about that lake; it’s the one childish spot that is left in my imagination. The nursery is to blame for it – old stories and warnings; and I can’t think of that. I should feel I had invoked an evil omen if I did. I know it is all nonsense; but we are queer creatures, Feltram. I must only ride there.”


“Why, it is five-and-twenty miles round the lake to that; and after all were done, he would not see you. He knows what he’s worth, and he’ll have his own way,” answered Feltram. “The sun will soon set. See that withered branch, near Snakes Island, that looks like fingers rising from the water? When its points grow tipped with red, the sun has but three minutes to live.”


“That is a wonder which I can’t see; it is too far away.”


“Yes, the lake has many signs; but it needs sight to see them,” said Feltram.


“So it does,” said the Baronet; “more than most men have got. I’ll ride round, I say; and I make my visit, for this time, my own way.”


“You’ll not find him, then; and he wants his money. It would be a pity to vex him.”


“It was to you he lent the money,” said Sir Bale.


“Yes.”


“Well, you are the proper person to find him out and pay him,” urged Sir Bale.


“Perhaps so; but he invites you; and if you don’t go, he may be offended, and you may hear no more from him.”


“We’ll try. When can you go? There are races to come off next week, for once and away, at Langton. I should not mind trying my luck there. What do you say?”


“You can go there and pay him, and ask the same question – what horses, I mean, are to win. All the county are to be there; and plenty of money will change hands.”


“I’ll try,” said Feltram.


“When will you go?”


“Tomorrow,” he answered.


“I have an odd idea, Feltram, that you are really going to pay off those cursed mortgages.”


He laid his hand with at least a gesture of kindness on the thin arm of Feltram, who coldly answered,


“So have I;” and walked down the side of the little knoll and away, without another word or look.




 



•   XVIII   •

On the Lake, at Last






Next day Philip Feltram crossed the lake; and Sir Bale, seeing the boat on the water, guessed its destination, and watched its progress with no little interest, until he saw it moored and its sail drop at the rude pier that affords a landing at the Clough of Feltram. He was now satisfied that Philip had actually gone to seek out the “cunning man,” and gather hints for the next race.


When that evening Feltram returned, and, later still, entered Sir Bale’s library, the master of Mardykes was gladder to see his face and more interested about his news than he would have cared to confess.


Philip Feltram did not affect unconsciousness of that anxiety, but, with great directness, proceeded to satisfy it.


“I was in Cloostedd Forest today, nearly all day – and found the old gentleman in a wax. He did not ask me to drink, nor show me any kindness. He was huffed because you would not take the trouble to cross the lake to speak to him yourself. He took the money you sent him and counted it over, and dropped it into his pocket; and he called you hard names enough and to spare; but I brought him round, and at last he did talk.”


“And what did he say?”


“He said that the estate of Mardykes would belong to a Feltram.”


“He might have said something more likely,” said Sir Bale sourly. “Did he say anything more?”


“Yes. He said the winner at Langton Lea would be Silver Bell.”


“Any other name?”


“No.”


“Silver Bell? Well, that’s not so odd as the last. Silver Bell stands high in the list. He has a good many backers – long odds in his favour against most of the field. I should not mind backing Silver Bell.”


The fact is, that he had no idea of backing any other horse from the moment he heard the soothsayer’s prediction. He made up his mind to no half measures this time. He would go in to win something handsome.


He was in great force and full of confidence on the racecourse. He had no fears for the result. He bet heavily. There was a good margin still untouched of the Mardykes estate; and Sir Bale was a good old name in the county. He found a ready market for his offers, and had soon staked – such is the growing frenzy of that excitement – about twenty thousand pounds on his favourite, and stood to win seven.


He did not win, however. He lost his twenty thousand pounds.


And now the Mardykes estate was in imminent danger. Sir Bale returned, having distributed IOUs and promissory notes in all directions about him – quite at his wit’s end.


Feltram was standing – as on the occasion of his former happier return – on the steps of Mardykes Hall, in the evening sun, throwing eastward a long shadow that was lost in the lake. He received him, as before, with a laugh.


Sir Bale was too much broken to resent this laugh as furiously as he might, had he been a degree less desperate.


He looked at Feltram savagely, and dismounted.


“Last time you would not trust him, and this time he would not trust you. He’s huffed, and played you false.”


“It was not he. I should have backed that damned horse in any case,” said Sir Bale, grinding his teeth. “What a witch you have discovered! One thing is true, perhaps. If there was a Feltram rich enough, he might have the estate now; but there ain’t. They are all beggars. So much for your conjuror.”


“He may make amends to you, if you make amends to him.”


“He! Why, what can that wretched impostor do? Damn me, I’m past helping now.”


“Don’t you talk so,” said Feltram. “Be civil. You must please the old gentleman. He’ll make it up. He’s placable when it suits him. Why not go to him his own way? I hear you are nearly ruined. You must go and make it up.”


“Make it up! With whom? With a fellow who can’t make even a guess at what’s coming? Why should I trouble my head about him more?”


“No man, young or old, likes to be frumped. Why did you cross his fancy? He won’t see you unless you go to him as he chooses.”


“If he waits for that, he may wait till doomsday. I don’t choose to go on that water – and cross it I won’t,” said Sir Bale.


But when his distracting reminders began to pour in upon him, and the idea of dismembering what remained of his property came home to him, his resolution faltered.


“I say, Feltram, what difference can it possibly make to him if I choose to ride round to Cloostedd Forest instead of crossing the lake in a boat?”


Feltram smiled darkly, and answered.


“I can’t tell. Can you?”


“Of course I can’t – I say I can’t; besides, what audacity of a fellow like that presuming to prescribe to me! Utterly ludicrous! And he can’t predict – do you really think or believe, Feltram, that he can?”


“I know he can. I know he misled you on purpose. He likes to punish those who don’t respect his will; and there is a reason in it, often quite clear – not ill-natured. Now you see he compels you to seek him out, and when you do, I think he’ll help you through your trouble. He said he would.”


“Then you have seen him since?”


“Yesterday. He has put a pressure on you; but he means to help you.”


“If he means to help me, let him remember I want a banker more than a seer. Let him give me a lift, as he did before. He must lend me money.”


“He’ll not stick at that. When he takes up a man, he carries him through.”


“The races of Byermere – I might retrieve at them. But they don’t come off for a month nearly; and what is a man like me to do in the meantime?”


“Every man should know his own business best. I’m not like you,” said Feltram grimly.


Now Sir Bale’s trouble increased, for some people were pressing. Something like panic supervened; for it happened that land was bringing just then a bad price, and more must be sold in consequence.


“All I can tell them is, I am selling land. It can’t be done in an hour. I’m selling enough to pay them all twice over. Gentlemen used to be able to wait till a man sold his acres for payment. Damn them! do they want my body, that they can’t let me alone for five minutes?”


The end of it was, that before a week Sir Bale told Feltram that he would go by boat, since that fellow insisted on it; and he did not very much care if he were drowned.


It was a beautiful autumnal day. Everything was bright in that mellowed sun, and the deep blue of the lake was tremulous with golden ripples; and crag and peak and scattered wood, faint in the distance, came out with a filmy distinctness on the fells in that pleasant light.


Sir Bale had been ill, and sent down the night before for Doctor Torvey. He was away with a patient. Now, in the morning, he had arrived inopportunely. He met Sir Bale as he issued from the house, and had a word with him in the court, for he would not turn back.


“Well,” said the Doctor, after his brief inspection, “you ought to be in your bed; that’s all I can say. You are perfectly mad to think of knocking about like this. Your pulse is at a hundred and ten; and, if you go across the lake and walk about Cloostedd, you’ll be raving before you come back.”


Sir Bale told him, apologetically, as if his life were more to his doctor than to himself, that he would take care not to fatigue himself, and that the air would do him good, and that in any case he could not avoid going; and so they parted.


Sir Bale took his seat beside Feltram in the boat, the sail was spread, and, bending to the light breeze that blew from Golden Friars, she glided from the jetty under Mardykes Hall, and the eventful voyage had begun.




 



•   XIX   •

Mystagogus






The sail was loosed, the boat touched the stone step, and Feltram sprang out and made her fast to the old iron ring. The Baronet followed. So! he had ventured upon that water without being drowned. He looked round him as if in a dream. He had not been there since his childhood. There were no regrets, no sentiment, no remorse; only an odd return of the associations and fresh feelings of boyhood, and a long reach of time suddenly annihilated.


The little hollow in which he stood; the three hawthorn trees at his right; every crease and undulation of the sward, every angle and crack in the lichen-covered rock at his feet, recurred with a sharp and instantaneous recognition to his memory.


“Many a time your brother and I fished for hours together from that bank there, just where the bramble grows. That bramble has not grown an inch ever since, not a leaf altered; we used to pick blackberries off it, with our rods stuck in the bank – it was later in the year than now – till we stript it quite bare after a day or two. The steward used to come over – they were marking timber for cutting and we used to stay here while they rambled through the wood, with an axe marking the trees that were to come down. I wonder whether the big old boat is still anywhere. I suppose she was broken up, or left to rot; I have not seen her since we came home. It was in the wood that lies at the right – the other wood is called the forest; they say in old times it was eight miles long, northward up the shore of the lake, and full of deer; with a forester, and a reeve, and a verderer, and all that. Your brother was older than you; he went to India, or the Colonies; is he living still?”


“I care not.”


“That’s good-natured, at all events; but do you know?”


“Not I; and what matter? If he’s living, I warrant he has his share of the curse, the sweat of his brow and his bitter crust; and if he is dead, he’s dust or worse, he’s rotten, and smells accordingly.”


Sir Bale looked at him; for this was the brother over whom, only a year or two ago, Philip used to cry tears of pathetic longing. Feltram looked darkly in his face, and sneered with a cold laugh.


“I suppose you mean to jest?” said Sir Bale.


“Not I; it is the truth. It is what you’d say, if you were honest. If he’s alive, let him keep where he is; and if he’s dead, I’ll have none of him, body or soul. Do you hear that sound?”


“Like the wind moaning in the forest?”


“Yes.”


“But I feel no wind. There’s hardly a leaf stirring.”


“I think so,” said Feltram. “Come along.”


And he began striding up the gentle slope of the glen, with many a rock peeping through its sward, and tufted ferns and furze, giving a wild and neglected character to the scene; the background of which, where the glen loses itself in a distant turn, is formed by its craggy and wooded side.


Up they marched, side by side, in silence, towards that irregular clump of trees, to which Feltram had pointed from the Mardykes side.


As they approached, it showed more scattered, and two or three of the trees were of grander dimensions than in the distance they had appeared; and as they walked, the broad valley of Cloostedd Forest opened grandly on their left, studding the sides of the valley with solitary trees or groups, which thickened as it descended to the broad level, in parts nearly three miles wide, on which stands the noble forest of Cloostedd, now majestically reposing in the stirless air, gilded and flushed with the melancholy tints of autumn.


I am now going to relate wonderful things; but they rest on the report, strangely consistent, it is true, of Sir Bale Mardykes. That all his senses, however, were sick and feverish, and his brain not quite to be relied on at that moment, is a fact of which sceptics have a right to make all they please and can.


Startled at their approach, a bird like a huge macaw bounced from the boughs of the trees, and sped away, every now and then upon the ground, toward the shelter of the forest, fluttering and hopping close by the side of the little brook which, emerging from the forest, winds into the glen, and beside the course of which Sir Bale and Philip Feltram had ascended from the margin of the lake.


It fluttered on, as if one of its wings were hurt, and kept hopping and bobbing and flying along the grass at its swiftest, screaming all the time discordantly.


“That must be old Mrs. Amerald’s bird, that got away a week ago,” said Sir Bale, stopping and looking after it. “Was not it a macaw?”


“No,” said Feltram; “that was a grey parrot; but there are stranger birds in Cloostedd Forest, for my ancestors collected all that would live in our climate, and were at pains to find them the food and shelter they were accustomed to until they grew hardy – that is how it happens.”


“By Jove, that’s a secret worth knowing,” said Sir Bale. “That would make quite a feature. What a fat brute that bird was! and green and dusky-crimson and yellow; but its head is white – age, I suspect; and what a broken beak – hideous bird! splendid plumage; something between a macaw and a vulture.”


Sir Bale spoke jocularly, but with the interest of a bird-fancier; a taste which, when young, he had indulged; and for the moment forgot his cares and the object of his unwonted excursion.


A moment after, a lank slim bird, perfectly white, started from the same boughs, and winged its way to the forest.


“A kite, I think; but its body is a little too long, isn’t it?” said Sir Bale again, stopping and looking after its flight also.


“A foreign kite, I daresay?” said Feltram.


All this time there was hopping near them a jay, with the tameness of a bird accustomed to these solitudes. It peered over its slender wing curiously at the visitors; pecking here and nodding there; and thus hopping, it made a circle round them more than once. Then it fluttered up, and perched on a bough of the old oak, from the deep labyrinth of whose branches the other birds had emerged; and from thence it flew down and lighted on the broad druidic stone, that stood like a cyclopean table on its sunken stone props, before the snakelike roots of the oak.


Across this it hopped conceitedly, as over a stage on which it figured becomingly; and after a momentary hesitation, with a little spring, it rose and winged its way in the same direction which the other birds had taken, and was quickly lost in thick forest to the left.


“Here,” said Feltram, “this is the tree.”


“I remember it well! A gigantic trunk; and, yes, those marks; but I never before read them as letters. Yes, H.F., so they are – very odd I should not have remarked them. They are so large, and so strangely drawn-out in some places, and filled-in in others, and distorted, and the moss has grown about them; I don’t wonder I took them for natural cracks and chasms in the bark,” said Sir Bale.


“Very like,” said Feltram.


Sir Bale had remarked, ever since they had begun their walk from the shore, that Feltram seemed to undergo a gloomy change. Sharper, grimmer, wilder grew his features, and shadow after shadow darkened his face wickedly.


The solitude and grandeur of the forest, and the repulsive gloom of his companion’s countenance and demeanour, communicated a tone of anxiety to Sir Bale; and they stood still, side by side, in total silence for a time, looking toward the forest glades; between themselves and which, on the level sward of the valley, stood many a noble tree and fantastic group of forked birch and thorn, in the irregular formations into which Nature had thrown them.


“Now you stand between the letters. Cast your eyes on the stone,” said Feltram suddenly, and his low stern tones almost startled the Baronet.


Looking round, he perceived that he had so placed himself that his point of vision was exactly from between the two great letters, now half obliterated, which he had been scrutinizing just as he turned about to look toward the forest of Cloostedd.


“Yes, so I am,” said Sir Bale.


There was within him an excitement and misgiving, akin to the sensation of a man going into battle, and which corresponded with the pale and sombre frown which Feltram wore, and the manifest change which had come over him.


“Look on the stone steadily for a time, and tell me if you see a black mark, about the size of your hand, anywhere upon its surface,” said Feltram.


Sir Bale affected no airs of scepticism now; his imagination was stirred, and a sense of some unknown reality at the bottom of that which he had affected to treat before as illusion, inspired a strange interest in the experiment.


“Do you see it?” asked Feltram.


Sir Bale was watching patiently, but he had observed nothing of the kind.


Sharper, darker, more eager grew the face of Philip Feltram, as his eyes traversed the surface of that huge horizontal block.


“Now?” asked Feltram again.


No, he had seen nothing.


Feltram was growing manifestly uneasy, angry almost; he walked away a little, and back again, and then two or three times round the tree, with his hands shut, and treading the ground like a man trying to warm his feet, and so impatiently he returned, and looked again on the stone.


Sir Bale was still looking, and very soon said, drawing his brows together and looking hard,


“Ha! – yes – hush. There it is, by Jove! – wait – yes – there; it is growing quite plain.”


It seemed not as if a shadow fell upon the stone, but rather as if the stone became semi-transparent, and just under its surface was something dark – a hand, he thought it – and darker and darker it grew, as if coming up toward the surface, and after some little wavering, it fixed itself movelessly, pointing, as he thought, toward the forest.


“It looks like a hand,” said he. “By Jove, it is a hand – pointing towards the forest with a finger.”


“Don’t mind the finger; look only on that black blurred mark, and from the point where you stand, taking that point for your direction, look to the forest. Take some tree or other landmark for an object, enter the forest there, and pursue the same line, as well as you can, until you find little flowers with leaves like wood-sorrel, and with tall stems and a red blossom, not larger than a drop, such as you have not seen before, growing among the trees, and follow wherever they seem to grow thickest, and there you will find him.”


All the time that Feltram was making this little address, Sir Bale was endeavouring to fix his route by such indications as Feltram described; and when he had succeeded in quite establishing the form of a peculiar tree – a melancholy ash, one huge limb of which had been blasted by lightning, and its partly stricken arm stood high and barkless, stretching its white fingers, as it were, in invitation into the forest, and signing the way for him.


“I have it now,” said he. “Come Feltram, you’ll come a bit of the way with me.”


Feltram made no answer, but slowly shook his head, and turned and walked away, leaving Sir Bale to undertake his adventure alone.


The strange sound they had heard from the midst of the forest, like the rumble of a storm or the far-off trembling of a furnace, had quite ceased. Not a bird was hopping on the grass, or visible on bough or in the sky. Not a living creature was in sight – never was stillness more complete, or silence more oppressive.


It would have been ridiculous to give way to the old reluctance which struggled within him. Feltram had strode down the slope, and was concealed by a screen of bushes from his view. So alone, and full of an interest quite new to him, he set out in quest of his adventures.




 



•   XX   •

The Haunted Forest






Sir Bale Mardykes walked in a straight line, by bush and crag, over the undulating ground, to the blighted ash-tree; and as he approached it, its withered bough stretched more gigantically into the air, and the forest seemed to open where it pointed.


He passed it by, and in a few minutes had lost sight of it again, and was striding onward under the shadow of the forest, which already enclosed him. He was directing his march with all the care he could, in exactly that line which, according to Feltram’s rule, had been laid down for him. Now and then, having, as soldiers say, taken an object, and fixed it well in his memory, he would pause and look about him.


As a boy he had never entered the wood so far; for he was under a prohibition, lest he should lose himself in its intricacies, and be benighted there. He had often heard that it was haunted ground, and that too would, when a boy, have deterred him. It was on this account that the scene was so new to him, and that he cared so often to stop and look about him. Here and there a vista opened, exhibiting the same utter desertion, and opening farther perspectives through the tall stems of the trees faintly visible in the solemn shadow. No flowers could he see, but once or twice a wood anemone, and now and then a tiny grove of wood-sorrel.


Huge oak-trees now began to mingle and show themselves more and more frequently among the other timber; and gradually the forest became a great oak wood unintruded upon by any less noble tree. Vast trunks curving outwards to the roots, and expanding again at the branches, stood like enormous columns, striking out their groining boughs, with the dark vaulting of a crypt.


As he walked under the shadow of these noble trees, suddenly his eye was struck by a strange little flower, nodding quite alone by the knotted root of one of those huge oaks.


He stooped and picked it up, and as he plucked it, with a harsh scream just over his head, a large bird with heavy beating wings broke away from the midst of the branches. He could not see it, but he fancied the scream was like that of the huge macaw whose ill-poised flight he had watched. This conjecture was but founded on the odd cry he had heard.


The flower was a curious one – a stem fine as a hair supported a little bell, that looked like a drop of blood, and never ceased trembling. He walked on, holding this in his fingers; and soon he saw another of the same odd type, then another at a shorter distance, then one a little to the right and another to the left, and farther on a little group, and at last the dark slope was all over trembling with these little bells, thicker and thicker as he descended a gentle declivity to the bank of the little brook, which flowing through the forest loses itself in the lake. The low murmur of this forest stream was almost the first sound, except the shriek of the bird that startled him a little time ago, which had disturbed the profound silence of the wood since he entered it. Mingling with the faint sound of the brook, he now heard a harsh human voice calling words at intervals, the purport of which he could not yet catch; and walking on, he saw seated upon the grass, a strange figure, corpulent, with a great hanging nose, the whole face glowing like copper. He was dressed in a bottle-green cut-velvet coat, of the style of Queen Anne’s reign, with a dusky crimson waistcoat, both overlaid with broad and tarnished gold lace, and his silk stockings on thick swollen legs, with great buckled shoes, straddling on the grass, were rolled up over his knees to his short breeches. This ill-favoured old fellow, with a powdered wig that came down to his shoulders, had a dice-box in each hand, and was apparently playing his left against his right, and calling the throws with a hoarse cawing voice.


Raising his black piggish eyes, he roared to Sir Bale, by name, to come and sit down, raising one of his dice-boxes, and then indicating a place on the grass opposite to him.


Now Sir Bale instantly guessed that this was the man, gipsy, warlock, call him what he might, of whom he had come in search. With a strange feeling of curiosity, disgust, and awe, he drew near. He was resolved to do whatever this old man required of him, and to keep him, this time, in good humour.


Sir Bale did as he bid him, and sat down; and taking the box he presented, they began throwing turn about, with three dice, the copper-faced old man teaching him the value of the throws, as he proceeded, with many a curse and oath; and when he did not like a throw, grinning with a look of such real fury, that the master of Mardykes almost expected him to whip out his sword and prick him through as he sat before him.


After some time spent at this play, in which guineas passed now this way, now that, chucked across the intervening patch of grass, or rather moss, that served them for a green cloth, the old man roared over his shoulder,


“Drink;” and picking up a long-stemmed conical glass which Sir Bale had not observed before, he handed it over to the Baronet; and taking another in his fingers, he held it up, while a very tall slim old man, dressed in a white livery, with powdered hair and cadaverous face, which seemed to run out nearly all into a long thin hooked nose, advanced with a flask in each hand. Looking at the unwieldly old man, with his heavy nose, powdered head, and all the bottle-green, crimson, and gold about him, and the long slim serving man, with sharp beak, and white from head to heel, standing by him, Sir Bale was forcibly reminded of the great old macaw and the long and slender kite, whose colours they, after their fashion, reproduced, with something, also indescribable, of the air and character of the birds. Not standing on ceremony, the old fellow held up his own glass first, which the white lackey filled from the flask, and then he filled Sir Bale’s glass.


It was a large glass, and might have held about half a pint; and the liquor with which the servant filled it was something of the colour of an opal, and circles of purple and gold seemed to be spreading continually outward from the centre, and running inward from the rim, and crossing one another, so as to form a beautiful rippling network.


“I drink to your better luck next time,” said the old man, lifting his glass high, and winking with one eye, and leering knowingly with the other; “and you know what I mean.”


Sir Bale put the liquor to his lips. Wine? Whatever it was, never had he tasted so delicious a flavour. He drained it to the bottom, and placing it on the grass beside him, and looking again at the old dicer, who was also setting down his glass, he saw, for the first time, the graceful figure of a young woman seated on the grass. She was dressed in deep mourning, had a black hood carelessly over her head, and, strangely, wore a black mask, such as are used at masquerades. So much of her throat and chin as he could see were beautifully white; and there was a prettiness in her air and figure which made him think what a beautiful creature she in all likelihood was. She was reclining slightly against the burly man in bottle-green and gold, and her arm was round his neck, and her slender white hand showed itself over his shoulder.


“Ho! my little Geaiette,” cried the old fellow hoarsely; “it will be time that you and I should get home. – So, Bale Mardykes, I have nothing to object to you this time; you’ve crossed the lake, and you’ve played with me and won and lost, and drank your glass like a jolly companion, and now we know one another; and an acquaintance is made that will last. I’ll let you go, and you’ll come when I call for you. And now you’ll want to know what horse will win next month at Rindermere races. – Whisper me, lass, and I’ll tell him.”


So her lips, under the black curtain, crept close to his ear, and she whispered.


“Aye, so it will;” roared the old man, gnashing his teeth; “it will be Rainbow, and now make your best speed out of the forest, or I’ll set my black dogs after you, ho, ho, ho! and they may chance to pull you down. Away!”


He cried this last order with a glare so black, and so savage a shake of his huge fist, that Sir Bale, merely making his general bow to the group, clapped his hat on his head, and hastily began his retreat; but the same discordant voice yelled after him:


“You’ll want that, you fool; pick it up.” And there came hurtling after and beside him a great leather bag, stained, and stuffed with a heavy burden, and bounding by him it stopped with a little wheel that brought it exactly before his feet.


He picked it up, and found it heavy.


Turning about to make his acknowledgments, he saw the two persons in full retreat; the profane old scoundrel in the bottle-green limping and stumbling, yet bowling along at a wonderful rate, with many a jerk and reel, and the slender lady in black gliding away by his side into the inner depths of the forest.


So Sir Bale, with a strange chill, and again in utter solitude, pursued his retreat, with his burden, at a swifter pace, and after an hour or so, had recovered the point where he had entered the forest, and passing by the druidic stone and the mighty oak, saw down the glen at his right, standing by the edge of the lake, Philip Feltram, close to the bow of the boat.




 



•   XXI   •

Rindermere






Feltram looked grim and agitated when Sir Bale came up to him, as he stood on the flat stone by which the boat was moored.


“You found him?” said he.


“Yes.”


“The lady in black was there?”


“She was.”


“And you played with him?”


“Yes.”


“And what is that in your hand?”


“A bag of something, I fancy money; it is heavy; he threw it after me. We shall see just now; let us get away.”


“He gave you some of his wine to drink?” said Feltram, looking darkly in his face; but there was a laugh in his eyes.


“Yes; of course I drank it; my object was to please him.”


“To be sure.”


The faint wind that carried them across the lake had quite subsided by the time they had reached the side where they now were.


There was now not wind enough to fill the sail, and it was already evening.


“Give me an oar; we can pull her over in little more than an hour,” said Sir Bale; “only let us get away.”


He got into the boat, sat down, and placed the leather bag with its heavy freightage at his feet, and took an oar. Feltram loosed the rope and shoved the boat off; and taking his seat also, they began to pull together, without another word, until, in about ten minutes, they had got a considerable way off the Cloostedd shore.


The leather bag was too clumsy a burden to conceal; besides, Feltram knew all about the transaction, and Sir Bale had no need to make a secret. The bag was old and soiled, and tied about the “neck” with a long leather thong, and it seemed to have been sealed with red wax, fragments of which were still sticking to it.


He got it open, and found it full of guineas.


“Halt!” cried Sir Bale, delighted, for he had half apprehended a trick upon his hopes; “gold it is, and a lot of it, by Jove!”


Feltram did not seem to take the slightest interest in the matter. Sulkily and drowsily he was leaning with his elbow on his knee, and it seemed thinking of something far away. Sir Bale could not wait to count them any longer. He reckoned them on the bench, and found two thousand.


It took some time; and when he had got them back into the leather bag, and tied them up again, Feltram, with a sudden start, said sharply,


“Come, take your oar – unless you like the lake by night; and see, a wind will soon be up from Golden Friars!”


He cast a wild look towards Mardykes Hall and Snakes Island, and applying himself to his oar, told Sir Bale to take his also; and nothing loath, the Baronet did so.


It was slow work, for the boat was not built for speed; and by the time they had got about midway, the sun went down, and twilight and the melancholy flush of the sunset tints were upon the lake and fells.


“Ho! here comes the breeze – up from Golden Friars,” said Feltram; “we shall have enough to fill the sails now. If you don’t fear spirits and Snakes Island, it is all the better for us it should blow from that point. If it blew from Mardykes now, it would be a stiff pull for you and me to get this tub home.”


Talking as if to himself, and laughing low, he adjusted the sail and took the tiller, and so, yielding to the rising breeze, the boat glided slowly toward still distant Mardykes Hall.


The moon came out, and the shore grew misty, and the towering fells rose like sheeted giants; and leaning on the gunwale of the boat, Sir Bale, with the rush and gurgle of the water on the boat’s side sounding faintly in his ear, thought of his day’s adventure, which seemed to him like a dream – incredible but for the heavy bag that lay between his feet.


As they passed Snakes Island, a little mist, like a fragment of a fog, seemed to drift with them, and Sir Bale fancied that whenever it came near the boat’s side she made a dip, as if strained toward the water; and Feltram always put out his hand, as if waving it from him, and the mist seemed to obey the gesture; but returned again and again, and the same thing always happened.


It was three weeks after, that Sir Bale, sitting up in his bed, very pale and wan, with his silk nightcap nodding on one side, and his thin hand extended on the coverlet, where the doctor had been feeling his pulse, in his darkened room, related all the wonders of this day to Doctor Torvey. The doctor had attended him through a fever which followed immediately upon his visit to Cloostedd.


“And, my dear sir, by Jupiter, can you really believe all that delirium to be sober fact?” said the doctor, sitting by the bedside, and actually laughing.


“I can’t help believing it, because I can’t distinguish in any way between all that and everything else that actually happened, and which I must believe. And, except that this is more wonderful, I can find no reason to reject it, that does not as well apply to all the rest.”


“Come, come, my dear sir, this will never do – nothing is more common. These illusions accompanying fever frequently antedate the attack, and the man is actually raving before he knows he is ill.”


“But what do you make of that bag of gold?”


“Someone has lent it. You had better ask all about it of Feltram when you can see him; for in speaking to me he seemed to know all about it, and certainly did not seem to think the matter at all out of the commonplace. It is just like that fisherman’s story, about the hand that drew Feltram into the water on the night that he was nearly drowned. Everyone can see what that was. Why of course it was simply the reflection of his own hand in the water, in that vivid lightning. When you have been out a little and have gained strength you will shake off these dreams.”


“I should not wonder,” said Sir Bale.


It is not to be supposed that Sir Bale reported all that was in his memory respecting his strange vision, if such it was, at Cloostedd. He made a selection of the incidents, and threw over the whole adventure an entirely accidental character, and described the money which the old man had thrown to him as amounting to a purse of five guineas, and mentioned nothing of the passages which bore on the coming race.


Good Doctor Torvey, therefore, reported only that Sir Bale’s delirium had left two or three illusions sticking in his memory.


But if they were illusions, they survived the event of his recovery, and remained impressed on his memory with the sharpness of very recent and accurately observed fact.


He was resolved on going to the races of Rindermere, where, having in his possession so weighty a guarantee as the leather purse, he was determined to stake it all boldly on Rainbow – against which horse he was glad to hear there were very heavy odds.


The race came off. One horse was scratched, another bolted, the rider of a third turned out to have lost a buckle and three halfpence and so was an ounce and a half under weight, a fourth knocked down the post near Rinderness churchyard, and was held to have done it with his left instead of his right knee, and so had run at the wrong side. The result was that Rainbow came in first, and I should be afraid to say how much Sir Bale won. It was a sum that paid off a heavy debt, and left his affairs in a much more manageable state.


From this time Sir Bale prospered. He visited Cloostedd no more; but Feltram often crossed to that lonely shore as heretofore, and it is believed conveyed to him messages which guided his betting. One thing is certain, his luck never deserted him. His debts disappeared; and his love of continental life seemed to have departed. He became content with Mardykes Hall, laid out money on it, and although he never again cared to cross the lake, he seemed to like the scenery.


In some respects, however, he lived exactly the same odd and unpopular life. He saw no one at Mardykes Hall. He practised a very strict reserve. The neighbours laughed at and disliked him, and he was voted, whenever any accidental contact arose, a very disagreeable man; and he had a shrewd and ready sarcasm that made them afraid of him, and himself more disliked.


Odd rumours prevailed about his household. It was said that his old relations with Philip Feltram had become reversed; and that he was as meek as a mouse, and Feltram the bully now. It was also said that Mrs. Julaper had one Sunday evening when she drank tea at the Vicar’s, told his good lady very mysteriously, and with many charges of secrecy, that Sir Bale was none the better of his late-found wealth; that he had a load upon his spirits, that he was afraid of Feltram, and so was everyone else, more or less, in the house; that he was either mad or worse; and that it was an eerie dwelling, and strange company, and she should be glad herself of a change.


Good Mrs. Bedel told her friend Mrs. Torvey; and all Golden Friars heard all this, and a good deal more, in an incredibly short time.


All kinds of rumours now prevailed in Golden Friars, connecting Sir Bale’s successes on the turf with some mysterious doings in Cloostedd Forest. Philip Feltram laughed when he heard these stories – especially when he heard the story that a supernatural personage had lent the Baronet a purse full of money.


“You should not talk to Doctor Torvey so, sir,” said he grimly; “he’s the greatest tattler in the town. It was old Farmer Trebeck, who could buy and sell us all down here, who lent that money. Partly from goodwill, but not without acknowledgment. He has my hand for the first, not worth much, and yours to a bond for the two thousand guineas you brought home with you. It seems strange you should not remember that venerable and kind old farmer whom you talked with so long that day. His grandson, who expects to stand well in his will, being a trainer in Lord Varney’s stables, has sometimes a tip to give, and he is the source of your information.”


“By Jove, I must be a bit mad, then, that’s all,” said Sir Bale, with a smile and a shrug.


Philip Feltram moped about the house, and did precisely what he pleased. The change which had taken place in him became more and more pronounced. Dark and stern he always looked, and often malignant. He was like a man possessed of one evil thought which never left him.


There was, besides, the good old Gothic superstition of a bargain or sale of the Baronet’s soul to the archfiend. This was, of course, very cautiously whispered in a place where he had influence. It was only a coarser and directer version of a suspicion, that in a more credulous generation penetrated a level of society quite exempt from such follies in our day.


One evening at dusk, Sir Bale, sitting after his dinner in his window, saw the tall figure of Feltram, like a dark streak, standing movelessly by the lake. An unpleasant feeling moved him, and then an impatience. He got up, and having primed himself with two glasses of brandy, walked down to the edge of the lake, and placed himself beside Feltram.


“Looking down from the window,” said he, nerved with his Dutch courage, “and seeing you standing like a post, do you know what I began to think of?”


Feltram looked at him, but answered nothing.


“I began to think of taking a wife – marrying.”


Feltram nodded. The announcement had not produced the least effect.


“Why the devil will you make me so uncomfortable! Can’t you be like yourself – what you were, I mean? I won’t go on living here alone with you. I’ll take a wife, I tell you. I’ll choose a good churchgoing woman, that will have every man, woman, and child in the house on their marrow-bones twice a day, morning and evening, and three times on Sundays. How will you like that?”


“Yes, you will be married,” said Feltram, with a quiet decision which chilled Sir Bale, for he had by no means made up his mind to that desperate step.


Feltram slowly walked away, and that conversation ended.


Now an odd thing happened about this time. There was a family of Feltram – county genealogists could show how related to the vanished family of Cloostedd – living at that time on their estate not far from Carlisle. Three co-heiresses now represented it. They were great beauties – the belles of their county in their day.


One was married to Sir Oliver Haworth of Haworth, a great family in those times. He was a knight of the shire, and had refused a baronetage, and, it was said, had his eye on a peerage. The other sister was married to Sir William Walsingham, a wealthy baronet; and the third and youngest, Miss Janet, was still unmarried, and at home at Cloudesly Hall, where her aunt, Lady Harbottle, lived with her, and made a dignified chaperon.


Now it so fell out that Sir Bale, having business at Carlisle, and knowing old Lady Harbottle, paid his respects at Cloudesly Hall; and being no less than five-and-forty years of age, was for the first time in his life, seriously in love.


Miss Janet was extremely pretty – a fair beauty with brilliant red lips and large blue eyes, and ever so many pretty dimples when she talked and smiled. It was odd, but not perhaps against the course of nature, that a man, though so old as he, and quite blasé, should fall at last under that fascination.


But what are we to say of the strange infatuation of the young lady? No one could tell why she liked him. It was a craze. Her family were against it, her intimates, her old nurse – all would not do; and the oddest thing was, that he seemed to take no pains to please her. The end of this strange courtship was that he married her; and she came home to Mardykes Hall, determined to please everybody, and to be the happiest woman in England.


With her came a female cousin, a good deal her senior, past thirty – Gertrude Mainyard, pale and sad, but very gentle, and with all the prettiness that can belong to her years.


This young lady has a romance. Her hero is far away in India; and she, content to await his uncertain return with means to accomplish the hope of their lives, in that frail chance has long embarked all the purpose and love of her life.


When Lady Mardykes came home, a new leaf was, as the phrase is, turned over. The neighbours and all the country people were willing to give the Hall a new trial. There was visiting and returning of visits; and young Lady Mardykes was liked and admired. It could not indeed have been otherwise. But here the improvement in the relations of Mardykes Hall with other homes ceased. On one excuse or another Sir Bale postponed or evaded the hospitalities which establish intimacies. Some people said he was jealous of his young and beautiful wife. But for the most part his reserve was set down to the old inhospitable cause, some ungenial defect in his character; and in a little time the tramp of horses and roll of carriage-wheels were seldom heard up or down the broad avenue of Mardykes Hall.


Sir Bale liked this seclusion; and his wife, “so infatuated with her idolatry of that graceless old man,” as surrounding young ladies said, that she was well content to forego the society of the county people for a less interrupted enjoyment of that of her husband. “What she could see in him” to interest or amuse her so, that for his sake she was willing to be “buried alive in that lonely place,” the same critics were perpetually wondering.


A year and more passed thus; for the young wife, happily – very happily indeed, had it not been for one topic on which she and her husband could not agree. This was Philip Feltram; and an odd quarrel it was.





 



•   XXII   •

Sir Bale Is Frightened






To Feltram she had conceived, at first sight, a horror. It was not a mere antipathy; fear mingled largely in it. Although she did not see him often, this restless dread grew upon her so, that she urged his dismissal upon Sir Bale, offering to provide, herself, for him a handsome annuity, charged on that part of her property which, by her marriage settlement, had remained in her power. There was a time when Sir Bale was only too anxious to get rid of him. But that was changed now. Nothing could now induce the Baronet to part with him. He at first evaded and resisted quietly. But, urged with a perseverance to which he was unused, he at last broke into fury that appalled her, and swore that if he was worried more upon the subject, he would leave her and the country, and see neither again. This exhibition of violence affrighted her all the more by reason of the contrast; for up to this he had been an uxorious husband. Lady Mardykes was in hysterics, and thoroughly frightened, and remained in her room for two or three days. Sir Bale went up to London about business, and was not home for more than a week. This was the first little squall that disturbed the serenity of their sky.


This point, therefore, was settled; but soon there came other things to sadden Lady Mardykes. There occurred a little incident, soon after Sir Bale’s return from London, which recalled the topic on which they had so nearly quarrelled.


Sir Bale had a dressing-room, remote from the bedrooms, in which he sat and read and sometimes smoked. One night, after the house was all quiet, the Baronet being still up, the bell of this dressing-room rang long and furiously. It was such a peal as a person in extreme terror might ring. Lady Mardykes, with her maid in her room, heard it; and in great alarm she ran in her dressing-gown down the gallery to Sir Bale’s room. Mallard the butler had already arrived, and was striving to force the door, which was secured. It gave way just as she reached it, and she rushed through.


Sir Bale was standing with the bell-rope in his hand, in the extremest agitation, looking like a ghost; and Philip Feltram was sitting in his chair, with a dark smile fixed upon him. For a minute she thought he had attempted to assassinate his master. She could not otherwise account for the scene.


There had been nothing of the kind, however; as her husband assured her again and again, as she lay sobbing on his breast, with her arms about his neck.


“To her dying hour,” she afterwards said to her cousin, “she never could forget the dreadful look in Feltram’s face.”


No explanation of that scene did she ever obtain from Sir Bale, nor any clue to the cause of the agony that was so powerfully expressed in his countenance. Thus much only she learned from him, that Feltram had sought that interview for the purpose of announcing his departure, which was to take place within the year.


“You are not sorry to hear that. But if you knew all, you might. Let the curse fly where it may, it will come back to roost. So, darling, let us discuss him no more. Your wish is granted, dis iratis.”


Some crisis, during this interview, seemed to have occurred in the relations between Sir Bale and Feltram. Henceforward they seldom exchanged a word; and when they did speak, it was coldly and shortly, like men who were nearly strangers.


One day in the courtyard, Sir Bale seeing Feltram leaning upon the parapet that overlooks the lake, approached him, and said in a low tone,


“I’ve been thinking if we – that is, I – do owe that money to old Trebeck, it is high time I should pay it. I was ill, and had lost my head at the time; but it turned out luckily, and it ought to be paid. I don’t like the idea of a bond turning up, and a lot of interest.”


“The old fellow meant it for a present. He is richer than you are; he wished to give the family a lift. He has destroyed the bond, I believe, and in no case will he take payment.”


“No fellow has a right to force his money on another,” answered Sir Bale. “I never asked him. Besides, as you know, I was not really myself, and the whole thing seems to me quite different from what you say it was; and, so far as my brain is concerned, it was all a phantasmagoria; but, you say, it was he.”


“Every man is accountable for what he intends and for what he thinks he does,” said Feltram cynically.


“Well, I’m accountable for dealing with that wicked old dicer I thought I saw – isn’t that it? But I must pay old Trebeck all the same, since the money was his. Can you manage a meeting?”


“Look down here. Old Trebeck has just landed; he will sleep tonight at the George and Dragon, to meet his cattle in the morning at Golden Friars fair. You can speak to him yourself.”


So saying Feltram glided away, leaving Sir Bale the task of opening the matter to the wealthy farmer of Cloostedd Fells.


A broad night of steps leads down from the courtyard to the level of the jetty at the lake: and Sir Bale descended, and accosted the venerable farmer, who was bluff, honest, and as frank as a man can be who speaks a patois which hardly a living man but himself can understand.


Sir Bale asked him to come to the Hall and take luncheon; but Trebeck was in haste. Cattle had arrived which he wanted to look at, and a pony awaited him on the road, hard by, to Golden Friars; and the old fellow must mount and away.


Then Sir Bale, laying his hand upon his arm in a manner that was at once lofty and affectionate, told in his ears the subject on which he wished to be understood.


The old farmer looked hard at him, and shook his head and laughed in a way that would have been insupportable in a house, and told him, “I hev narra bond o’ thoine, mon.”


“I know how that is; so does Philip Feltram.”


“Well?”


“Well, I must replace the money.”


The old man laughed again, and in his outlandish dialect told him to wait till he asked him. Sir Bale pressed it, but the old fellow put it off with outlandish banter; and as the Baronet grew testy, the farmer only waxed more and more hilarious, and at last, mounting his shaggy pony, rode off, still laughing, at a canter to Golden Friars; and when he reached Golden Friars, and got into the hall of the George and Dragon, he asked Richard Turnbull with a chuckle if he ever knew a man refuse an offer of money, or a man want to pay who did not owe; and inquired whether the Squire down at Mardykes Hall mightn’t be a bit “wrang in t’ garrets.” All this, however, other people said, was intended merely to conceal the fact that he really had, through sheer loyalty, lent the money, or rather bestowed it, thinking the old family in jeopardy, and meaning a gift, was determined to hear no more about it. I can’t say; I only know people held, some by one interpretation, some by another.


As the caterpillar sickens and changes its hue when it is about to undergo its transformation, so an odd change took place in Feltram. He grew even more silent and morose; he seemed always in an agitation and a secret rage. He used to walk through the woodlands on the slopes of the fells above Mardykes, muttering to himself, picking up the rotten sticks with which the ground was strewn, breaking them in his hands, and hurling them from him, and stamping on the earth as he paced up and down.


One night a thunderstorm came on, the wind blowing gently up from Golden Friars. It was a night black as pitch, illuminated only by the intermittent glare of the lightning. At the foot of the stairs Sir Bale met Feltram, whom he had not seen for some days. He had his cloak and hat on.


“I am going to Cloostedd tonight,” he said, “and if all is as I expect, I shan’t return. We remember all, you and I.” And he nodded and walked down the passage.


Sir Bale knew that a crisis had happened in his own life. He felt faint and ill, and returned to the room where he had been sitting. Throughout that melancholy night he did not go to his bed.


In the morning he learned that Marlin, who had been out late, saw Feltram get the boat off, and sail towards the other side. The night was so dark that he could only see him start; but the wind was light and coming up the lake, so that without a tack he could easily make the other side. Feltram did not return. The boat was found fast to the ring at Cloostedd landing-place.


Lady Mardykes was relieved, and for a time was happier than ever. It was different with Sir Bale; and afterwards her sky grew dark also.




 



•   XXIII   •

A Lady in Black






Shortly after this, there arrived at the George and Dragon a stranger. He was a man somewhat past forty, embrowned by distant travel, and, his years considered, wonderfully good-looking. He had good eyes; his dark-brown hair had no sprinkling of grey in it; and his kindly smile showed very white and even teeth. He made inquiries about neighbours, especially respecting Mardykes Hall; and the answers seemed to interest him profoundly. He inquired after Philip Feltram, and shed tears when he heard that he was no longer at Mardykes Hall, and that Trebeck or other friends could give him no tidings of him.


And then he asked Richard Turnbull to show him to a quiet room; and so, taking the honest fellow by the hand, he said,


“Mr. Turnbull, don’t you know me?”


“No, sir,” said the host of the George and Dragon, after a puzzled stare, “I can’t say I do, sir.”


The stranger smiled a little sadly, and shook his head: and with a gentle laugh, still holding his hand in a very friendly way, he said, “I should have known you anywhere, Mr. Turnbull – anywhere on earth or water. Had you turned up on the Himalayas, or in a junk on the Canton river, or as a dervish in the mosque of St. Sophia, I should have recognised my old friend, and asked what news from Golden Friars. But of course I’m changed. You were a little my senior; and one advantage among many you have over your juniors is that you don’t change as we do. I have played many a game of handball in the inn-yard of the George, Mr. Turnbull. You often wagered a pot of ale on my play; you used to say I’d make the best player of fives, and the best singer of a song, within ten miles round the meer. You used to have me behind the bar when I was a boy, with more of an appetite than I have now. I was then at Mardykes Hall, and used to go back in old Marlin’s boat. Is old Marlin still alive?”


“Aye, that – he – is,” said Turnbull slowly, as he eyed the stranger again carefully. “I don’t know who you can be, sir, unless you are – the boy – William Feltram. La! he was seven or eight years younger than Philip. But, lawk! – Well – By Jen, and be you Willie Feltram? But no, you can’t!”


“Aye, Mr. Turnbull, that very boy – Willie Feltram – even he, and no other; and now you’ll shake hands with me, not so formally, but like an old friend.”


“Aye, that I will,” said honest Richard Turnbull, with a great smile, and a hearty grasp of his guest’s hand; and they both laughed together, and the younger man’s eyes, for he was an affectionate fool, filled up with tears.


“And I want you to tell me this,” said William, after they had talked a little quietly, “now that there is no one to interrupt us, what has become of my brother Philip? I heard from a friend an account of his health that has caused me unspeakable anxiety.”


“His health was not bad; no, he was a hardy lad, and liked a walk over the fells, or a pull on the lake; but he was a bit daft, everyone said, and a changed man; and, in troth, they say the air o’ Mardykes don’t agree with everyone, no more than him. But that’s a tale that’s neither here nor there.”


“Yes,” said William, “that was what they told me – his mind affected. God help and guard us! I have been unhappy ever since; and if I only knew it was well with poor Philip, I think I should be too happy. And where is Philip now?”


“He crossed the lake one night, having took leave of Sir Bale. They thought he was going to old Trebeck’s up the Fells. He likes the Feltrams, and likes the folk at Mardykes Hall – though those two families was not always o’er kind to one another. But Trebeck seed nowt o’ him, nor no one else; and what has gone wi’ him no one can tell.”


“I heard that also,” said William with a deep sigh. “But I hoped it had been cleared up by now, and something happier been known of the poor fellow by this time. I’d give a great deal to know – I don’t know what I would not give to know – I’m so unhappy about him. And now, my good old friend, tell your people to get me a chaise, for I must go to Mardykes Hall; and, first, let me have a room to dress in.”


At Mardykes Hall a pale and pretty lady was looking out, alone, from the stone-shafted drawing-room window across the courtyard and the balustrade, on which stood many a great stone cup with flowers, whose leaves were half shed and gone with the winds – emblem of her hopes. The solemn melancholy of the towering fells, the ripple of the lonely lake, deepened her sadness.


The unwonted sound of carriage-wheels awoke her from her reverie.


Before the chaise reached the steps, a hand from its window had seized the handle, the door was thrown open, and William Feltram jumped out.


She was in the hall, she knew not how; and, with a wild scream and a sob, she threw herself into his arms.


Here at last was an end of the long waiting, the dejection which had reached almost the point of despair. And like two rescued from shipwreck, they clung together in an agony of happiness.


William had come back with no very splendid fortune. It was enough, and only enough, to enable them to marry. Prudent people would have thought it, very likely, too little. But he was now home in England, with health unimpaired by his long sojourn in the East, and with intelligence and energies improved by the discipline of his arduous struggle with fortune. He reckoned, therefore, upon one way or other adding something to their income; and he knew that a few hundreds a year would make them happier than hundreds of thousand could other people.


It was five years since they had parted in France, where a journey of importance to the Indian firm, whose right hand he was, had brought him.


The refined tastes that are supposed to accompany gentle blood, his love of art, his talent for music and drawing, had accidentally attracted the attention of the little travelling-party which old Lady Harbottle chaperoned. Miss Janet, now Lady Mardykes, learning that his name was Feltram, made inquiry through a common friend, and learned what interested her still more about him. It ended in an acquaintance, which his manly and gentle nature and his entertaining qualities soon improved into an intimacy.


Feltram had chosen to work his own way, being proud, and also prosperous enough to prevent his pride, in this respect, from being placed under too severe a pressure of temptation. He heard not from but of his brother, through a friend in London, and more lately from Gertrude, whose account of him was sad and even alarming.


When Lady Mardykes came in, her delight knew no bounds. She had already formed a plan for their future, and was not to be put off – William Feltram was to take the great grazing farm that belonged to the Mardykes estate; or, if he preferred it, to farm it for her, sharing the profits. She wanted something to interest her, and this was just the thing. It was hardly half-a-mile away, up the lake, and there was such a comfortable house and garden, and she and Gertrude could be as much together as ever almost; and, in fact, Gertrude and her husband could be nearly always at Mardykes Hall.


So eager and entreating was she, that there was no escape. The plan was adopted immediately on their marriage, and no happier neighbours for a time were ever known.


But was Lady Mardykes content? was she even exempt from the heartache which each mortal thinks he has all to himself? The longing of her life was for children; and again and again had her hopes been disappointed.


One tiny pretty little baby indeed was born, and lived for two years, and then died; and none had come to supply its place and break the childless silence in the great old nursery. That was her sorrow; a greater one than men can understand.


Another source of grief was this: that Sir Bale Mardykes conceived a dislike to William Feltram that was unaccountable. At first suppressed, it betrayed itself negatively only; but with time it increased; and in the end the Baronet made little secret of his wish to get rid of him. Many and ingenious were the annoyances he contrived; and at last he told his wife plainly that he wished William Feltram to find some other abode for himself.


Lady Mardykes pleaded earnestly, and even with tears; for if Gertrude were to leave the neighbourhood, she well knew how utterly solitary her own life would become.


Sir Bale at last vouchsafed some little light as to his motives. There was an old story, he told her, that his estate would go to a Feltram. He had an instinctive distrust of that family. It was a feeling not given him for nothing; it might be the means of defeating their plotting and strategy. Old Trebeck, he fancied, had a finger in it. Philip Feltram had told him that Mardykes was to pass away to a Feltram. Well, they might conspire; but he would take what care he could that the estate should not be stolen from his family. He did not want his wife stript of her jointure, or his children, if he had any, left without bread.


All this sounded very like madness; but the idea was propounded by Philip Feltram. His own jealousy was at bottom founded on superstition which he would not avow and could hardly define. He bitterly blamed himself for having permitted William Feltram to place himself where he was.


In the midst of these annoyances William Feltram was seriously thinking of throwing up the farm, and seeking similar occupation somewhere else.


One day, walking alone in the thick wood that skirts the lake near his farm, he was discussing this problem with himself; and every now and then he repeated his question, “Shall I throw it up, and give him the lease back if he likes?” On a sudden he heard a voice near him say:


“Hold it, you fool! – hold hard, you fool! – hold it, you fool!”


The situation being lonely, he was utterly puzzled to account for the interruption, until on a sudden a huge parrot, green, crimson, and yellow, plunged from among the boughs over his head to the ground, and partly flying, and partly hopping and tumbling along, got lamely, but swiftly, out of sight among the thick under-wood; and he could neither start it nor hear it any more. The interruption reminded him of that which befell Robinson Crusoe. It was more singular, however; for he owned no such bird; and its strangeness impressed the omen all the more.


He related it when he got home to his wife; and as people when living a solitary life, and also suffering, are prone to superstition, she did not laugh at the adventure, as in a healthier state of spirits, I suppose, she would.


They continued, however, to discuss the question together; and all the more industriously as a farm of the same kind, only some fifteen miles away, was now offered to all bidders, under another landlord. Gertrude, who felt Sir Bale’s unkindness all the more that she was a distant cousin of his, as it had proved on comparing notes, was very strong in favour of the change, and had been urging it with true feminine ingenuity and persistence upon her husband. A very singular dream rather damped her ardour, however, and it appeared thus:


She had gone to her bed full of this subject; and she thought, although she could not remember having done so, had fallen asleep. She was still thinking, as she had been all the day, about leaving the farm. It seemed to her that she was quite awake, and a candle burning all the time in the room, awaiting the return of her husband, who was away at the fair near Haworth; she saw the interior of the room distinctly. It was a sultry night, and a little bit of the window was raised. A very slight sound in that direction attracted her attention; and to her surprise she saw a jay hop upon the windowsill, and into the room.


Up sat Gertrude, surprised and a little startled at the visit of so large a bird, without presence of mind for the moment even to frighten it away, and staring at it, as they say, with all her eyes. A sofa stood at the foot of the bed; and under this the bird swiftly hopped. She extended her hand now to take the bell-rope at the left side of the bed, and in doing so displaced the curtains, which were open only at the foot. She was amazed there to see a lady dressed entirely in black, and with the old-fashioned hood over her head. She was young and pretty, and looked kindly at her, but with now and then a slight contraction of lips and eyebrows that indicates pain. This little twitching was momentary, and recurred, it seemed, about once or twice in a minute.


How it was that she was not frightened on seeing this lady, standing like an old friend at her bedside, she could not afterwards understand. Some influence besides the kindness of her look prevented any sensation of terror at the time. With a very white hand the young lady in black held a white handkerchief pressed to her bosom at the top of her bodice.


“Who are you?” asked Gertrude.


“I am a kinswoman, although you don’t know me; and I have come to tell you that you must not leave Faxwell” (the name of the place) “or Janet. If you go, I will go with you; and I can make you fear me.”


Her voice was very distinct, but also very faint, with something undulatory in it, that seemed to enter Gertrude’s head rather than her ear.


Saying this she smiled horribly, and, lifting her handkerchief, disclosed for a moment a great wound in her breast, deep in which Gertrude saw darkly the head of a snake writhing.


Hereupon she uttered a wild scream of terror, and, diving under the bedclothes, remained more dead than alive there, until her maid, alarmed by her cry, came in, and having searched the room, and shut the window at her desire, did all in her power to comfort her.


If this was a nightmare and embodied only by a form of expression which in some states belongs to the imagination, a leading idea in the controversy in which her mind had long been employed, it had at least the effect of deciding her against leaving Faxwell. And so that point was settled; and unpleasant relations continued between the tenants of the farm and the master of Mardykes Hall.


To Lady Mardykes all this was very painful, although Sir Bale did not insist upon making a separation between his wife and her cousin. But to Mardykes Hall that cousin came no more. Even Lady Mardykes thought it better to see her at Faxwell than to risk a meeting in the temper in which Sir Bale then was. And thus several years passed.


No tidings of Philip Feltram were heard; and, in fact, none ever reached that part of the world; and if it had not been highly improbable that he could have drowned himself in the lake without his body sooner or later having risen to the surface, it would have been concluded that he had either accidentally or by design made away with himself in its waters.


Over Mardykes Hall there was a gloom – no sound of children’s voices was heard there, and even the hope of that merry advent had died out.


This disappointment had no doubt helped to fix in Sir Bale’s mind the idea of the insecurity of his property, and the morbid fancy that William Feltram and old Trebeck were conspiring to seize it; than which, I need hardly say, no imagination more insane could have fixed itself in his mind.


In other things, however, Sir Bale was shrewd and sharp, a clear and rapid man of business, and although this was a strange whim, it was not so unnatural in a man who was by nature so prone to suspicion as Sir Bale Mardykes.


During the years, now seven, that had elapsed since the marriage of Sir Bale and Miss Janet Feltram, there had happened but one event, except the death of their only child, to place them in mourning. That was the decease of Sir William Walsingham, the husband of Lady Mardykes’ sister. She now lived in a handsome old dower-house at Islington, and being wealthy, made now and then an excursion to Mardykes Hall, in which she was sometimes accompanied by her sister Lady Haworth. Sir Oliver being a Parliament-man was much in London and deep in politics and intrigue, and subject, as convivial rogues are, to occasional hard hits from gout.


But change and separation had made no alteration in these ladies’ mutual affections, and no three sisters were ever more attached.


Was Lady Mardykes happy with her lord? A woman so gentle and loving as she, is a happy wife with any husband who is not an absolute brute. There must have been, I suppose, some good about Sir Bale. His wife was certainly deeply attached to him. She admired his wisdom, and feared his inflexible will, and altogether made of him a domestic idol. To acquire this enviable position, I suspect there must be something not essentially disagreeable about a man. At all events, what her neighbours good-naturedly termed her infatuation continued, and indeed rather improved by time.




 



•   XXIV   •

An Old Portrait






Sir Bale – whom some remembered a gay and convivial man, not to say a profligate one – had grown to be a very gloomy man indeed. There was something weighing upon his mind; and I daresay some of the good gossips of Golden Friars, had there been any materials for such a case, would have believed that Sir Bale had murdered Philip Feltram, and was now the victim of the worm and fire of remorse.


The gloom of the master of the house made his very servants gloomy, and the house itself looked sombre, as if it had been startled with strange and dismal sights.


Lady Mardykes was something of an artist. She had lighted lately, in an out-of-the-way room, upon a dozen or more old portraits. Several of these were full-lengths; and she was – with the help of her maid, both in long aprons, amid sponges and basins, soft handkerchiefs and varnish-pots and brushes – busy in removing the dust and smoke-stains, and in laying-on the varnish, which brought out the colouring, and made the transparent shadows yield up their long-buried treasures of finished detail.


Against the wall stood a full-length portrait as Sir Bale entered the room; having for a wonder, a word to say to his wife.


“O,” said the pretty lady, turning to him in her apron, and with her brush in her hand, “we are in such in pickle, Munnings and I have been cleaning these old pictures. Mrs. Julaper says they are the pictures that came from Cloostedd Hall long ago. They were buried in dust in the dark room in the clock-tower. Here is such a characteristic one. It has a long powdered wig – George the First or Second, I don’t know which – and such a combination of colours, and such a face. It seems starting out of the canvas, and all but speaks. Do look; that is, I mean, Bale, if you can spare time.”


Sir Bale abstractedly drew near, and looked over his wife’s shoulder on the full-length portrait that stood before him; and as he did so a strange expression for a moment passed over his face.


The picture represented a man of swarthy countenance, with signs of the bottle glowing through the dark skin; small fierce pig eyes, a rather flat pendulous nose, and a grim forbidding mouth, with a large wart a little above it. On the head hung one of those full-bottomed powdered wigs that look like a cloud of cotton-wadding; a lace cravat was about his neck; he wore short black-velvet breeches with stockings rolled over them, a bottle-green coat of cut velvet and a crimson waistcoat with long flaps; coat and waistcoat both heavily laced with gold. He wore a sword, and leaned upon a crutch-handled cane, and his figure and aspect indicated a swollen and gouty state. He could not be far from sixty. There was uncommon force in this fierce and forbidding-looking portrait. Lady Mardykes said, “What wonderful dresses they wore! How like a fine magic-lantern figure he looks! What gorgeous colouring! it looks like the plumage of a macaw; and what a claw his hand is! and that huge broken beak of a nose! Isn’t he like a wicked old macaw?”


“Where did you find that?” asked Sir Bale.


Surprised at his tone, she looked round, and was still more surprised at his looks.


“I told you, dear Bale, I found them in the clock-tower. I hope I did right; it was not wrong bringing them here? I ought to have asked. Are you vexed, Bale?”


“Vexed! not I. I only wish it was in the fire. I must have seen that picture when I was a child. I hate to look at it. I raved about it once, when I was ill. I don’t know who it is; I don’t remember when I saw it. I wish you’d tell them to burn it.”


“It is one of the Feltrams,” she answered. “‘Sir Hugh Feltram’ is on the frame at the foot; and old Mrs. Julaper says he was the father of the unhappy lady who was said to have been drowned near Snakes Island.”


“Well, suppose he is; there’s nothing interesting in that. It is a disgusting picture. I connect it with my illness; and I think it is the kind of thing that would make anyone half mad, if they only looked at it often enough. Tell them to burn it; and come away, come to the next room; I can’t say what I want here.”


Sir Bale seemed to grow more and more agitated the longer he remained in the room. He seemed to her both frightened and furious; and taking her a little roughly by the wrist, he led her through the door.


When they were in another apartment alone, he again asked the affrighted lady who had told her that picture was there, and who told her to clean it.


She had only the truth to plead. It was, from beginning to end, the merest accident.


“If I thought, Janet, that you were taking counsel of others, talking me over, and trying clever experiments—” he stopped short with his eyes fixed on hers with black suspicion.


His wife’s answer was one pleading look, and to burst into tears.


Sir Bale let go her wrist, which he had held up to this; and placing his hand gently on her shoulder, he said,


“You must not cry, Janet; I have given you no excuse for tears. I only wished an answer to a very harmless question; and I am sure you would tell me, if by any chance you have lately seen Philip Feltram; he is capable of arranging all that. No one knows him as I do. There, you must not cry any more; but tell me truly, has he turned up? is he at Faxwell?”


She denied all this with perfect truth; and after a hesitation of some time, the matter ended. And as soon as she and he were more themselves, he had something quite different to tell her.


“Sit down, Janet; sit down, and forget that vile picture and all I have been saying. What I came to tell you, I think you will like; I am sure it will please you.”


And with this little preface he placed his arm about her neck, and kissed her tenderly. She certainly was pleased; and when his little speech was over, she, smiling, with her tears still wet upon her cheeks, put her arms round her husband’s neck, and in turn kissed him with the ardour of gratitude, kissed him affectionately; again and again thanking him all the time.


It was no great matter, but from Sir Bale Mardykes it was something quite unusual.


Was it a sudden whim? What was it? Something had prompted Sir Bale, early in that dark shrewd month of December, to tell his wife that he wished to call together some of his county acquaintances, and to fill his house for a week or so, as near Christmas as she could get them to come. He wished her sisters – Lady Haworth (with her husband) and the Dowager Lady Walsingham – to be invited for an early day, before the coming of the other guests, so that she might enjoy their society for a little time quietly to herself before the less intimate guests should assemble.


Glad was Lady Mardykes to hear the resolve of her husband, and prompt to obey. She wrote to her sisters to beg them to arrange to come, together, by the tenth or twelfth of the month, which they accordingly arranged to do. Sir Oliver, it was true, could not be of the party. A minister of state was drinking the waters at Bath; and Sir Oliver thought it would do him no harm to sip a little also, and his fashionable doctor politely agreed, and “ordered” to those therapeutic springs the knight of the shire, who was “consumedly vexed” to lose the Christmas with that jolly dog, Bale, down at Mardykes Hall. But a fellow must have a stomach for his Christmas pudding, and politics takes it out of a poor gentleman deucedly; and health’s the first thing, egad!


So Sir Oliver went down to Bath, and I don’t know that he tippled much of the waters, but he did drink the burgundy of that haunt of the ailing; and he had the honour of making a fourth not unfrequently in the secretary of state’s whist-parties.


It was about the 8th of December when, in Lady Walsingham’s carriage, intending to post all the way, that lady, still young, and Lady Haworth, with all the servants that were usual in such expeditions in those days, started from the great Dower House at Islington in high spirits.


Lady Haworth had not been very well – low and nervous; but the clear frosty sun, and the pleasant nature of the excursion, raised her spirits to the point of enjoyment; and expecting nothing but happiness and gaiety – for, after all, Sir Bale was but one of a large party, and even he could make an effort and be agreeable as well as hospitable on occasion – they set out on their northward expedition. The journey, which is a long one, they had resolved to break into a four days’ progress; and the inns had been written to, bespeaking a comfortable reception.




 



•   XXV   •

Through the Wall






On the third night they put up at the comfortable old inn called the Three Nuns. With an effort they might easily have pushed on to Mardykes Hall that night, for the distance is not more than five-and-thirty miles. But, considering her sister’s health, Lady Walsingham in planning their route had resolved against anything like a forced march.


Here the ladies took possession of the best sitting-room; and, notwithstanding the fatigue of the journey, Lady Haworth sat up with her sister till near ten o’clock, chatting gaily about a thousand things.


Of the three sisters, Lady Walsingham was the eldest. She had been in the habit of taking the command at home; and now, for advice and decision, her younger sisters, less prompt and courageous than she, were wont, whenever in her neighbourhood, to throw upon her all the cares and agitations of determining what was best to be done in small things and great. It is only fair to say, in addition, that this submission was not by any means exacted; it was the deference of early habit and feebler will, for she was neither officious nor imperious.


It was now time that Lady Haworth, a good deal more fatigued than her sister, should take leave of her for the night.


Accordingly they kissed and bid each other goodnight; and Lady Walsingham, not yet disposed to sleep, sat for some time longer in the comfortable room where they had taken tea, amusing the time with the book that had, when conversation flagged, beguiled the weariness of the journey. Her sister had been in her room nearly an hour, when she became herself a little sleepy. She had lighted her candle, and was going to ring for her maid, when, to her surprise, the door opened, and her sister Lady Haworth entered in a dressing-gown, looking frightened.


“My darling Mary!” exclaimed Lady Walsingham, “what is the matter? Are you well?”


“Yes, darling,” she answered, “quite well; that is, I don’t know what is the matter – I’m frightened.” She paused, listening, with her eyes turned towards the wall. “O, darling Maud, I am so frightened! I don’t know what it can be.”


“You must not be agitated, darling; there’s nothing. You have been asleep, and I suppose you have had a dream. Were you asleep?”


Lady Haworth had caught her sister fast by the arm with both hands, and was looking wildly in her face.


“Have you heard nothing?” she asked, again looking towards the wall of the room, as if she expected to hear a voice through it.


“Nonsense, darling; you are dreaming still. Nothing; there has been nothing to hear. I have been awake ever since; if there had been anything to hear, I could not have missed it. Come, sit down. Sip a little of this water; you are nervous, and overtired; and tell me plainly, like a good little soul, what is the matter; for nothing has happened here; and you ought to know that the Three Nuns is the quietest house in England; and I’m no witch, and if you won’t tell me what’s the matter, I can’t divine it.”


“Yes, of course,” said Mary, sitting down, and glancing round her wildly. “I don’t hear it now; you don’t?”


“Do, my dear Mary, tell me what you mean,” said Lady Walsingham kindly but firmly.


Lady Haworth was holding the still untasted glass of water in her hand.


“Yes, I’ll tell you; I have been so frightened! You are right; I had a dream, but I can scarcely remember anything of it, except the very end, when I wakened. But it was not the dream; only it was connected with what terrified me so. I was so tired when I went to bed, I thought I should have slept soundly; and indeed I fell asleep immediately; and I must have slept quietly for a good while. How long is it since I left you?”


“More than an hour.”


“Yes, I must have slept a good while; for I don’t think I have been ten minutes awake. How my dream began I don’t know. I remember only that gradually it came to this: I was standing in a recess in a panelled gallery; it was lofty, and, I thought, belonged to a handsome but old-fashioned house. I was looking straight towards the head of a wide staircase, with a great oak banister. At the top of the stairs, as near to me, about, as that window there, was a thick short column of oak, on top of which was a candlestick. There was no other light but from that one candle; and there was a lady standing beside it, looking down the stairs, with her back turned towards me; and from her gestures I should have thought speaking to people on a lower lobby, but whom from my place I could not see. I soon perceived that this lady was in great agony of mind; for she beat her breast and wrung her hands every now and then, and wagged her head slightly from side to side, like a person in great distraction. But one word she said I could not hear. Nor when she struck her hand on the banister, or stamped, as she seemed to do in her pain, upon the floor, could I hear any sound. I found myself somehow waiting upon this lady, and was watching her with awe and sympathy. But who she was I knew not, until turning towards me I plainly saw Janet’s face, pale and covered with tears, and with such a look of agony as – O God! – I can never forget.”


“Pshaw! Mary darling, what is it but a dream! I have had a thousand more startling; it is only that you are so nervous just now.”


“But that is not all – nothing; what followed is so dreadful; for either there is something very horrible going on at Mardykes, or else I am losing my reason,” said Lady Haworth in increasing agitation. “I wakened instantly in great alarm, but I suppose no more than I have felt a hundred times on awakening from a frightful dream. I sat up in my bed; I was thinking of ringing for Winnefred, my heart was beating so, but feeling better soon I changed my mind. All this time I heard a faint sound of a voice, as if coming through a thick wall. It came from the wall at the left side of my bed, and I fancied was that of some woman lamenting in a room separated from me by that thick partition. I could only perceive that it was a sound of crying mingled with ejaculations of misery, or fear, or entreaty. I listened with a painful curiosity, wondering who it could be, and what could have happened in the neighbouring rooms of the house; and as I looked and listened, I could distinguish my own name, but at first nothing more. That, of course, might have been an accident; and I knew there were many Marys in the world besides myself. But it made me more curious; and a strange thing struck me, for I was now looking at that very wall through which the sounds were coming. I saw that there was a window in it. Thinking that the rest of the wall might nevertheless be covered by another room, I drew the curtain of it and looked out. But there is no such thing. It is the outer wall the entire way along. And it is equally impossible of the other wall, for it is to the front of the house, and has two windows in it; and the wall that the head of my bed stands against has the gallery outside it all the way; for I remarked that as I came to you.”


“Tut, tut, Mary darling, nothing on earth is so deceptive as sound; this and fancy account for everything.”


“But hear me out; I have not told you all. I began to hear the voice more clearly, and at last quite distinctly. It was Janet’s, and she was conjuring you by name, as well as me, to come to her to Mardykes, without delay, in her extremity; yes, you, just as vehemently as me. It was Janet’s voice. It still seemed separated by the wall, but I heard every syllable now; and I never heard voice or words of such anguish. She was imploring of us to come on, without a moment’s delay, to Mardykes; and crying that, if we were not with her, she should go mad.”


“Well, darling,” said Lady Walsingham, “you see I’m included in this invitation as well as you, and should hate to disappoint Janet just as much; and I do assure you, in the morning you will laugh over this fancy with me; or rather, she will laugh over it with us, when we get to Mardykes. What you do want is rest, and a little sal-volatile.”


So saying she rang the bell for Lady Haworth’s maid. Having comforted her sister, and made her take the nervous specific she recommended, she went with her to her room; and taking possession of the armchair by the fire, she told her that she would keep her company until she was asleep, and remain long enough to be sure that the sleep was not likely to be interrupted. Lady Haworth had not been ten minutes in her bed, when she raised herself with a start to her elbow, listening with parted lips and wild eyes, her trembling fingers behind her ears. With an exclamation of horror, she cried,


“There it is again, upbraiding us! I can’t stay longer.”


She sprang from the bed, and rang the bell violently.


“Maud,” she cried in an ecstasy of horror, “nothing shall keep me here, whether you go or not. I will set out the moment the horses are put to. If you refuse to come, Maud, mind the responsibility is yours – listen!” and with white face and starting eyes she pointed to the wall. “Have you ears; don’t you hear?”


The sight of a person in extremity of terror so mysterious, might have unnerved a ruder system than Lady Walsingham’s. She was pale as she replied; for under certain circumstances those terrors which deal with the supernatural are more contagious than any others. Lady Walsingham still, in terms, held to her opinion; but although she tried to smile, her face showed that the panic had touched her.


“Well, dear Mary,” she said, “as you will have it so, I see no good in resisting you longer. Here, it is plain, your nerves will not suffer you to rest. Let us go then, in heaven’s name; and when you get to Mardykes Hall you will be relieved.”


All this time Lady Haworth was getting on her things, with the careless hurry of a person about to fly for her life; and Lady Walsingham issued her orders for horses, and the general preparations for resuming the journey.


It was now between ten and eleven; but the servant who rode armed with them, according to the not unnecessary usage of the times, thought that with a little judicious bribing of postboys they might easily reach Mardykes Hall before three o’clock in the morning.


When the party set forward again, Lady Haworth was comparatively tranquil. She no longer heard the unearthly mimicry of her sister’s voice; there remained only the fear and suspense which that illusion or visitation had produced.


Her sister, Lady Walsingham, after a brief effort to induce something like conversation, became silent. A thin sheet of snow had covered the darkened landscape, and some light flakes were still dropping. Lady Walsingham struck her repeater often in the dark, and inquired the distances frequently. She was anxious to get over the ground, though by no means fatigued. Something of the anxiety that lay heavy at her sister’s heart had touched her own.



 



•   XXVI   •

Perplexed






The roads even then were good, and very good horses the posting-houses turned out; so that by dint of extra pay the rapid rate of travelling undertaken by the servant was fully accomplished in the first two or three stages.


While Lady Walsingham was continually striking her repeater in her ear, and as they neared their destination, growing in spite of herself more anxious, her sister’s uneasiness showed itself in a less reserved way; for, cold as it was, with snowflakes actually dropping, Lady Haworth’s head was perpetually out at the window, and when she drew it up, sitting again in her place, she would audibly express her alarms, and apply to her sister for consolation and confidence in her suspense.


Under its thin carpet of snow, the pretty village of Golden Friars looked strangely to their eyes. It had long been fast asleep, and both ladies were excited as they drew up at the steps of the George and Dragon, and with bell and knocker roused the slumbering household.


What tidings awaited them here? In a very few minutes the door was opened, and the porter staggered down, after a word with the driver, to the carriage-window, not half awake.


“Is Lady Mardykes well?” demanded Lady Walsingham.


“Is Sir Bale well?”


“Are all the people at Mardykes Hall quite well?”


With clasped hands Lady Haworth listened to the successive answers to these questions which her sister hastily put. The answers were all satisfactory. With a great sigh and a little laugh, Lady Walsingham placed her hand affectionately on that of her sister; who, saying, “God be thanked!” began to weep.


“When had you last news from Mardykes?” asked Lady Walsingham.


“A servant was down here about four o’clock.”


“O! no one since?” said she in a disappointed tone.


No one had been from the great house since, but all were well then.


“They are early people, you know, dear; and it is dark at four, and that is as late as they could well have heard, and nothing could have happened since – very unlikely. We have come very fast; it is only a few minutes past two, darling.”


But each felt the chill and load of their returning anxiety.


While the people at the George were rapidly getting a team of horses to, Lady Walsingham contrived a moment for an order from the other window to her servant, who knew Golden Friars perfectly, to knock-up the people at Doctor Torvey’s, and to inquire whether all were well at Mardykes Hall.


There he learned that a messenger had come for Doctor Torvey at ten o’clock, and that the Doctor had not returned since. There was no news, however, of anyone’s being ill; and the Doctor himself did not know what he was wanted about. While Lady Haworth was talking to her maid from the window next the steps, Lady Walsingham was, unobserved, receiving this information at the other.


It made her very uncomfortable.


In a few minutes more, however, with a team of fresh horses, they were again rapidly passing the distance between them and Mardykes Hall.


About two miles on, their drivers pulled up, and they heard a voice talking with them from the roadside. A servant from the Hall had been sent with a note for Lady Walsingham, and had been ordered, if necessary, to ride the whole way to the Three Nuns to deliver it. The note was already in Lady Walsingham’s hand; her sister sat beside her, and with the corner of the open note in her fingers, she read it breathlessly at the same time by the light of a carriage-lamp which the man held to the window. It said:



My dearest love – my darling sister – dear sisters both! – in God’s name, lose not a moment. I am so overpowered and terrified. I cannot explain; I can only implore of you to come with all the haste you can make. Waste no time, darlings. I hardly understand what I write. Only this, dear sisters; I feel that my reason will desert me, unless you come soon. You will not fail me now. Your poor distracted


Janet




The sisters exchanged a pale glance, and Lady Haworth grasped her sister’s hand.


“Where is the messenger?” asked Lady Walsingham.


A mounted servant came to the window.


“Is anyone ill at home?” she asked.


“No, all were well – my lady, and Sir Bale – no one sick.”


“But the Doctor was sent for; what was that for?”


“I can’t say, my lady.”


“You are quite certain that no one – think – no one is ill?”


“There is no one ill at the Hall, my lady, that I have heard of.”


“Is Lady Mardykes, my sister, still up?”


“Yes, my lady; and her maid is with her.”


“And Sir Bale, are you certain he is quite well?”


“Sir Bale is quite well, my lady; he has been busy settling papers tonight, and was as well as usual.”


“That will do, thanks,” said the perplexed lady; and to her own servant she added, “On to Mardykes Hall with all the speed they can make. I’ll pay them well, tell them.”


And in another minute they were gliding along the road at a pace which the muffled beating of the horses’ hoofs on the thin sheet of snow that covered the road showed to have broken out of the conventional trot, and to resemble something more like a gallop.


And now they were under the huge trees, that looked black as hearse-plumes in contrast with the snow. The cold gleam of the lake in the moon which had begun to shine out now met their gaze; and the familiar outline of Snakes Island, its solemn timber bleak and leafless, standing in a group, seemed to watch Mardykes Hall with a dismal observation across the water. Through the gate and between the huge files of trees the carriage seemed to fly; and at last the steaming horses stood panting, nodding and snorting, before the steps in the courtyard.


There was a light in an upper window, and a faint light in the hall, the door of which was opened; and an old servant came down and ushered the ladies into the house.




 



•   XXVII   •

The Hour






Lightly they stepped over the snow that lay upon the broad steps, and entering the door saw the dim figure of their sister, already in the large and faintly-lighted hall. One candle in the hand of her scared maid, and one burning on the table, leaving the distant parts of that great apartment in total darkness, touched the figures with the odd sharp lights in which Schalken delights; and a streak of chilly moonlight, through the open door, fell upon the floor, and was stretched like a white sheet at her feet. Lady Mardykes, with an exclamation of agitated relief, threw her arms, in turn, round the necks of her sisters, and hugging them, kissed them again and again, murmuring her thanks, calling them her “blessed sisters,” and praising God for his mercy in having sent them to her in time, and altogether in a rapture of agitation and gratitude.


Taking them each by a hand, she led them into a large room, on whose panels they could see the faint twinkle of the tall gilded frames, and the darker indication of the old portraits, in which that interesting house abounds. The moonbeams, entering obliquely through the Tudor stone-shafts of the window and thrown upon the floor, reflected an imperfect light; and the candle which the maid who followed her mistress held in her hand shone dimly from the sideboard, where she placed it. Lady Mardykes told her that she need not wait.


“They don’t know; they know only that we are in some great confusion; but – God have mercy on me! – nothing of the reality. Sit down, darlings; you are tired.”


She sat down between them on a sofa, holding a hand of each. They sat opposite the window, through which appeared the magnificent view commanded from the front of the house: in the foreground the solemn trees of Snakes Island, one great branch stretching upward, bare and moveless, from the side, like an arm raised to heaven in wonder or in menace towards the house; the lake, in part swept by the icy splendour of the moon, trembling with a dazzling glimmer, and farther off lost in blackness; the Fells rising from a base of gloom, into ribs and peaks white with snow, and looking against the pale sky, thin and transparent as a haze. Right across to the storied woods of Cloostedd, and the old domains of the Feltrams, this view extended.


Thus alone, their mufflers still on, their hands clasped in hers, they breathlessly listened to her strange tale.


Connectedly told it amounted to this: Sir Bale seemed to have been relieved of some great anxiety about the time when, ten days before, he had told her to invite her friends to Mardykes Hall. This morning he had gone out for a walk with Trevor, his under-steward, to talk over some plans about thinning the woods at this side; and also to discuss practically a proposal, lately made by a wealthy merchant, to take a very long lease, on advantageous terms to Sir Bale as he thought, of the old park and chase of Cloostedd, with the intention of building there, and making it once more a handsome residence.


In the improved state of his spirits, Sir Bale had taken a shrewd interest in this negotiation; and was actually persuaded to cross the lake that morning with his adviser, and to walk over the grounds with him.


Sir Bale had seemed unusually well, and talked with great animation. He was more like a young man who had just attained his majority, and for the first time grasped his estates, than the grim elderly Baronet who had been moping about Mardykes, and as much afraid as a cat of the water, for so many years.


As they were returning toward the boat, at the roots of that same scathed elm whose barkless bough had seemed, in his former visit to this old wood, to beckon him from a distance, like a skeleton arm, to enter the forest, he and his companion on a sudden missed an old map of the grounds which they had been consulting.


“We must have left it in the corner tower of Cloostedd House, which commands that view of the grounds, you remember; it would not do to lose it. It is the most accurate thing we have. I’ll sit down here and rest a little till you come back.”


The man was absent little more than twenty minutes. When he returned, he found that Sir Bale had changed his position, and was now walking to and fro, around and about, in what, at a distance, he fancied was mere impatience, on the open space a couple of hundred paces nearer to the turn in the valley towards the boat. It was not impatience. He was agitated. He looked pale, and he took his companion’s arm – a thing he had never thought of doing before – and said, “Let us away quickly. I’ve something to tell at home, – and I forgot it.”


Not another word did Sir Bale exchange with his companion. He sat in the stern of the boat, gloomy as a man about to glide under traitor’s-gate. He entered his house in the same sombre and agitated state. He entered his library, and sat for a long time as if stunned.


At last he seemed to have made-up his mind to something; and applied himself quietly and diligently to arranging papers, and docketing some and burning others. Dinnertime arrived. He sent to tell Lady Mardykes that he should not join her at dinner, but would see her afterwards.


“It was between eight and nine,” she continued, “I forget the exact time, when he came to the tower drawing-room where I was. I did not hear his approach. There is a stone stair, with a thick carpet on it. He told me he wished to speak to me there. It is an out-of-the-way place – a small old room with very thick walls, and there is a double door, the inner one of oak – I suppose he wished to guard against being overheard.


“There was a look in his face that frightened me; I saw he had something dreadful to tell. He looked like a man on whom a lot had fallen to put someone to death,” said Lady Mardykes. “O, my poor Bale! my husband, my husband! he knew what it would be to me.”


Here she broke into the wildest weeping, and it was some time before she resumed.


“He seemed very kind and very calm,” she said at last; “he said but little; and, I think, these were his words: ‘I find, Janet, I have made a great miscalculation – I thought my hour of danger had passed. We have been many years together, but a parting must sooner or later be, and my time has come.’


“I don’t know what I said. I would not have so much minded – for I could not have believed, if I had not seen him – but there was that in his look and tone which no one could doubt.


“‘I shall die before tomorrow morning,’ he said. ‘You must command yourself, Janet; it can’t be altered now.’


“‘O, Bale,’ I cried, nearly distracted, ‘you would not kill yourself!’


“‘Kill myself! poor child! no, indeed,’ he said; ‘it is simply that I shall die. No violent death – nothing but the common subsidence of life – I have made up my mind; what happens to everybody can’t be so very bad; and millions of worse men than I die every year. You must not follow me to my room, darling; I shall see you by and by.’


“His language was collected and even cold; but his face looked as if it was cut in stone; you never saw, in a dream, a face like it.”


Lady Walsingham here said, “I am certain he is ill; he’s in a fever. You must not distract and torture yourself about his predictions. You sent for Doctor Torvey; what did he say?”


“I could not tell him all.”


“O, no; I don’t mean that; they’d only say he was mad, and we little better for minding what he says. But did the Doctor see him? and what did he say of his health?”


“Yes; he says there is nothing wrong – no fever – nothing whatever. Poor Bale has been so kind; he saw him to please me,” she sobbed again wildly. “I wrote to implore of him. It was my last hope, strange as it seems; and O, would to God I could think it! But there is nothing of that kind. Wait till you have seen him. There is a frightful calmness about all he says and does; and his directions are all so clear, and his mind so perfectly collected, it is quite impossible.”


And poor Lady Mardykes again burst into a frantic agony of tears.




 



•   XXVIII   •

Sir Bale in the Gallery






“Now, Janet darling, you are yourself low and nervous, and you treat this fancy of Bale’s as seriously as he does himself. The truth is, he is a hypochondriac, as the doctors say; and you will find that I am right; he will be quite well in the morning, and I daresay a little ashamed of himself for having frightened his poor little wife as he has. I will sit up with you. But our poor Mary is not, you know, very strong; and she ought to lie down and rest a little. Suppose you give me a cup of tea in the drawing-room. I will run up to my room and get these things off, and meet you in the drawing-room; or, if you like it better, you can sit with me in my own room; and for goodness’ sake let us have candles enough and a bright fire; and I promise you, if you will only exert your own good sense, you shall be a great deal more cheerful in a very little time.”


Lady Walsingham’s address was kind and cheery, and her air confident. For a moment a ray of hope returned, and her sister Janet acknowledged at least the possibility of her theory. But if confidence is contagious, so also is panic; and Lady Walsingham experienced a sinking of the heart which she dared not confess to her sister, and vainly strove to combat.


Lady Walsingham went up with her sister Mary, and having seen her in her room, and spoken again to her in the same cheery tone in which she had lectured her sister Lady Mardykes, she went on; and having taken possession of her own room, and put off her cloaks and shawls, she was going downstairs again, when she heard Sir Bale’s voice, as he approached along the gallery, issuing orders to a servant, as it seemed, exactly in his usual tone.


She turned, with a strange throb at her heart, and met him.


A little sterner, a little paler than usual he looked; she could perceive no other change. He took her hand kindly and held it, as with dilated eyes he looked with a dark inquiry for a moment in her face. He signed to the servant to go on, and said, “I’m glad you have come, Maud. You have heard what is to happen; and I don’t know how Janet could have borne it without your support. You did right to come; and you’ll stay with her for a day or two, and take her away from this place as soon as you can.”


She looked at him with the embarrassment of fear. He was speaking to her with the calmness of a leave-taking in the press-room – the serenity that overlies the greatest awe and agony of which human nature is capable.


“I am glad to see you, Bale,” she began, hardly knowing what she said, and she stopped short.


“You are come, it turns out, on a sad mission,” he resumed; “you find all about to change. Poor Janet! it is a blow to her. I shall not live to see tomorrow’s sun.”


“Come,” she said, startled, “you must not talk so. No, Bale, you have no right to speak so; you can have no reason to justify it. It is cruel and wicked to trifle with your wife’s feelings. If you are under a delusion, you must make an effort and shake it off, or, at least, cease to talk of it. You are not well; I know by your looks you are ill; but I am very certain we shall see you much better by tomorrow, and still better the day following.”


“No, I’m not ill, sister. Feel that pulse, if you doubt me; there is no fever in it. I never was more perfectly in health; and yet I know that before the clock, that has just struck three, shall have struck five, I, who am talking to you, shall be dead.”


Lady Walsingham was frightened, and her fear irritated her.


“I have told you what I think and believe,” she said vehemently. “I think it wrong and cowardly of you to torture my poor sister with your whimsical predictions. Look into your own mind, and you will see you have absolutely no reason to support what you say. How can you inflict all this agony upon a poor creature foolish enough to love you as she does, and weak enough to believe in your idle dreams?”


“Stay, sister; it is not a matter to be debated so. If tomorrow I can hear you, it will be time enough to upbraid me. Pray return now to your sister; she needs all you can do for her. She is much to be pitied; her sufferings afflict me. I shall see you and her again before my death. It would have been more cruel to leave her unprepared. Do all in your power to nerve and tranquillise her. What is past cannot now be helped.”


He paused, looking hard at her, as if he had half made up his mind to say something more. But if there was a question of the kind, it was determined in favour of silence.


He dropped her hand, turned quickly, and left her.




 



•   XXIX   •

Dr. Torvey’s Opinion






When Lady Walsingham reached the head of the stairs, she met her maid, and from her learned that her sister, Lady Mardykes, was downstairs in the same room. On approaching, she heard her sister Mary’s voice talking with her, and found them together. Mary, finding that she could not sleep, had put on her clothes again, and come down to keep her sister company. The room looked more comfortable now. There were candles lighted, and a good fire burnt in the grate; teathings stood on a little table near the fire, and the two sisters were talking, Lady Mardykes appearing more collected, and only they two in the room.


“Have you seen him, Maud?” cried Lady Mardykes, rising and hastily approaching her the moment she entered.


“Yes, dear; and talked with him, and—”


“Well?”


“And I think very much as I did before. I think he is nervous, he says he is not ill; but he is nervous and whimsical, and as men always are when they happen to be out of sorts, very positive; and of course the only thing that can quite undeceive him is the lapse of the time he has fixed for his prediction, as it is sure to pass without any tragic result of any sort. We shall then all see alike the nature of his delusion.”


“O, Maud, if I were only sure you thought so! if I were sure you really had hopes! Tell me, Maud, for God’s sake, what you really think.”


Lady Walsingham was a little disconcerted by the unexpected directness of her appeal.


“Come, darling, you must not be foolish,” she said; “we can only talk of impressions, and we are imposed upon by the solemnity of his manner, and the fact that he evidently believes in his own delusion; everyone does believe in his own delusion – there is nothing strange in that.”


“O, Maud, I see you are not convinced; you are only trying to comfort me. You have no hope – none, none, none!” and she covered her face with her hands, and wept again convulsively.


Lady Walsingham was silent for a moment, and then with an effort said, as she placed her hand on her sister’s arm, “You see, dear Janet, there is no use in my saying the same thing over and over again; an hour or two will show who is right. Sit down again, and be like yourself. My maid told me that you had sent to the parlour for Doctor Torvey; he must not find you so. What would he think? Unless you mean to tell him of Bale’s strange fancy; and a pretty story that would be to set afloat in Golden Friars. I think I hear him coming.”


So, in effect, he was. Doctor Torvey – with the florid gravity of a man who, having just swallowed a bottle of port, besides some glasses of sherry, is admitted to the presence of ladies whom he respects – entered the room, made what he called his “leg and his compliments,” and awaited the ladies’ commands.


“Sit down, Doctor Torvey,” said Lady Walsingham, who in the incapacity of her sister undertook the doing of the honours. “My sister, Lady Mardykes, has got it into her head somehow that Sir Bale is ill. I have been speaking to him; he certainly does not look very well, but he says he is quite well. Do you think him well? – that is, we know you don’t think there is anything of importance amiss – but she wishes to know whether you think him perfectly well.”


The Doctor cleared his voice and delivered his lecture, a little thickly at some words, upon Sir Bale’s case; the result of which was that it was no case at all; and that if he would only live something more of a country gentleman’s life, he would be as well as any man could desire – as well as any man, gentle or simple, in the country.


“The utmost I should think of doing for him would be, perhaps, a little quinine, nothing mo’ – shurely – he is really and toory a very shoun’ shtay of health.”


Lady Walsingham looked encouragingly at her sister and nodded.


“I’ve been shen’ for, La’y Walsh – Walse – Walsing – ham; old Jack Amerald – he liksh his glass o’ port,” he said roguishly, “and shuvversh accord’n’ly,” he continued, with a compassionating paddle of his right hand; “one of thoshe aw – odd feels in his stomach; and as I have pretty well done all I can man’ge down here, I must be off, ye shee. Wind up from Golden Friars, and a little flutter ovv zhnow, thazh all;” and with some remarks about the extreme cold of the weather, and the severity of their night journey, and many respectful and polite parting speeches, the Doctor took his leave; and they soon heard the wheels of his gig and the tread of his horse, faint and muffled from the snow in the courtyard, and the Doctor, who had connected that melancholy and agitated household with the outer circle of humanity, was gone.


There was very little snow falling, half-a-dozen flakes now and again, and their flight across the window showed, as the Doctor had in a manner boasted, that the wind was in his face as he returned to Golden Friars. Even these desultory snowflakes ceased, at times, altogether; and returning, as they say, “by fits and starts,” left for long intervals the landscape, under the brilliant light of the moon, in its wide white shroud. The curtain of the great window had not been drawn. It seemed to Lady Walsingham that the moonbeams had grown more dazzling, that Snakes Island was nearer and more distinct, and the outstretched arm of the old tree looked bigger and angrier, like the uplifted arm of an assassin, who draws silently nearer as the catastrophe approaches.


Cold, dazzling, almost repulsive in this intense moonlight and white sheeting, the familiar landscape looked in the eyes of Lady Walsingham. The sisters gradually grew more and more silent, an unearthly suspense overhung them all, and Lady Mardykes rose every now and then and listened at the open door for step or voice in vain. They all were overpowered by the intenser horror that seemed gathering around them. And thus an hour or more passed.




 



•   XXX   •

Hush!






Pale and silent those three beautiful sisters sat. The horrible quietude of a suspense that had grown all but insupportable oppressed the guests of Lady Mardykes, and something like the numbness of despair had reduced her to silence, the dreadful counterfeit of peace.


Sir Bale Mardykes on a sudden softly entered the room. Reflected from the floor near the window, the white moonlight somehow gave to his fixed features the character of a smile. With a warning gesture, as he came in, he placed his finger to his lips, as if to enjoin silence; and then, having successively pressed the hands of his two sisters-in-law, he stooped over his almost fainting wife, and twice pressed her cold forehead with his lips; and so, without a word, he went softly from the room.


Some seconds elapsed before Lady Walsingham, recovering her presence of mind, with one of the candlesticks from the table in her hand, opened the door and followed.


She saw Sir Bale mount the last stair of the broad flight visible from the hall, and candle in hand turn the corner of the massive banister, and as the light thrown from his candle showed, he continued, without hurry, to ascend the second flight.


With the irrepressible curiosity of horror she continued to follow him at a distance.


She saw him enter his own private room, and close the door.


Continuing to follow she placed herself noiselessly at the door of the apartment, and in breathless silence, with a throbbing heart, listened for what should pass.


She distinctly heard Sir Bale pace the floor up and down for some time, and then, after a pause, a sound as if someone had thrown himself heavily on the bed. A silence followed, during which her sisters, who had followed more timidly, joined her. She warned them with a look and gesture to be silent.


Lady Haworth stood a little behind, her white lips moving, and her hands clasped in a silent agony of prayer. Lady Mardykes leaned against the massive oak door-case.


With her hand raised to her ear, and her lips parted, Lady Walsingham listened for some seconds – for a minute, two minutes, three. At last, losing heart, she seized the handle in her panic, and turned it sharply. The door was locked on the inside, but someone close to it said from within, “Hush, hush!”


Much alarmed now, the same lady knocked violently at the door. No answer was returned.


She knocked again more violently, and shook the door with all her fragile force. It was something of horror in her countenance as she did so, that, no doubt, terrified Lady Mardykes, who with a loud and long scream sank in a swoon upon the floor.


The servants, alarmed by these sounds, were speedily in the gallery. Lady Mardykes was carried to her room, and laid upon her bed; her sister, Lady Haworth, accompanying her. In the meantime the door was forced. Sir Bale Mardykes was found stretched upon his bed.


Those who have once seen it, will not mistake the aspect of death. Here, in Sir Bale Mardykes’ room, in his bed, in his clothes, is a stranger, grim and awful; in a few days to be insupportable, and to pass alone into the prison-house, and to be seen no more.


Where is Sir Bale Mardykes now, whose roof-tree and whose place at board and bed will know him no more? Here lies a chap-fallen, fish-eyed image, chilling already into clay, and stiffening in every joint.


There is a marble monument in the pretty church of Golden Friars. It stands at the left side of what antiquarians call “the high altar.” Two pillars at each end support an arch with several armorial bearings on as many shields sculptured above. Beneath, on a marble flooring raised some four feet, with a cornice round, lies Sir Bale Mardykes, of Mardykes Hall, ninth Baronet of that ancient family, chiselled in marble with knee-breeches and buckled-shoes, and ailes de pigeon [a style of wig 18th century], and single-breasted coat and long waistcoat, ruffles and sword, such as gentlemen wore about the year 1770, and bearing a strong resemblance to the features of the second Charles. On the broad marble which forms the background is inscribed an epitaph, which has perpetuated to our times the estimate formed by his “inconsolable widow,” the Dowager Lady Mardykes, of the virtues and accomplishments of her deceased lord.


Lady Walsingham would have qualified two or three of the more highly-coloured hyperboles, at which the Golden Friars of those days sniffed and tittered. They don’t signify now; there is no contemporary left to laugh or whisper. And if there be not much that is true in the letter of that inscription, it at least perpetuates something that is true – that wonderful glorificaion of partisanship, the affection of an idolising wife.


Lady Mardykes, a few days after the funeral, left Mardykes Hall forever. She lived a great deal with her sister, Lady Walsingham; and died, as a line cut at the foot of Sir Bale Mardykes’ epitaph records, in the year 1790; her remains being laid beside those of her beloved husband in Golden Friars.


The estates had come to Sir Bale Mardykes free of entail. He had been pottering over a will, but it was never completed, nor even quite planned; and after much doubt and scrutiny, it was at last ascertained that, in default of a will and of issue, a clause in the marriage-settlement gave the entire estates to the Dowager Lady Mardykes.


By her will she bequeathed the estates to “her cousin, also a kinsman of the late Sir Bale Mardykes her husband,” William Feltram, on condition of his assuming the name and arms of Mardykes, the arms of Feltram being quartered in the shield.


Thus was oddly fulfilled the prediction which Philip Feltram had repeated, that the estates of Mardykes were to pass into the hands of a Feltram.


About the year 1795 the baronetage was revived, and William Feltram enjoyed the title for fifteen years, as Sir William Mardykes.




•   THE END   •





THE UNINHABITED HOUSE

1875

Charlotte Riddell

(1832 – 1906)







CONTENTS






 

  1 … Miss Blake — From Memory




  2 … The Coroner’s Inquest




  3 … Our Last Tenant




  4 … Myself and Miss Blake




  5 … The Trial




  6 … We Agree to Compromise




  7 … My Own Story




  8 … My First Night at River Hall




  9 … A Temporary Peace




  10 … The Watcher Is Watched




  11 … Miss Blake Once More




  12 … Help




  13 … Light at Last




  14 … A Terrible Interview




  15 … Conclusion









 •   I   •

Miss Blake —

 From Memory






If ever a residence, “suitable in every respect for a family of position,” haunted a lawyer’s offices, the “Uninhabited House,” about which I have a story to tell, haunted those of Messrs. Craven and Son, No. 200, Buckingham Street, Strand.


It did not matter in the least whether it happened to be let or unlet: in either case, it never allowed Mr. Craven or his clerks, of whom I was one, to forget its existence.


When let, we were in perpetual hot water with the tenant; when unlet, we had to endeavour to find some tenant to take that unlucky house.


Happy were we when we could get an agreement signed for a couple of years – although we always had misgivings that the war waged with the last occupant would probably have to be renewed with his successor.


Still, when we were able to let the desirable residence to a solvent individual, even for twelve months, Mr. Craven rejoiced.


He knew how to proceed with the tenants who came blustering, or threatening, or complaining, or bemoaning; but he did not know what to do with Miss Blake and her letters, when no person was liable for the rent.


All lawyers – I am one myself and can speak from a long and varied experience – all lawyers, even the very hardest, have one client, at all events, towards whom they exhibit much forbearance, for whom they feel a certain sympathy, and in whose interests they take a vast deal of trouble for very little pecuniary profit.


A client of this kind favours me with his business – he has favoured me with it for many years past. Each first of January I register a vow he shall cost me no more time or money. On each last day of December I find he is deeper in my debt than he was on the same date a twelve-month previous.


I often wonder how this is – why we, so fierce to one human being, possibly honest and well-meaning enough, should be as wax in the hand of the moulder, when another individual, perhaps utterly disreputable, refuses to take “No” for an answer.


Do we purchase our indulgences in this way? Do we square our accounts with our own consciences by remembering that, if we have been as stone to Dick, Tom, and Harry, we have melted at the first appeal of Jack?


My principal, Mr. Craven – than whom a better man never breathed – had an unprofitable client, for whom he entertained feelings of the profoundest pity, whom he treated with a rare courtesy. That lady was Miss Blake; and when the old house on the Thames stood tenantless, Mr. Craven’s bed did not prove one of roses.


In our firm there was no son – Mr. Craven had been the son; but the old father was dead, and our chief’s wife had brought him only daughters.


Still the title of the firm remained the same, and Mr. Craven’s own signature also.


He had been junior for such a number of years, that, when Death sent a royal invitation to his senior, he was so accustomed to the old form, that he, and all in his employment, tacitly agreed it was only fitting he should remain junior to the end.


 A good man. I, of all human beings, have reason to speak well of him. Even putting the undoubted fact of all lawyers keeping one unprofitable client into the scales, if he had not been very good he must have washed his hands of Miss Blake and her niece’s house long before the period at which this story opens.


The house did not belong to Miss Blake. It was the property of her niece, a certain Miss Helena Elmsdale, of whom Mr. Craven always spoke as that “poor child.” She was not of age, and Miss Blake managed her few pecuniary affairs.


Besides the “desirable residence, suitable,” etcetera, aunt and niece had property producing about sixty-five pounds a year. When we could let the desirable residence, handsomely furnished, and with every convenience that could be named in the space of a half-guinea advertisement, to a family from the country, or an officer just returned from India, or to an invalid who desired a beautiful and quiet abode within an easy drive of the West End – when we could do this, I say, the income of aunt and niece rose to two hundred and sixty-five pounds a year, which made a very material difference to Miss Blake.


When we could not let the house, or when the payment of the rent was in dispute, Mr. Craven advanced the lady various five and ten pound notes, which, it is to be hoped, were entered duly to his credit in the Eternal Books. In the mundane records kept in our offices, they always appeared as debits to William Craven’s private account.


As for the young men about our establishment, of whom I was one, we anathematised that house. I do not intend to reproduce the language we used concerning it at one period of our experience, because eventually the evil wore itself out, as most evils do, and at last we came to look upon the desirable residence as an institution of our firm – as a sort of cause célèbre, with which it was creditable to be associated – as a species of remarkable criminal always on its trial, and always certain to be defended by Messrs. Craven and Son.


In fact, the Uninhabited House – for uninhabited it usually was, whether anyone was answerable for the rent or not – finally became an object of as keen interest to all Mr. Craven’s clerks as it became a source of annoyance to him.


So the beam goes up and down. While Mr. Craven pooh-poohed the complaints of tenants, and laughed at the idea of a man being afraid of a ghost, we did not laugh, but swore. When, however, Mr. Craven began to look serious about the matter, and hoped some evil-disposed persons were not trying to keep the place tenantless, our interest in the old house became absorbing. And as our interest in the residence grew, so, likewise, did our appreciation of Miss Blake.


We missed her when she went abroad – which she always did the day a fresh agreement was signed – and we welcomed her return to England and our offices with effusion. Safely I can say no millionaire ever received such an ovation as fell to the lot of Miss Blake when, after a foreign tour, she returned to those lodgings near Brunswick Square, which her residence ought, I think, to have rendered classic.


She never lost an hour in coming to us. With the dust of travel upon her, with the heat and burden of quarrels with railway porters, and encounters with cabmen, visible to anyone who chose to read the signs of the times, Miss Blake came pounding up our stairs, wanting to see Mr. Craven.


If that gentleman was engaged, she would sit down in the general office, and relate her latest grievance to a posse of sympathising clerks.


“And he says he won’t pay the rent,” was always the refrain of these lamentations.


“It is in Ireland he thinks he is, poor soul!” she was wont to declare.


 “We’ll teach him different, Miss Blake,” the spokesman of the party would declare; whilst another ostentatiously mended a pen, and a third brought down a ream of foolscap and laid it with a thump before him on the desk.


“And, indeed, you’re all decent lads, though full of your tricks,” Miss Blake would sometimes remark, in a tone of gentle reproof. “But if you had a niece just dying with grief, and a house nobody will live in on your hands, you would not have as much heart for fun, I can tell you that.”


Hearing which, the young rascals tried to look sorrowful, and failed.


In the way of my profession I have met with many singular persons, but I can safely declare I never met with any person so singular as Miss Blake. She was – I speak of her in the past tense, not because she is dead, but because times and circumstances have changed since the period when we both had to do with the Uninhabited House, and she has altered in consequence – one of the most original people who ever crossed my path.


Born in the north of Ireland, the child of a Scottish-Ulster mother and a Connaught father, she had ingeniously contrived to combine in her own person the vices of two distinct races, and exclude the virtues of both.


Her accent was the most fearful which could be imagined. She had the brogue of the West grafted on the accent of the North. And yet there was a variety about her even in this respect. One never could tell, from visit to visit, whether she proposed to pronounce “written” as “wrutten” or “wretten”; whether she would elect to style her parents, to whom she made frequent reference, her “pawpaw and mawmaw,” or her “pepai and memai.”


It all depended with whom Miss Blake had lately been most intimate. If she had been “hand and glove” with a “nob” from her own country – she was in no way reticent about thus styling her grander acquaintances, only she wrote the word “knob” – who thought to conceal his nationality by “awing” and “hawing,” she spoke about people being “morried” and wearing “sockcloth and oshes.” If, on the contrary, she had been thrown into the society of a lady who so far honoured England as to talk as some people do in England, we had every A turned into E, and every U into O, while she minced her words as if she had been saying “niminy piminy” since she first began to talk, and honestly believed no human being could ever have told she had been born west of St. George’s Channel.


But not merely in accent did Miss Blake evidence the fact that her birth had been the result of an injudicious cross; the more one knew of her, the more clearly one saw the wrong points she threw out.


Extravagant to a fault, like her Connaught father, she was in no respect generous, either from impulse or calculation.


Mean about minor details, a turn of character probably inherited from the Ulster mother, she was utterly destitute of that careful and honest economy which is an admirable trait in the natives of the north of Ireland, and which enables them so frequently, after being strictly just, to be much more than liberal.


Honest, Miss Blake was not – or, for that matter, honourable either. Her indebtedness to our firm could not be considered other than a matter of honour, and yet she never dreamt of paying her debt to Mr. Craven.


Indeed, to do Miss Blake strict justice, she never thought of paying the debts she owed to anyone, unless she was obliged to do so.


 Nowadays, I fear it would fare hard with her were she to try her old tactics with the British tradesman; but, in the time of which I am writing, co-operative societies were not, and then the British tradesman had no objection, I fancy, to be gulled.


Perhaps, like the lawyer and the unprofitable client, he set-off being gulled on one side his ledger against being fleeced on the other.


Be this as it may, we were always compounding some liability for Miss Blake, as well as letting her house and fighting with the tenants.


At first, as I have said, we found Miss Blake an awful bore, but we generally ended by deciding we could better spare a better man. Indeed, the months when she did not come to our office seemed to want flavour.


Of gratitude – popularly supposed to be essentially characteristic of the Irish – Miss Blake was utterly destitute. I never did know – I have never known since, so ungrateful a woman.


Not merely did she take everything Mr. Craven did for her as a right, but she absolutely turned the tables, and brought him in her debtor.


Once, only once, that I can remember, he ventured to ask when it would be convenient for her to repay some of the money he had from time to time advanced.


Miss Blake was taken by surprise, but she rose equal to the occasion.


“You are joking, Mr. Craven,” she said. “You mean, when will I want to ask you to give me a share of the profits you have made out of the estate of my poor sister’s husband. Why, that house has been as good as an annuity to you. For six long years it has stood empty, or next to empty, and never been out of law all the time.”


“But, you know, Miss Blake, that not a shilling of profit has accrued to me from the house being in law,” he pleaded. “I have always been too glad to get the rent for you, to insist upon my costs, and, really – .”


“Now, do not try to impose upon me,” she interrupted, “because it is of no use. Didn’t you make thousands of the dead man, and now haven’t you got the house? Why, if you never had a penny of costs, instead of all you have pocketed, that house and the name it has brought to you, and the fame which has spread abroad in consequence, can’t be reckoned as less than hundreds a year to your firm. And yet you ask me for the return of a trumpery four or five sovereigns – I am ashamed of you! But I won’t imitate your bad example. Let me have five more today, and you can stop ten out of the Colonel’s first payment.”


“I am very sorry,” said my employer, “but I really have not five pounds to spare.”


“Hear him,” remarked Miss Blake, turning towards me. “Young man” – Miss Blake steadily refused to recognise the possibility of any clerk being even by accident a gentleman – “will you hand me over the newspaper?”


I had not the faintest idea what she wanted with the newspaper, and neither had Mr. Craven, till she sat down again deliberately – the latter part of this conversation having taken place after she rose, preparatory to saying farewell – opened the sheet out to its full width, and commenced to read the debates.


“My dear Miss Blake,” began Mr. Craven, after a minute’s pause, “you know my time, when it is mine, is always at your disposal, but at the present moment several clients are waiting to see me, and—”


“Let them wait,” said Miss Blake, as he hesitated a little. “Your time and their time is no more valuable than mine, and I mean to stay here,” emphasising the word, “till you let me have that five pounds. Why, look, now, that house is taken on a two years’ agreement, and you won’t see me again for that time – likely as not, never; for who can tell what may happen to anybody in foreign parts? Only one charge I lay upon you, Mr. Craven: don’t let me be buried in a strange country. It is bad enough to be so far as this from my father and my mother’s remains, but I daresay I’ll manage to rest in the same grave as my sister, though Robert Elmsdale lies between. He separated us in life – not that she ever cared for him; but it won’t matter much when we are all bones and dust together—”


“If I let you have that five pounds,” here broke in Mr. Craven, “do I clearly understand that I am to recoup myself out of Colonel Morris’ first payment?”


“I said so as plain as I could speak,” agreed Miss Blake; and her speech was very plain indeed.


Mr. Craven lifted his eyebrows and shrugged his shoulders, while he drew his cheque-book towards him.


“How is Helena?” he asked, as he wrote the final legendary flourish after Craven and Son.


“Helena is but middling, poor dear,” answered Miss Blake – on that occasion she called her niece Hallana. “She frets, the creature, as is natural; but she will get better when we leave England. England is a hard country for anyone who is all nairves like Halana.”


“Why do you never bring her to see me?” asked Mr. Craven, folding up the cheque.


“Bring her to be stared at by a parcel of clerks!” exclaimed Miss Blake, in a tone which really caused my hair to bristle. “Well-mannered, decent young fellows in their own rank, no doubt, but not fit to look at my sister’s child. Now, now, Mr. Craven, ought Kathleen Blake’s – or, rather, Kathleen Elmsdale’s daughter to serve as a fifth of November guy for London lads? You know she is handsome enough to be a duchess, like her mother.”


“Yes, yes, I know,” agreed Mr. Craven, and handed over the cheque. After I had held the door open for Miss Blake to pass out, and closed it securely and resumed my seat, Miss Blake turned the handle and treated us to another sight of her bonnet.


“Good-bye, William Craven, for two years at any rate; and if I never see you again, God bless you, for you’ve been a true friend to me and that poor child who has nobody else to look to,” and then, before Mr. Craven could cross the room, she was gone.


“I wonder,” said I, “if it will be two years before we see her again?”


“No, nor the fourth of two years,” answered my employer. “There is something queer about that house.”


“You don’t think it is haunted, sir, do you?” I ventured.


“Of course not,” said Mr. Craven, irritably; “but I do think someone wants to keep the place vacant, and is succeeding admirably.”


The question I next put seemed irrelevant, but really resulted from a long train of thought. This was it:


“Is Miss Elmsdale very handsome, sir?”


“She is very beautiful,” was the answer; “but not so beautiful as her mother was.”


Ah me! two old, old stories in a sentence. He had loved the mother, and he did not love the daughter. He had seen the mother in his bright, hopeful youth, and there was no light of morning left for him in which he could behold the child.


To other eyes she might, in her bright springtime, seem lovely as an angel from heaven, but to him no more such visions were to be vouchsafed.


If beauty really went on decaying, as the ancients say, by this time there could be no beauty left. But oh! greybeard, the beauty remains, though our eyes may be too dim to see it; the beauty, the grace, the rippling laughter, and the saucy smiles, which once had power to stir to their very depths our hearts, friend – our hearts, yours and mine, comrade, feeble, and cold, and pulseless now.




 



•   II   •

The Coroner’s Inquest






The story was told to me afterwards, but I may as well weave it in with mine at this juncture.


From the maternal ancestress, the Demoiselles Blake inherited a certain amount of money. It was through no fault of the paternal Blake – through no want of endeavours on his part to make ducks and drakes of all fortune which came in his way, that their small inheritance remained intact; but the fortune was so willed that neither the girls nor he could divert the peaceful tenure of its half-yearly dividends.


The mother died first, and the father followed her ere long, and then the young ladies found themselves orphans, and the possessors of a fixed income of one hundred and thirty pounds a year.


A modest income, and yet, as I have been given to understand, they might have married well for the money.


In those days, particularly in Ireland, men went very cheap, and the Misses Blake, one and both, could, before they left off mourning, have wedded, respectively, a curate, a doctor, a constabulary officer, and the captain of a government schooner.


The Misses Blake looked higher, however, and came to England, where rich husbands are presumably procurable. Came, but missed their market. Miss Kathleen found only one lover, William Craven, whose honest affection she flouted; and Miss Susannah found no lover at all.


Miss Kathleen wanted a duke, or an earl – a prince of the blood royal being about that time unprocurable; and an attorney, to her Irish ideas, seemed a very poor sort of substitute. For which reason she rejected the attorney with scorn, and remained single, the while dukes and earls were marrying and intermarrying with their peers or their inferiors.


Then suddenly there came a frightful day when Kathleen and Susannah learned they were penniless, when they understood their trustee had robbed them, as he had robbed others, and had been paying their interest out of what was left of their principal.


They tried teaching, but they really had nothing to teach. They tried letting lodgings. Even lodgers rebelled against their untidiness and want of punctuality.


The eldest was very energetic and very determined, and the youngest very pretty and very conciliatory. Nevertheless, business is business, and lodgings are lodgings, and the Misses Blake were on the verge of beggary, when Mr. Elmsdale proposed for Miss Kathleen and was accepted.


Mr. Craven, by that time a family man, gave the bride away, and secured Mr. Elmsdale’s business.


Possibly, had Mrs. Elmsdale’s marriage proved happy, Mr. Craven might have soon lost sight of his former love. In matrimony, as in other matters, we are rarely so sympathetic with fulfilment as with disappointment. The pretty Miss Blake was a disappointed woman after she had secured Mr. Elmsdale. She then understood that the best life could offer her was something very different indeed from the ideal duke her beauty should have won, and she did not take much trouble to conceal her dissatisfaction with the arrangements of Providence.


Mr. Craven, seeing what Mr. Elmsdale was towards men, pitied her. Perhaps, had he seen what Mrs. Elmsdale was towards her husband, he might have pitied him; but, then, he did not see, for women are wonderful dissemblers.


There was Elmsdale, bluff in manner, short in person, red in the face, cumbersome in figure, addicted to naughty words, not nice about driving fearfully hard bargains, a man whom men hated, not undeservedly; and yet, nevertheless, a man capable of loving a woman with all the veins of his heart, and who might, had any woman been found to love him, have compassed earthly salvation.


There were those who said he never could compass eternal; but they chanced to be his debtors – and, after all, that question lay between himself and God. The other lay between himself and his wife, and it must be confessed, except so far as his passionate, disinterested love for an utterly selfish woman tended to redeem and humanise his nature, she never helped him one step along the better path.


But, then, the world could not know this, and Mr. Craven, of whom I am speaking at the moment, was likely, naturally, to think Mr. Elmsdale all in the wrong.


On the one hand he saw the man as he appeared to men: on the other he saw the woman as she appeared to men, beautiful to the last; fragile, with the low voice, so beautiful in any woman, so more especially beautiful in an Irish woman; with a languid face which insured compassion while never asking for it; with the appearance of a martyr, and the tone and the manner of a suffering saint.


Everyone who beheld the pair together, remarked, “What a pity it was such a sweet creature should be married to such a bear!” but Mr. Elmsdale was no bear to his wife: he adored her. The selfishness, the discontent, the ill-health, as much the consequence of a peevish, petted temper, as of disease, which might well have exhausted the patience and tired out the love of a different man, only endeared her the more to him.


She made him feel how inferior he was to her in all respects; how tremendously she had condescended, when she agreed to become his wife; and he quietly accepted her estimation of him, and said with a humility which was touching from its simplicity:


“I know I am not worthy of you, Kathleen, but I do my best to make you happy.”


For her sake, not being a liberal man, he spent money freely; for her sake he endured Miss Blake; for her sake he bought the place which afterwards caused us so much trouble; for her sake, he, who had always scoffed at the folly of people turning their houses into stores for “useless timber,” as he styled the upholsterer’s greatest triumphs, furnished his rooms with a lavish disregard of cost; for her sake, he, who hated society, smiled on visitors, and entertained the guests she invited, with no grudging hospitality. For her sake he dressed well, and did many other things which were equally antagonistic to his original nature; and he might just as well have gone his own way, and pleased himself only, for all the pleasure he gave her, or all the thanks she gave him.


If Mr. Elmsdale had come home drunk five evenings a week, and beaten his wife, and denied her the necessaries of life, and kept her purse in a chronic state of emptiness, she might very possibly have been extremely grateful for an occasional kind word or smile; but, as matters stood, Mrs. Elmsdale was not in the least grateful for a devotion, as beautiful as it was extraordinary, and posed herself on the domestic sofa in the character of a martyr.


Most people accepted the representation as true, and pitied her. Miss Blake, blissfully forgetful of that state of impecuniosity from which Mr. Elmsdale’s proposal had extricated herself and her sister, never wearied of stating that “Katty had thrown herself away, and that Mr. Elmsdale was not fit to tie her shoe-string.”


She generously admitted the poor creature did his best; but, according to Blake, the poor creature’s best was very bad indeed.


“It’s not his fault, but his misfortune,” the lady was wont to remark, “that he’s like dirt beside her. He can’t help his birth, and his dragging-up, and his disreputable trade, or business, or whatever he likes to call it; he can’t help never having had a father nor mother to speak of, and not a lady or gentleman belonging to the family since it came into existence. I’m not blaming him, but it is hard for Kathleen, and she reared as she was, and accustomed to the best society in Ireland, – which is very different, let me tell you, from the best anybody ever saw in England.”


There were some who thought, if Mrs. Elmsdale could tolerate her sister’s company, she might without difficulty have condoned her husband’s want of acquaintance with some points of grammar and etiquette; and who said, amongst themselves, that whereas he only maltreated, Miss Blake mangled every letter in the alphabet; but these carping critics were in the minority.


Mrs. Elmsdale was a beauty, and a martyr; Mr. Elmsdale a rough beast, who had no capacity of ever developing into a prince. Miss Blake was a model of sisterly affection, and if eccentric in her manner, and bewildering in the vagaries of her accent, well, most Irish people, the highest in rank not excepted, were the same. Why, there was Lord So-and-so, who stated at a public meeting that “roight and moight were not always convartible tarms”; and accepted the cheers and laughter which greeted his utterance as evidence that he had said something rather neat.


Miss Blake’s accent was a very different affair indeed from those wrestles with his foe in which her brother-in-law always came off worsted. He endured agonies in trying to call himself Elmsdale, and rarely succeeded in styling his wife anything except Mrs. HE. I am told Miss Blake’s mimicry of this peculiarity was delicious: but I never was privileged to hear her delineation, for, long before the period when this story opens, Mr. Elmsdale had departed to that land where no confusion of tongues can much signify, and where Helmsdale no doubt served his purpose just as well as Miss Blake’s more refined pronunciation of his name.


Further, Miss Helena Elmsdale would not allow a word in depreciation of her father to be uttered when she was near, and as Miss Helena could on occasion develop a very pretty little temper, as well as considerable power of satire, Miss Blake dropped out of the habit of ridiculing Mr. Elmsdale’s sins of omission and commission, and contented herself by generally asserting that, as his manner of living had broken her poor sister ‘s heart, so his manner of dying had broken her – Miss Blake’s – heart.


“It is only for the sake of the orphan child I am able to hold up at all,” she would tell us. “I would not have blamed him so much for leaving us poor, but it was hard and cruel to leave us disgraced into the bargain”; and then Miss Blake would weep, and the wag of the office would take out his handkerchief and ostentatiously wipe his eyes.


She often threatened to complain of that boy – a merry, mischievous young imp – to Mr. Craven; but she never did so. Perhaps because the clerks always gave her rapt attention; and an interested audience was very pleasant to Miss Blake.


Considering the nature of Mr. Elmsdale’s profession, Miss Blake had possibly some reason to complain of the extremely unprofitable manner in which he cut up. He was what the lady described as “a dirty money-lender.”


Heaven only knows how he drifted into his occupation; few men, I imagine, select such a trade, though it is one which seems to exercise an enormous fascination for those who have adopted it.


The only son of a very small builder who managed to leave a few hundred pounds behind him for the benefit of Elmsdale, then clerk in a contractor’s office, he had seen enough of the anxieties connected with his father’s business to wash his hands of bricks and mortar.


Experience, perhaps, had taught him also that people who advanced money to builders made a very nice little income out of the capital so employed; and it is quite possible that some of his father’s acquaintances, always in want of ready cash, as speculative folks usually are, offered such terms for temporary accommodation as tempted him to enter into the business of which Miss Blake spoke so contemptuously.


Be this as it may, one thing is certain – by the time Elmsdale was thirty he had established a very nice little connection amongst needy men: whole streets were mortgaged to him; terraces, nominally the property of some well – to – do builder, were virtually his, since he only waited the well-to-do builder’s inevitable bankruptcy to enter into possession. He was not a sixty per cent, man, always requiring some very much better security than “a name” before parting with his money; but still even twenty per cent, usually means ruin, and, as a matter of course, most of Mr. Elmsdale’s clients reached that pleasant goal.


They could have managed to do so, no doubt, had Mr. Elmsdale never existed; but as he was in existence, he served the purpose for which it seemed his mother had borne him; and sooner or later – as a rule, sooner than later – assumed the shape of Nemesis to most of those who “did business” with him.


There were exceptions, of course. Some men, by the help of exceptional good fortune, roguery, or genius, managed to get out of Mr. Elmsdale’s hands by other paths than those leading through Basinghall or Portugal Streets; but they merely proved the rule.


Notably amongst these fortunate persons may be mentioned a Mr. Harrison and a Mr. Harringford – ’Arrison and ’Arringford, as Mr. Elmsdale called them, when he did not refer to them as the two Haitches.


Of these, the first-named, after a few transactions, shook the dust of Mr. Elmsdale’s office off his shoes, sent him the money he owed by his lawyer, and ever after referred to Mr. Elmsdale as “that thief” “that scoundrel,” that “swindling old vagabond,” and so forth; but, then, hard words break no bones, and Mr. Harrison was not very well thought of himself.


His remarks, therefore, did Mr. Elmsdale very little harm – a moneylender is not usually spoken of in much pleasanter terms by those who once have been thankful enough for his cheque; and the world in general does not attach a vast amount of importance to the opinions of a former borrower. Mr. Harrison did not, therefore, hurt or benefit his quondam friend to any appreciable extent; but with Mr. Harringford the case was different.


He and Elmsdale had been doing business together for years, “everything he possessed in the world,” he stated to an admiring coroner’s jury summoned to sit on Mr. Elmsdale’s body and inquire into the cause of that gentleman’s death – “everything he possessed in the world, he owed to the deceased. Some people spoke hardly of him, but his experience of Mr. Elmsdale enabled him to say that a kinder-hearted, juster, honester, or better-principled man never existed. He charged high interest, certainly, and he expected to be paid his rate; but, then, there was no deception about the matter: if it was worth a borrower’s while to take money at twenty per cent., why, there was an end of the matter. Business men are not children,” remarked Mr. Harringford, “and ought not to borrow money at twenty per cent, unless they can make thirty per cent out of it.” Personally, he had never paid Mr. Elmsdale more than twelve and a half or fifteen per cent.; but, then, their transactions were on a large scale. Only the day before Mr. Elmsdale’s death – he hesitated a little over that word, and became, as the reporters said, “affected” – he had paid him twenty thousand pounds. The deceased told him he had urgent need of the money, and at considerable inconvenience he raised the amount. If the question were pressed as to whether he guessed for what purpose that sum was so urgently needed, he would answer it, of course; but he suggested that it should not be pressed, as likely to give pain to those who were already in terrible affliction.


 Hearing which, the jury pricked up their ears, and the coroner’s curiosity became so intense that he experienced some difficulty in saying, calmly, that, “as the object of his sitting there was to elicit the truth, however much he should regret causing distress to anyone, he must request that Mr. Harringford, whose scruples did him honour, would keep back no fact tending to throw light upon so sad an affair.”


Having no alternative after this but to unburden himself of his secret, Mr. Harringford stated that he feared the deceased had been a heavy loser at Ascot. Mr. Harringford, having gone to that place with some friends, met Mr. Elmsdale on the race-course. Expressing astonishment at meeting him there, Mr. Elmsdale stated he had run down to look after a client of his who he feared was going wrong. He said he did not much care to do business with a betting man. In the course of subsequent conversation, however, he told the witness he had some money on the favourite.


As frequently proves the case, the favourite failed to come in first: that was all Mr. Harringford knew about the matter. Mr. Elmsdale never mentioned how much he had lost – in fact, he never referred again, except in general terms, to their meeting. He stated, however, that he must have money, and that immediately; if not the whole amount, half, at all events. The witness found, however, he could more easily raise the larger than the smaller sum. There had been a little unpleasantness between him and Mr. Elmsdale with reference to the demand for money made so suddenly and so peremptorily, and he bitterly regretted having even for a moment forgotten what was due to so kind a friend.


He knew of no reason in the world why Mr. Elmsdale should have committed suicide. He was, in business, eminently a cautious man, and Mr. Harringford had always supposed him to be wealthy; in fact, he believed him to be a man of large property. Since the death of his wife, he had, however, noticed a change in him; but still it never crossed the witness’s mind that his brain was in any way affected.


Miss Blake, who had to this point postponed giving her evidence, on account of the “way she was upset,” was now able to tell a sympathetic jury and a polite coroner all she knew of the matter.


“Indeed,” she began, “Robert Elmsdale had never been the same man since her poor sister’s death; he mooned about, and would sit for half an hour at a time, doing nothing but looking at a faded bit of the dining-room carpet.”


He took no interest in anything; if he was asked any questions about the garden, he would say, “What does it matter? she cannot see it now.”


“Indeed, my lord,” said Miss Blake, in her agitation probably confounding the coroner with the chief justice, “it was just pitiful to see the creature; I am sure his ways got to be heart-breaking.”


“After my sister’s death,” Miss Blake resumed, after a pause, devoted by herself, the jury, and the coroner to sentiment, “Robert Elmsdale gave up his office in London, and brought his business home. I do not know why he did this. He would not, had she been living, because he always kept his trade well out of her sight, poor man. Being what she was, she could not endure the name of it, naturally. It was not my place to say he shouldn’t do what he liked in his own house, and I thought the excitement of building a new room, and quarrelling with the builder, and swearing at the men, was good for him. He made a fireproof place for his papers, and he fitted up the office like a library, and bought a beautiful large table, covered with leather; and nobody to have gone in would have thought the room was used for business. He had a Turkey carpet on the floor, and chairs that slipped about on castors; and he planned a covered way out into the road, with a separate entrance for itself, so that none of us ever knew who went out or who came in. He kept his affairs secret as the grave.”


“No,” in answer to the coroner, who began to think Miss Blake’s narrative would never come to an end. “I heard no shot: none of us did: we all slept away from that part of the house; but I was restless that night, and could not sleep, and I got up and looked out at the river, and saw a flare of light on it. I thought it odd he was not gone to bed, but took little notice of the matter for a couple of hours more, when it was just getting grey in the morning, and I looked out again, and still seeing the light, slipped on a dressing-wrapper and my slippers, and ran downstairs to tell him he would ruin his health if he did not go to his bed.


“When I opened the door I could see nothing; the table stood between me and him; but the gas was flaring away, and as I went round to put it out, I came across him lying on the floor. It never occurred to me he was dead; I thought he was in a fit, and knelt down to unloose his cravat, then I found he had gone.


“The pistol lay on the carpet beside him – and that,” finished Miss Blake, “is all I have to tell.”


When asked if she had ever known of his losing money by betting, she answered it was not likely he would tell her anything of that kind.


“He always kept his business to himself,” she affirmed, “as is the way of most men.”


In answer to other questions, she stated she never heard of any losses in business; there was plenty of money always to be had for the asking. He was liberal enough, though perhaps not so liberal latterly, as before his wife’s death; she didn’t know anything of the state of his affairs. “Likely, Mr. Craven could tell them all about that.”


Mr. Craven, however, proved unable to do so. To the best of his belief, Mr. Elmsdale was in very easy circumstances. He had transacted a large amount of business for him, but never any involving pecuniary loss or anxiety; he should have thought him the last man in the world to run into such folly as betting; he had no doubt Mrs. Elmsdale’s death had affected him disastrously. He said more than once to witness, if it were not for the sake of his child, he should not care if he died that night.


All of which, justifying the jury in returning a verdict of “suicide while of unsound mind,” they expressed their unanimous opinion to that effect – thus “saving the family the condemnation of felo de se (“the criminal act of suicide”),” remarked Miss Blake.


The dead man was buried, the church service read over his remains, the household was put into mourning, the blinds were drawn up, the windows flung open, and the business of life taken up once more by the survivors.





 



•   III   •

Our Last Tenant






It is quite competent for a person so to manage his affairs, that, whilst understanding all about them himself, another finds it next to impossible to make head or tail of his position.


Mr. Craven found that Mr. Elmsdale had effected this feat; entries there were in his books, intelligible enough, perhaps, to the man who made them, but as so much Hebrew to a stranger.


He had never kept a business banking account; he had no regular journal or ledger; he seemed to have depended on memoranda, and vague and uncertain writings in his diary, both for memory and accuracy; and as most of his business had been conducted viva voce, there were few letters to assist in throwing the slightest light on his transactions.


Even from the receipts, however, one thing was clear, viz., that he had, since his marriage, spent a very large sum of money; spent it lavishly, not to say foolishly. Indeed, the more closely Mr. Craven looked into affairs, the more satisfied he felt that Mr. Elmsdale had committed suicide simply because he was well-nigh ruined.


Mortgage-deeds Mr. Craven himself had drawn up, were nowhere to be found; neither could one sovereign of the money Mr. Harringford paid be discovered.


Miss Blake said she believed “that Harringford had never paid at all”; but this was clearly proved to be an error of judgment on the part of that impulsive lady. Not merely did Harringford hold the receipt for the money and the mortgage-deeds cancelled, but the cheque he had given to the mortgagee bore the endorsement – “Robert Elmsdale”; while the clerk who cashed it stated that Mr. Elmsdale presented the order in person, and that to him he handed the notes.


Whatever he had done with the money, no notes were to be found; a diligent search of the strong room produced nothing more important than the discovery of a cash-box containing three hundred pounds; the title-deeds of River Hall – such being the modest name by which Mr. Elmsdale had elected to have his residence distinguished; the leases relating to some small cottages near Barnes; all the letters his wife had ever written to him; two locks of her hair, one given before marriage, the other cut after her death; a curl severed from the head of my “baby daughter”; quantities of receipts – and nothing more.


“I wonder he can rest in his grave,” said Miss Blake, when at last she began to realize, in a dim sort of way, the position of affairs.


According to the River Hall servants’ version, Mr. Elmsdale did anything rather than rest in his grave. About the time the new mourning had been altered to fit perfectly, a nervous housemaid, who began perhaps to find the house dull, mooted the question as to whether “master walked.”


Within a fortnight it was decided in solemn conclave that master did; and further, that the place was not what it had been; and moreover, that in the future it was likely to be still less like what it had been.


There is a wonderful instinct in the lower classes, which enables them to comprehend, without actual knowledge, when misfortune is coming upon a house: and in this instance that instinct was not at fault.


Long before Mr. Craven had satisfied himself that his client’s estate was a very poor one, the River Hall servants, one after another, had given notice to leave – indeed, to speak more accurately, they did not give notice, for they left; and before they left they took care to baptise the house with such an exceedingly bad name, that neither for love nor money could Miss Blake get a fresh “help” to stay in it for more than twenty-four hours.


First one housemaid was taken with “the shivers”; then the cook had “the trembles”; then the coachman was prepared to take his solemn affidavit, that, one night long after everyone in the house to his knowledge was in bed, he “see from his room above the stables, a light a-shining on the Thames, and the figures of one or more a passing and a re-passing across the blind.” More than this, a new page-boy declared that, on a certain evening, before he had been told there was anything strange about the house, he heard the door of the passage leading from the library into the side-road slam violently, and looking to see who had gone out by that unused entrance, failed to perceive sign of man, woman, or child, by the bright moonlight.


Moved by some feeling which he professed himself unable to “put a name on,” he proceeded to the door in question, and found it barred, chained, and bolted. While he was standing wondering what it meant, he noticed the light as of gas shining from underneath the library door; but when he softly turned the handle and peeped in, the room was dark as the grave, and “like cold water seemed running down his back.”


 Further, he averred, as he stole away into the hall, there was a sound followed him as between a groan and a cry. Hearing which statement, an impressionable charwoman went into hysterics, and had to be recalled to her senses by a dose of gin, suggested and taken strictly as a medicine.


But no supply of spirituous liquors, even had Miss Blake been disposed to distribute anything of the sort, could induce servants after a time to remain in, or charwomen to come to, the house. It had received a bad name, and that goes even further in disfavour of a residence than it does against a man or woman.


Finally, Miss Blake’s establishment was limited to an old creature almost doting and totally deaf, the advantages of whose presence might have been considered problematical; but, then, as Miss Blake remarked, “she was somebody.”


“And now she has taken fright,” proceeded the lady. “How anyone could make her hear their story, the Lord in heaven alone knows; and if there was anything to see, I am sure she is far too blind to see it; but she says she daren’t stay. She does not want to see poor master again till she is dead herself.”


“I have got a tenant for the house the moment you like to say you will leave it,” said Mr. Craven, in reply. “He cares for no ghost that ever was manufactured. He has a wife with a splendid digestion, and several grown-up sons and daughters. They will soon clear out the shadows; and their father is willing to pay two hundred and fifty pounds a year.”


“And you think there is really nothing more of any use amongst the papers?”


“I am afraid not – I am afraid you must face the worst.”


“And my sister’s child left no better off than a street beggar,” suggested Miss Blake.


“Come, come,” remonstrated Mr. Craven; “matters are not so bad as all that comes to. Upon three hundred a year, you can live very comfortable on the Continent; and—”


“We’ll go,” interrupted Miss Blake; “but it is hard lines – not that anything better could have been expected from Robert Elmsdale.”


“Ah! dear Miss Blake, the poor fellow is dead. Remember only his virtues, and let his faults rest.”


“I shan’t have much to burden my memory with, then,” retorted Miss Blake, and departed.


Her next letter to my principal was dated from Rouen; but before that reached Buckingham Street, our troubles had begun.


For some reason best known to himself, Mr. Treseby, the good-natured country squire possessed of a wife with an excellent digestion, at the end of two months handed us half a year’s rent, and requested we should try to let the house for the remainder of his term, he, in case of our failure, continuing amenable for the rent. In the course of the three years we secured eight tenants, and as from each a profit in the way of forfeit accrued, we had not to trouble Mr. Treseby for any more money, and were also enabled to remit some small bonuses – which came to her, Miss Blake assured us, as godsends – to the Continent.


After that the place stood vacant for a time. Various care-takers were eager to obtain the charge of it, but I only remember one who was not eager to leave. That was a night-watchman, who never went home except in the daytime, and then to sleep, and he failed to understand why his wife, who was a pretty, delicate little creature, and the mother of four small children, should quarrel with her bread and butter, and want to leave so fine a place.


He argued the matter with her in so practical a fashion, that the nearest magistrate had to be elected umpire between them. 


The whole story of the place was repeated in court, and the night-watchman’s wife, who sobbed during the entire time she stood in the witness-box, made light of her black eye and numerous bruises, but said, “Not if Tim murdered her, could she stay alone in the house another night.”


To prevent him murdering her, he was sent to gaol for two months, and Mr. Craven allowed her eight shillings a week till Tim was once more a free man, when he absconded, leaving wife and children chargeable to the parish.


“A poor, nervous creature,” said Mr. Craven, who would not believe that where gas was,, any house could be ghost-ridden. “We must really try to let the house in earnest.”


And we did try, and we did let, over, and over, and over again, always with a like result, till at length Mr. Craven said to me: “Do you know, Patterson, I really am growing very uneasy about that house on the Thames. I am afraid some evil-disposed person is trying to keep it vacant.”


“It certainly is very strange,” was the only remark I felt capable of making.


We had joked so much about the house amongst ourselves, and ridiculed Miss Blake and her troubles to such an extent, that the matter bore no serious aspect for any of us juniors.


“If we are not soon able to let it,” went on Mr. Craven, “I shall advise Miss Blake to auction off the furniture and sell the place. We must not always have an uninhabited house haunting our offices, Patterson.”


I shook my head in grave assent, but all the time I was thinking the day when that house ceased to haunt our offices, would be a very dreary one for the wags amongst our clerks.


“Yes, I certainly shall advise Miss Blake to sell,” repeated Mr. Craven, slowly.


Although a hard-working man, he was eminently slow in his ideas and actions.


There was nothing express about our dear governor; upon no special mental train did he go careering through life. Eminently he preferred the parliamentary pace: and I am bound to say the life-journey so performed was beautiful exceedingly, with waits not devoid of interest at little stations utterly outside his profession, with kindly talk to little children, and timid women, and feeble men; with a pleasant smile for most with whom he came in contact, and time for words of kindly advice which did not fall perpetually on stony ground, but which sometimes grew to maturity, and produced rich grain of which himself beheld the garnering.


Nevertheless, to my younger and quicker nature, he did seem often very tardy.


“Why not advise her now?” I asked.


“Ah! my boy,” he answered, “life is very short, yet it is long enough to have no need in it for hurry.”


The same day, Colonel Morris appeared in our office. Within a fortnight, that gallant officer was our tenant; within a month, Mrs. Morris, an exceedingly fine lady, with grown-up children, with very young children also, with ayahs, with native servants, with English servants, with a list of acquaintances such as one may read of in the papers the day after a queen’s drawing-room, took possession of the Uninhabited House, and, for about three months, peace reigned in our dominions.


Buckingham Street, as represented by us, stank in the nostrils of no human being.


So far we were innocent of offence, we were simply ordinary solicitors and clerks, doing as fully and truly as we knew how, an extremely good business at rates which yielded a very fair return to our principal.


The Colonel was delighted with the place, he kindly called to say; so was Mrs. Morris; so were the grown-up sons and daughters of Colonel and Mrs. Morris; and so, it is to be presumed, were the infant branches of the family.


 The native servants liked the place because Mr. Elmsdale, in view of his wife’s delicate health, had made the house “like an oven,” to quote Miss Blake. “It was bad for her, I know,” proceeded that lady, “but she would have her own way, poor soul, and he – well, he’d have had the top brick of the chimney of a ten-story house off, if she had taken a fancy for that article.”


Those stoves and pipes were a great bait to Colonel Morris, as well as a source of physical enjoyment to his servants.


He, too, had married a woman who was not always easy to please; but River Hall did please her, as was natural, with its luxuries of heat, ease, convenience, large rooms opening one out of another, wide verandahs overlooking the Thames, staircases easy of ascent; baths, hot, cold, and shower; a sweet, pretty garden, conservatory with a door leading into it from the spacious hall, all exceedingly cheap at two hundred pounds a year.


Accordingly, at first, the Colonel was delighted with the place, and not the less so because Mrs. Morris was delighted with it, and because it was also so far from town, that he had a remarkably good excuse for frequently visiting his club.


Before the new-corners, local tradesmen bowed down and did worship. Visitors came and visitors went, carriages appeared in shoals, and double-knocks were plentiful as blackberries. A fresh leaf had evidently been turned over at River Hall, and the place meant to give no more trouble forever to Miss Blake, or Mr. Craven, or anybody. So, as I have said, three months passed. We had got well into the dog-days by that time; there was very little to do in the office. Mr. Craven had left for his annual holiday, which he always took in the company of his wife and daughters – a correct, but possibly a depressing, way of spending a vacation which must have been intended to furnish some social variety in a man’s life; and we were all very idle, and all very much inclined to grumble at the heat, and length, and general slowness of the days, when one morning, as I was going out in order to send a parcel off to Mrs. Craven, who should I meet coming panting up the stairs but Miss Blake!


“Is that you, Patterson?” she gasped. I assured her it was I in the flesh, and intimated my astonishment at seeing her in hers.


“Why, I thought you were in France, Miss Blake,” I suggested.


“That’s where I have just come from,” she said. “Is Mr. Craven in?”


I told her he was out of town.


“Aye – that’s where everybody can be but me,” she remarked, plaintively. “They can go out and stay out, while I am at the beck and call of all the scum of the earth. Well, well, I suppose there will be quiet for me sometime, if only in my coffin.”


As I failed to see that any consolatory answer was possible, I made no reply. I only asked:


“Won’t you walk into Mr. Craven’s office, Miss Blake?”


“Now, I wonder,” she said, “what good you think walking into his office will do me!”


Nevertheless, she accepted the invitation. I have, in the course of years, seen many persons suffering from heat, but I never did see any human being in such a state as Miss Blake was that day.


Her face was a pure, rich red, from temple to chin; it resembled nothing so much as a brick which had been out for a long time, first in the sun and the wind, and then in a succession of heavy showers of rain. She looked weather-beaten, and sun-burnt, and sprayed with salt-water, all at once. Her eyes were a lighter blue than I previously thought eyes could be. Her cheek-bones stood out more prominently than I had thought cheek-bones capable of doing. Her mouth – not quite a bad one, by the way – opened wider than any within my experience; and her teeth, white and exposed, were suggestive of a set of tombstones planted outside a stonemason’s shop, or an upper and lower set exhibited at the entrance to a dentist’s operating-room. Poor dear Miss Blake, she and those pronounced teeth parted company long ago, and a much more becoming set – which she got exceedingly cheap, by agreeing with the maker to “send the whole of the city of London to her, if he liked” – now occupy their place.


But on that especial morning they were very prominent. Everything, in fact, about the lady, or belonging to her, seemed exaggerated, as if the heat of the weather had induced a tropical growth of her mental and bodily peculiarities. Her bonnet was crooked beyond even the ordinary capacity of Miss Blake’s head-gear; the strings were rolled up till they looked like ropes which had been knotted under her chin. A veil, as large, and black as a pirate’s flag, floated down her back; her shawl was at sixes and sevens; one side of her dress had got torn from the bodice, and trailed on the ground leaving a broadly-marked line of dust on the carpet. She looked as if she had no petticoats on; and her boots – those were the days ere side-springs and buttons obtained – were one laced unevenly, and the other tied on with a piece of ribbon.


As for her gloves, they were in the state we always beheld them; if she ever bought a new pair (which I do not believe), she never treated us to a sight of them till they had been long past decent service. They never were buttoned, to begin with; they had a wrinkled and haggard appearance, as if from extreme old age. If their colour had originally been lavender, they were always black with dirt; if black, they were white with wear.


As a bad job, she had, apparently, years before, given up putting a stitch in the ends of the fingers, when a stitch gave way; and the consequence was that we were perfectly familiar with Miss Blake’s nails – and those nails looked as if, at an early period of her life, a hammer had been brought heavily down upon them. Mrs. Elmsdale might well be a beauty, for she had taken not only her own share of the good looks of the family, but her sister’s also.


We used often, at the office, to marvel why Miss Blake ever wore a collar, or a tucker, or a frill, or a pair of cuffs. So far as clean linen was concerned, she would have appeared infinitely brighter and fresher had she and female frippery at once parted company. Her laces were always in tatters, her collars soiled, her cuffs torn, and her frills limp. I wonder what the natives thought of her in France! In London, we decided – and accurately, I believe – that Miss Blake, in the solitude of her own chamber, washed and got-up her cambrics and fine linen – and it was a “get-up” and a “put-on” as well.


Had any other woman, dressed like Miss Blake, come to our office, I fear the clerks would not have been over-civil to her. But Miss Blake was our own, our very own. She had grown to be as our very flesh and blood. We did not love her, but she was associated with us by the closest ties that can subsist between lawyer and client. Had anything happened to Miss Blake, we should, in the event of her death, have gone in a body to her funeral, and felt a want in our lives forever after.


But Miss Blake had not the slightest intention of dying: we were not afraid of that calamity. The only thing we really did dread was that someday she might insist upon laying the blame of River Hall remaining uninhabited on our shoulders, and demand that Mr. Craven should pay her the rent out of his own pocket.


We knew if she took that, or any other pecuniary matter, seriously in hand, she would carry it through; and, between jest and earnest, we were wont to speculate whether, in the end, it might not prove cheaper to our firm if Mr. Craven were to farm that place, and pay Miss Blake’s niece an annuity of say one hundred a year.


 Ultimately we decided that it would, but that such a scheme was impracticable, because Miss Blake would always think we were making a fortune out of River Hall, and give us no peace till she had a share of the profit.


For a time, Miss Blake – after unfastening her bonnet-strings, and taking out her brooch and throwing back her shawl – sat fanning herself with a dilapidated glove, and saying, “Oh dear! oh dear! what is to become of me I cannot imagine.” But, at length, finding I was not to be betrayed into questioning, she observed:


“If William Craven knew the distress I am in, he would not be out of town enjoying himself, I’ll be bound.”


“I am quite certain he would not,” I answered, boldly. “But as he is away, is there nothing we can do for you?”


She shook her head mournfully. “You’re all a parcel of boys and children together,” was her comprehensive answer.


“But there is our manager, Mr. Taylor,” I suggested.


“Him!” she exclaimed. “Now, if you don’t want me to walk out of the office and never set foot in it again, don’t talk to me about Taylor.”


“Has Mr. Taylor offended you?” I ventured to inquire.


“Lads of your age should not ask too many questions,” she replied. “What I have against Taylor is nothing to you; only don’t make me desperate by mentioning his name.”


I hastened to assure her that it should never be uttered by me again in her presence, and there ensued a pause, which she filled by looking round the office and taking a mental inventory of everything it contained.


Eventually, her survey ended in this remark, “And he can go out of town as well, and keep a brougham for his wife, and draw them daughters of his out like figures in a fashion-book, and my poor sister’s child living in a two-pair lodging.”


“I fear, Miss Blake,” I ventured, “that something is the matter at River Hall.”


“You fear, do you, young man?” she returned. “You ought to get a first prize for guessing. As if anything else could ever bring me back to London.”


“Can I be of no service to you in the matter?”


“I don’t think you can, but you may as well see his letter.” And diving into the depths of her pocket, she produced Colonel Morris’ communication, which was very short, but very much to the purpose.



“Not wishing,” he said, “to behave in any unhandsome manner, I send you herewith” (herewith meant the keys of River Hall and his letter) “a cheque for one half-year’s rent. You must know that, had I been aware of the antecedents of the place, I should never have become your tenant; and I must say, considering I have a wife in delicate health, and young children, the deception practised by your lawyers in concealing the fact that no previous occupant has been able to remain in the house, seems most unpardonable. I am a soldier, and, to me, these trade tricks appear dishonourable. Still, as I understand your position is an exceptional one, I am willing to forgive the wrong which has been done, and to pay six months’ rent for a house I shall no longer occupy. In the event of these concessions appearing insufficient, I beg to enclose the names of my solicitors, and have the honour, madam, to remain


“Your most obedient servant,


“Hercules Morris.”




In order to gain time, I read this letter twice over; then, diplomatically, as I thought, I said:


“What are you going to do, Miss Blake?”


“What are you going to do, is much nearer the point, I am thinking!” retorted that lady. “Do you imagine there is so much pleasure or profit in keeping a lawyer, that people want to do lawyer’s work for themselves?”


Which really was hard upon us all, considering that so long as she could do her work for herself, Miss Blake ignored both Mr. Craven and his clerks.


Not a shilling of money would she ever, if she could help it, permit to pass through our hands – not the slightest chance did she ever voluntarily give Mr. Craven of recouping himself those costs or loans in which her acquaintance involved her sister’s former suitor.


Had he felt any inclination – which I am quite certain he never did – to deduct Miss Helena’s indebtedness, as represented by her aunt, out of Miss Helena’s income, he could not have done it. The tenant’s money usually went straight into Miss Blake’s hands.


What she did with it, Heaven only knows. I know she did not buy herself gloves!


Twirling the Colonel’s letter about, I thought the position over.


“What, then,” I asked, “do you wish us to do?”


Habited as I have attempted to describe, Miss Blake sat at one side of a library – table. In, I flatter myself, a decent suit of clothes, washed, brushed, shaved, I sat on the other. To ordinary observers, I know I must have seemed much the best man of the two – yet Miss Blake got the better of me.


She, that dilapidated, red-hot, crumpled-collared, fingerless-gloved woman, looked me over from head to foot, as I conceived, though my boots were hidden away under the table, and I declare – I swear – she put me out of countenance. I felt small under the stare of a person with whom I would not then have walked through Hyde Park in the afternoon for almost any amount of money which could have been offered to me.


“Though you are only a clerk,” she said at length, apparently quite unconscious of the effect she had produced, “you seem a very decent sort of young man. As Mr. Craven is out of the way, suppose you go and see that Morris man, and ask him what he means by his impudent letter.”


I rose to the bait. Being in Mr. Craven’s employment, it is unnecessary to say I, in common with every other person about the place, thought I could manage his business for him very much better than he could manage it for himself; and it had always been my own personal conviction that if the letting of the Uninhabited House were entrusted to me, the place would not stand long empty.


Miss Blake’s proposition was, therefore, most agreeable; but still, I did not at once swallow her hook. Mr. Craven, I felt, might scarcely approve of my taking it upon myself to call upon Colonel Morris while Mr. Taylor was able and willing to venture upon such a step, and I therefore suggested to our client the advisability of first asking Mr. Craven’s opinion about the affair.


“And keep me in suspense while you are writing and answering and running up a bill as long as Midsummer Day,” she retorted. “No, thank you. If you don’t think my business worth your attention, I’ll go to somebody that may be glad of it.” And she began tying her strings and feeling after her shawl in a manner which looked very much indeed like carrying out her threat.


At that moment I made up my mind to consult Taylor as to what ought to be done. So I appeased Miss Blake by assuring her, in a diplomatic manner, that Colonel Morris should be visited, and promising to communicate the result of the interview by letter.


 “That you won’t,” she answered. “I’ll be here tomorrow to know what he has to say for himself. He is just tired of the house, like the rest of them, and wants to be rid of his bargain.”


“I am not quite sure of that,” I said, remembering my principal’s suggestion. “It is strange, if there really is nothing objectionable about the house, that no one can be found to stay in it. Mr. Craven has hinted that he fancies some evil-disposed person must be playing tricks, in order to frighten tenants away.”


“It is likely enough,” she agreed. “Robert Elmsdale had plenty of enemies and few friends; but that is no reason why we should starve, is it?”


I failed to see the logical sequence of Miss Blake’s remark, nevertheless I did not dare to tell her so; and agreed it was no reason why she and her niece should be driven into that workhouse which she frequently declared they “must come to.”


“Remember,” were her parting words, “I shall be here tomorrow morning early, and expect you to have good news for me.”


Inwardly resolving not to be in the way, I said I hoped there would be good news for her, and went in search of Taylor.


“Miss Blake has been here,” I began. “THE HOUSE is empty again. Colonel Morris has sent her half a year’s rent, the keys, and the address of his solicitors. He says we have acted disgracefully in the matter, and she wants me to go and see him, and declares she will be back here first thing tomorrow morning to know what he has to say for himself. What ought I to do?”


Before Mr. Taylor answered my question, he delivered himself of a comprehensive anathema which included Miss Blake, River Hall, the late owner, and ourselves. He further wished he might be essentially etceteraed if he believed there was another solicitor, besides Mr. Craven, in London who would allow such a hag to haunt his offices.


“Talk about River Hall being haunted,” he finished; “it is we who are witch-ridden, I call it, by that old Irishwoman. She ought to be burnt at Smithfield. I’d be at the expense of the faggots!”


“What have you and Miss Blake quarrelled about?” I inquired. “You say she is a witch, and she has made me take a solemn oath never to mention your name again in her presence.”


“I’d keep her presence out of these offices, if I was Mr. Craven,” he answered. “She has cost us more than the whole freehold of River Hall is worth.”


Something in his manner, more than in his words, made me comprehend that Miss Blake had borrowed money from him, and not repaid it, so I did not press for further explanation, but only asked him once again what I ought to do about calling upon Colonel Morris.


“Call, and be hanged, if you like!” was the reply; and as Mr. Taylor was not usually a man given to violent language, I understood that Miss Blake’s name acted upon his temper with the same magical effect as a red rag does upon that of a turkey-cock.




 



•   IX   •

Myself and Miss Blake







Colonel Morris, after leaving River Hall, had migrated temporarily to a fashionable West End hotel, and was, when I called to see him, partaking of tiffin in the bosom of his family, instead of at his club.


As it was notorious that he and Mrs. Morris failed to lead the most harmonious of lives, I did not feel surprised to find him in an extremely bad temper.


In person, short, dapper, wiry, thin, and precise, his manner matched his appearance. He had martinet written on every square foot of his figure. His moustache was fiercely waxed, his shirt-collar inflexible, his backbone stiff, while his shoulder-blades met flat and even behind. He held his chin a little up in the air, and his walk was less a march than a strut.


He came into the room where I had been waiting for him, as I fancied he might have come on a wet, cold morning to meet an awkward-squad. He held the card I sent for his inspection in his hand, and referred to it, after he had looked me over with a supercilious glance.


“Mr. Patterson, from Messrs. Craven and Son,” he read slowly out loud, and then added:


“May I inquire what Mr. Patterson from Messrs. Craven and Son wants with me?”


“I come from Miss Blake, sir,” I remarked.


“It is here written that you come from Messrs. Craven and Son,” he said.


“So I do, sir – upon Miss Blake’s business. She is a client of ours, as you may remember.”


“I do remember. Go on.”


He would not sit down himself or ask me to be seated, so we stood throughout the interview. I with my hat in my hand, he twirling his moustache or scrutinising his nails while he talked.


“Miss Blake has received a letter from you, sir, and has requested me to ask you for an explanation of it.”


“I have no further explanation to give,” he replied.


“But as you took the house for two years, we cannot advise Miss Blake to allow you to relinquish possession in consideration of your having paid her six months’ rent.”


“Very well. Then you can advise her to fight the matter, as I suppose you will. I am prepared to fight it.”


“We never like fighting, if a matter can be arranged amicably,” I answered. “Mr. Craven is at present out of town; but I know I am only speaking his words, when I say we shall be glad to advise Miss Blake to accept any reasonable proposition which you may feel inclined to make.”


“I have sent her half a year’s rent,” was his reply; “and I have refrained from prosecuting you all for conspiracy, as I am told I might have done. Lawyers, I am aware, admit they have no consciences, and I can make some allowance for a person in Miss Blake’s position, otherwise—”


“Yes, sir?” I said, interrogatively.


“I should never have paid one penny. It has, I find, been a well-known fact to Mr. Craven, as well as to Miss Blake, that no tenant can remain in River Hall. When my wife was first taken ill there – in consequence of the frightful shock she received – I sent for the nearest medical man, and he refused to come; absolutely sent me a note, saying, ‘he was very sorry, but he must decline to attend Mrs. Morris. Doubtless, she had her own physician, who would be happy to devote himself to the case.”’


“And what did you do?” I asked, my pulses tingling with awakened curiosity.


“Do!” he repeated, pleased, perhaps, to find so appreciative a listener. “I sent, of course, for the best advice to be had in London, and I went to the local doctor – a man who keeps a surgery and dispenses medicines – myself, to ask what he meant by returning such an insolent message in answer to my summons. And what do you suppose he said by way of apology?”


“I cannot imagine,” I replied.


“He said he would not for ten times over the value of all the River Hall patients, attend a case in the house again. ‘No person can live in it,’ he went on, ‘and keep his, her, or its health. Whether it is the river, or the drains, or the late owner, or the devil, I have not an idea. I can only tell you no one has been able to remain in it since Mr. Elmsdale’s death, and if I attend a case there, of course I say, Get out of this at once. Then comes Miss Blake and threatens me with assault and battery – swears she will bring an action against me for libelling the place; declares I wish to drive her and her niece to the workhouse, and asserts I am in league with someone who wants to keep the house vacant, and I am sick of it. Get what doctor you choose, but don’t send for me.”’


“Well, sir?” I suggested.


“Well! I don’t consider it well at all. Here am I, a man returning to his native country – and a beastly country it is! – after nearly thirty years absence, and the first transaction upon which I engage proves a swindle. Yes, a swindle, Mr. Patterson. I went to you in all good faith, took that house at your own rent, thought I had got a desirable home, and believed I was dealing with respectable people, and now I find I was utterly deceived, both as regards the place and your probity. You knew the house was uninhabitable, and yet you let it to me.”


“I give you my word,” I said, “that we really do not know yet in what way the house is uninhabitable. It is a good house, as you know; it is well furnished; the drainage is perfect; so far as we are concerned, we do not believe a fault can be found with the place. Still, it has been a fact that tenants will not stay in it, and we were therefore glad to let it to a gentleman like yourself, who would, we expected, prove above subscribing to that which can only be a vulgar prejudice.”


“What is a vulgar prejudice?” he asked.


“The idea that River Hall is haunted,” I replied.


“River Hall is haunted, young man,” he said, solemnly.


“By what?” I asked.


“By someone who cannot rest in his grave,” was the answer.


“Colonel Morris,” I said, “someone must be playing tricks in the house.”


“If so, that someone does not belong to this world,” he remarked.


“Do you mean really and seriously to tell me you believe in ghosts?” I asked, perhaps a little scornfully.


“I do, and if you had lived in River Hall, you would believe in them too,” he replied. “I will tell you,” he went on, “what I saw in the house myself. You know the library?”


I nodded in assent. We did know the library. There our trouble seemed to have taken up its abode.


“Are you aware lights have frequently been reflected from that room, when no light has actually been in it?”


I could only admit this had occasionally proved a ground of what we considered unreasonable complaint.


“One evening,” went on the Colonel, “I determined to test the matter for myself. Long before dusk I entered the room and examined it thoroughly – saw to the fastenings of the windows, drew up the blinds, locked the door, and put the key in my pocket. After dinner I took a cigar and walked up and down the grass path beside the river, until dark. There was no light – not a sign of light of any kind, as I turned once more and walked up the path again; but as I was retracing my steps I saw that the room was brilliantly illuminated. I rushed to the nearest window and looked in. The gas was all ablaze, the door of the strong room open, the table strewed with papers, while in an office-chair drawn close up to the largest drawer, a man was seated counting over bank-notes. He had a pile of them before him, and I distinctly saw that he wetted his fingers in order to separate them.”


“Most extraordinary!” I exclaimed. I could not decently have said anything less; but I confess that I had in my recollection the fact of Colonel Morris having dined.


 “The most extraordinary part of the story is still to come,” he remarked. “I hurried at once into the house, unlocked the door, found the library in pitch darkness, and when I lit the gas the strong room was closed; there was no office-chair in the room, no papers were on the table – everything, in fact, was precisely in the same condition as I had left it a few hours before. Now, no person in the flesh could have performed such a feat as that.”


“I cannot agree with you there,” I ventured. “It seems to me less difficult to believe the whole thing a trick, than to attribute the occurrence to supernatural agency. In fact, while I do not say it is impossible for ghosts to be, I cannot accept the fact of their existence.”


“Well, I can, then,” retorted the Colonel. “Why, sir, once at the Cape of Good Hope—” but there he paused. Apparently he recollected Just in time that the Cape of Good Hope was a long way from River Hall.


“And Mrs. Morris,” I suggested, leading him back to the banks of the Thames. “You mentioned some shock—”


“Yes,” he said, frankly. “She met the same person on the staircase I saw in the library. He carried in one hand a lighted candle, and in the other a bundle of bank-notes. He never looked at her as he passed – never turned his head to the spot where she stood gazing after him in a perfect access of terror, but walked quietly downstairs, crossed the hall, and went straight into the library without opening the door. She fainted dead away, and has never known an hour’s good health since.”


“According to all accounts, she had not before, or good temper either,” I thought; but I only said, “You had told Mrs. Morris, I presume, of your adventure in the library?”


“No,” he answered; “I had not; I did not mention it to anyone except a brother officer, who dined with me the next evening.”


“Your conversation with him might have been overheard, I suppose,” I urged.


“It is possible, but scarcely probable,” he replied. “At all events, I am quite certain it never reached my wife’s ears, or she would not have stayed another night in the house.”


I stood for a few moments irresolute, but then I spoke. I told him how much we – meaning Messrs. Craven and Son – his manager and his cashier, and his clerks, regretted the inconvenience to which he had been put; delicately I touched upon the concern we felt at hearing of Mrs. Morris’ illness. But, I added, I feared his explanation, courteous and ample as it had been, would not satisfy Miss Blake, and trusted he might, upon consideration, feel disposed to compromise the matter. 


“We,” I added, “will be only too happy to recommend our client to accept any reasonable proposal you may think it well to make.”


Whereupon it suddenly dawned upon the Colonel that he had been showing me all his hand, and forthwith he adopted a very natural course. He ordered me to leave the room and the hotel, and not to show my face before him again at my peril. And I obeyed his instructions to the letter.


On the same evening of that day I took a long walk round by the Uninhabited House.


There it was, just as I had seen it last, with high brick walls dividing it from the road; with its belt of forest-trees separating it from the next residence, with its long frontage to the river, with its closed gates and shuttered postern door.


The entrance to it was not from the main highway, but from a lane which led right down to the Thames; and I went to the very bottom of that lane and swung myself by means of a post right over the river, so that I might get a view of the windows of the room with which so ghostly a character was associated. The blinds were all down and the whole place looked innocent enough.


 The strong, sweet, subtle smell of mignonette came wafted to my senses, the odours of jessamine, roses, and myrtle floated to me on the evening breeze. I could just catch a glimpse of the flower-gardens, radiant with colour, full of leaf and bloom.


“No haunted look there,” I thought. “The house is right enough, but someone must have determined to keep it empty.” And then I swung myself back into the lane again, and the shadow of the high brick wall projected itself across my mind as it did across my body.


“Is this place to let again, do you know?” said a voice in my ear, as I stood looking at the private door which gave a separate entrance to that evil-reputed library.


The question was a natural one, and the voice not unpleasant, yet I started, having noticed no one near me.


“I beg your pardon,” said the owner of the voice. “Nervous, I fear!”


“No, not at all, only my thoughts were wandering. I beg your pardon – I do not know whether the place is to let or not.”


“A good house?” This might have been interrogative, or uttered as an assertion, but I took it as the former, and answered accordingly.


“Yes, a good house – a very good house, indeed,” I said.


“It is often vacant, though,” he said, with a light laugh.


“Through no fault of the house,” I added.


“Oh! it is the fault of the tenants, is it?” he remarked, laughing once more. “The owners, I should think, must be rather tired of their property by this time.”


“I do not know that,” I replied. “They live in hope of finding a good and sensible tenant willing to take it.”


“And equally willing to keep it, eh?” he remarked. “Well, I, perhaps, am not much of a judge in the matter, but I should say they will have to wait a long time first.”


“You know something about the house?” I said, interrogatively.


“Yes,” he answered, “most people about here do, I fancy – but least said soonest mended”; and as by this time we had reached the top of the lane, he bade me a civil good-evening, and struck off in a westerly direction.


Though the light of the setting sun shone full in my face, and I had to shade my eyes in order to enable me to see at all, moved by some feeling impossible to analyse, I stood watching that retreating figure. Afterwards I could have sworn to the man among ten thousand.


A man of about fifty, well and plainly dressed, who did not appear to be in ill-health, yet whose complexion had a blanched look, like forced sea-kale; a man of under, rather than over middle height, not of slight make, but lean as if the flesh had been all worn off his bones; a man with sad, anxious, outlooking, abstracted eyes, with a nose slightly hooked, without a trace of whisker, with hair thin and straight and flaked with white, active and lithe in his movements, a swift walker, though he had a slight halt. While looking at him thrown up in relief against the glowing western sky, I noticed, what had previously escaped my attention, that he was a little deformed. His right shoulder was rather higher than the other. A man with a story in his memory, I imagined; a man who had been jilted by the girl he loved, or who had lost her by death, or whose wife had proved faithless; whose life, at all events, had been marred by a great trouble. So, in my folly, I decided; for I was young then, and romantic, and had experienced some sorrow myself connected with pecuniary matters.


For the latter reason, it never perhaps occurred to me to associate the trouble of my new acquaintance, if he could be so called, with money annoyances. I knew, or thought I knew, at all events, the expression loss of fortune stamps on a man’s face; and the look which haunted me for days after had nothing in it of discontent, or self-assertion, or struggling gentility, or vehement protest against the decrees of fortune. Still less was it submissive. As I have said, it haunted me for days, then the memory grew less vivid, then I forgot the man altogether. Indeed, we shortly became so absorbed in the fight between Miss Blake and Colonel Morris, that we had little time to devote to the consideration of other matters.


True to her promise, Miss Blake appeared next morning in Bucking-ham Street. Without bestowing upon me even the courtesy of “good morning,” she plunged into the subject next her heart.


“Did you see him?” she asked.


I told her I had. I repeated much of what he said; I assured her he was determined to fight the matter, and that although I did really not think any jury would give a verdict in his favour, still I believed, if the matter came into court, it would prevent our ever letting the house again.


“I should strongly recommend you, Miss Blake,” I finished, “to keep what he offers, and let us try and find another tenant.”


“And who asked you to recommend anything, you fast young man?” she demanded. “I am sure I did not, and I am very sure Mr. Craven would not be best pleased to know his clerks were setting themselves up higher than their master. You would never find William Craven giving himself airs such as you young whipper-snappers think make you seem of some consequence. I just tell him what I want done, and he does it, and you will please to do the same, and serve a writ on that villain without an hour’s delay.”


I asked on what grounds we were to serve the writ. I pointed out that Colonel Morris did not owe her a penny, and would not owe her a penny for some months to come; and in reply she said she would merely inquire if I meant that she and her poor niece were to go to the workhouse.


To this I answered that the amount already remitted by Colonel Morris would prevent such a calamity, but she stopped my attempt at consolation by telling me not to talk about things I did not understand.


“Give me William Craven’s address,” she added, “and I will write to him direct. I wonder what he means by leaving a parcel of ignorant boys to attend to his clients while he is away enjoying himself! Give me his address, and some paper and an envelope, and I can write my letter here.”


I handed her the paper and the envelope, and placed pen and ink conveniently before her, but I declined to give her Mr. Craven’s address. We would forward the letter, I said; but when Mr. Craven went away for his holiday, he was naturally anxious to leave business behind as much as possible.


Then Miss Blake took steady aim, and fired at me. Broadside after broadside did she pour into my unprotected ears; she opened the vials of her wrath and overwhelmed me with reproaches; she raked up all the grievances she had for years been cherishing against England, and by some sort of verbal legerdemain made me responsible for every evil she could recollect as ever having happened to her. Her sister’s marriage, her death, Mr. Elmsdale’s suicide, the unsatisfactory state of his affairs, the prejudice against River Hall, the defection of Colonel Morris – all these things she laid at my door, and insisted on making me responsible for them.


“And now,” she finished, pushing back her bonnet and pulling off her gloves, “I’ll just write my opinion of you to Mr. Craven, and I’ll wait till you direct the envelope, and I’ll go with you to the post, and I’ll see you put the letter in the box. If you and your fine Colonel Morris think you can frighten or flatter me, you are both much mistaken, I can tell you that!”


I did not answer her. I was too greatly affronted to express what I felt in words. I sat on the other side of the table – for I would not leave her alone in Mr. Craven’s office – sulking, while she wrote her letter, which she did in a great, fat, splashing sort of hand, with every other word underlined; and when she had done, and tossed the missive over to me, I directed it, took my hat, and prepared to accompany her to the Charing Cross office.


We went down the staircase together in silence, up Buckingham Street, across the Strand, and so to Charing Cross, where she saw me drop the letter into the box. All this time we did not exchange a syllable, but when, after raising my hat, I was about to turn away, she seized hold of my arm, and said, “Don’t let us part in bad blood. Though you are only a clerk, you have got your feelings, no doubt, and if in my temper I hurt them, I am sorry. Can I say more? You are a decent lad enough, as times go in England, and my bark is worse than my bite. I didn’t write a word about you to William Craven. Shake hands, and don’t bear malice to a poor lonely woman.”


Thus exhorted, I took her hand and shook it, and then, in token of entire amity, she told me she had forgotten to bring her purse with her and could I let her have a sovereign. She would pay me, she declared solemnly, the first day she came again to the office.


This of course I did not believe in the least, nevertheless I gave her what she required – and Heaven knows, sovereigns were scarce enough with me then – thankfully, and felt sincerely obliged to her for making herself my debtor. Miss Blake did sometimes ruffle one’s feathers most confoundedly, and yet I knew it would have grieved me had we parted in enmity.


Sometimes, now, when I look upon her quiet and utterly respectable old age – when I contemplate her pathetic grey hair and conventional lace cap – when I view her clothed like other people and in her right mind, I am very glad indeed to remember I had no second thought about that sovereign, but gave it to her – with all the veins of my heart, as she would have emphasised the proceeding.


“Though you have no name to speak of,” observed Miss Blake as she pocketed the coin, “I think there must be some sort of blood in you. I knew Pattersons once who were connected by marriage with a great duke in the west of Ireland. Can you say if by chance you can trace relationship to any of them?”


“I can say most certainly not, Miss Blake,” I replied. “We are Pattersons of nowhere and relations of no one.”


“Well, well,” remarked the lady, pityingly, “you can’t help that, poor lad. And if you attend to your duties, you may yet be a rich City alderman.”


With which comfort she left me, and wended her homeward way through St. Martin’s Lane and the Seven Dials.




 



•   V   •

The Trial







Next day but one Mr. Craven astonished us all by walking into the office about ten o’clock. He looked stout and well, sunburnt to a degree, and all the better physically for his trip to the seaside. We were unfeignedly glad to see him. Given a good employer, and it must be an extremely bad employee who rejoices in his absence. If we were not saints, we were none of us very black sheep, and accordingly, from the porter to the managing clerk, our faces brightened at sight of our principal.


But after the first genial “how are you” and “good morning,” Mr. Craven’s face told tales: he had come back out of sorts. He was vexed about Miss Blake’s letter, and, astonishing to relate, he was angry with me for having called upon Colonel Morris.


 “You take too much upon you, Patterson,” he remarked. “It is a growing habit with you, and you must try to check it.”


I did not answer him by a word; my heart seemed in my mouth; I felt as if I was choking. I only inclined my head in token that I heard and understood, and assented; then, having, fortunately, work to attend to out of doors, I seized an early opportunity of slipping down the staircase and walking off to Chancery Lane. When I returned, after hours, to Buckingham Street, one of the small boys in the outer office told me I was to go to Mr. Craven’s room directly.


“You’ll catch it,” remarked the young fiend. “He has asked for you a dozen times, at least.”


“What can be wrong now?” I thought, as I walked straight along the passage to Mr. Craven’s office.


“Patterson,” he said, as I announced my return.


“Yes, sir?”


“I spoke hastily to you this morning, and I regret having done so.”


“Oh! sir,” I cried. And that was all. We were better friends than ever. Do you wonder that I liked my principal? If so, it is only because I am unable to portray him as he really was. The age of chivalry is past; but still it is no exaggeration to say I would have died cheerfully if my dying could have served Mr. Craven.


Life holds me now by many and many a nearer and dearer tie than was the case in those days so far and far away; nevertheless, I would run any risk, encounter any peril, if by so doing I could serve the man who in my youth treated me with a kindness far beyond my deserts.


He did not, when he came suddenly to town in this manner, stop at his own house, which was, on such occasions, given over to charwomen and tradespeople of all descriptions; but he put up at an old-fashioned family hotel where, on that especial evening, he asked me to dine with him.


Over dessert he opened his mind to me on the subject of the “Uninhabited House.” He said the evil was becoming one of serious magnitude. He declared he could not imagine what the result might prove. “With all the will in the world,” he said, “to assist Miss Blake and that poor child, I cannot undertake to provide for them. Something must be done in the affair, and I am sure I cannot see what that something is to be. Since Mr. Elmsdale bought the place, the neighbourhood has gone down. If we sold the freehold as it stands, I fear we should not get more than a thousand pounds for it, and a thousand pounds would not last Miss Blake three years; as for supposing she could live on the interest, that is out of the question. The ground might be cut up and let for business purposes, of course, but that would be a work of time. I confess, I do not know what to think about the matter or how to act in it.”


“Do you suppose the place really is haunted?” I ventured to inquire. 


“Haunted? – pooh! nonsense,” answered Mr. Craven, pettishly. “Do I suppose this room is haunted; do I believe my offices are haunted? No sane man has faith in any folly of the kind; but the place has got a bad name; I suspect it is unhealthy, and the tenants, when they find that out, seize on the first excuse which offers. It is known we have compromised a good many tenancies, and I am afraid we shall have to fight this case, if only to show we do not intend being patient forever. Besides, we shall exhaust the matter: we shall hear what the ghost-seers have to say for themselves on oath. There is little doubt of our getting a verdict, for the British juryman is, as a rule, not imaginative.”


“I think we shall get a verdict,” I agreed; “but I fancy we shall never get another tenant.”


“There are surely as good fish in the sea as ever came out of it,” he answered, with a smile; “and we shall come across some worthy country squire, possessed of pretty daughters, who will be delighted to find so cheap and sweet a nest for his birds, when they want to be near London.”


 “I wish sir,” I said, “you would see Colonel Morris yourself. I am quite certain that every statement he made to me is true in his belief. I do not say, I believe him; I only say, what he told me justifies the inference that someone is playing a clever game in River Hall,” and then I repeated in detail all the circumstances Colonel Morris had communicated to me, not excepting the wonderful phenomenon witnessed by Mr. Morris, of a man walking through a closed door.


Mr. Craven listened to me in silence, then he said, “I will not see Colonel Morris. What you tell me only confirms my opinion that we must fight this question. If he and his witnesses adhere to the story you repeat, on oath, I shall then have some tangible ground upon which to stand with Miss Blake. If they do not – and, personally, I feel satisfied no one who told such a tale could stand the test of cross-examination – we shall then have defeated the hidden enemy who, as I believe, lurks behind all this. Miss Blake is right in what she said to you: Robert Elmsdale must have had many a good hater. Whether he ever inspired that different sort of dislike which leads a man to carry on a war in secret, and try to injure this opponent’s family after death, I have no means of knowing. But we must test the matter now, Patterson, and I think you had better call upon Colonel Morris and tell him so.”


This service, however, to Mr. Craven’s intense astonishment, I utterly declined.


I told him – respectfully, of course: under no possible conditions of life could I have spoken other than respectfully to a master I loved so well – that if a message were to be delivered viva voce from our office, it could not be so delivered by me.


I mentioned the fact that I felt no desire to be kicked downstairs. I declared that I should consider it an unseemly thing for me to engage in personal conflict with a gentleman of Colonel Morris’s years and social position, and, as a final argument, I stated solemnly that I believed no number of interviews would change the opinions of our late tenant or induce him to alter his determination.


“He says he will fight,” I remarked, as a finish to my speech, “and I am confident he will till he drops.”


“Well, well,” said Mr. Craven, “I suppose he must do so then; but meantime it is all very hard upon me.”


And, indeed, so it proved; what with Miss Blake, who, of course, required frequent advances to sustain her strength during the approaching ordeal; what with policemen, who could not “undertake to be always a – watching River Hall”; what with watchmen, who kept their vigils in the nearest public-house as long as it was open, and then peacefully returned home to sleep; what with possible tenants, who came to us imagining the place was to let, and whom we referred to Colonel Morris, who dismissed them, each and all, with a tale which disenchanted them with the “desirable residence” – it was all exceeding hard upon Mr. Craven and his clerks till the quarter turned when we could take action about the matter.


Before the new year was well commenced, we were in the heat of the battle. We had written to Colonel Morris, applying for one quarter’s rent of River Hall. A disreputable blackguard of a solicitor would have served him with a writ; but we were eminently respectable: not at the bidding of her most gracious Majesty, whose name we invoked on many and many of our papers, would Mr. Craven have dispensed with the preliminary letter; and I feel bound to say I follow in his footsteps in that respect.


To this notice, Colonel Morris replied, referring us to his solicitors.


We wrote to them, eliciting a reply to the effect that they would receive service of a writ. We served that writ, and then, as Colonel Morris intended to fight, instructed counsel.


 Meanwhile the “Uninhabited House,” and the furniture it contained, was, as Mr. Taylor tersely expressed the matter, “Going to the devil.”


We could not help that, however – war was put upon us, and go to war we felt we must.


Which was all extremely hard upon Mr. Craven. To my knowledge, he had already, in three months, advanced thirty pounds to Miss Blake, besides allowing her to get into his debt for counsel’s fees, and costs out of pocket, and cab hire, and Heaven knows what besides – with a problematical result also. Colonel Morris’ solicitors were sparing no expenses to crush us. Clearly they, in a blessed vision, beheld an enormous bill, paid without difficulty or question. Fifty guineas here or there did not signify to their client, whilst to us – well, really, let a lawyer be as kind and disinterested as he will, fifty guineas disbursed upon the suit of an utterly insolvent, or persistently insolvent, client means something eminently disagreeable to him.


Nevertheless, we were all heartily glad to know the day of war was come. Body and soul, we all went in for Miss Blake, and Helena, and the “Uninhabited House.” Even Mr. Taylor relented, and was to be seen rushing about with papers in hand relating to the impending suit of Blake v. Morris.


“She is a blank, blank woman,” he remarked to me; “but still the case is interesting. I don’t think ghosts have ever before come into court in my experience.”


And we were all of the same mind. We girt up our loins for the fight. Each of us, I think, on the strength of her celebrity, lent Miss Blake a few shillings, and one or two of our number franked her to luncheon.


She patronized us all, I know, and said she should like to tell our mothers they had reason to be proud of their sons. And then came a dreadfully solemn morning, when we went to Westminster and championed Miss Blake.


Never in our memory of the lady had she appeared to such advantage as when we met her in Edward the Confessor’s Hall. She looked a little paler than usual, and we felt her general get-up was a credit to our establishment. She wore an immense fur tippet, which, though then of an obsolete fashion, made her look like a three-per-cent. annuitant going to receive her dividends. Her throat was covered with a fine white lawn handkerchief; her dress was mercifully long enough to conceal her boots; her bonnet was perfectly straight, and the strings tied by someone who understood that bows should be pulled out and otherwise fancifully manipulated. As she carried a muff as large as a big drum, she had conceived the happy idea of dispensing altogether with gloves, and I saw that one of the fingers she gave me to shake was adorned with a diamond ring.


“Miss Elmsdale’s,” whispered Taylor to me. “It belonged to her mother.”


Hearing which, I understood Helena had superintended her aunt’s toilet.


“Did you ever see Miss Elmsdale?” I inquired of our manager.


“Not for years,” was the answer. “She bade fair to be pretty.”


“Why does not Miss Blake bring her out with her sometimes?” I asked.


“I believe she is expecting the Queen to give her assent to her marrying the Prince of Wales,” explained Taylor, “and she does not wish her to appear much in public until after the wedding.”


The court was crammed. Somehow it had got into the papers – probably through Colonel Morris’ gossips at the club – that ours was likely to prove a very interesting case, and though the morning was damp and wretched, ladies and gentlemen had turned out into the fog and drizzle, as ladies and gentlemen will when there seems the least chance of a new sensation being provided for them.


Further, there were lots of reporters.


 “It will be in every paper throughout the kingdom,” groaned Taylor. “We had better by far have left the Colonel alone.”


That had always been my opinion, but I only said, “Well, it is of no use looking back now.”


I glanced at Mr. Craven, and saw he was ill at ease. We had considerable faith in ourselves, our case, and our counsel; but, then, we could not be blind to the fact that Colonel Morris’ counsel were men very much better known than our men – that a cloud of witnesses, thirsting to avenge themselves for the rent we had compelled them to pay for an uninhabitable house, were hovering about the court – (had we not seen and recognized them in the Hall?) – that, in fact, there were two very distinct sides to the question, one represented by Colonel Morris and his party, and the other by Miss Blake and ourselves.


Of course our case lay in a nutshell. We had let the place, and Colonel Morris had agreed to take it. Colonel Morris now wanted to be rid of his bargain, and we were determined to keep him to it. Colonel Morris said the house was haunted, and that no one could live in it. We said the house was not haunted, and that anybody could live in it; that River Hall was “in every respect suited for the residence of a family of position” – see advertisements in Times and Morning Post.


Now, if the reader will kindly consider the matter, it must be an extremely difficult thing to prove, in a court of law, that a house, by reason solely of being haunted, is unsuitable for the residence of a gentleman of position.


Smells, bad drainage, impure water, unhealthiness of situation, dampness, the absence of advantages mentioned, the presence of small game – more odious to tenants of furnished houses than ground game to farmers – all these things had, we knew, been made pretexts for repudiation of contracts, and often successfully, but we could find no precedent for ghosts being held as just pleas upon which to relinquish a tenancy; and we made sure of a favourable verdict accordingly.


To this day, I believe that our hopes would have been justified by the result, had some demon of mischief not put it into the head of Taylor – who had the management of the case – that it would be a good thing to get Miss Blake into the witness-box.


“She will amuse the jury,” he said, “and juries have always a kindly feeling for any person who can amuse them.”


Which was all very well, and might be very true in a general way, but Miss Blake proved the exception to his rule.


Of course she amused the jury, in fact, she amused everyone. To get her to give a straightforward answer to any question was simply impossible.


Over and over again the judge explained to her that “yes” or “no” would be amply sufficient; but all in vain. She launched out at large in reply to our counsel, who, nevertheless, when he sat down, had gained his point.


Miss Blake declared upon oath she had never seen anything worse than herself at River Hall, and did not believe anybody else ever had.


She had never been there during Colonel Morris’ tenancy, or she must certainly have seen something worse than a ghost, a man ready and anxious to “rob the orphan,” and she was going to add the “widow” when peals of laughter stopped her utterance. Miss Blake had no faith in ghosts resident at River Hall, and if anybody was playing tricks about the house, she should have thought a “fighting gentleman by profession” capable of getting rid of them.


“Unless he was afraid,” added Miss Blake, with withering irony.


Then up rose the opposition counsel, who approached her in an easy, conversational manner.


“And so you do not believe in ghosts, Miss Blake?” he began.


“Indeed and I don’t,” she answered.


 “But if we have not ghosts, what is to become of the literature of your country?” he inquired.


“I don’t know what you mean, by talking about my country,” said Miss Blake, who was always proclaiming her nationality, and quarrelling with those who discovered it without such proclamation.


“I mean,” he explained, “that all the fanciful legends and beautiful stories for which Ireland is celebrated have their origin in the supernatural. There are, for instance, several old families who have their traditional banshee.”


“For that matter, we have one ourselves,” agreed Miss Blake, with conscious pride.


At this junction our counsel interposed with a suggestion that there was no insinuation about any banshee residing at River Hall.


“No, the question is about a ghost, and I am coming to that. Different countries have different usages. In Ireland, as Miss Blake admits, there exists a very ladylike spirit, who announces the coming death of any member of certain families. In England, we have ghosts, who appear after the death of some members of some families. Now, Miss Blake, I want you to exercise your memory. Do you remember a night in the November after Mr. Elmsdale’s death?”


“I remember many nights in many months that I passed brokenhearted in that house,” she answered, composedly; but she grew very pale; and feeling there was something unexpected behind both question and answer, our counsel looked at us, and we looked back at him, dismayed.


“Your niece, being nervous, slept in the same room as that occupied by you?” continued the learned gentleman.


“She did,” said Miss Blake. Her answer was short enough, and direct enough, at last.


“Now, on the particular November night to which I refer, do you recollect being awakened by Miss Elmsdale?”


“She wakened me many a time,” answered Miss Blake, and I noticed that she looked away from her questioner, and towards the gallery.


“Exactly so; but on one especial night she woke you, saying, her father was walking along the passage; that she knew his step, and that she heard his keys strike against the wall?”


“Yes, I remember that,” said Miss Blake, with suspicious alacrity. “She kept me up till daybreak. She was always thinking about him, poor child.”


“Very natural indeed,” commented our adversary. “And you told her not to be foolish, I daresay, and very probably tried to reassure her by saying one of the servants must have passed; and no doubt, being a lady possessed of energy and courage, you opened your bedroom door, and looked up and down the corridor?”


“Certainly I did,” agreed Miss Blake.


“And saw nothing – and no one?”


“I saw nothing.”


“And then, possibly, in order to convince Miss Elmsdale of the full extent of her delusion, you lit a candle, and went downstairs.”


“Of course – why wouldn’t I?” said Miss Blake, defiantly.


“Why not, indeed?” repeated the learned gentleman, pensively. “Why not? – Miss Blake being brave as she is witty. Well, you went downstairs, and, as was the admirable custom of the house – a custom worthy of all commendation – you found the doors opening from the hail bolted and locked?”


“I did.”


“And no sign of a human being about?”


 “Except myself,” supplemented Miss Blake.


“And rather wishing to find that some human being besides yourself was about, you retraced your steps, and visited the servants’ apartments?”


“You might have been with me,” said Miss Blake, with an angry sneer.


“I wish I had,” he answered. “I can never sufficiently deplore the fact of my absence. And you found the servants asleep?”


“Well, they seemed asleep,” said the lady; “but that does not prove that they were so.”


“Doubtless,” he agreed. “Nevertheless, so far as you could judge, none of them looked as if they had been wandering up and down the corridors?”


“I could not judge one way or another,” said Miss Blake: “for the tricks of English servants, it is impossible for anyone to be up to.”


“Still, it did not occur to you at the time that any of them was feigning slumber?”


“I can’t say it did. You see, I am naturally unsuspicious,” explained Miss Blake, naïvely.


“Precisely so. And thus it happened that you were unable to confute Miss Elmsdale’s fancy?”


“I told her she must have been dreaming,” retorted Miss Blake. “People who wake all of a sudden often confound dreams with realities.”


“And people who are not in the habit of awaking suddenly often do the same thing,” agreed her questioner; “and so, Miss Blake, we will pass out of dreamland, and into daylight – or rather foglight. Do you recollect a particularly foggy day, when your niece, hearing a favourite dog moaning piteously, opened the door of the room where her father died, in order to let it out?”


Miss Blake set her lips tight, and looked up at the gallery. There was a little stir in that part of the court, a shuffling of feet, and suppressed whispering. In vain the crier shouted, “Silence! silence, there!” The bustle continued for about a minute, and then all became quiet again. A policeman stated “a female had fainted,” and our curiosity being satisfied, we all with one accord turned towards our learned friend, who, one hand under his gown, holding it back, and the other raised to emphasise his question, had stood in this picturesque attitude during the time occupied in carrying the female out, as if done in stone.


“Miss Blake, will you kindly answer my question?” he said, when order once again reigned in court.


“You’re worse than a heathen,” remarked the lady, irrelevantly.


“I am sorry you do not like me,” he replied, “for I admire you very much; but my imperfections are beside the matter in point. What I want you to tell us is, did Miss Elmsdale open that door?”


“She did – the creature, she did,” was the answer; “her heart was always tender to dumb brutes.”


“I have no doubt the young lady’s heart was everything it ought to be,” was the reply; “and for that reason, though she had an intense repugnance to enter the room, she opened the door to let the dog out.”


“She said so: I was not there,” answered Miss Blake. Whereupon ensued a brisk skirmish between counsel as to whether Miss Blake could give evidence about a matter of mere hearsay.


And after they had fought for ten minutes over the legal bone, our adversary said he would put the question differently, which he did, thus:


“You were sitting in the dining-room, when you were startled by hearing a piercing shriek.”


“I heard a screech – you can call it what you like,” said Miss Blake, feeling an utter contempt for English phraseology.


 “I stand corrected; thank you, Miss Blake. You heard a screech, in short, and you hurried across the hall, and found Miss Elmsdale in a fainting condition, on the floor of the library. Was that so?”


“She often fainted: she is all nairves,” explained poor Miss Blake. 


“No doubt. And when she regained consciousness, she entreated to be taken out of that dreadful room.”


“She never liked the room after her father’s death: it was natural, poor child.”


“Quite natural. And so you took her into the dining-room, and there, curled upon the hearthrug, fast asleep, was the little dog she fancied she heard whining in the library.”


“Yes, he had been away for two or three days, and came home hungry and sleepy.”


“Exactly. And you have, therefore, no reason to believe he was shamming slumber.”


“I believe I am getting very tired of your questions and cross-questions,” she said, irritably.


“Now, what a pity!” remarked her tormentor; “for I could never tire of your answers. At all events, Miss Elmsdale could not have heard him whining in the library – so called.”


“She might have heard some other dog,” said Miss Blake.


“As a matter of fact, however, she stated to you there was no dog in the room.”


“She did. But I don’t think she knew whether there was or not.”


“In any case, she did not see a dog; you did not see one; and the servants did not.”


“I did not,” replied Miss Blake; “as to the servants, I would not believe them on their oath.”


“Hush! hush! Miss Blake,” entreated our opponent. “I am afraid you must not be quite so frank. Now to return to business. When Miss Elmsdale recovered consciousness, which she did in that very comfortable easy-chair in the dining-room – what did she tell you?”


“Do you think I am going to repeat her half-silly words?” demanded Miss Blake, angrily. “Poor dear, she was out of her mind half the time, after her father’s death.”


“No doubt; but still, I must just ask you to tell us what passed. Was it anything like this? Did she say, ‘I have seen my father. He was coming out of the strong-room when I lifted my head after looking for Juan, and he was wringing his hands, and seemed in some terrible distress’?”


“God forgive them that told you her words,” remarked Miss Blake; “but she did say just those, and I hope they’ll do you and her as played eavesdropper all the good I wish.”


“Really, Miss Blake,” interposed the judge.


“I have no more questions to ask, my lord,” said Colonel Morris’ counsel, serenely triumphant.


“Miss Blake can go down now.”


And Miss Blake did go down; and Taylor whispered in my ear:


“She has done for us.”




 




•   VI   •

We Agree to Compromise







Colonel Morris’ side of the case was now to be heard, and heads were bending eagerly forward to catch each word of wisdom that should fall from the lips of Serjeant Playfire, when I felt a hand, cold as ice, laid on mine, and turning, beheld Miss Blake at my elbow.


She was as white as the nature of her complexion would permit, and her voice shook as she whispered:


“Take me away from this place, will you?”


I cleared a way for her out of the court, and when we reached Westminster Hall, seeing how upset she seemed, asked if I could get anything for her – “a glass of water, or wine,” I suggested, in my extremity.


 “Neither water nor wine will mend a broken heart,” she answered, solemnly; “and mine has been broken in there” – with a nod she indicated the court we had just left.


Not remembering at the moment an approved recipe for the cure of such a fracture, I was cudgelling my brains to think of some form of reply not likely to give offence, when, to my unspeakable relief, Mr. Craven came up to where we stood.


“I will take charge of Miss Blake now, Patterson,” he said, gravely – very gravely; and accepting this as an intimation that he desired my absence, I was turning away, when I heard Miss Blake say:


“Where is she – the creature? What have they done with her at all?”


“I have sent her home,” was Mr. Craven’s reply. “How could you be so foolish as to mislead me as you have done?”


“Come,” thought I, smelling the battle afar off, “we shall soon have Craven v. Blake tried privately in our office,” I knew Mr. Craven pretty well, and understood he would not readily forgive Miss Blake for having kept Miss Helena’s experiences a secret from him.


Over and over I had heard Miss Blake state there was not a thing really against the house, and that Helena, poor dear, only hated the place because she had there lost her father.


“Not much of a loss either, if she could be brought to think so,” finished Miss Blake, sometimes.


Consequently, to Mr. Craven, as well as to all the rest of those connected with the firm, the facts elicited by Serjeant Playfire were new as unwelcome.


If the daughter of the house dreamed dreams and beheld visions, why should strangers be denied a like privilege? If Miss Elmsdale believed her father could not rest in his grave, how were we to compel belief as to calm repose on the part of yearly tenants?


“Playfire has been pitching into us pretty strong,” remarked Taylor, when I at length elbowed my way back to where our manager sat. “Where is Mr. Craven?”


“I left him with Miss Blake.”


“It is just as well he has not heard all the civil remarks Playfire made about our connection with the business. Hush! he is going to call his witnesses. No, the court is about to adjourn for luncheon.”


Once again I went out into Westminster Hall, and was sauntering idly up and down over its stones when Mr. Craven joined me.


“A bad business this, Patterson,” he remarked.


“We shall never get another tenant for that house,” I answered. “Certainly no tenant will ever again be got through me,” he said, irritably; and then Taylor came to him, all in a hurry, and explaining he was wanted, carried him away.


“They are going to compromise,” I thought, and followed slowly in the direction taken by my principal.


How I knew they were thinking of anything of the kind, I cannot say, but intuitively I understood the course events were taking.


Our counsel had mentally decided that, although the jury might feel inclined to uphold contracts and to repudiate ghosts, still, it would be impossible for them to overlook the fact that Colonel Morris had rented the place in utter ignorance of its antecedents, and that we had, so far, taken a perhaps undue advantage of him; moreover, the gallant officer had witnesses in court able to prove, and desirous of proving, that we had over and over again compromised matters with dissatisfied tenants, and cancelled agreements, not once or twice, but many, times; further, on no single occasion had Miss Blake and her niece ever slept a single night in the uninhabited house from the day when they left it; no matter how scarce of money they chanced to be, they went into lodgings rather than reside at River Hall. This was beyond dispute, and Miss Blake’s evidence supplied the reason for conduct so extraordinary.


For some reason the house was uninhabitable. The very owners could not live in it; and yet – so in imagination we heard Serjeant Playfire declaim – “The lady from whom the TRUTH had that day been reluctantly wrung had the audacity to insist that delicate women and tender children should continue to inhabit a dwelling over which a CURSE seemed brooding – a dwelling where the dead were always striving for mastery with the living; or else pay Miss Blake a sum of money which should enable her and the daughter of the suicide to live in ease and luxury on the profits of DECEPTION.”


And looking at the matter candidly, our counsel did not believe the jury could return a verdict. He felt satisfied, he said, there was not a landlord in the box, that they were all tenants, who would consider the three months’ rent paid over and above the actual occupation rent, ample, and more than ample, remuneration.


On the other hand, Serjeant Playfire, whose experience of juries was large, and calculated to make him feel some contempt for the judgment of “twelve honest men” in any case from pocket – picking to manslaughter, had a prevision that, when the judge had explained to Mr. Foreman and gentlemen of the jury, the nature of a contract, and told them supernatural appearances, however disagreeable, were not recognized in law as a sufficient cause for breaking an agreement, a verdict would be found for Miss Blake.


“There must be one landlord amongst them,” he considered; “and if there is, he will wind the rest round his finger. Besides, they will take the side of the women, naturally; and Miss Blake made them laugh, and the way she spoke of her niece touched them; while, as for the Colonel, he won’t like cross-examination, and I can see my learned friend means to make him appear ridiculous. Enough has been done for honour – let us think of safety.”


“For my part,” said Colonel Morris, when the question was referred to him, “I am not a vindictive man, nor, I hope, an ungenerous foe; I do not like to be victimized, and I have vindicated my principles. The victory was mine in fact, if not in law, when that old Irishwoman’s confession was wrung out of her. So, therefore, gentlemen, settle the matter as you please – I shall be satisfied.”


And all the time he was inwardly praying some arrangement might be come to. He was brave enough in his own way, but it is one thing to go into battle, and another to stand legal fire without the chance of sending a single bullet in return. Ridicule is the vulnerable spot in the heel of many a modern Achilles; and while the rest of the court was “convulsed with laughter” over Miss Blake’s cross-examination, the gallant Colonel felt himself alternately turning hot and cold when he thought that through even such an ordeal he might have to pass. And, accordingly, to cut short this part of my story, amongst them the lawyers agreed to compromise the matter thus – Colonel Morris to give Miss Blake a third quarter’s rent – in other words, fifty pounds more, and each side to pay its own costs.


When this decision was finally arrived at, Mr. Craven’s face was a study. Full well he knew on whom would fall the costs of one side. He saw in prophetic vision the fifty pounds passing out of his hands into those of Miss Blake, but no revelation was vouchsafed on the subject of loans unpaid, of costs out of pocket, or costs at all. After we left court he employed himself, I fancy, for the remainder of the afternoon in making mental calculations of how much poorer a man Mrs. Elmsdale’s memory, and the Uninhabited House had left him; and, upon the whole, the arithmetical problem could not have proved satisfactory when solved.


 The judge complimented everyone upon the compromise effected. It was honourable in every way, and creditable to all parties concerned, but the jury evidently were somewhat dissatisfied at the turn affairs had taken, while the witnesses were like to rend Colonel Morris asunder.


“They had come, at great inconvenience to themselves, to expose the tactics of that Blake woman and her solicitor,” so they said; “and they thought the affair ought not to have been hushed up.”


As for the audience, they murmured openly. They received the statement that the case was over, with groans, hisses, and other marks of disapproval, and we heard comments on the matter uttered by disappointed spectators all the way up Parliament Street, till we arrived at that point where we left the main thoroughfare, in order to strike across to Buckingham Street.


There – where Pepys once lived – we betook ourselves to our books and papers, with a sense of unusual depression in the atmosphere. It was a grey, dull, cheerless afternoon, and more than one of us, looking out at the mud bank, which, at low water, then occupied the space now laid out as gardens, wondered how River Hall, desolate, tenantless, uninhabited, looked under that sullen sky, with the murky river flowing onward, day and night, day and night, leaving, unheeding, an unsolved mystery on its banks.


For a week we saw nothing of Miss Blake, but at the end of that time, in consequence of a somewhat imperative summons from Mr. Craven, she called at the office late one afternoon. We comprehended she had selected that, for her, unusual time of day for a visit, hoping our principal might have left ere she arrived; but in this hope she was disappointed: Mr. Craven was in, at leisure, and anxious to see her.


I shall never forget that interview. Miss Blake arrived about five o’clock, when it was quite dark out of doors, and when, in all our offices except Mr. Craven’s, the gas was flaring away triumphantly. In his apartment he kept the light always subdued, but between the fire and the lamp there was plenty of light to see that Miss Blake looked ill and depressed, and that Mr. Craven had assumed a peculiar expression, which, to those who knew him best, implied he had made up his mind to pursue a particular course of action, and meant to adhere to his determination.


“You wanted to see me,” said our client, breaking the ice.


“Yes; I wanted to tell you that our connection with the River Hall property must be considered at an end.”


“Well, well, that is the way of men, I suppose – in England.”


“I do not think any man, whether in England or Ireland, could have done more for a client than I have tried to do for you, Miss Blake,” was the offended answer.


“I am sure I have never found fault with you,” remarked Miss Blake, deprecatingly.


“And I do not think,” continued Mr. Craven, unheeding her remark, “any lawyer ever met with a worse return for all his trouble than I have received from you.”


“Dear, dear,” said Miss Blake, with comic disbelief in her tone, “that is very bad.”


“There are two classes of men who ought to be treated with entire confidence,” persisted Mr. Craven, “lawyers and doctors. It is as foolish to keep back anything from one as from another.”


“I daresay,” argued Miss Blake; “but we are not all wise alike, you know.”


“No,” remarked my principal, who was indeed no match for the lady, “or you would never have allowed me to take your case into court in ignorance of Helena having seen her father.”


“Come, come,” retorted Miss Blake; “you do not mean to say you believe she ever did see her father since he was buried, and had the stone-work put all right and neat again, about him? And, indeed, it went to my heart to have a man who had fallen into such bad ways laid in the same grave with my dear sister, but I thought it would be unchristian—”


“We need not go over all that ground once more, surely,” interrupted Mr. Craven. “I have heard your opinions concerning Mr. Elmsdale frequently expressed ere now. That which I never did hear, however, until it proved too late, was the fact of Helena having fancied she saw her father after his death.”


“And what good would it have done you, if I had repeated all the child’s foolish notions?”


“This: that I should not have tried to let a house believed by the owner herself to be uninhabitable.”


“And so you would have kept us without bread to put in our mouths, or a roof over our heads.”


“I should have asked you to do at first what I must ask you to do at last. If you decline to sell the place, or let it unfurnished, on a long lease, to someone willing to take it, spite of its bad character, I must say the house will never again be let through my instrumentality, and I must beg you to advertise River Hall yourself, or place it in the hands of an agent.”


“Do you mean to say, William Craven,” asked Miss Blake, solemnly, “that you believe that house to be haunted?”


“I do not,” he answered. “I do not believe in ghosts, but I believe the place has somehow got a bad name – perhaps through Helena’s fancies, and that people imagine it is haunted, and get frightened probably at sight of their own shadows. Come, Miss Blake, I see a way out of this difficulty; you go and take up your abode at River Hall for six months, and at the end of that time the evil charm will be broken.”


“And Helena dead,” she observed.


“You need not take Helena with you.”


“Nor anybody else, I suppose you mean,” she remarked. “Thank you, Mr. Craven; but though my life is none too happy, I should like to die a natural death, and God only knows whether those who have been peeping and spying about the place might not murder me in my bed, if I ever went to bed in the house; that is—”


“Then, in a word, you do believe the place is haunted.”


“I do nothing of the kind,” she answered, angrily; “but though I have courage enough, thank Heaven, I should not like to stay all alone in any house, and I know there is not a servant in England would stay there with me, unless she meant to take my life. But I tell you what, William Craven, there are lots of poor creatures in the world even poorer than we are – tutors and starved curates, and the like. Get one of them to stay at the Hall till he finds out where the trick is, and I won’t mind saying he shall have fifty pounds down for his pains; that is, I mean, of course, when he has discovered the secret of all these strange lights, and suchlike.”


And feeling she had by this proposition struck Mr. Craven under the fifth rib, Miss Blake rose to depart.


“You will kindly think over what I have said,” observed Mr. Craven.


“I’ll do that if you will kindly think over what I have said,” she retorted, with the utmost composure; and then, after a curt good-evening, she passed through the door I held open, nodding to me, as though she would have remarked, “I’m more than a match for your master still, young man.”


“What a woman that is!” exclaimed Mr. Craven, as I resumed my seat.


“Do you think she really means what she says about the fifty pounds?” I inquired.


“I do not know,” he answered, “but I know I would cheerfully pay that sum to anyone who could unravel the mystery of River Hall.”


 “Are you in earnest, sir?” I asked, in some surprise.


“Certainly I am,” he replied.


“Then let me go and stay at River Hall,” I said. “I will undertake to run the ghost to earth for half the money.”




 




•   VII   •

My Own Story







It is necessary now that I should tell the readers something about my own antecedents.


Aware of how uninteresting the subject must prove, I shall make that something as short as possible.


Already it will have been clearly understood, both from my own hints, and from Miss Blake’s far from reticent remarks on my position, that I was a clerk at a salary in Mr. Craven’s office.


But this had not always been the case. When I went first to Buckingham Street, I was duly articled to Mr. Craven, and my mother and sister, who were of aspiring dispositions, lamented that my choice of a profession had fallen on law rather than soldiering.


They would have been proud of a young fellow in uniform; but they did not feel at all elated at the idea of being so closely connected with a “musty attorney.”


As for my father, he told me to make my own choice, and found the money to enable me to do so. He was an easy-going soul, who was in the miserable position of having a sufficient income to live on without exerting either mind or body; and yet whose income was insufficient to enable him to have superior hobbies, or to gratify any particular taste. We resided in the country, and belonged to the middle class of comfortable, well-to-do English people. In our way, we were somewhat exclusive as to our associates – and as the Hall and Castle residents were, in their way, exclusive also, we lived almost out of society.


Indeed, we were very intimate with only one family in our neighbourhood; and I think it was the example of the son of that house which first induced me to think of leading a different existence from that in which my father had grown as green and mossy as a felled tree.


Ned Munro, the eldest hope of a proud but reduced stock, elected to study for the medical profession.


“The life here,” he remarked, vaguely indicating the distant houses occupied by our respective sires, “may suit the old folks, but it does not suit me.” And he went out into the wilderness of the world.


After his departure I found that the life at home did not suit me either, and so I followed his lead, and went, duly articled, to Mr. Craven, of Buckingham Street, Strand. Mr. Craven and my father were old friends. To this hour I thank Heaven for giving my father such a friend.


After I had been for a considerable time with Mr. Craven, there came a dreadful day, when tidings arrived that my father was ruined, and my immediate presence required at home. What followed was that which is usual enough in all such cases, with this difference – the loss of his fortune killed my father.


From what I have seen since, I believe when he took to his bed and quietly gave up living altogether, he did the wisest and best thing possible under the circumstances. Dear, simple, kindly old man, I cannot fancy how his feeble nature might have endured the years which followed; filled by my mother and sister with lamentations, though we knew no actual want – thanks to Mr. Craven.


 My father had been dabbling in shares, and when the natural consequence – ruin, utter ruin, came to our pretty country home, Mr. Craven returned me the money paid to him, and offered me a salary.


Think of what this kindness was, and we penniless; while all the time relations stood aloof, holding out nor hand nor purse, till they saw whether we could weather the storm without their help.


Amongst those relations chanced to be a certain Admiral Patterson, an uncle of my father. When we were well-to-do he had not disdained to visit us in our quiet home, but when poverty came he tied up his purse-strings and ignored our existence, till at length, hearing by a mere chance that I was supporting my mother and sister by my own exertions (always helped by Mr. Craven’s goodness), he said, audibly, that the “young jackanapes must have more in him than he thought,” and wrote to beg that I would spend my next holiday at his house.


I was anxious to accept the invitation, as a friend told me he felt certain the old gentleman would forward my views; but I did not choose to visit my relative in shabby clothes and with empty pockets; therefore, it fell out that I jumped at Miss Blake’s suggestion, and closed with Mr. Craven’s offer on the spot.


Half fifty – twenty-five – pounds would replenish my wardrobe, pay my travelling expenses, and leave me with money in my pocket, as well.


I told Mr. Craven all this in a breath. When I had done so he laughed, and said:


“You have worked hard, Patterson. Here is ten pounds. Go and see your uncle; but leave River Hall alone.”


Then, almost with tears, I entreated him not to baulk my purpose. If I could rid River Hall of its ghost, I would take money from him, not otherwise. I told him I had set my heart on unravelling the mystery attached to that place, and I could have told him another mystery at the same time, had shame not tied my tongue. I was in love – for the first time in my life – hopelessly, senselessly, with a face of which I thought all day and dreamed all night, that had made itself in a moment part and parcel of my story, thus:


I had been at Kentish Town to see one of our clients, and having finished my business, walked on as far as Camden Town, intending to take an omnibus which might set me down somewhere near Chancery Lane.


Whilst standing at the top of College Street, under shelter of my umbrella, a drizzling rain falling and rendering the pavement dirty and slippery, I noticed a young lady waiting to cross the road – a young lady with, to my mind, the sweetest, fairest, most lovable face on which my eyes had ever rested. I could look at her without causing annoyance, because she was so completely occupied in watching lumbering vans, fast carts, crawling cabs, and various other vehicles, which chanced at that moment to be crowding the thoroughfare, that she had no leisure to bestow even a glance on any pedestrian.


A governess, I decided: for her dress, though neat, and even elegant, was by no means costly; moreover, there was an expression of settled melancholy about her features, and further, she carried a roll, which looked like music, in her hand. In less time than it has taken me to write this paragraph, I had settled all about her to my own satisfaction.


Father bankrupt. Mother delicate. Young brothers and sisters, probably, all crying aloud for the pittance she was able to earn by giving lessons at so much an hour.


She had not been long at her present occupation, I felt satisfied, for she was evidently unaccustomed to being out in the streets alone on a wet day.


 I would have offered to see her across the road, but for two reasons: one, because I felt shy about proffering my services; the other, because I was exceedingly doubtful whether I might not give offence by speaking.


After the fashion of so many of her sex, she made about half a dozen false starts, advancing as some friendly cabby made signs for her to venture the passage, retreating as she caught sight of some coming vehicle still yards distant.


At last, imagining the way clear, she made a sudden rush, and had just got well off the curb, when a mail phaeton turned the corner, and in one second she was down in the middle of the road, and I struggling with the horses and swearing at the driver, who, in his turn, very heartily anathematized me.


I do not remember all I said to the portly, well-fed, swaggering cockney upstart; but there was so much in it uncomplimentary to himself and his driving, that the crowd already assembled cheered, as all crowds will cheer profane and personal language; and he was glad enough to gather up his reins and touch his horses, and trot off, without having first gone through the ceremony of asking whether the girl he had so nearly driven over was living or dead.


Meantime she had been carried into the nearest shop, whither I followed her.


I do not know why all the people standing about imagined me to be her brother, but they certainly did so, and, under that impression, made way for me to enter the parlour behind the shop, where I found my poor beauty sitting, faint and frightened and draggled, whilst the woman of the house was trying to wipe the mud off her dress, and endeavouring to persuade her to swallow some wine-and-water.


As I entered, she lifted her eyes to mine, and said, “Thank you, sir. I trust you have not got hurt yourself,” so frankly and so sweetly that the small amount of heart her face had left me passed into her keeping at once.


“Are you much hurt?” I replied by asking.


“My arm is, a little,” she answered. “If I could only get home! Oh! I wish I were at home.”


I went out and fetched a cab, and assisted her into it. Then I asked her where the man should drive, and she gave me the name of the street which Miss Blake, when in England, honoured by making her abode. Miss Blake’s number was 110. My charmer’s number was 15. Having obtained this information, I closed the cab door, and taking my seat beside the driver, we rattled off in the direction of Brunswick Square.


Arrived at the house, I helped her – when, in answer to my knock, an elderly woman appeared, to ask my business – into the narrow hall of a dreary house. Oh! how my heart ached when I beheld her surroundings! She did not bid me good-bye; but asking me into the parlour, went, as I understood, to get money to pay the cabman.


Seizing my opportunity, I told the woman, who still stood near the door, that I was in a hurry, and leaving the house, bade the driver take me to the top of Chancery Lane.


On the next Sunday I watched No. 15, till I beheld my lady-fair come forth, veiled, furred, dressed all in her dainty best, prayer – book in hand, going alone to St. Pancras Church – not the old, but the new – whither I followed her.


By some freak of fortune, the verger put me into the same pew as that in which he had just placed her.


When she saw me her face flushed crimson, and then she gave a little smile of recognition.


 I fear I did not much heed the service on that particular Sunday; but I still felt shy, so shy that, after I had held the door open for her to pass out, I allowed others to come between us, and did not dare to follow and ask how she was.


During the course of the next week came Miss Blake and Mr. Craven’s remark about the fifty pounds; and within four-and-twenty hours something still more astounding occurred – a visit from Miss Blake and her niece, who wanted “a good talking-to” – so Miss Blake stated.


It was a dull, foggy day, and when my eyes rested on the younger lady, I drew back closer into my accustomed corner, frightened and amazed.


“You were in such a passion yesterday,” began Miss Blake, coming into the office, dragging her blushing niece after her, “that you put it out of my head to tell you three things – one, that we have moved from our old lodgings; the next, that I have not a penny to go on with; and the third, that Helena here has gone out of her mind. She won’t have River Hall let again, if you please. She intends to go out as a governess – what do you think of that? – and nothing I can say makes any impression upon her. I should have thought she had had enough of governessing the first day she went out to give a lesson: she got herself run over and nearly killed; was brought back in a cab by some gentleman, who had the decency to take the cab away again: for how we should have paid the fare, I don’t know, I am sure. So I have just brought her to you to know if her mother’s old friend thinks it is a right thing for Kathleen Elmsdale’s daughter to put herself under the feet of a parcel of ignorant, purse-proud snobs?”


Mr. Craven looked at the girl kindly. “My dear,” he said, “I think, I believe, there will be no necessity for you to do anything of that kind. We have found a person – have we not, Patterson? – willing to devote himself to solving the River Hall mystery. So, for the present at all events, Helena—”


He paused, for Helena had risen from her seat and crossed the room to where I sat.


“Aunt, aunt,” she said, “this is the gentleman who stopped the horses,” and before I could speak a word she held my hand in hers, and was thanking me once again with her beautiful eyes.


Miss Blake turned and glared upon me. “Oh! it was you, was it?” she said, ungraciously. “Well, it is just what I might have expected, and me hoping all the time it was a lord or a baronet, at the least.”


We all laughed – even Miss Elmsdale laughed at this frank confession; but when the ladies were gone, Mr. Craven, looking at me pityingly, remarked:


“This is a most unfortunate business, Patterson. I hope – I do hope, you will not be so foolish as to fall in love with Miss Elmsdale.”


To which I made no reply. The evil, if evil it were, was done. I had fallen in love with Miss Blake’s niece ere those words of wisdom dropped from my employer’s lips.




 



•   VIII   •

My First Night at River Hall






It was with a feeling of depression for which I could in no way account that, one cold evening, towards the end of February, I left Buckingham Street and wended my way to the Uninhabited House. I had been eager to engage in the enterprise; first, for the sake of the fifty pounds reward; and secondly, and much more, for the sake of Helena Elmsdale. I had tormented Mr. Craven until he gave a reluctant consent to my desire. I had brooded over the matter until I became eager to commence my investigations, as a young soldier may be to face the enemy; and yet, when the evening came, and darkness with it; when I set my back to the more crowded thoroughfares, and found myself plodding along a lonely suburban road, with a keen wind lashing my face, and a suspicion of rain at intervals wetting my cheeks, I confess I had no feeling of enjoyment in my self-imposed task.


After all, talking about a haunted house in broad daylight to one’s fellow-clerks, in a large London office, is a very different thing from taking up one’s residence in the same house, all alone, on a bleak winter’s night, with never a soul within shouting distance. I had made up my mind to go through with the matter, and no amount of mental depression, no wintry blasts, no cheerless roads, no desolate goal, should daunt me; but still I did not like the adventure, and at every step I felt I liked it less.


Before leaving town I had fortified my inner man with a good dinner and some excellent wine, but by the time I reached River Hall I might have fasted for a week, so faint and spiritless did I feel.


“Come, this will never do,” I thought, as I turned the key in the door, and crossed the threshold of the Uninhabited House. “I must not begin with being chicken-hearted, or I may as well give up the investigation at once.”


The fires I had caused to be kindled in the morning, though almost out by the time I reached River Hall, had diffused a grateful warmth throughout the house; and when I put a match to the paper and wood laid ready in the grate of the room I meant to occupy, and lit the gas, in the hall, on the landing, and in my sleeping-apartment, I began to think things did not look so cheerless, after all.


The seals which, for precaution’s sake, I had placed on the various locks, remained intact. I looked to the fastenings of the hall door, examined the screws by which the bolts were attached to the wood, and having satisfied myself that everything of that kind was secure, went up to my room, where the fire was now crackling and blazing famously, put the kettle on the hob, drew a chair up close to the hearth, exchanged my boots for slippers, lit a pipe, pulled out my law-books, and began to read.


How long I had read, I cannot say; the kettle on the bob was boiling, at any rate, and the coals had burned themselves into a red-hot mass of glowing cinders, when my attention was attracted – or rather, I should say, distracted – by the sound of a tapping outside the window-pane. First I listened, and read on, then I laid down my book and listened more attentively. It was exactly the noise which a person would make tapping upon glass with one finger.


The wind had risen almost to a tempest, but, in the interval between each blast, I could hear the tapping as distinctly as if it had been inside my own skull – tap, tap, imperatively; tap, tap, tap, impatiently; and when I rose to approach the casement, it seemed as if three more fingers had joined in the summons, and were rapping for bare life.


“They have begun betimes,” I thought; and taking my revolver in one hand, with the other I opened the shutters, and put aside the blind.


As I did so, it seemed as if some dark body occupied one side of the sash, while the tapping continued as madly as before.


It is as well to confess at once that I was for the moment frightened. Subsequently I saw many wonderful sights, and had some terrible experiences in the Uninhabited House; but I can honestly say, no sight or experience so completely cowed me for the time being, as that dull blackness to which I could assign no shape, that spirit – like rapping of fleshless fingers, which seemed to increase in vehemence as I obeyed its summons.


Doctors say it is not possible for the heart to stand still and a human being live, and, as I am not a doctor, I do not like to contradict their dogma, otherwise I could positively declare my heart did cease beating as I listened, looking out into the night with the shadow of that darkness projecting itself upon my mind, to the impatient tapping, which was now distinctly audible even above the raging of the storm.


How I gathered sufficient courage to do it, I cannot tell; but I put my face close to the glass, thus shutting out the gas and fire-light, and saw that the dark object which alarmed me was a mass of ivy the wind had detached from the wall, and that the invisible fingers were young branches straying from the main body of the plant, which, tossed by the air-king, kept striking the window incessantly, now one, now two, now three, tap, tap, tap; tap, tap; tap, tap; and sometimes, after a long silence, all together, tap-p-p, like the sound of clamming bells.


I stood for a minute or two, listening to the noise, so as to satisfy myself as to its cause, then I laid down the revolver, took out my pocketknife, and opened the window. As I did so, a tremendous blast swept into the room, extinguishing the gas, causing the glowing coals to turn, for a moment, black on one side and to fiercest blaze on the other, scattering the dust lying on the hearth over the carpet, and dashing the ivy-sprays against my face with a force which caused my cheeks to smart and tingle long afterwards.


Taking my revenge, I cut them as far back as I could, and then, without closing the window, and keeping my breath as well as I could, I looked out across the garden over the Thames, away to the opposite bank, where a few lights glimmered at long intervals.


“An eerie, lonely place for a fellow to be in all by himself,” I continued; “and yet, if the rest of the ghosts, bodiless or clothed with flesh, which frequent this house prove to be as readily laid as those ivy – twigs, I shall earn my money – and – my – thanks, easily enough.”


So considering, I relit the gas, replenished the fire, refilled my pipe, reseated myself by the hearth, and with feet stretched out towards the genial blaze, attempted to resume my reading.


All in vain: I could not fix my attention on the page; I could not connect one sentence with another. When my mind ought to have concentrated its energies upon Justice That, and Vice-Chancellor This, and Lord Somebody Else, I felt it wandering away, trying to fit together all the odds and ends of evidence worthy or unworthy concerning the Uninhabited House. Which really was, as we had always stated, a good house, a remarkably good house, well furnished, suitable in every respect, &c.


Had I been a “family of respectability,” or a gentleman of position, with a large number of servants, a nice wife, and a few children sprinkled about the domestic picture, I doubt not I should have enjoyed the contemplation of that glowing fire, and rejoiced in the idea of finding myself located in so desirable a residence, within an easy distance of the West End; but, as matters stood, I felt anything rather than elated.


In that large house there was no human inmate save myself, and I had an attack of nervousness upon me for which I found it impossible to account. Here was I, at length, under the very roof where my mistress had passed all her childish days, bound to solve the mystery which was making such havoc with her young life, permitted to essay a task, the accomplishment of which should cover me with glory, and perhaps restore peace and happiness to her heart; and yet I was afraid. I did not hesitate to utter that word to my own soul then, any more than I hesitate to write it now for those who list to read: for I can truly say I think there are few men whose courage such an adventure would not try were they to attempt it; and I am sure, had any one of those to whom I tell this story been half as much afraid as I, he would have left River Hall there and then, and allowed the ghosts said to be resident, to haunt it undisturbed for evermore.


If I could only have kept memory from running here and there in quest of evidence pro and con the house being haunted, I should have fared better: but I could not do this.


 Let me try as I would to give my attention to those legal studies that ought to have engrossed my attention, I could not succeed in doing so: my thoughts, without any volition on my part, kept continually on the move; now with Miss Blake in Buckingham Street, again with Colonel Morris on the river walk, once more with Miss Elmsdale in the library; and went constantly flitting hither and thither, recalling the experiences of a frightened lad, or the terror of an ignorant woman; yet withal I had a feeling that in some way memory was playing me false, as if, when ostentatiously bringing out all her stores for me to make or mar as I could, she had really hidden away, in one of her remotest corners, some link, great or little as the case might be, but still, whether great or little, necessary to connect the unsatisfactory narratives together.


Till late in the night I sat trying to piece my puzzle together, but without success. There was a flaw in the story, a missing point in it, somewhere, I felt certain. I often imagined I was about to touch it, when, heigh! presto! it eluded my grasp.


“The whole affair will resolve itself into ivy-boughs,” I finally, if not truthfully, decided. “I am satisfied it is all – ivy,” and I went to bed.


Now, whether it was that I had thought too much of the ghostly narratives associated with River Hall, the storminess of the night, the fact of sleeping in a strange room, or the strength of a tumbler of brandy-and-water, in which brandy took an undue lead, I cannot tell; but during the morning hours I dreamed a dream which filled me with an unspeakable horror, from which I awoke struggling for breath, bathed in a cold perspiration, and with a dread upon me such as I never felt in any waking moment of my life.


I dreamt I was lying asleep in the room I actually occupied, when I was aroused from a profound slumber by the noise produced by someone tapping at the window-pane. On rising to ascertain the cause of this summons, I saw Colonel Morris standing outside and beckoning me to join him. With that disregard of space, time, distance, and attire which obtains in dreams, I at once stepped out into the garden. It was a pitch-dark night, and bitterly cold, and I shivered, I know, as I heard the sullen flow of the river, and listened to the moaning of the wind among the trees.


We walked on for some minutes in silence, then my companion asked me if I felt afraid, or if I would go on with him.


“I will go where you go,” I answered.


Then suddenly he disappeared, and Playfire, who had been his counsel at the time of the trial, took my hand and led me onwards.


We passed through a doorway, and, still in darkness, utter darkness, began to descend some steps. We went down – down – hundreds of steps as it seemed to me, and in my sleep, I still remembered the old idea of its being unlucky to dream of going downstairs. But at length we came to the bottom, and then began winding along interminable passages, now so narrow only one could walk abreast, and again so low that we had to stoop our heads in order to avoid striking the roof.


After we had been walking along these for hours, as time reckons in such cases, we commenced ascending flight after flight of steep stone-steps. I laboured after Playfire till my limbs ached and grew weary, till, scarcely able to drag my feet from stair to stair, I entreated him to stop; but he only laughed and held on his course the more rapidly, while I, hurrying after, often stumbled and recovered myself, then stumbled again and lay prone.


The night air blew cold and chill upon me as I crawled out into an unaccustomed place and felt my way over heaps of uneven earth and stones that obstructed my progress in every direction. I called out for Playfire, but the wind alone answered me; I shouted for Colonel Morris; I entreated someone to tell me where I was; and in answer there was a dead and terrible silence. The wind died away; not a breath of air disturbed the heavy stillness which had fallen so suddenly around me. Instead of the veil of merciful blackness which had hidden everything hitherto from view, a grey light spread slowly over the objects around, revealing a burial-ground, with an old church standing in the midst – a burial-ground where grew rank nettles and coarse, tall grass; where brambles trailed over the graves, and weeds and decay consorted with the dead.


Moved by some impulse which I could not resist, I still held on my course, over mounds of earth, between rows of headstones, till I reached the other side of the church, under the shadow of which yawned an open pit. To the bottom of it I peered, and there beheld an empty coffin; the lid was laid against the side of the grave, and on a headstone, displaced from its upright position, sat the late occupant of the grave, looking at me with wistful, eager eyes. A stream of light from within the church fell across that one empty grave, that one dead watcher.


“So you have come at last,” he said; and then the spell was broken, and I would have fled, but that, holding me with his left hand, he pointed with his right away to a shadowy distance, where the grey sky merged into deepest black.


I strained my eyes to discover the object he strove to indicate, but I failed to do so. I could just discern something flitting away into the darkness, but I could give it no shape or substance.


“Look – look!” the dead man said, rising, in his excitement, and clutching me more firmly with his clay – cold fingers.


I tried to fly, but I could not; my feet were chained to the spot. I fought to rid myself of the clasp of the skeleton hand, and then we fell together over the edge of the pit, and I awoke.




 




•   IX   •

A Temporary Peace






It was scarcely light when I jumped out of bed, and murmuring, “Thank God it was only a dream,” dressed myself with all speed, and flinging open the window, looked out on a calm morning after the previous night’s storm.


Muddily and angrily the Thames rolled onward to the sea. On the opposite side of the river I could see stretches of green, with here and there a house dotting the banks.


A fleet of barges lay waiting the turn of the tide to proceed to their destination. The voices of the men shouting to each other, and blaspheming for no particular reason, came quite clear and distinct over the water. The garden was strewed with twigs and branches blown off the trees during the night; amongst them the sprigs of ivy I had myself cut off.


An hour and a scene not calculated to encourage superstitious fancies, it may be, but still not likely to enliven any man’s spirits – a quiet, dull, grey, listless, dispiriting morning, and, being country-bred, I felt its influence.


“I will walk into town, and ask Ned Munro to give me some breakfast,” I thought, and found comfort in the idea.


Ned Munro was a doctor, but not a struggling doctor. He was not rich, but he “made enough for a beginner”: so he said. He worked hard for little pay; “but I mean someday to have high pay, and take the world easy,” he explained. He was blessed with great hopes and good courage; he had high spirits, and a splendid constitution. He neither starved himself nor his friends; his landlady “loved him as her son”; and there were several good-looking girls who were very fond of him, not as a brother.


 But Ned had no notion of marrying, yet awhile. “Time enough for that,” he told me once, “when I can furnish a good house, and set up a brougham, and choose my patients, and have a few hundreds lying idle in the bank.”


Meantime, as no one of these items had yet been realized, he lived in lodgings, ate toasted haddocks with his morning coffee, and smoked and read novels far into the night.


Yes, I could go and breakfast with Munro. Just then it occurred to me that the gas I had left lighted when I went to bed was out; that the door I had left locked was open.


Straight downstairs I went. The gas in the hall was out, and every door I had myself closed and locked the previous morning stood ajar, with the seal, however, remaining intact.


I had borne as much as I could: my nerves were utterly unhinged. Snatching my hat and coat, I left the house, and fled, rather than walked, towards London.


With every step I took towards town came renewed courage; and when I reached Ned’s lodgings, I felt ashamed of my pusillanimity.


“I have been sleep-walking, that is what it is,” I decided. “I have opened the doors and turned off the gas myself, and been frightened at the work of my own hands. I will ask Munro what is the best thing to insure a quiet night.”


Which I did accordingly, receiving for answer—


“Keep a quiet mind.”


“Yes, but if one cannot keep a quiet mind; if one is anxious and excited, and—”


“In love,” he finished, as I hesitated.


“Well, no; I did not mean that,” I said; “though, of course, that might enter into the case also. Suppose one is uneasy about a certain amount of money, for instance?”


“Are you?” he asked, ignoring the general suggestiveness of my remark.


“Well, yes; I want to make some if I can.”


“Don’t want, then,” he advised. “Take my word for it, no amount of money is worth the loss of a night’s rest; and you have been tossing about all night, I can see. Come, Patterson, if it’s forgery or embezzlement, out with it, man, and I will help you if I am able.”


“If it were either one or the other, I should go to Mr. Craven,” I answered, laughing.


“Then it must be love,” remarked my host; “and you will want to take me into your confidence someday. The old story, I suppose: beautiful girl, stern parents, wealthy suitor, poor lover. I wonder if we could interest her in a case of small-pox. If she took it badly, you might have a chance; but I have a presentiment that she has been vaccinated.”


“Ned,” was my protest, “I shall certainly fling a plate at your head.”


“All right, if you think the exertion would do you good,” he answered. “Give me your hand, Patterson”; and before I knew what he wanted with it, he had his fingers on my wrist.


“Look here, old fellow,” he said; “you will be laid up, if you don’t take care of yourself. I thought so when you came in, and I am sure of it now. What have you been doing?”


“Nothing wrong, Munro,” I answered, smiling in spite of myself. “I have not been picking, or stealing, or abducting any young woman, or courting my neighbour’s wife; but I am worried and perplexed. When I sleep I have dreadful dreams – horrible dreams,” I added, shuddering.


“Can you tell me what is worrying and perplexing you?” he asked, kindly, after a moment’s thought.


“Not yet, Ned,” I answered; “though I expect I shall have to tell you soon. Give me something to make me sleep quietly: that is all I want now.”


“Can’t you go out of town?” he inquired.


“I do not want to go out of town,” I answered.


 “I will make you up something to strengthen your nerves,” he said, after a pause; “but if you are not better – well, before the end of the week, take my advice, and run down to Brighton over Sunday. Now, you ought to give me a guinea for that,” he added, laughing. “I assure you, all the gold-headed cane, all the wonderful chronometer doctors who pocket thousands per annum at the West End, could make no more of your case than I have done.”


“I am sure they could not,” I said, gratefully; “and when I have the guinea to spare, be sure I shall not forget your fee.”


Whether it was owing to his medicine, or his advice, or his cheery, health-giving manner, I have no idea; but that night, when I walked towards the Uninhabited House, I felt a different being.


On my way I called at a small corn-chandler’s, and bought a quartern of flour done up in a thin and utterly insufficient bag. I told the man the wrapper would not bear its contents, and he said he could not help that.


I asked him if he had no stronger bags. He answered that he had, but he could not afford to give them away.


I laid down twopence extra, and inquired if that would cover the expense of a sheet of brown paper.


Ashamed, he turned aside and produced a substantial bag, into which he put the flour in its envelope of curling-tissue.


I thanked him, and pushed the twopence across the counter. With a grunt, he thrust the money back. I said good-night, leaving current coin of the realm to the amount indicated behind me.


Through the night be shouted, “Hi! sir, you’ve forgotten your change.” Through the night I shouted back, “Give your next customer its value in civility.”


All of which did me good. Squabbling with flesh and blood is not a bad preliminary to entering a ghost-haunted house.


Once again I was at River Hall. Looking up at its cheerless portal, I was amazed at first to see the outside lamp flaring away in the darkness. Then I remembered that all the other gas being out, of course this, which I had not turned off, would blaze more brightly.


Purposely I had left my return till rather late. I had gone to one of the theatres, and remained until a third through the principal piece. Then I called at a supper – room, had half a dozen oysters and some stout; after which, like a giant refreshed, I wended my way westward.


Utterly false would it be for me to say I liked the idea of entering the Uninhabited House; but still, I meant to do it, and I did.


No law-books for me that night; no seductive fire; no shining lights all over the house. Like a householder of twenty years’ standing, I struck a match, and turned the gas on to a single hall-lamp. I did not trouble myself even about shutting the doors opening into the hall; I only strewed flour copiously over the marble pavement, and on the first flight of stairs, and then, by the servant’s passages, crept into the upper story, and so to bed.


That night I slept dreamlessly. I awoke in broad daylight, wondering why I had not been called sooner, and then remembered there was no one to call, and that if I required hot water, I must boil it for myself.


With that light heart which comes after a good night’s rest, I put on some part of my clothing, and was commencing to descend the principal staircase, when my proceedings of the previous night flashed across my mind; and pausing, I looked down into the hall. No sign of a foot on the flour. The white powder lay there innocent of human pressure as the untrodden snow; and yet, and yet, was I dreaming – could I have been drunk without my own knowledge, before I went to bed? The gas was ablaze in the hall and on the staircase, and every door left open over-night was close shut.


Curiously enough, at that moment fear fell from me like a garment which has served its turn, and in the strength of my manhood, I felt able to face anything the Uninhabited House might have to show.


Over the latter part of that week, as being utterly unimportant in its events or consequences, I pass rapidly, only saying that, when Saturday came, I followed Munro’s advice, and ran down to Brighton, under the idea that by so doing I should thoroughly strengthen myself for the next five days’ ordeal. But the idea was a mistaken one. The Uninhabited House took its ticket for Brighton by the same express; it got into the compartment with me; it sat beside me at dinner; it hobnobbed to me over my own wine; uninvited it came out to walk with me; and when I stood still, listening to the band, it stood still too. It went with me to the pier, and when the wind blew, as the wind did, it said, “We were quite as well off on the Thames.”


When I woke, through the night, it seemed to shout, “Are you any better off here?” And when I went to church the next day it crept close up to me in the pew, and said, “Come, now, it is all very well to say you are a Christian; but if you were really one you would not be afraid of the place you and I wot of.”


Finally, I was so goaded and maddened that I shook my fist at the sea, and started off by the evening train for the Uninhabited House.


This time I travelled alone. The Uninhabited House preceded me.


There, in its old position, looking gloomy and mysterious in the shadows of night, I found it on my return to town; and, as if tired of playing tricks with one who had become indifferent to their vagaries, all the doors remained precisely as I had left them; and if there were ghosts in the house that night, they did not interfere with me or the chamber I occupied.


Next morning, while I was dressing, a most remarkable thing occurred; a thing for which I was in no wise prepared. Spirits, and sights and sounds supposed appropriate to spirithood, I had expected; but for a modest knock at the front door I was not prepared.


When, after hurriedly completing my toilet, I undrew the bolts and undid the chain, and opened the door wide, there came rushing into the house a keen easterly wind, behind which I beheld a sad-faced woman, dressed in black, who dropped me a curtsey, and said:


“If you please, sir – I suppose you are the gentleman?”


Now, I could make nothing out of this, so I asked her to be good enough to explain.


Then it all came out: “Did I want a person to char?”


This was remarkable – very. Her question amazed me to such an extent that I had to ask her in, and request her to seat herself on one of the hall chairs, and go upstairs myself, and think the matter over before I answered her.


It had been so impressed upon me that no one in the neighbourhood would come near River Hall, that I should as soon have thought of Victoria by the grace of God paying me a friendly visit, as of being waited on by a charwoman.


I went downstairs again.


At sight of me my new acquaintance rose from her seat, and began curling up the corner of her apron.


“Do you know,” I said, “that this house bears the reputation of being haunted?”


“I have heard people say it is, sir,” she answered.


“And do you know that servants will not stay in it – that tenants will not occupy it?”


 “I have heard so, sir,” she answered once again.


“Then what do you mean by offering to come?” I inquired.


She looked up into my face, and I saw the tears come softly stealing into her eyes, and her mouth began to pucker, ere, drooping her head, she replied:


“Sir, just three months ago, come the twentieth, I was a happy woman. I had a good husband and a tidy home. There was not a lady in the land I would have changed places with. But that night, my man, coming home in a fog, fell into the river and was drowned. It was a week before they found him, and all the time – while I had been hoping to hear his step every minute in the day – I was a widow.”


“Poor soul!” I said, involuntarily.


“Well, sir, when a man goes, all goes. I have done my best, but still I have not been able to feed my children – his children – properly, and the sight of their poor pinched faces breaks my heart, it do, sir,” and she burst out sobbing.


“And so, I suppose,” I remarked, “you thought you would face this house rather than poverty?”


“Yes, sir. I heard the neighbours talking about this place, and you, sir, and I made up my mind to come and ask if I mightn’t tidy up things a bit for you, sir. I was a servant, sir, before I married, and I’d be so thankful.”


Well, to cut the affair shorter for the reader than I was able to do for myself, I gave her half a crown, and told her I would think over her proposal, and let her hear from me – which I did. I told her she might come for a couple of hours each morning, and a couple each evening, and she could bring one of the children with her if she thought she was likely to find the place lonely.


I would not let her come in the day-time, because, in the quest I had set myself, it was needful I should feel assured no person could have an opportunity of elaborating any scheme for frightening me, on the premises.


“Real ghosts,” said I to Mr. Craven, “I do not mind; but the physical agencies which may produce ghosts, I would rather avoid.” Acting on which principle I always remained in the house while Mrs. Stott – my charwoman was so named – cleaned, and cooked, and boiled, and put things straight.


No one can imagine what a revolution this woman effected in my ways and habits, and in the ways and habits of the Uninhabited House.


Tradesmen called for orders. The butcher’s boy came whistling down the lane to deliver the rump-steak or mutton-chop I had decided on for dinner; the greengrocer delivered his vegetables; the cheesemonger took solemn affidavit concerning the freshness of his stale eggs and the superior quality of a curious article which he called country butter, and declared came from a particular dairy famed for the excellence of its produce; the milkman’s yahoo sounded cheerfully in the morning hours; and the letter-box was filled with cards from all sorts and descriptions of people – from laundresses to wine merchants, from gardeners to undertakers.


The doors now never shut nor opened of their own accord. A great peace seemed to have settled over River Hall.


It was all too peaceful, in fact. I had gone to the place to hunt a ghost, and not even the ghost of a ghost seemed inclined to reveal itself to me.




 



•   X   •

The Watcher Is Watched






I have never been able exactly to satisfy my own mind as to the precise period during my occupation of the Uninhabited House when it occurred to me that I was being watched. Hazily I must have had some consciousness of the fact long before I began seriously to entertain the idea.


I felt, even when I was walking through London, that I was being often kept in sight by some person. I had that vague notion of a stranger being interested in my movements which it is so impossible to define to a friend, and which one is chary of seriously discussing with oneself. Frequently, when the corner of a street was reached, I found myself involuntarily turning to look back; and, prompted by instinct, I suppose, for there was no reason about the matter, I varied my route to and from the Uninhabited House, as much as the nature of the roads permitted. Further, I ceased to be punctual as to my hours of business, sometimes arriving at the office late, and, if Mr. Craven had anything for me to do Cityward, returning direct from thence to River Hall without touching Buckingham Street.


By this time February had drawn to a close, and better weather might therefore have been expected; instead of which, one evening as I paced westward, snow began to fall, and continued coming down till somewhere about midnight.


Next morning Mrs. Stott drew my attention to certain footmarks on the walks, and beneath the library and drawing-room windows – the footmarks, evidently, of a man whose feet were not a pair. With the keenest interest, I examined these traces of a human pursuer. Clearly the footprints had been made by only one person, and that person deformed in some way. Not merely was the right foot-track different from that of the left, but the way in which its owner put it to the ground must have been different also. The one mark was clear and distinct, cut out in the snow with a firm tread, while the other left a little broken bank at its right edge, and scarcely any impression of the heel.


“Slightly lame,” I decided. “Eases his right foot, and has his boots made to order.”


“It is very odd,” I remarked aloud to Mrs. Stott.


“That it is, sir,” she answered; adding, “I hope to gracious none of them mobsmen are going to come burglaring here!”


“Pooh!” I replied; “there is nothing for them to steal, except chairs and tables, and I don’t think one man could carry many of them away.”


The whole of that day I found my thoughts reverting to those foot-marks in the snow. What purpose anyone proposed to serve by prowling about River Hall I could not imagine. Before taking up my residence in the Uninhabited House, I had a theory that some malicious person or persons was trying to keep the place unoccupied – nay, further, imagination suggested the idea that, owing to its proximity to the river, Mr. Elmsdale’s Hall might have taken the fancy of a gang of smugglers, who had provided for themselves means of ingress and egress unknown to the outside world. But all notions of this kind now seemed preposterous.


Slowly, but surely, the conviction had been gaining upon me that, let the mystery of River Hall be what it would, no ordinary explanation could account for the phenomena which it had presented to tenant after tenant; and my own experiences in the house, slight though they were, tended to satisfy me there was something beyond malice or interest at work about the place.


The very peace vouchsafed to me seemed another element of mystery, since it would certainly have been natural for any evil-disposed person to inaugurate a series of ghostly spectacles for the benefit of an investigator like myself; and yet, somehow, the absence of supernatural appearances, and the presence of that shadowy human being who thought it worth while to track my movements, and who had at last left tangible proof of his reality behind him in the snow, linked themselves together in my mind.


 “If there is really anyone watching me,” I finally decided, “there must be a deeper mystery attached to River Hall than has yet been suspected. Now, the first thing is to make sure that someone is watching me, and the next to guard against danger from him.”


In the course of the day, I made a, for me, curious purchase. In a little shop, situated in a back street, I bought half a dozen reels of black sewing-cotton.


This cotton, on my return home, I attached to the trellis-work outside the drawing-room window, and wound across the walk and round such trees and shrubs as grew in positions convenient for my purpose.


“If these threads are broken tomorrow morning, I shall know I have a flesh-and-blood foe to encounter,” I thought.


Next morning I found all the threads fastened across the walks leading round by the library and drawing-room snapped in two.


It was, then, flesh and blood I had come out to fight, and I decided that night to keep watch.


As usual, I went up to my bedroom, and, after keeping the gas burning for about the time I ordinarily spent in undressing, put out the light, softly turned the handle of the door, stole, still silently, along the passage, and so into a large apartment with windows which overlooked both the library and drawing-room.


It was here, I knew, that Miss Elmsdale must have heard her father walking past the door, and I am obliged to confess that, as I stepped across the room, a nervous chill seemed for the moment to take my courage captive.


If any reader will consider the matter, mine was not an enviable position. Alone in a desolate house, reputed to be haunted, watching for someone who had sufficient interest in the place to watch it and me closely.


It was still early – not later than half-past ten. I had concluded to keep my vigil until after midnight, and tried to while away the time with thoughts foreign to the matter in hand.


All in vain, however. Let me force what subject I pleased upon my mind, it reverted persistently to Mr. Elmsdale and the circumstances of his death.


“Why did he commit suicide?” I speculated. “If he had lost money, was that any reason why he should shoot himself?”


People had done so, I was aware; and people, probably, would continue to do so; but not hard-headed, hard-hearted men, such as Robert Elmsdale was reputed to have been. He was not so old that the achievement of a second success should have seemed impossible. His credit was good, his actual position unsuspected. River Hall, unhaunted, was not a bad property, and in those days he could have sold it advantageously.


I could not understand the motive of his suicide, unless, indeed, he was mad or drunk at the time. And then I began to wonder whether anything about his life had come out on the inquest – anything concerning habits, associates, and connections. Had there been any other undercurrent, besides betting, in his life brought out in evidence, which might help me to a solution of the mystery?


“I will ask Mr. Craven tomorrow,” I thought, “whether he has a copy of the Times, containing a report of the inquest. Perhaps—”


What possibility I was about to suggest to my own mind I shall never now know, for at that moment there flamed out upon the garden a broad, strong flame of light – a flame which came so swiftly and suddenly, that a man, creeping along the River Walk, had not time to step out of its influence before I had caught full sight of him. There was not much to see, however. A man about the middle height, muffled in a cloak, wearing a cap, the peak of which was drawn down over his forehead: that was all I could discern, ere, cowering back from the light, he stole away into the darkness.


Had I yielded to my first impulse, I should have rushed after him in pursuit; but an instant’s reflection told me how worse than futile such a wild-goose chase must prove. Cunning must be met with cunning, watching with watching.


If I could discover who he was, I should have taken the first step towards solving the mystery of River Hall; but I should never do so by putting him on his guard. The immediate business lying at that moment to my hand was to discover whence came the flare of light which, streaming across the walk, had revealed the intruder’s presence to me. For that business I can truthfully say I felt little inclination.


Nevertheless, it had to be undertaken. So, walking downstairs, I unlocked and opened the library door, and found, as I anticipated, the room in utter darkness. I examined the fastenings of the shutters – they were secure as I had left them; I looked into the strong – room – not even a rat lay concealed there; I turned the cocks of the gas lights – but no gas whistled through the pipes, for the service to the library was separate from that of the rest of the house, and capable of being shut off at pleasure. I, mindful of the lights said to have been seen emanating from that room, had taken away the key from the internal tap, so that gas could not be used without my knowledge or the possession of a second key. Therefore, as I have said, it was no surprise to me to find the library in darkness. Nor could I say the fact of the light flaring, apparently, from a closely-shut-up room surprised me either. For a long time I had been expecting to see this phenomenon: now, when I did see it, I involuntarily connected the light, the apartment, and the stranger together.


For he was no ghost. Ghosts do not leave footmarks behind them in the snow. Ghosts do not break threads of cotton. It was a man I had seen in the garden, and it was my business to trace out the connection between him and the appearances at River Hall.


Thinking thus, I left the library, extinguished the candle by the aid of which I had made the investigations stated above, and after lowering the gaslight I always kept burning in the hall, began ascending the broad, handsome staircase, when I was met by the figure of a man descending the steps. I say advisedly, the figure; because, to all external appearance, he was as much a living man as myself.


And yet I knew the thing which came towards me was not flesh and blood. Knew it when I stood still, too much stupefied to feel afraid. Knew it, as the figure descended swiftly, noiselessly. Knew it, as, for one instant, we were side by side. Knew it, when I put out my hand to stop its progress, and my hand, encountering nothing, passed through the phantom as through air. Knew, it, when I saw the figure pass through the door I had just locked, and which opened to admit the ghostly visitor – opened wide, and then closed again, without the help of mortal hand.


After that I knew nothing more till I came to my senses again and found myself half lying, half sitting on the staircase, with my head resting against the banisters. I had fainted; but if any man thinks I saw in a vision what I have described, let him wait till he reaches the end of this story before expressing too positive an opinion about the matter.


How I passed the remainder of that night, I could scarely tell. Towards morning, however, I fell asleep, and it was quite late when I awoke: so late, in fact, that Mrs. Stott had rung for admittance before I was out of bed.


That morning two curious things occurred: one, the postman brought a letter for the late owner of River Hall, and dropped it in the box; another, Mrs. Stott asked me if I would allow her and two of the children to take up their residence at the Uninhabited House. She could not manage to pay her rent, she explained, and some kind friends had offered to maintain the elder children if she could keep the two youngest.


“And I thought, sir, seeing how many spare rooms there are here, and the furniture wanting cleaning, and the windows opening when the sun is out, that perhaps you would not object to my staying here altogether. I should not want any more wages, sir, and I would do my best to give satisfaction.”


For about five minutes I considered this proposition, made to me whilst sitting at breakfast, and decided in favour of granting her request. I felt satisfied she was not in league with the person or persons engaged in watching my movements; it would be well to have someone in care of the premises during my absence, and it would clearly be to her interest to keep her place at River Hall, if possible.


Accordingly, when she brought in my boots, I told her she could remove at once if she liked.


“Only remember one thing, Mrs. Stott,” I said. “If you find any ghosts in the dark corners, you must not come to me with any complaints.”


“I sleep sound, sir,” she answered, “and I don’t think any ghosts will trouble me in the daytime. So thank you, sir; I will bring over a few things and stay here, if you please.”


“Very good; here is the key of the back door,” I answered; and in five minutes more I was trudging London-ward.


As I walked along I decided not to say anything to Mr. Craven concerning the previous night’s adventures; first, because I felt reluctant to mention the apparition, and secondly, because instinct told me I should do better to keep my own counsel, and confide in no one, till I had obtained some clue to the mystery of that midnight watcher.


“Now here’s a very curious thing!” said Mr. Craven, after he had opened and read the letter left at River Hall that morning. “This is from a man who has evidently not heard of Mr. Elmsdale’s death, and who writes to say how much he regrets having been obliged to leave England without paying his IOU held by my client. To show that, though he may have seemed dishonest, he never meant to cheat Mr. Elmsdale, he encloses a draft on London for the principal and interest of the amount due.”


“Very creditable to him,” I remarked. “What is the amount, sir?”


“Oh! the total is under a hundred pounds,” answered Mr. Craven; “but what I meant by saying the affair seemed curious is this: amongst Mr. Elmsdale’s papers there was not an IOU of any description.”


“Well, that is singular,” I observed; then asked, “Do you think Mr. Elmsdale had any other office besides the library at River Hall?”


“No,” was the reply, “none whatever. When he gave up his offices in town, he moved every one of his papers to River Hall. He was a reserved, but not a secret man; not a man, for instance, at all likely to lead a double life of any sort.”


“And yet he betted,” I suggested.


“Certainly that does puzzle me,” said Mr. Craven. “And it is all against my statement, for I am certain no human being, unless it might be Mr. Harringford, who knew him in business, was aware of the fact.”


“And what is your theory about the absence of all-important documents?” I inquired.


“I think he must have raised money on them,” answered Mr. Craven.


“Are you aware whether anyone else ever produced them?” I asked.


 “I am not; I never heard of their being produced: but, then, I should not have been likely to hear.” Which was very true, but very unsatisfactory. Could we succeed in tracing even one of those papers, a clue might be found to the mystery of Mr. Elmsdale’s suicide.


That afternoon I repaired to the house of one of our clients, who had, I knew, a file of the Times newspapers, and asked him to allow me to look at it.


I could, of course, have seen a file at many places in the city, but I preferred pursuing my investigations where no one was likely to watch the proceeding.


“Times! bless my soul, yes; only too happy to be able to oblige Mr. Craven. Walk into the study, there is a good fire, make yourself quite at home, I beg, and let me send you a glass of wine.”


All of which I did, greatly to the satisfaction of the dear old gentleman. 


Turning over the file for the especial year in which Mr. Elmsdale had elected to put a pistol to his head, I found at last the account of the inquest, which I copied out in shorthand, to be able to digest it more fully at leisure; and as it was growing dusk, wended my way back to Buckingham Street.


As I was walking slowly down one side of the street, I noticed a man standing within the open door of a house near Buckingham Gate.


At any other time I should not have given the fact a second thought, but life at River Hall seemed to have endowed me with the power of making mountains out of molehills, of regarding the commonest actions of my fellows with distrust and suspicion; and I was determined to know more of the gentleman who stood back in the shadow, peering out into the darkening twilight.


With this object I ran upstairs to the clerk’s office, and then passed into Mr. Craven’s room. He had gone, but his lamp was still burning, and I took care to move between it and the window, so as to show myself to any person who might be watching outside; then, without removing hat or top – coat, I left the room, and proceeded to Taylor’s office, which I found in utter darkness. This was what I wanted; I wished to see without being seen; and across the way, standing now on the pavement, was the man I had noticed, looking up at our offices.


“All right,” thought I, and running downstairs, I went out again, and walked steadily up Buckingham Street, along John Street, up Adam Street, as though en route to the Strand. Before, however, I reached that thoroughfare, I paused, hesitated, and then immediately and suddenly wheeled round and retraced my steps, meeting, as I did so, a man walking a few yards behind me and at about the same pace.


I did not slacken my speed for a moment as we came face to face; I did not turn to look back after him; I retraced my steps to the office; affected to look out some paper, and once again pursued my former route, this time without meeting or being followed by anyone, and made my way into the City, where I really had business to transact.


I could have wished for a longer and a better look at the man who honoured me so far as to feel interested in my movements; but I did not wish to arouse his suspicions.


I had scored one trick; I had met him full, and seen his face distinctly – so distinctly that I was able to feel certain I had seen it before, but where, at the moment, I could not remember.


“Never mind,” I continued: “that memory will come in due time; meanwhile the ground of inquiry narrows, and the plot begins to thicken.”




 




•   XI   •

Miss Blake Once More






Upon my return to River Hall I found in the letter-box an envelope addressed to – Patterson, Esq.


Thinking it probably contained some circular, I did not break the seal until after dinner;


whereas, had I only known from whom the note came, should I not have devoured its contents before satisfying the pangs of physical hunger!


Thus ran the epistle:



Dear Sir,


Until half an hour ago I was ignorant that you were the person who had undertaken to reside at River Hall. If you would add another obligation to that already conferred upon me, leave that terrible house at once. What I have seen in it, you know; what may happen to you, if you persist in remaining there, I tremble to think. For the sake of your widowed mother and only sister, you ought not to expose yourself to a risk which is worse than useless. I never wish to hear of River Hall being let again. Immediately I come of age, I shall sell the place; and if anything could give me happiness in this world, it would be to hear the house was razed to the ground. Pray! pray! listen to a warning, which, believe me, is not idly given, and leave a place which has already been the cause of so much misery to yours, gratefully and sincerely,


Helena Elmsdale.




It is no part of this story to tell the rapture with which I gazed upon the writing of my “lady-love.” Once I had heard Miss Blake remark, when Mr. Craven was remonstrating with her on her hieroglyphics, that “Halana wrote an ‘unmaning hand,’ like all the rest of the English,” and, to tell the truth, there was nothing particularly original or characteristic about Miss Elmsdale’s calligraphy.


But what did that signify to me? If she had strung pearls together, I should not have valued them one-half so much as I did the dear words which revealed her interest in me.


Over and over I read the note, at first rapturously, afterwards with a second feeling mingling with my joy. How did she know it was I who had taken up my residence at River Hall? Not a soul I knew in London, besides Mr. Craven, was aware of the fact, and he had promised faithfully to keep my secret.


Where, then, had Miss Elmsdale obtained her information? from whom had she learned that I was bent on solving the mystery of the “Uninhabited House”?


I puzzled myself over these questions till my brain grew uneasy with vain conjectures.


Let me imagine what I would – let me force my thoughts into what grooves I might – the moment the mental pressure was removed, my suspicions fluttered back to the man whose face seemed not unfamiliar.


“I am confident he wants to keep that house vacant,” I decided. “Once let me discover who he is, and the mystery of the ‘Uninhabited House’ shall not long remain a mystery.”


But then the trouble chanced to be how to find out who he was. I could not watch and be watched at the same time, and I did not wish to take anyone into my confidence, least of all a professional detective.


So far fortune had stood my friend; I had learnt something suspected by no one else, and I made up my mind to trust to the chapter of accidents for further information on the subject of my unknown friend.


When Mr. Craven and I were seated at our respective tables, I said to him:


“Could you make any excuse to send me to Miss Blake’s today, sir?” Mr. Craven looked up in utter amazement. “To Miss Blake’s!” he repeated. “Why do you want to go there?”


 “I want to see Miss Elmsdale,” I answered, quietly enough, though I felt the colour rising in my face as I spoke.


“You had better put all that nonsense on one side, Patterson,” he remarked. “What you have to do is to make your way in the world, and you will not do that so long as your head is running upon pretty girls. Helena Elmsdale is a good girl; but she would no more be a suitable wife for you, than you would be a suitable husband for her. Stick to law, my lad, for the present, and leave love for those who have nothing more important to think of.”


“I did not want to see Miss Elmsdale for the purpose you imply,” I said, smiling at the vehemence of Mr. Craven’s advice. “I only wish to ask her one question.”


“What is the question?”


“From whom she learned that I was in residence at River Hall,” I answered, after a moment’s hesitation.


“What makes you think she is aware of that fact?” he inquired.


“I received a note from her last night, entreating me to leave the place, and intimating that some vague peril menaced me if I persisted in remaining there.”


“Poor child! poor Helena!” said Mr. Craven, thoughtfully; then spreading a sheet of note-paper on his blotting-pad, and drawing his cheque-book towards him, he proceeded:


“Now remember, Patterson, I trust to your honour implicitly. You must not make love to that girl; I think a man can scarcely act more dishonourably towards a woman, than to induce her to enter into what must be, under the best circumstances, a very long engagement.”


“You may trust me, sir,” I answered, earnestly. “Not,” I added, “that I think it would be a very easy matter to make love to anyone with Miss Blake sitting by.”


Mr. Craven laughed; he could not help doing so at the idea I had suggested. Then he said, “I had a letter from Miss Blake this morning asking me for money.”


“And you are going to let her have some of that hundred pounds you intended yesterday to place against her indebtedness to you,” I suggested.


“That is so,” he replied. “Of course, when Miss Helena comes of age, we must turn over a new leaf – we really must.”


To this I made no reply. It would be a most extraordinary leaf, I considered, in which Miss Blake did not appear as debtor to my employer but it scarcely fell within my province to influence Mr. Craven’s actions.


“You had better ask Miss Blake to acknowledge receipt of this,” said my principal, holding up a cheque for ten pounds as he spoke. “I am afraid I have not kept the account as I ought to have done.”


Which was undeniably true, seeing we had never taken a receipt from her at all, and that loans had been debited to his private account instead of to that of Miss Blake. But true as it was, I only answered that I would get her acknowledgment; and taking my hat, I walked off to Hunter Street.


Arrived there, I found, to my unspeakable joy, that Miss Blake was out, and Miss Elmsdale at home.


When I entered the shabby sitting-room where her beauty was so grievously lodged, she rose and greeted me with kindly words, and sweet smiles, and vivid blushes.


“You have come to tell me you are not going ever again to that dreadful house,” she said, after the first greeting and inquiries for Miss Blake were over. “You cannot tell the horror with which the mere mention of River Hall now fills me.”


“I hope it will never be mentioned to you again till I have solved the mystery attached to it,” I answered.


 “Then you will not do what I ask,” she cried, almost despairingly.


“I cannot,” was my reply. “Miss Elmsdale, you would not have a soldier turn back from the battle. I have undertaken to find out the secret attached to your old home, and, please God, I shall succeed in my endeavours.”


“But you are exposing yourself to danger, to—”


“I must take my chance of that. I cannot, if I would, turn back now, and I would not if I could. But I have come to you for information. How did you know it was I who had gone to River Hall?”


The colour flamed up in her face as I put the question.


“I – I was told so,” she stammered out.


“May I ask by whom?”


“No, Mr. Patterson, you may not,” she replied. “A – a friend – a kind friend, informed me of the fact, and spoke of the perils to which you were exposing yourself – living there all alone – all alone,” she repeated. “I would not pass a night in the house again if the whole parish were there to keep me company, and what must it be to stay in that terrible, terrible place alone! You are here, perhaps, because you do not believe – because you have not seen.”


“I do believe,” I interrupted, “because I have seen; and yet I mean to go through with the matter to the end. Have you a likeness of your father in your possession, Miss Elmsdale?” I asked.


“I have a miniature copied from his portrait, which was of course too large to carry from place to place,” she answered. “Why do you wish to know?”


“If you let me see it, I will reply to your question,” I said.


Round her dear throat she wore a thin gold chain. Unfastening this, she handed to me the necklet, to which was attached a locket enamelled in black. It is no exaggeration to say, as I took this piece of personal property, my hand trembled so much that I could not open the case.


True love is always bashful, and I loved the girl, whose slender neck the chain had caressed, so madly and senselessly, if you will, that I felt as if the trinket were a living thing, a part and parcel of herself.


“Let me unfasten it,” she said, unconscious that aught save awkwardness affected my manipulation of the spring. And she took the locket and handed it back to me open, wet with tears – her tears.


Judge how hard it was for me then to keep my promise to Mr. Craven and myself – how hard it was to refrain from telling her all my reasons for having ever undertaken to fight the dragon installed at River Hall.


I thank God I did refrain. Had I spoken then, had I presumed upon her sorrow and her simplicity, I should have lost something which constitutes the sweetest memory of my life.


But that is in the future of this story, and meantime I was looking at the face of her father.


I looked at it long and earnestly; then I closed the locket, softly pressing down the spring as I did so, and gave back miniature and chain into her hand.


“Well, Mr. Patterson?” she said, inquiringly.


“Can you bear what I have to tell?” I asked.


“I can, whatever it may be,” she answered.


“I have seen that face at River Hall.”


She threw up her arms with a gesture of despair.


“And,” I went on, “I may be wrong, but I think I am destined to solve the mystery of its appearance.”


 She covered her eyes, and there was silence between us for a minute, when I said:


“Can you give me the name of the person who told you I was at River Hall?”


“I cannot,” she repeated. “I promised not to mention it.”


“He said I was in danger.”


“Yes, living there all alone.”


“And he wished you to warn me.”


“No; he asked my aunt to do so, and she refused; and so I – I thought I would write to you without mentioning the matter to her.”


“You have done me an incalculable service,” I remarked, “and in return I will tell you something.”


“What is that?” she asked.


“From tonight I shall not be alone in the house.”


“Oh! how thankful I am!” she exclaimed; then instantly added, “Here is my aunt.”


I rose as Miss Blake entered, and bowed.


“Oh! it is you, is it?” said the lady. “The girl told me someone was waiting.”


Hot and swift ran the colour to my adored one’s cheeks.


“Aunt,” she observed, “I think you forget this gentleman comes from Mr. Craven.”


“Oh no! my dear, I don’t forget Mr. Craven, or his clerks either,” responded Miss Blake, as, still cloaked and bonneted, she tore open Mr. Craven’s envelope.


“I am to take back an answer, I think,” said I.


“You are, I see,” she answered. “He’s getting mighty particular, is William Craven. I suppose he thinks I am going to cheat him out of his paltry ten pounds. Ten pounds, indeed! and what is that, I should like to know, to us in our present straits! Why, I had more than twice ten yesterday from a man on whom we have no claim – none whatever – who, without asking, offered it in our need.”


“Aunt,” said Miss Elmsdale, warningly.


“If you will kindly give me your acknowledgment, Miss Blake, I should like to be getting back to Buckingham Street,” I said. “Mr. Craven will wonder at my absence.”


“Not a bit of it,” retorted Miss Blake. “You and Mr. Craven understand each other, or I am very much mistaken; but here is the receipt, and good day to you.”


I should have merely bowed my farewell, but that Miss Elmsdale stood up valiantly.


“Good-bye, Mr. Patterson,” she said, holding out her dainty hand, and letting it lie in mine while she spoke. “I am very much obliged to you. I can never forget what you have done and dared in our interests.”


And I went out of the room, and descended the stairs, and opened the front door, she looking graciously over the balusters the while, happy, aye, and more than happy.


What would I not have done and dared at that moment for Helena Elmsdale? Ah! ye lovers, answer!




 




•   XII   •

Help






“There has been a gentleman to look at the house, sir, this afternoon,” said Mrs. Stott to me, when, wet and tired, I arrived, a few evenings after my interview with Miss Elmsdale, at River Hall.


“To look at the house!” I repeated. “Why, it is not to let.”


 “I know that, sir, but he brought an order from Mr. Craven’s office to allow him to see over the place, and to show him all about. For a widow lady from the country, he said he wanted it. A very nice gentleman, sir; only he did ask a lot of questions, surely—”


“What sort of questions?” I inquired.


“Oh! as to why the tenants did not stop here, and if I thought there was anything queer about the place; and he asked how you liked it, and how long you were going to stay; and if you had ever seen aught strange in the house.


“He spoke about you, sir, as if he knew you quite well, and said you must be stout-hearted to come and fight the ghosts all by yourself. A mighty civil, talkative gentleman – asked me if I felt afraid of living here, and whether I had ever met any spirits walking about the stairs and passages by themselves.”


“Did he leave the order you spoke of just now behind him?”


“Yes, sir. He wanted me to give it back to him; but I said I must keep it for you to see. So then he laughed, and made the remark that he supposed, if he brought the lady to see the place, I would let him in again. A pleasant-spoken gentleman, sir – gave me a shilling, though I told him I did not require it.”


Meantime I was reading the order, written by Taylor, and dated two years back.


“What sort of looking man was he?” I asked.


“Well, sir, there was not anything particular about him in any way. Not a tall gentleman, not near so tall as you, sir; getting into years, but still very active and light-footed, though with something of a halt in his way of walking. I could not rightly make out what it was; nor what it was that caused him to look a little crooked when you saw him from behind. Very lean, sir; looked as if the dinners he had eaten done him no good. Seemed as if, for all his pleasant ways, he must have seen trouble, his face was so worn-like.”


“Did he say if he thought the house would suit?” I inquired.


“He said it was a very nice house, sir, and that he imagined anybody not afraid of ghosts might spend two thousand a year in it very comfortably. He said he should bring the lady to see the place, and asked me particularly if I was always at hand, in case he should come tolerably early in the morning.”


“Oh!” was my comment, and I walked into the dining-room, wondering what the meaning of this new move might be; for Mrs. Stott had described, to the best of her ability, the man who stood watching our offices in London; and – good heavens! – yes, the man I had encountered in the lane leading to River Hall, when I went to the Uninhabited House, after Colonel Morris’ departure.


“That is the man,” thought I, “and he has some close, and deep, and secret interest in the mystery associated with this place, the origin of which I must discover.”


Having arrived at this conclusion, I went to bed, for I had caught a bad cold, and was aching from head to foot, and had been sleeping ill, and hoped to secure a good night’s rest.


I slept, it is true, but as for rest, I might as well, or better, have been awake. I fell from one dream into another; found myself wandering through impossible places; started in an agony of fear, and then dozed again, only to plunge into some deeper quagmire of trouble; and through all there was a vague feeling I was pursuing a person who eluded all my efforts to find him; playing a terrible game of hide-and-seek with a man who always slipped away from my touch, panting up mountains and running down declivities after one who had better wind and faster legs than I; peering out into the darkness, to catch a sight of a vague figure standing somewhere in the shadow, and looking, with the sun streaming into my eyes and blinding me, a-down long white roads filled with a multitude of people, straining my sight to catch a sight of the coming traveller, who yet never came.


When I awoke thoroughly, as I did long and long before daybreak, I knew I was ill. I had a bad sore throat and an oppression at my chest which made me feel as if I was breathing through a sponge. My limbs ached more than had been the case on the previous evening whilst my head felt heavier than a log of teak.


“What should I do if I were to have a bad illness in that house?” I wondered to myself, and for a few minutes I pondered over the expediency of returning home; but this idea was soon set aside.


Where could I go that the Uninhabited House would not be a haunting presence? I had tried running away from it once before, and found it more real to me in the King’s Road, Brighton, than on the banks of the Thames. No! – ill or well, I would stay on; the very first night of my absence might be the night of possible explanation.


Having so decided, I dressed and proceeded to the office, remaining there, however, only long enough to write a note to Mr. Craven, saying I had a very bad cold, and begging him to excuse my attendance.


After that I turned my steps to Munro’s lodgings. If it were possible to avert an illness, I had no desire to become invalided in Mr. Elmsdale’s Hall.


Fortunately, Munro was at home and at dinner. “Just come in time, old fellow,” he said, cheerily. “It is not one day in a dozen you would have found me here at this hour. Sit down, and have some steak. Can’t eat – why, what’s the matter, man? You don’t mean to say you have got another nervous attack. If you have, I declare I shall lodge a complaint against you with Mr. Craven.”


“I am not nervous,” I answered; “but I have caught cold, and I want you to put me to rights.”


“Wait till I have finished my dinner,” he replied; and then he proceeded to cut himself another piece of steak – having demolished which, and seen cheese placed on the table, he said:


“Now, Harry, we’ll get to business, if you please. Where is this cold you were talking about?”


I explained as well as I could, and he listened to me without interruption. When I had quite finished, he said:


“Hal Patterson, you are either becoming a hypochondriac, or you are treating me to half confidences. Your cold is not worth speaking about. Go home, and get to bed, and take a basin of gruel, or a glass of something hot, after you are in bed, and your cold will be well in the morning.


But there is something more than a cold the matter with you. What has come to you, to make a few rheumatic pains and a slight sore throat seem of consequence in your eyes?”


“I am afraid of being ill,” I answered.


“Why are you afraid of being ill? why do you imagine you are going to be ill? why should you fall ill any more than anybody else?”


I sat silent for a minute, then I said, “Ned, if I tell you, will you promise upon your honour not to laugh at me?”


“I won’t, if I can help it. I don’t fancy I shall feel inclined to laugh,” he replied.


“And unless I give you permission, you will not repeat what I am going to tell you to anyone?”


“That I can safely promise,” he said. “Go on.”


And I went on. I began at the beginning and recited all the events chronicled in the preceding pages; and he listened, asking no questions, interposing no remark.


When I ceased speaking, he rose and said he must think over the statements I had made.


“I will come and look you up tonight, Patterson,” he observed. “Go home to River Hall, and keep yourself quiet. Don’t mention that you feel ill. Let matters go on as usual. I will be with you about nine. I have an appointment now that I must keep.”


Before nine Munro appeared, hearty, healthy, vigorous as usual.


“If this place were in Russell Square,” he said, after a hasty glance round the drawing-room, “I should not mind taking a twenty-one years’ lease of it at forty pounds a year, even if ghosts were included in the fixtures.”


“I see you place no credence in my story,” I said, a little stiffly.


“I place every credence in your story,” was the reply. “I believe you believe it, and that is saying more than most people could say nowadays about their friends’ stories if they spoke the truth.”


It was of no use for me to express any further opinion upon the matter. I felt if I talked for a thousand years I should still fail to convince my listener there was anything supernatural in the appearances beheld at River Hall. It is so easy to pooh – pooh another man’s tale; it is pleasant to explain every phenomenon that the speaker has never witnessed; it is so hard to credit that anything absolutely unaccountable on natural grounds has been witnessed by your dearest friend, that, knowing my only chance of keeping my temper and preventing Munro gaining a victory over me was to maintain a discreet silence, I let him talk on and strive to account for the appearances I had witnessed in his own way.


“Your acquaintance of the halting gait and high shoulder may or might have some hand in the affair,” he finished. “My own opinion is he has not. The notion that you are being watched, is, if my view of the matter be correct, only a further development of the nervous excitement which has played you all sort of fantastic tricks since you came to this house. If anyone does wander through the gardens, I should set him down as a monomaniac or an intending burglar, and in any case the very best thing you can do is to pack up your traps and leave River Hall to its fate.”


I did not answer; indeed, I felt too sick at heart to do so. What he said was what other people would say. If I could not evolve some clearer theory than I had yet been able to hit on, I should be compelled to leave the mystery of River Hall just as I had found it. Miss Blake had, I knew, written to Mr. Craven that the house had better be let again, as there “was no use in his keeping a clerk there in free lodgings forever”: and now came Ned Munro, with his worldly wisdom, to assure me mine was a wild-goose chase, and that the only sensible course for me to pursue was to abandon it altogether. For the first time, I felt disheartened about the business, and I suppose I showed my disappointment, for Munro, drawing his chair nearer to me, laid a friendly hand on my shoulder and said:


“Cheer up, Harry! never look so downhearted because your nervous system has been playing you false. It was a plucky thing to do, and to carry out; but you have suffered enough for honour, and I should not continue the experiment of trying how much you can suffer, were 1 in your shoes.”


“You are very kind, Munro,” I answered; “but I cannot give up. If I had all the wish in the world to leave here tonight, a will stronger than my own would bring me back here tomorrow. The place haunts me. Believe me, I suffer less from its influence, seated in this room, than when I am in the office or walking along the Strand.”


“Upon the same principle, I suppose, that a murderer always carries the memory of his victim’s face about with him; though he may have felt callously indifferent whilst the body was an actual presence.”


“Precisely,” I agreed.


 “But then, my dear fellow, you are not a murderer in any sense of the word. You did not create the ghosts supposed to be resident here.”


“No; but I feel bound to find out who did,” I answered.


“That is, if you can, I suppose?” he suggested.


“I feel certain I shall,” was the answer. “I have an idea in my mind, but it wants shape. There is a mystery, I am convinced, to solve which, only the merest hint is needed.”


“There are a good many things in this world in the same position, I should say,” answered Munro. “However, Patterson, we won’t argue about the matter; only there is one thing upon which I am determined – after this evening, I will come and stay here every night. I can say I am going to sleep out of town. Then, if there are ghosts, we can hunt them together; if there are none, we shall rest all the better. Do you agree to that?” and he held out his hand, which I clasped in mine, with a feeling of gratitude and relief impossible to describe.


As he said, I had done enough for honour; but still I could not give up, and here was the support and help I required so urgently, ready for my need.


“I am so much obliged,” I said at last.


“Pooh! nonsense!” he answered. “You would do as much or more for me any day. There, don’t let us get sentimental. You must not come out, but, following the example of your gallant Colonel Morris, I will, if you please, smoke a cigar in the garden. The moon must be up by this time.”


I drew back the curtains and unfastened the shutter, which offered egress to the grounds, then, having rung for Mrs. Stott to remove the supper-tray, I sat down by the fire to await Munro’s return, and began musing concerning the hopelessness of my position, the gulf of poverty and prejudice and struggle that lay between Helena and myself.


I was determined to win her; but the prize seemed unattainable as the Lord Mayor’s robes must have appeared to Dick Whittington, when he stood at the foot of Highgate Hill; and, prostrated as I was by that subtle malady to which as yet Munro had given no name, the difficulties grew into mountains, the chances of success dwarfed themselves into molehills.


Whilst thus thinking vaguely, purposelessly, but still most miserably, I was aroused from reverie by the noise of a door being shut cautiously and carefully – an outer door, and yet one with the sound of which I was unacquainted.


Hurrying across the hall, I flung the hall door wide, and looked out into the night. There was sufficient moonlight to have enabled me to discern any object moving up or down the lane, but not a creature was in sight, not a cat or dog even traversed the weird whiteness of that lonely thoroughfare.


Despite Munro’s dictum, I passed out into the night air, and went down to the very banks of the Thames. There was not a boat within hail. The nearest barge lay a couple of hundred yards from the shore.


As I retraced my steps, I paused involuntarily beside the door, which led by a separate entrance to the library.


“That is the door which shut,” I said to myself, pressing my hand gently along the lintel, and sweeping the hitherto unbroken cobwebs away as I did so. “If my nerves are playing me false this time, the sooner their tricks are stopped the better, for no human being opened this door, no living creature has passed through it.”


Having made up my mind on which points, I re-entered the house, and walked into the drawing-room, where Munro, pale as death, stood draining a glass of neat brandy.


“What is the matter?” I cried, hurriedly. “What have you seen, what—”


 “Let me alone for awhile,” he interrupted, speaking in a thick, hoarse whisper; then immediately asked, “Is that the library with the windows nearest the river?”


“Yes,” I answered.


“I want to go into that room,” he said, still in the same tone.


“Not now,” I entreated. “Sit down and compose yourself; we will go into it, if you like, before you leave.”


“Now, now – this minute,” he persisted. “I tell you, Patterson, I must see what is in it.”


Attempting no further opposition, I lit a couple of candles, and giving one into his hand, led the way to the door of the library, which I unlocked and flung wide open.


To one particular part Munro directed his steps, casting the light from his candle on the carpet, peering around in search of something he hoped, and yet still feared, to see. Then he went to the shutters and examined the fastenings, and finding all well secured, made a sign for me to precede him out of the room. At the door he paused, and took one more look into the darkness of the apartment, after which he waited while I turned the key in the lock, accompanying me back across the hall.


When we were once more in the drawing-room, I renewed my inquiry as to what he had seen; but he bade me let him alone, and sat mopping great beads of perspiration off his forehead, till, unable to endure the mystery any longer, I said:


“Munro, whatever it may be that you have seen, tell me all, I entreat. Any certainty will be better than the possibilities I shall be conjuring up for myself.”


He looked at me wearily, and then drawing his hand across his eyes, as if trying to clear his vision, he answered, with an uneasy laugh:


“It was nonsense, of course. I did not think I was so imaginative, but I declare I fancied I saw, looking through the windows of that now utterly dark room, a man lying dead on the floor.”


“Did you hear a door shut?” I inquired.


“Distinctly,” he answered; “and what is more, I saw a shadow flitting through the other door leading out of the library, which we found, if you remember, bolted on the inside.”


“And what inference do you draw from all this?”


“Either that someone is, in a, to me, unintelligible way, playing a very clever game at River Hall, or else that I am mad.”


“You are no more mad than other people who have lived in this house,” I answered.


“I don’t know how you have done it, Patterson,” he went on, unheeding my remark. “I don’t, upon my soul, know how you managed to stay on here. It would have driven many a fellow out of his mind. I do not like leaving you. I wish I had told my landlady I should not be back. I will, after this time; but tonight I am afraid some patient may be wanting me.”


“My dear fellow,” I answered, “the affair is new to you, but it is not new to me. I would rather sleep alone in the haunted house, than in a mansion filled from basement to garret, with the unsolved mystery of this place haunting me.”


“I wish you had never heard of, nor seen, nor come near it,” he exclaimed, bitterly; “but, however, let matters turn out as they will, I mean to stick to you, Patterson. There’s my hand on it.”


And he gave me his hand, which was cold as ice – cold as that of one dead.


“I am going to have some punch, Ned,” I remarked. “That is’ if you will stop and have some.”


“All right,” he answered. “Something ‘hot and strong’ will hurt neither of us, but you ought to have yours in bed. May I give it to you there?”


 “Nonsense!” I exclaimed, and we drew our chairs close to the fire, and, under the influence of a decoction which Ned insisted upon making himself, and at making which, indeed, he was much more of an adept than I, we talked valiantly about ghosts and their doings, and about how our credit and happiness were bound up in finding out the reason why the Uninhabited House was haunted.


“Depend upon it, Hal,” said Munro, putting on his coat and hat, preparatory to taking his departure, “depend upon it that unfortunate Robert Elmsdale must have been badly cheated by someone, and sorely exercised in spirit, before he blew out his brains.”


To this remark, which, remembering what he had said in the middle of the day, showed the wonderful difference that exists between theory and practice, I made no reply.


Unconsciously, almost, a theory had been forming in my own mind, but I felt much corroboration of its possibility must be obtained before I dare give it expression.


Nevertheless, it had taken such hold of me that I could not shake off the impression, which was surely, though slowly, gaining ground, even against the dictates of my better judgment.


“I will just read over the account of the inquest once again,” I decided, as I bolted and barred the chain after Munro’s departure; and so, by way of ending the night pleasantly, I took out the report, and studied it till two, chiming from a neighbouring church, reminded me that the fire was out, that I had a bad cold, and that I ought to have been between the blankets and asleep hours previously.




 




•   XIII   •

Light at Last






Now, whether it was owing to having gone out the evening before from a very warm room into the night air, and, afterwards, into that chilly library, or to having sat reading the report given about Mr. Elmsdale’s death till I grew chilled to my very marrow, I cannot say, all I know is that when I awoke next morning I felt very ill, and welcomed, with rejoicing of spirit, Ned Munro, who arrived about mid-day, and at once declared he had come to spend a fortnight with me in the Uninhabited House.


“I have arranged it all. Got a friend to take charge of my patients; stated that I am going to pay a visit in the country, and so forth. And now, how are you?”


I told him, very truthfully, that I did not feel at all well.


“Then you will have to get well, or else we shall never be able to fathom this business,” he said. “The first thing, consequently, I shall do, is to write a prescription, and get it made up. After that, I mean to take a survey of the house and grounds.”


“Do precisely what you like,” I answered. “This is Liberty Hall to the living as well as to the dead,” and I laid my head on the back of the easy-chair, and went off to sleep.


All that day Munro seemed to feel little need of my society. He examined every room in the house, and every square inch about the premises. He took short walks round the adjacent neighbourhood, and made, to his own satisfaction, a map of River Hall and the country and town thereunto adjoining. Then he had a great fire lighted in the library, and spent the afternoon tapping the walls, trying the floors, and trying to obtain enlightenment from the passage which led from the library direct to the door opening into the lane.


After dinner, he asked me to lend him the shorthand report I had made of the evidence given at the inquest. He made no comment upon it when he finished reading, but sat, for a few minutes, with one hand shading his eyes, and the other busily engaged in making some sort of a sketch on the back of an old letter.


 “What are you doing, Munro?” I asked, at last.


“You shall see presently,” he answered, without looking up, or pausing in his occupation.


At the expiration of a few minutes, he handed me over the paper, saying:


“Do you know anyone that resembles?”


I took the sketch, looked at it, and cried out incoherently in my surprise.


“Well,” he went on, “who is it?”


“The man who follows me! The man I saw in this lane!”


“And what is his name?”


“That is precisely what I desire to find out,” I answered. “When did you see him? How did you identify him? Why did—”


“I have something to tell you, if you will only be quiet, and let me speak,” he interrupted. “It was, as you know, late last night before I left here, and for that reason, and also because I was perplexed and troubled, I walked fast – faster than even is my wont. The road was very lonely; I scarcely met a creature along the road, flooded with the moonlight. I never was out on a lovelier night; I had never, even in the country, felt I had it so entirely to myself.


“Every here and there I came within sight of the river, and it seemed, on each occasion, as though a great mirror had been put up to make every object on land – every house, every tree, bush, fern, more clearly visible than it had been before. I am coming to my story, Hal, so don’t look so impatient.


“At last, as I came once again in view of the Thames, with the moon reflected in the water, and the dark arches of the bridge looking black and solemn contrasted against the silvery stream, I saw before me, a long way before me, a man whose figure stood out in relief against the white road – a man walking wearily and with evident difficulty – a man, too, slightly deformed.


“I walked on rapidly, till within about a score yards of him, then I slackened my speed, and taking care that my leisurely footsteps should be heard, overtook him by degrees, and then, when I was quite abreast, asked if he could oblige me with a light.


“He looked up in my face, and said, with a forced, painful smile and studied courtesy of manner:


“‘I am sorry, sir, to say that I do not smoke.’


“I do not know exactly what reply I made. I know his countenance struck me so forcibly, it was with difficulty I could utter some commonplace remark concerning the beauty of the night.


“‘I do not like moonlight,’ he said, and as he said it, something, a connection of ideas, or a momentary speculation, came upon me so Suddenly, that once again I failed to reply coherently, but asked if he Could tell me the shortest way to the Brompton Road.


“‘To which end?’ he inquired.


“‘That nearest Hyde Park Corner,’ I answered.


“As it turned out, no question could have served my purpose better.


“‘I am going part of the way there,’ he said, ‘and will show you the nearest route – that is,’ he added, ‘if you can accommodate your pace to mine,’ and he pointed, as he spoke, to his right foot, which evidently was causing him considerable pain.


“Now, that was something quite in my way, and by degrees I got him to tell me about the accident which had caused his slight deformity. I told him I was a doctor, and had been to see a patient, and so led him on to talk about sickness and disease, till at length he touched upon diseases of a morbid character; asking me if it were true that in some special maladies the patient was haunted by an apparition which appeared at a particular hour.


 “I told him it was quite true, and that such cases were peculiarly distressing, and generally proved most difficult to cure – mentioning several well – authenticated instances, which I do not mean to detail to you, Patterson, as I know you have an aversion to anything savouring of medical shop.


“‘You doctors do not believe in the actual existence of any such apparitions, of course?’ he remarked, after a pause.


“I told him we did not; that we knew they had their rise and origin solely in the malady of the patient.


“‘And yet,’ he said, ‘some ghost stories – I am not now speaking of those associated with disease, are very extraordinary, unaccountable – ’


“‘Very extraordinary, no doubt,’ I answered; ‘but I should hesitate before saying unaccountable. Now, there is that River Hall place up the river. There must be some rational way of explaining the appearances in that house, though no one has yet found any clue to that enigma.’


“‘River Hall – where is that?’ he asked; then suddenly added, ‘Oh! I remember now: you mean the Uninhabited House, as it is called. Yes, there is a curious story, if you like. May I ask if you are interested in any way in that matter?’


“‘Not in any way, except that I have been spending the evening there with a friend of mine.’


“‘Has he seen anything of the reputed ghost?’ asked my companion, eagerly. ‘Is he able to throw any light on the dark subject?’


“‘I don’t think he can,’ I replied. ‘He has seen the usual appearances which I believe it is correct to see at River Hall; but so far, they have added nothing to his previous knowledge.’


“‘He has seen, you say?’


“‘Yes; all the orthodox lions of that cheerful house.’


“‘And still he is not daunted – he is not afraid?’


“‘He is not afraid. Honestly, putting ghosts entirely on one side, I should not care to be in his shoes, all alone in a lonely house.’


“‘And you would be right, sir,’ was the answer. ‘A man must be mad to run such a risk.’


“‘So I told him,’ I agreed.


“‘Why, I would not stay in that house alone for any money which could be offered to me,’ he went on, eagerly.


“‘I cannot go so far as that,’ I said; ‘but still it must be a very large sum which could induce me to do so.’


“‘It ought to be pulled down, sir,’ he continued; ‘the walls ought to be razed to the ground.’


“‘I suppose they will,’ I answered, ‘when Miss Elmsdale, the owner, comes of age; unless, indeed, our modern Don Quixote runs the ghost to earth before that time.’


“‘Did you say the young man was ill?’ asked my companion.


“‘He has got a cold,’ I answered.


“‘And colds are nasty things to get rid of,’ he commented, ‘particularly in those low-lying localities. That is a most unhealthy part; you ought to order your patient a thorough change of air.’


“‘I have, but he won’t take advice,’ was my reply. ‘He has nailed his colours to the mast, and means, I believe, to stay in River Hall till he kills the ghost, or the ghost kills him.’


“‘What a foolish youth!’


“‘Undoubtedly; but, then, youth is generally foolish, and we all have our crotchets.’


 “We had reached the other side of the bridge by this time, and saying his road lay in an opposite direction to mine, the gentleman I have sketched told me the nearest way to take, and bade me a civil good-night, adding, ‘I suppose I ought to say good morning.”’


“And is that all?” I asked, as Munro paused.


“Bide a wee, as the Scotch say, my son. I strode off along the road he indicated, and then, instead of making the detour he had kindly sketched out for my benefit, chose the first turning to my left, and, quite convinced he would soon pass that way, took up my position in the portico of a house which lay well in shadow. It stood a little back from the side-path, and a poor little Arab sleeping on the stone step proved to me the policeman was not over and above vigilant in that neighbourhood.


“I waited, Heaven only knows how long, thinking all the time I must be mistaken, and that his home did lie in the direction he took; but at last, looking out between the pillars and the concealing shrubs, I saw him. He was looking eagerly into the distance, with such a drawn, worn, painful expression, that for a moment my heart relented, and I thought I would let the poor devil go in peace.


“It was only for a moment, however; touching the sleeping boy, I bade him awake, if he wanted to earn a shilling. ‘Keep that gentleman in sight, and get to know for me where he lives, and come back here, and I will give you a shilling, and perhaps two, for your pains.’


“With his eyes still heavy with slumber, and his perceptions for the moment dulled, he sped after the figure, limping wearily on. I saw him ask my late companion for charity, and follow the gentleman for a few steps, when the latter, threatening him with his stick, the boy dodged to escape a blow, and then, by way of showing how lightly his bosom’s lord sat upon him, began turning wheels down the middle of the street. He passed the place where I stood, and spun a hundred feet further on, then he gathered himself together, and seeing no one in sight, stealthily crept back to his porch again.


“‘You young rascal,’ I said, ‘I told you to follow him home. I want to know his name and address particularly.’


“‘Come along, then,’ he answered, ‘and I’ll show you. Bless you, we all knows him – better than we do the police, or anybody hereabouts. He’s a beak and a ward up at the church, whatever that is, and he has building-yards as big, oh! as big as two workhouses, and – ’”


“His name, Munro – his name?” I gasped.


“Harringford.”


I expected it. I knew then that for days and weeks my suspicions had been vaguely connecting Mr. Harringford with the mystery of the Uninhabited House.


This was the hiding figure in my dream, the link hitherto wanting in my reveries concerning River Hall. I had been looking for this – waiting for it; I understood at last; and yet, when Munro mentioned the name of the man who had thought it worth his while to watch my movements, I shrunk from the conclusion which forced itself upon me.


“Must we go on to the end with this affair?” I asked, after a pause, and my voice was so changed, it sounded like that of a stranger to me.


“We do not yet know what the end will prove,” Munro answered; “but whatever it may be, we must not turn back now.”


“How ought we to act, do you think?” I inquired.


“We ought not to act at all,” he answered. “We had better wait and see what his next move will be. He is certain to take some step. He will try to get you out of this house by hook or by crook. He has already striven to effect his purpose through Miss Elmsdale, and failed. It will therefore be necessary for him to attempt some other scheme. It is not for me to decide on the course he is likely to pursue; but, if I were in your place, I should stay within doors at night. I should not sit in the dark near windows still unshuttered. I should not allow any strangers to enter the house, and I should have a couple of good dogs running loose about the premises. I have brought Brenda with me as a beginning, and I think I know where to lay my hand on a good old collie, who will stay near any house I am in, and let no one trespass about it with impunity.”


“Good heavens! Munro, you don’t mean to say you think the man would murder me!” I exclaimed.


“I don’t know what he might, or might not do,” he replied. “There is something about this house he is afraid may be found out, and he is afraid you will find it out. Unless I am greatly mistaken, a great deal depends upon the secret being preserved intact. At present we can only surmise its nature; but I mean, in the course of a few days, to know more of Mr. Harringford’s antecedents than he might be willing to communicate to anyone. What is the matter with you, Hal? You look as white as a corpse.”


“I was only thinking,” I answered, “of one evening last week, when I fell asleep in the drawing-room, and woke in a fright, imagining I saw that horrid light streaming out from the library, and a face pressed up close to the glass of the window on my left hand peering into the room.”


“I have no doubt the face was there,” he said, gravely; “but I do not think it will come again, so long as Brenda is alive. Nevertheless, I should be careful. Desperate men are capable of desperate deeds.”


The first post next morning brought me a letter from Mr. Craven, which proved Mr. Harringford entertained for the present no intention of proceeding to extremities with me.


He had been in Buckingham Street, so said my principal, and offered to buy the freehold of River Hall for twelve hundred pounds.


Mr. Craven thought he might be induced to increase his bid to fifteen hundred, and added:



“Miss Blake has half consented to the arrangement, and Miss Elmsdale is eager for the matter to be pushed on, so that the transfer may take place directly she comes of age. I confess, now an actual offer has been made, I feel reluctant to sacrifice the property for such a sum, and doubt whether it might not be better to offer it for sale by auction – that is, if you think there is no chance of your discovering the reason why River Hall bears so bad a name. Have you obtained any clue to the mystery?”




To this I replied in a note, which Munro himself conveyed to the office.



I have obtained an important clue; but that is all I can say for the present. Will you tell Mr. Harringford I am at River Hall, and that you think, being on the spot and knowing all about the place, I could negotiate the matter better than anyone else in the office? If he is desirous of purchasing, he will not object to calling some evening and discussing the matter with me. I have an idea that a large sum of money might be made out of this property by an enterprising man like Mr. Harringford; and it is just possible, after hearing what I have to say, he may find himself able to make a much better offer for the Uninhabited House than that mentioned in your note. At all events, the interview can do no harm. I am still suffering so much from cold that it would be imprudent for me to wait upon Mr. Harringford, which would otherwise be only courteous on my part.




“Capital!” said Munro, reading over my shoulder. “That will bring my gentleman to River Hall – . But what is wrong, Patterson? You are surely not going to turn chickenhearted now?”


 “No,” I answered; “but I wish it was over. I dread something, and I do not know what it is. Though nothing shall induce me to waver, I am afraid, Munro. I am not ashamed to say it: I am afraid, as I was the first night I stayed in this house. I am not a coward, but I am afraid.” He did not reply for a moment. He walked to the window and looked out over the Thames; then he came back, and, wringing my hand, said, in tones that tried unsuccessfully to be cheerful:


“I know what it is, old fellow. Do you think I have not had the feeling myself, since I came here? But remember, it has to be done, and I will stand by you. I will see you through it.”


“It won’t do for you to be in the room, though,” I suggested.


“No; but I will stay within earshot,” he answered.


We did not talk much more about the matter. Men rarely do talk much about anything which seems to them very serious, and I may candidly say that I had never felt anything in my life to be much more serious than that impending interview with Mr. Harringford.


That he would come we never doubted for a moment, and we were right. As soon as it was possible for him to appoint an interview, Mr. Harringford did so.


“Nine o’clock on tomorrow (Thursday) evening,” was the hour he named, apologizing at the same time for being unable to call at an earlier period of the day.


“Humph!” said Munro, turning the note over. “You will receive him in the library, of course, Hal?”


I replied such was my intention.


“And that will be a move for which he is in no way prepared,” commented my friend.


From the night when Munro walked and talked with Mr. Harringford, no person came spying round and about the Uninhabited House. Of this fact we were satisfied, for Brenda, who gave tongue at the slightest murmur wafted over the river from the barges lying waiting for the tide, never barked as though she were on the track of living being; whilst the collie – a tawny-black, unkempt, ill-conditioned, savage-natured, but yet most true and faithful brute, which Munro insisted on keeping within doors, never raised his voice from the day he arrived at River Hall, till the night Mr. Harringford rang the visitor’s-bell, when the animal, who had been sleeping with his nose resting on his paws, lifted his head and indulged in a prolonged howl.


Not a nice beginning to an interview which I dreaded.




 




•   XIV-   •

A Terrible Interview






I was in the library, waiting to receive Mr. Harringford. A bright fire blazed on the hearth, the table was strewn with papers Munro had brought to me from the office, the gas was all ablaze, and the room looked bright and cheerful – as bright and as cheerful as if no ghost had been ever heard of in connection with it.


At a few minutes past nine my visitor arrived. Mrs. Stott ushered him into the library, and he entered the room evidently intending to shake hands with me, which civility I affected not to notice.


After the first words of greeting were exchanged, I asked if he would have tea, or coffee, or wine; and finding he rejected all offers of refreshment, I rang the bell and told Mrs. Stott I could dispense with her attendance for the night.


“Do you mean to tell me you stay in this house entirely alone?” asked my visitor.


“Until Mrs. Stott came I was quite alone,” I answered.


“I would not have done it for any consideration,” he remarked.


“Possibly not,” I replied. “People are differently constituted.”


 It was not long before we got to business. His offer of twelve hundred pounds I pooh-poohed as ridiculous.


“Well,” he said – by this time I knew I had a keen man of business to deal with – “put the place up to auction, and see whether you will get as much.”


“There are two, or rather, three ways of dealing with the property, which have occurred to me, Mr. Harringford,” I explained. “One is letting or selling this house for a reformatory, or school. Ghosts in that case won’t trouble the inmates, we may be quite certain; another is utilizing the buildings for a manufactory; and the third is laying the ground out for building purposes, thus—”


As I spoke, I laid before him a plan for a tri-sided square of building, the south side being formed by the river. I had taken great pains with the drawing of this plan: the future houses, the future square, the future river – walk with seats at intervals, were all to be found in the roll which I unfolded and laid before him, and the effect my sketch produced surprised me.


“In Heaven’s name, Mr. Patterson,” he asked, “where did you get this? You never drew it out of your own head!”


I hastened to assure him I had certainly not got it out of any other person’s head; but he smiled incredulously.


“Probably,” he suggested, “Mr. Elmsdale left some such sketch behind him – something, at all events, which suggested the idea to you.”


“If he did, I never saw nor heard of it,” I answered.


“You may have forgotten the circumstance,” he persisted; “but I feel confident you must have seen something like this before. Perhaps amongst the papers in Mr. Craven’s office.”


“May I inquire why you have formed such an opinion?” I said, a little stiffly.


“Simply because this tri-sided square was a favourite project of the late owner of River Hall,” he replied. “After the death of his wife, the place grew distasteful to him, and I have often heard him say he would convert the ground into one of the handsomest squares in the neighbourhood of London. All he wanted was a piece of additional land lying to the west, which piece is, I believe, now to be had at a price—”


I sat like one stricken dumb. By no mental process, for which I could ever account, had that idea been evolved. It sprang into life at a bound. It came to me in my sleep, and I wakened at once with the whole plan clear and distinct before my mind’s eye, as it now lay clear and distinct before Mr. Harringford.


“It is very extraordinary,” I managed at last to stammer out; “for I can honestly say I never heard even a suggestion of Mr. Elmsdale’s design; indeed, I did not know he had ever thought of building upon the ground.”


“Such was the fact, however,” replied my visitor. “He was a speculative man in many ways. Yes, very speculative, and full of plans and projects. However, Mr. Patterson,” he proceeded, “all this only proves the truth of the old remark, that ‘great wits and little wits sometimes jump together.’” 


There was a ring of sarcasm in his voice, as in his words, but I did not give much heed to it.


The design, then, was not mine. It had come to me in sleep, it had been forced upon me, it had been explained to me in a word, and as I asked myself, By whom? I was unable to repress a shudder.


“You are not well, I fear,” said Mr. Harringford; “this place seems to have affected your health. Surely you have acted imprudently in risking so much to gain so little.”


“I do not agree with you,” I replied. “However, time will show whether I have been right or wrong in coming here. I have learned many things of which I was previously in ignorance, and I think I hold a clue in my hands which, properly followed, may lead me to the hidden mystery of River Hall.”


“Indeed!” he exclaimed. “May I ask the nature of that clue?”


“It would be premature for me to say more than this, that I am inclined to doubt whether Mr. Elmsdale committed suicide.”


“Do you think his death was the result of accident, then?” he inquired, his face blanching to a ghastly whiteness.


“No, I do not,” I answered, bluntly. “But my thoughts can have little interest for anyone, at present. What we want to talk about is the sale and purchase of this place. The offer you made to Mr. Craven, I consider ridiculous. Let on building lease, the land alone would bring in a handsome income, and the house ought to sell for about as much as you offer for the whole property.”


“Perhaps it might, if you could find a purchaser,” he answered; “and the land might return an income, if you could let it as you suggest; but, in the meantime, while the grass grows, the steed starves; and while you are waiting for your buyer and your speculative builder, Miss Blake and Miss Elmsdale will have to walk barefoot, waiting for shoes you may never be able to provide for them.”


There was truth in this, but only a half-truth, I felt, so I said:


“When examined at the inquest, Mr. Harningford, you stated, I think, that you were under considerable obligations to Mr. Elmsdale?”


“Did I?” he remarked. “Possibly, he had given me a helping-hand once or twice, and probably I mentioned the fact. It is a long time ago, though.”


“Not so very long,” I answered; “not long enough, I should imagine, to enable you to forget any benefits you may have received from Mr. Elmsdale.”


“Mr. Patterson,” he interrupted, “are we talking business or sentiment? If the former, please understand I have my own interests to attend to, and that I mean to attend to them. If the latter, I am willing, if you say Miss Elmsdale has pressing need for the money, to send her my cheque for fifty or a hundred pounds. Charity is one thing, trade another, and I do not care to mix them. I should never have attained to my present position, had I allowed fine feelings to interfere with the driving of a bargain. I don’t want River Hall. I would not give that,” and he snapped his fingers, “to have the title-deeds in my hands tomorrow; but as Miss Elmsdale wishes to sell, and as no one else will buy, I offer what I consider a fair price for the place. If you think you can do better, well and good. If—”


He stopped suddenly in his sentence, then rising, he cried, “It is a trick – a vile, infamous, disgraceful trick!” while his utterance grew thick, and his face began to work like that of a person in convulsions.


“What do you mean?” I asked, rising also, and turning to look in the direction he indicated with outstretched arm and dilated eyes.


Then I saw no need for him to answer. Standing in the entrance to the strong room was Robert Elmsdale himself, darkness for a background, the light of the gas falling full upon his face.


Slowly, sternly, he came forward, step by step. With footfalls that fell noiselessly, he advanced across the carpet, moving steadily forward towards Mr. Harringford, who, beating the air with his hands, screamed, “Keep him off! don’t let him touch me!” and fell full length on the floor.


Next instant, Munro was in the room. “Hullo, what is the matter?” he asked. “What have you done to him – what has he been doing to you?”


 I could not answer. Looking in my face, I think Munro understood we had both seen that which no man can behold unappalled.


“Come, Hal,” he said, “bestir yourself. Whatever has happened, don’t sink under it like a woman. Help me to lift him. Merciful Heaven!” he added, as he raised the prostrate figure. “He is dead!”


To this hour, I do not know how we managed to carry him into the drawing-room. I cannot imagine how our trembling hands bore that inert body out of the library and across the hall. It seems like a dream to me calling up Mrs. Stott, and then tearing away from the house in quest of further medical help, haunted, every step I took, by the memory of that awful presence, the mere sight of which had stricken down one of us in the midst of his buying, and bargaining, and boasting.


I had done it – I had raised that ghost – I had brought the man to his death; and as I fled through the night, innocent as I had been of the thought of such a catastrophe, I understood what Cain must have felt when he went out to live his life with the brand of murderer upon him.


But the man was not dead; though he lay for hours like one from whom life had departed, he did not die then. We had all the genius, and knowledge, and skill of London at his service. If doctors could have saved him, he had lived. If nursing could have availed him, he had recovered, for I never left him.


When the end came I was almost worn out myself.


And the end came very soon.


“No more doctors,” whispered the sick man; “they cannot cure me. Send for a clergyman, and a lawyer, Mr. Craven as well as any other. It is all over now; and better so; life is but a long fever. Perhaps he will sleep now, and let me sleep too. Yes, I killed him. Why, I will tell you. Give me some wine.


“What I said at the inquest about owing my worldly prosperity to him was true. I trace my pecuniary success to Mr. Elmsdale; but I trace also hours, months, and years of anguish to his agency. My God! the nights that man has made me spend when he was living, the nights I have spent in consequence of his death—”


He stopped; he had mentally gone back over a long journey. He was retracing the road he had travelled, from youth to old age. For he was old, if not in years, in sorrow. Lying on his death-bed, he understood for what a game he had burnt his candle to the socket; comprehended how the agony, and the suspense, and the suffering, and the long, long fever of life, which with him never knew a remittent moment, had robbed him of that which every man has a right to expect, some pleasure in the course of his existence.


“When I first met Elmsdale,” he went on, “I was a young man, and an ambitious one. I was a clerk in the City. I had been married a couple of years to a wife I loved dearly. She was possessed of only a small dot [dowry]; and after furnishing our house, and paying for all the expenses incident on the coming of a first child, we thought ourselves fortunate in knowing there was still a deposit standing in our name at the Joint-Stock Bank, for something over two hundred pounds.


“Nevertheless, I was anxious. So far, we had lived within our income; but with an annual advance of salary only amounting to ten pounds, or thereabouts, I did not see how we were to manage when more children came, particularly as the cost of living increased day by day. It was a dear year that of which I am speaking.


“I do not precisely remember on what occasion it was I first saw Mr. Elmsdale; but I knew afterwards he picked me out as a person likely to be useful to him.


 “He was on good terms with my employers, and asked them to allow me to bid for some houses he wanted to purchase at a sale.


“To this hour I do not know why he did not bid for them himself. He gave me a five-pound note for my services; and that was the beginning of our connection. Off and on, I did many things for him of one sort or another, and made rather a nice addition to my salary out of doing them, till the devil, or he, or both, put it into my head to start as builder and speculator on my own account.


“I had two hundred pounds and my furniture: that was the whole of my capital; but Elmsdale found me money. I thought my fortune was made, the day he advanced me my first five hundred pounds. If I had known – if I had known—”


“Don’t talk any more,” I entreated. “What can it avail to speak of such matters now?”


He turned towards me impatiently.


“Not talk,” he repeated, “when I have for years been as one dumb, and at length the string of my tongue is loosened! Not talk, when, if I keep silence now, he will haunt me in eternity, as he has haunted me in time!”


I did not answer, I only moistened his parched lips, and bathed his burning forehead as tenderly as my unaccustomed hands understood how to perform such offices.


“Lift me up a little, please,” he said; and I put the pillows in position as deftly as I could.


“You are not a bad fellow,” he remarked, “but I am not going to leave you anything.”


“God forbid!” I exclaimed, involuntarily.


“Are not you in want of money?” he asked.


“Not of yours,” I answered.


“Mine,” he said; “it is not mine, it is his. He thought a great deal of money, and he has come back for it. He can’t rest, and he won’t let me rest till I have paid him principal and interest – compound interest. Yes – well, I am able to do even that.”


We sat silent for a few minutes, then he spoke again.


“When I first went into business with my borrowed capital, nothing I touched really succeeded. I found myself going back – back. Far better was my position as clerk; then at least I slept sound at nights, and relished my meals. But I had tasted of so-called independence, and I could not go back to be at the beck and call of an employer. Ah! no employer ever made me work so hard as Mr. Elmsdale; no beck and call were ever so imperative as his.


“I pass over a long time of anxiety, struggle, and hardship. The world thought me a prosperous man; probably no human being, save Mr. Elmsdale, understood my real position, and he made my position almost unendurable.


“How I came first to bet on races, would be a long story, longer than I have time to tell; but my betting began upon a very small scale, and I always won – always in the beginning. I won so certainly and so continuously, that finally I began to hope for deliverance from Mr. Elmsdale’s clutches.


“I don’t know how” – the narrative was not recited straight on as I am writing it, but by starts, as strength served him – “Mr. Elmsdale ascertained I was devoting myself to the turf: all I can say is, he did ascertain the fact, and followed me down to Ascot to make sure there was no mistake in his information.


“At the previous Derby my luck had begun to turn. I had lost then – lost heavily for me, and he taxed me with having done so.


“In equity, and at law, he had then the power of foreclosing on every house and rood of ground I owned. I was in his power – in the power of Robert Elmsdale. Think of it – . But you never knew him. Young man, you ought to kneel down and thank God you were never so placed as to be in the power of such a devil – 


“If ever you should get into the power of a man like Robert Elmsdale, don’t offend him. It is bad enough to owe him money; but it is worse for him to owe you a grudge. I had offended him. He was always worrying me about his wife – lamenting her ill-health, extolling her beauty, glorifying himself on having married a woman of birth and breeding; just as if his were the only wife in the world, as if other men had not at home women twice as good, if not as handsome as Miss Blake’s sister.


“Under Miss Blake’s insolence I had writhed; and once, when my usual prudence deserted me, I told Mr. Elmsdale I had been in Ireland and seen the paternal Blake’s ancestral cabin, and ascertained none of the family had ever mixed amongst the upper thousand, or whatever the number may be which goes to make up society in the Isle of Saints.


“It was foolish, and it was wrong; but I could not help saying what I did, and from that hour he was my enemy. Hitherto, he had merely been my creditor. My own imprudent speech transformed him into a man lying in wait to ruin me.


“He bided his time. He was a man who could wait for years before he struck, but who would never strike till he could make sure of inflicting a mortal wound. He drew me into his power more and more, and then he told me he did not intend to continue trusting anyone who betted – that he must have his money. If he had not it by a certain date, which he named, he would foreclose.


“That meant he would beggar me, and I with an ailing wife and a large family!


“I appealed to him. I don’t remember now what I said, but I do recollect I might as well have talked to stone.


“What I endured during the time which followed, I could not describe, were I to talk forever. Till a man in extremity tries to raise money, he never understands the difficulty of doing so. I had been short of money every hour since I first engaged in business, and yet I never comprehended the meaning of a dead-lock till then.


“One day, in the City, when I was almost mad with anxiety, I met Mr. Elmsdale.


“‘Shall you be ready for me, Harningford?’ he asked.


“‘I do not know – I hope so,’ I answered.


“‘Well, remember, if you are not prepared with the money, I shall be prepared to act,’ he said, with an evil smile.


“As I walked home that evening, an idea flashed into my mind. I had tried all honest means of raising the money; I would try dishonest. My credit was good. I had large transactions with first-rate houses. I was in the habit of discounting largely, and I – well, I signed names to paper that I ought not to have done. I had the bills put through. I had four months and three days in which to turn round, and I might, by that time, be able to raise sufficient to retire the acceptances.


“In the meantime, I could face Mr. Elmsdale, and so I wrote, appointing an evening when I would call with the money, and take his release for all claims upon me.


“When I arrived at Riven Hall he had all the necessary documents ready, but refused to give them up in exchange for my cheque.


“He could not trust me, he said, and he had, moreover, no banking account. If I liked to bring the amount in notes, well and good; if not, he would instruct his solicitors.


“The next day I had important business to attend to, so a stormy interview ended in my writing ‘pay cash’ on the cheque, and his consenting to take it to my bankers himself.


 “My business on the following day, which happened to be out of town, detained me much longer than I anticipated, and it was late before I could reach River Hall. Late though it was, however, I determined to go after my papers. I held Mr. Elmsdale’s receipt for the cheque, certainly; but I knew I had not an hour to lose in putting matters in train for another loan, if I was to retire the forged acceptances. By experience, I knew how the months slipped away when money had to be provided at the end of them, and I was feverishly anxious to hold my leases and title-deeds once more.


“I arrived at the door leading to the library. Mr. Elmsdale opened it as wide as the chain would permit, and asked who was there. I told him, and, grumbling a little at the unconscionable hour at which I had elected to pay my visit, he admitted me.


“He was out of temper. He had hoped and expected, I knew, to find payment of the cheque refused, and he could not submit with equanimity to seeing me slip out of his hands.


“Evidentiy, he did not expect me to come that night, for his table was strewed with deeds and notes, which he had been reckoning up, no doubt, as a miser counts his gold.


“A pair of pistols lay beside his desk – close to my hand, as I took the seat he indicated.


“We talked long and bitterly. It does not matter now what he said or I said. We fenced round and about a quarrel during the whole interview. I was meek, because I wanted him to let me have part of the money at all events on loan again; and he was blatant and insolent because he fancied I cringed to him – and I did cringe.


“I prayed for help that night from Man as I have never since prayed for help from God.


“You are still young, Mr. Patterson, and life, as yet, is new to you, or else I would ask whether, in going into an entirely strange office, you have not, if agitated in mind, picked up from the table a letter or card, and kept twisting it about, utterly unconscious for the time being of the social solecism you were committing.


“In precisely the same spirit – God is my witness, as I am a dying man, with no object to serve in speaking falsehoods – while we talked, I took up one of the pistols and commenced handling it.


“‘Take care,’ he said; ‘that is loaded’; hearing which I laid it down again.


“For a time we went on talking; he trying to ascertain how I had obtained the money, I striving to mislead him.


“‘Come, Mr. Elmsdale,’ I remarked at last, ‘you see I have been able to raise the money; now be friendly, and consent to advance me a few thousands, at a fair rate, on a property I am negotiating for. There is no occasion, surely, for us to quarrel, after all the years we have done business together. Say you will give me a helping-hand once more, and – ’


“Then he interrupted me, and swore, with a great oath, he would never have another transaction with me.


“‘Though you have paid me,’ he said, ‘I know you are hopelessly insolvent. I cannot tell where or how you have managed to raise that money, but certain am I it has been by deceiving someone; and so sure as I stand here I will know all about the transaction within a month.’


“While we talked, he had been, at intervals, passing to and from his strong room, putting away the notes and papers previously lying about on the table; and, as he made this last observation, he was standing just within the door, placing something on the shelf.


“‘It is of no use talking to me any more,’ he went on. ‘If you talked from now to eternity you could not alter my decision. There are your deeds; take them, and never let me see you in my house again.’


 “He came out of the dankness into the light at that moment, looking burly, and insolent, and braggart, as was his wont.


“Something in his face, in the tone of his voice, in the vulgar assumption of his manner, maddened me. I do not know, I have never been able to tell, what made me long at that moment to kill him – but I did long. With an impulse I could not resist, I rose as he returned towards the table, and snatching a pistol from the table – fired.


“Before he could realize my intention, the bullet was in his brain. He was dead, and I a murderer.


“You can understand pretty well what followed. I ran into the passage and opened the door; then, finding no one seemed to have heard the report of the pistol, my senses came back to me. I was not sorry for what I had done. All I cared for was to avert suspicion from myself, and to secure some advantage from his death.


“Stealing back into the room, I took all the money I could find, as well as deeds and other securities. These last I destroyed next day, and in doing so I felt a savage satisfaction.


“‘He would have served them the same as me,’ I thought. All the rest you know pretty well.


“From the hour I left him lying dead in the library every worldly plan prospered with me. If I invested in land, it trebled in value. Did I speculate in houses, they were sought after as investments. I grew rich, respected, a man of standing. I had sold my soul to the devil, and he paid me even higher wages than those for which I engaged – but there was a balance.


“One after another, wife and children died; and while my heart was breaking by reason of my home left desolate, there came to me the first rumour of this place being haunted.


“I would not believe it – I did not – I fought against the truth as men fight with despair.


“I used to come here at night and wander as near to the house as I safely could. The place dogged me, sleeping and waking. That library was an ever-present memory. I have sat in my lonely rooms till I could endure the horrors of imagination no longer, and been forced to come from London that I might look at this terrible house, with the silent river flowing sullenly past its desolate gardens.


“Life seemed ebbing away from me. I saw that day by day the blood left my cheeks. I looked at my hands, and beheld they were becoming like those of someone very aged. My lameness grew perceptible to others as well as to me, and I could distinguish, as I walked in the sunshine, the shadow my figure threw was that of one deformed. I grew weak, and worn, and tired, yet I never thoroughly lost heart till I knew you had come here to unravel the secret.


“‘And it will be revealed to him,’ I thought, ‘if I do not kill him too.’


“You have been within an ace of death often and often since you set yourself this task, but at the last instant my heart always failed me.


“Well, you are to live, and I to die. It was to be so, I suppose; but you will never be nearer your last moment, till you lie a corpse, than you have been twice, at any rate.”


Then I understood how accurately Munro had judged when he warned me to be on my guard against this man – now harmless and dying, but so recently desperate and all-powerful for evil; and as I recalled the nights I had spent in that desolate house, I shivered.


Even now, though the years have come and the years have gone since I kept my lonely watch in River Hall, I start sometimes from sleep with a great horror of darkness upon me, and a feeling that stealthily someone is creeping through the silence to take my life!




 




•   XV   •

Conclusion







I can remember the day and the hour as if it had all happened yesterday. I can recall the view from the windows distinctly, as though time had stood still ever since. There are no gardens under our windows in Buckingham Street. Buckingham Gate stands the entrance to a desert of mud, on which the young Arabs – shoeless, stockingless – are disporting themselves. It is low water, and the river steamers keep towards the middle arches of Waterloo. Up aloft the Hungerford Suspension rears itself in mid air, and that spick-and-span new bridge, across which trains run now ceaselessly, has not yet been projected. It is a bright spring day. The sunshine falls upon the buildings on the Surrey side, and lights them with a picturesque beauty to which they have not the slightest title. A barge, laden with hay, is lying almost motionless in the middle of the Thames.


There is, even in London, a great promise and hope about that pleasant spring day, but for me life has held no promise, and the future no hope, since that night when the mystery of River Hall was solved in my presence, and out of his own mouth the murderer uttered his condemnation.


How the weeks and the months had passed with me is soon told. Ill when I left River Hall, shortly after my return home I fell sick unto death, and lay like one who had already entered the Valley of the Shadow.


I was too weak to move; I was too faint to think; and when at length I was brought slowly back to the recollection of life and its cares, of all I had experienced and suffered in the Uninhabited House, the time spent in it seemed to me like the memory of some frightful dream.


I had lost my health there, and my love too. Helena was now further removed from me than ever. She was a great heiress. Mr. Harningford had left her all his money absolutely, and already Miss Blake was considering which of the suitors, who now came rushing to woo, it would be best for her niece to wed.


As for me, Taylor repeated, by way of a good joke, that her aunt referred to me as a “decent sort of young man” who “seemed to be but weakly,” and, ignoring the fact of ever having stated “she would not mind giving fifty pounds,” remarked to Mr. Craven, that, if I was in poor circumstances, he might pay me five or ten sovereigns, and charge the amount to her account.


Of all this Mr. Craven said nothing to me. He only came perpetually to my sick-bed, and told my mother that whenever I was able to leave town I must get away, drawing upon him for whatever sums I might require. I did not need to encroach on his kindness, however, for my uncle, hearing of my illness, sent me a cordial invitation to spend some time with him.


In his cottage, far away from London, strength at last returned to me, and by the autumn my old place in Mr. Craven’s office was no longer vacant. I sat in my accustomed corner, pursuing former avocations, a changed man.


I was hard-working as ever, but hope lightened my road no longer.


To a penny I knew the amount of my lady’s fortune, and understood Mr. Harringford’s bequest had set her as far above me as the stars are above the earth.


I had the conduct of most of Miss Elmsdale’s business. As a compliment, perhaps, Mr. Craven entrusted all the work connected with Mr. Harringford’s estate to me, and I accepted that trust as I should have done any other which he might choose to place in my hands.


But I could have dispensed with his well-meant kindness. Every visit I paid to Miss Blake filled my soul with bitterness. Had I been a porter, a crossing-sweeper, or a pot-man, she might, I suppose, have treated me with some sort of courtesy; but, as matters stood, her every tone, word, and look, said, plainly as possible, “If you do not know your station, I will teach it to you.”


As for Helena, she was always the same – sweet, and kind, and grateful, and gracious; but she had her friends about her: new lovers waiting for her smiles. And, after a time, the shadow cast across her youth would, I understood, be altogether removed, and leave her free to begin a new and beautiful life, unalloyed by that hideous, haunting memory of suicide, which had changed into melancholy the gay cheerfulness of her lovely girlhood.


Yes; it was the old story of the streamlet and the snow, of the rose and the wind. To others my love might not have seemed hopeless, but to me it was dead as the flowers I had seen blooming a year before.


Not for any earthly consideration would I have made a claim upon her affection.


What I had done had been done freely and loyally. I gave it all to her as utterly as I had previously given my heart, and now I could make no bargain with my dear. I never for a moment thought she owed me anything for my pains and trouble. Her kindly glances, her sweet words, her little, thoughtful turns of manner, were free gifts of her goodness, but in no sense payment for my services.


She understood I could not presume upon them, and was, perhaps, better satisfied it should be so.


But nothing satisfied Miss Blake, and at length between her and Mr. Craven there ensued a serious disagreement. She insisted he should not “send that clerk of his” to the house again, and suggested if Mr. Craven were too high and mighty to attend to the concerns of Miss Elmsdale himself, Miss Blake must look out for another solicitor.


“The sooner the better, madam,” said Mr. Craven, with great state; and Miss Blake left in a huff, and actually did go off to a rival attorney, who, however, firmly declined to undertake her business.


Then Helena came as peacemaker. She smoothed down Mr. Craven’s ruffled feathers and talked him into a good temper, and effected a reconciliation with her aunt, and then nearly spoilt everything by adding:


“But indeed I think Mr. Patterson had better not come to see us for the present, at all events.”


“You ungrateful girl!” exclaimed Mr. Craven; but she answered, with a little sob, that she was not ungrateful, only – only she thought it would be better if I stayed away.


And so Taylor took my duties on him, and, as a natural consequence, some very pretty disputes between him and Miss Blake had to be arranged by Mr. Craven.


Thus the winter passed, and it was spring again – that spring day of which I have spoken. Mr. Craven and I were alone in the office. He had come late into town and was reading his letters; whilst I, seated by a window overlooking the Thames, gave about equal attention to the river outside and a tedious document lying on my table.


We had not spoken a word, I think, for ten minutes, when a slip of paper was brought in, on which was written a name.


“Ask her to walk in,” said Mr. Craven, and, going to the door, he greeted the visitor, and led Miss Elmsdale into the room.


I rose, irresolute; but she came forward, and, with a charming blush, held out her hand, and asked me some commonplace question about my health.


Then I was going, but she entreated me not to leave the room on her account.


“This is my birthday, Mr. Craven,” she went on, “and I have come to ask you to wish me many happy returns of the day, and to do something for me – will you?”


“I wish you every happiness, my dear,” he answered, with a tenderness born, perhaps, of olden memories and of loving-kindness towards one so sweet, and beautiful, and lonely. “And if there is anything I can do for you on your birthday, why, it is done, that is all I can say.”


 She clasped her dear hands round his arm, and led him towards a further window. I could see her downcast eyes – the long lashes lying on her cheeks, the soft colour flitting and coming, making her alternately pale and rosy, and I was jealous. Heaven forgive me! If she had hung so trustfully about one of the patriarchs, I should have been jealous, though he reckoned his years by centuries.


What she had to say was said quickly. She spoke in a whisper, bringing her lips close to his ear, and lifting her eyes imploringly to his when she had finished.


“Upon my word, miss,” he exclaimed, aloud, and he held her from him and looked at her till the colour rushed in beautiful blushes even to her temples, and her lashes were wet with tears, and her cheeks dimpled with smiles. “Upon my word – and you make such a request to me – to me, who have a character to maintain, and who have daughters of my own to whom I am bound to set a good example! Patterson, come here. Can you imagine what this young lady wants me to do for her now? She is twenty-one today, she tells me, and she wants me to ask you to marry her. She says she will never marry anyone else.” Then, as I hung back a little, dazed, fearful, and unable to credit the evidence of my senses, he added:


“Take her; she means it – every word, and you deserve to have her. If she had chosen anybody else I would never have drawn out her settlements.”


But I would not take her, not then. Standing there with the spring landscape blurred for the moment before me, I tried to tell them both what I felt. At first, my words were low and broken, for the change from misery to happiness affected me almost as though I had been suddenly plunged from happiness into despair. But by degrees I recovered my senses, and told my darling and Mr. Craven it was not fit she should, out of very generosity, give herself to me – a man utterly destitute of fortune – a man who, though he loved her better than life, was only a clerk at a clerk’s salary.


“If I were a duke,” I went on, breaking ground at last, “with a duke’s revenue and a duke’s rank, I should only value what I had for her sake. I would carry my money, and my birth, and my position to her, and ask her to take all, if she would only take me with them; but, as matters stand, Mr. Craven—”


“I owe everything worth having in life to you,” she said, impetuously, taking my hand in hers. “I should not like you at all if you were a duke, and had a ducal revenue.”


“I think you are too strait-laced, Patterson,” agreed Mr. Craven. “She does owe everything she has to your determination, remember.”


“But I undertook to solve the mystery for fifty pounds,” I remarked, smiling in spite of myself.


“Which has never been paid,” remarked my employer. “But,” he went on, “you young people come here and sit down, and let us talk the affair over all together.” And so he put us in chairs as if we had been clients, while he took his professional seat, and, after a pause, began:


“My dear Helena, I think the young man has reason. A woman should marry her equal. He will, in a worldly sense, be more than your equal someday; but that is nothing. A man should be head of the household.


“It is good, and nice, and loving of you, my child, to wish to endow your husband with all your worldly goods; but your husband ought, before he takes you, to have goods of his own wherewith to endow you. Now, now, now, don’t purse up your pretty mouth, and try to controvert a lawyer’s wisdom. You are both young: you have plenty of time before you.


“He ought to be given an opportunity of showing what he can do, and you ought to mix in society and see whether you meet anyone you think you can like better. There is no worse time for finding out a mistake of that sort, than after marriage.” And so the kind soul prosed on, and would, possibly, have gone on prosing for a few hours more, had I not interrupted one of his sentences by saying I would not have Miss Elmsdale bound by any engagement, or consider herself other than free as air.


“Well, well,” he answered, testily, “we understand that thoroughly. But I suppose you do not intend to cast the young lady’s affections from you as if they were of no value?”


At this juncture her eyes and mine met. She smiled, and I could not help smiling too.


“Suppose we leave it in this way,” Mr. Craven said, addressing apparently some independent stranger. “If, at the end of a year, Miss Elmsdale is of the same mind, let her write to me and say so. That course will leave her free enough, and it will give us twelve months in which to turn round, and see what we can do in the way of making his fortune. I do not imagine he will ever be able to count down guineas against her guineas, or that he wants to do anything so absurd. But he is night in saying an heiress should not marry a struggling clerk. He ought to be earning a good income before he is much older, and he shall, or my name is not William Craven.”


I got up and shook his hand, and Helena kissed him.


“Tut, tut! fie, fie! what’s all this?” he exclaimed, searching sedulously for his double eyeglass – which all the while he held between his finger and thumb. “Now, young people, you must not occupy my time any longer. Harry, see this self-willed little lady into a cab; and you need not return until the afternoon. If you are in time to find me before I leave, that will do quite well. Good-bye, Miss Helena.”


I did not take his hint, though. Failing to find a cab – perhaps for want of looking for one – I ventured to walk with my beautiful companion up Regent Street as far as Oxford Circus.


Through what enchanted ground we passed in that short distance, how can I ever hope to tell! It was all like a story of fairyland, with Helena for Queen of Unreality. But it was real enough. Ah! my dear, you knew your own mind, as I, after years and years of wedded happiness, can testify.


Next day, Mr. Craven started off to the west of England. He did not tell me where he was going; indeed, I never knew he had been to see my uncle until long afterwards.


What he told that gentleman, what he said of me and Helena, of my poor talents and her beauty, may be gathered from the fact that the old admiral agreed first to buy me a partnership in some established firm, and then swore a mighty oath, that if the heiress was, at the end of twelve months, willing to marry his nephew, he would make him his heir.


“I should like to have you with me, Patterson,” said Mr. Craven, when we were discussing my uncle’s proposal, which a few weeks after took me greatly by surprise; “but, if you remain here, Miss Blake will always regard you as a clerk. I know of a good opening; trust me to arrange everything satisfactorily for you.”


Whether Miss Blake, even with my altered fortunes, would ever have become reconciled to the match, is extremely doubtful, had the beau monde not turned a very decided cold-shoulder to the Irish patriot.


Helena, of course, everyone wanted, but Miss Blake no one wanted; and the fact was made very patent to that lady.


“They’ll be for panting you and me, my dear,” said the poor creature one day, when society had proved more than usually cruel. “If ever I am let see you after your marriage, I suppose I shall have to creep in at the area door, and make believe I am some faithful old nurse wanting to have a look at my dear child’s sweet face.”


“No one shall even separate me from you, dear, silly aunt,” said my charmer, kissing first one of her relative’s high cheek-bones, and then the other.


 “We’ll have to jog on, two old spinsters together, then, I am thinking,” replied Miss Blake.


“No,” was the answer, very distinctly spoken. “I am going to marry Mr. Henry Patterson, and he will not ask me to part from my ridiculous, foolish aunt.”


“Patterson! that conceited clerk of William Craven’s? Why, he has not darkened our doors for fifteen months and more.”


“Quite true,” agreed her niece; “but, nevertheless, I am going to marry him. I asked him to marry me a year ago.”


“You don’t mane that, Halana!” said poor Miss Blake. “You should not talk like an infant in arms.”


“We are only waiting for your consent,” went on my lady fair.


“Then that you will never have. While I retain my powers of speech you shall not marry a pauper who has only asked you for the sake of your money.”


“He did not ask me; I asked him,” said Helena, mischievously; “and he is not a beggar. His uncle has bought him a partnership, and is going to leave him his money; and he will be here himself tomorrow, to tell you all about his prospects.”


At first, Miss Blake refused to see me; but after a time she relented, and, thankful, perhaps, to have once again anyone over whom she could tyrannise, treated her niece’s future husband – as Helena declared – most shamefully.


“But you two must learn to agree, for there shall be no quarrelling in our house,” added the pretty autocrat.


“You needn’t trouble yourself about that, Halana,” said her aunt. “He’ll be just like all the rest. If he’s civil to me before marriage, he won’t be after. He will soon find out there is no place in the house, or, for that matter, in the world, for Susan Blake”; and my enemy, for the first time in my memory, fairly broke down and began to whimper.


“Miss Blake,” I said, “how can I convince you that I never dreamt, never could dream of asking you and Helena to separate?”


“See that, now, and he calls you Helena already,” said the lady, reproachfully.


“Well, he must begin sometime. And that reminds me the sooner he begins to call you aunt, the better.”


I did not begin to do so then, of that the reader may be quite certain; but there came a day when the word fell quite naturally from my lips.


For a long period ours was a hollow truce, but, as time passed on, and I resolutely refused to quarrel with Miss Blake, she gradually ceased trying to pick quarrels with me.


Our home is very dear to her. All the household management Helena from the first hour took into her own hands; but in the nursery Miss Blake reigns supreme.


She has always a grievance, but she is thoroughly happy. She dresses now like other people, and wears over her grey hair caps of Helena’s selection


Time has softened some of her prejudices, and age renders her eccentricities less noticeable; but she is still, after her fashion, unique, and we feel in our home, as we used to feel in the office – that we could better spare a better man.


The old house was pulled down, and not a square, but a fine terrace occupied its site. Munro lives in one of those desirable tenements, and is growing rich and famous day by day. Mr. Craven has retired from practice, and taken a place in the country, where he is bored to death though he professes himself charmed with the quiet.


Helena and I have always been town-dwellers. Though the Uninhabited House is never mentioned by either of us, she knows I have still a shuddering horror of lonely places.


 My experiences in the Uninhabited House have made me somewhat nervous. Why, it was only the other night—


“What are you doing, making all that spluttering on your paper?” says an interrupting voice at this juncture, and, looking up, I see Miss Blake seated by the window, clothed and in her right mind.


“You had better put by that writing,” she proceeds, with the manner of one having authority, and I am so amazed, when I contrast Miss Blake as she is, with what she was, that I at once obey!




•   THE END   •
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•   I   •






The sun has “dropped down,” and the “day is dead.” The silence and calm of coming night are over everything. The shadowy twilight lies softly on sleeping flowers and swaying boughs, on quiet fountains – the marble basins of which gleam snow-white in the uncertain light – on the glimpse of the distant ocean seen through the giant elms. A floating mist hangs in the still warm air, making heaven and earth mingle in one sweet confusion.


The ivy creeping up the ancient walls of the castle is rustling and whispering as the evening breeze sweeps over it. High up the tendrils climb, past mullioned windows and quaint devices, until they reach even to the old tower, and twine lovingly round it, and push through the long apertures in the masonry of the walls of the haunted chamber.


It is here that the shadows cast their heaviest gloom. All this corner of the old tower is wrapped in darkness, as though to obscure the scene of terrible crimes of past centuries.


Ghosts of dead-and-gone lords and ladies seem to peer out mysteriously from the openings in this quaint chamber, wherein no servant, male or female, of the castle has ever yet been known to set foot. It is full of dire horrors to them, and replete with legends of bygone days and gruesome sights ghastly enough to make the stoutest heart quail.


In the days of the Stuarts an old earl had hanged himself in that room, rather than face the world with dishonor attached to his name; and earlier still a beauteous dame, fair but frail, had been incarcerated there, and slowly starved to death by her relentless lord. There was even in the last century a baronet – the earldom had been lost to the Dynecourts during the Commonwealth – who, having quarreled with his friend over a reigning belle, had smitten him across the cheek with his glove, and then challenged him to mortal combat. The duel had been fought in the luckless chamber, and had only ended with the death of both combatants; the blood stains upon the flooring were large and deep, and to this day the boards bear silent witness to the sanguinary character of that secret fight.


Just now, standing outside the castle in the warmth and softness of the dying daylight, one can hardly think of bygone horrors, or aught that is sad and sinful.


There is an air of bustle and expectancy within-doors that betokens coming guests; the servants are moving to and fro noiselessly but busily, and now and then the stately housekeeper passes from room to room uttering commands and injunctions to the maids as she goes. No less occupied and anxious is the butler, as he surveys the work of the footmen. It is so long since the old place has had a resident master, and so much longer still since guests have been invited to it, that the household are more than ordinarily excited at the change now about to take place.


Sir Adrian Dynecourt, after a prolonged tour on the Continent and lingering visits to the East, has at last come home with the avowed intention of becoming a staid country gentleman, and of settling down to the cultivation of turnips, the breeding of prize oxen, and the determination to be the M.F.H. when old Lord Dartree shall have fulfilled his declared intention of retiring in his favor. He is a tall young man, lithe and active. His skin, though naturally fair, is bronzed by foreign travel. His hair is a light brown, cut very close to his head. His eyes are large, clear, and honest, and of a peculiarly dark violet; they are beautiful eyes, winning and sweet, and steady in their glance. His mouth, shaded by a drooping fair mustache, is large and firm, yet very prone to laughter.


It is quite the end of the London season, and Sir Adrian has hurried down from town to give directions for the reception of some people whom he has invited to stay with him during the slaughter of the partridges.


Now all is complete, and the last train from London being due half an hour ago Sir Adrian is standing on the steps of his hall door anxiously awaiting some of his guests.


There is even a touch of genuine impatience in his manner, which could hardly be attributed to the ordinary longing of a young man to see a few of his friends. Sir Adrian’s anxiety is open and undisguised, and there is a little frown upon his brow. Presently his face brightens as be hears the roll of carriage-wheels. When the carriage turns the corner of the drive, and the horses are pulled up at the hall door, Sir Adrian sees a fair face at the window that puts to flight all the fears he has been harboring for the last half hour.


“You have come?” he says delightedly, running down the steps and opening the carriage door himself. “I am so glad! I began to think the train had run away with you, or that the horses had bolted.”


“Such a journey as it has been!” exclaims a voice not belonging to the face that had looked from the carriage at Sir Adrian. “It has been tiresome to the last degree. I really don’t know when I felt so fatigued!”


A little woman, small and fair, steps languidly to the ground as she says this, and glances pathetically at her host. She is beautifully “got up,” both in dress and complexion, and at a first glance appears almost girlish. Laying her hand in Sir Adrian’s, she lets it rest there, as though glad to be at her journey’s end, conveying at the same time by a gentle pressure of her taper fingers the fact that she is even more glad that the end of her journey has brought her to him. She looks up at him with her red lips drooping as if tired, and with a bewildered expression in her pretty blue eyes that adds to the charm of her face.


“It’s an awful distance from town!” says Sir Adrian, as if apologizing for the spot on which his grand old castle has been built. “And it was more than good of you to come to me. I can only try to make up to you for the discomfort you have experienced today by throwing all possible chances of amusement in your way whilst you stay here.”


By this time she has withdrawn her hand, and so he is free to go up to his other guest and bid her welcome. He says nothing to her, strange to say, but it is his hand that seeks to retain hers this time, and it is his eyes that look longingly into the face before him.


“You are tired, too?” he says at length. “Come into the house and rest awhile before dinner. You will like to go to your rooms at once, perhaps?” he adds, turning to his two visitors.


“Thank you – yes. If you will have our tea sent upstairs,” replies Mrs. Talbot plaintively, “it will be such a comfort!” she always speaks in a somewhat pouting tone, and with heavy emphasis.


“Tea – nonsense!” responds Sir Adrian. “There’s nothing like champagne as a pick-me-up. I’ll send you tea also; but, take my advice, and try the champagne.”


“Oh, thank you, I shall so much prefer my tea!” Mrs. Talbot declares, with a graceful little shrug of her shoulders, at which her friend Miss Delmaine laughs aloud.


“I accept your advice, Sir Adrian,” she says, casting a mischievous glance at him from under her long lashes. “And – yes, Dora will take champagne too – when it comes.”


“Naughty girl!” exclaims Mrs. Talbot, with a little flickering smile. Dora Talbot seldom smiles, having learned by experience that her delicate face looks prettier in repose. “Come, then, Sir Adrian,” she adds, “let us enter your enchanted castle.”


The servants by this time have taken in all their luggage – that is, as much as they have been able to bring in the carriage; and now the two ladies walk up the steps and enter the hall, their host beside them.


Mrs. Talbot, who has recovered her spirits a little, is chattering gaily, and monopolizing Sir Adrian to the best of her ability, whilst Miss Delmaine is strangely silent, and seems lost in a kind of pleased wonder as she gazes upon all her charming surroundings.


The last rays of light are streaming in through the stained-glass windows, rendering the old hall full of mysterious beauty. The grim warriors in their coats of mail seem, to the entranced gaze of Florence Delmaine, to be making ready to spring from the niches which hold them.


Waking from her dream as she reaches the foot of the stone staircase, she says abruptly, but with a lovely smile playing round her mouth—


“Surely, Sir Adrian, you have a ghost in this beautiful old place, or a secret staircase, or at least a bogy of some sort? Do not spoil the romantic look of it by telling me you have no tale of terror to impart, no history of a ghostly visitant who walks these halls at the dead of night.”


“We have no ghost here, I am sorry to say,” answers Sir Adrian, laughing. “For the first time I feel distressed and ashamed that it should be so. We can only boast a haunted chamber; but there are certain legends about it, I am proud to say, the bare narration of which would make even the stoutest quail.”


“Good gracious – how distinctly unpleasant!” exclaims Mrs. Talbot, with a nervous and very effective shudder.


“How distinctly delicious, you mean!” puts in Miss Delmaine. “Sir Adrian, is this chamber anywhere near where I shall sleep?”


“Oh, no; you need not be afraid of that!” answers Dynecourt hastily.


“I am not afraid,” declares the girl saucily. “I have all my life been seeking an adventure of some sort. I am tired of my prosaic existence. I want to know what dwellers in the shadowy realms of ghost-land are like.”


“Dear Sir Adrian, do urge her not to talk like that; it is positively wicked,” pleads Dora Talbot, glancing at him beseechingly.


“Miss Delmaine, you will drive Mrs. Talbot from my house if you persist in your evil courses,” says Sir Adrian, laughing again. “Desist, I pray you!”


“Are you afraid, Dora?” asks Florence merrily. “Then keep close to me. I can defy all evil spirits, I have spells and charms.”


“You have indeed!” puts in Sir Adrian, in a tone so low that only she can hear it. “And, knowing this, you should be merciful.”


Though she can not hear what he says, yet Mrs. Talbot can see he is addressing Florence, and marks with some uneasiness the glance that passes from his eyes to hers. Breaking quickly into the conversation, she says timidly, laying her hand on her host’s arm—


“This shocking room you speak of will not be near mine?”


“In another wing altogether,” Sir Adrian replies reassuringly. “Indeed it is so far from this part of the castle that one might be safely incarcerated there and slowly starved to death without any one of the household being a bit the wiser. It is in the north wing in the old tower, a portion of the building that has not been in use for over fifty years.”


“I breathe again,” says Dora Talbot affectedly.


“I shall traverse every inch of that old tower – haunted room and all – before I am a week older,” declares Florence defiantly. After which she smiles at Adrian again, and follows the maid up the broad staircase to her room.


By the end of the week many other visitors have been made welcome at the castle; but none perhaps give so much pleasure to the young baronet as Mrs. Talbot and her cousin.


Miss Delmaine, the only daughter and heiress of an Indian nabob, had taken London by storm this past season; and not only the modern Babylon, but the heart of Adrian Dynecourt as well. She had come home to England on the death of her father about two years ago; and, having no nearer relatives alive, had been kindly received by her cousin, the Hon. Mrs. Talbot, who was then living with her husband in a pretty house in Mayfair.


Six months after Florence Delmaine’s arrival, George Talbot had succumbed to a virulent fever; and his widow, upon whom a handsome jointure had been settled, when the funeral and the necessary law worries had come to an end, had intimated to her young cousin that she intended to travel for a year upon the Continent, and that she would be glad, that is – with an elaborate sigh – she would be a degree less miserable, if she, Florence, would accompany her. This delighted Florence. She was wearied with attendance on the sick, having done most of the nursing of the Hon. George, while his wife lamented and slept; and, besides, she was still sore at heart for the loss of her father. The year abroad had passed swiftly; the end of it brought them to Paris once more, where, feeling that her time of mourning might be decently terminated, Mrs. Talbot had discarded her somber robes, and had put herself into the hands of the most fashionable dressmaker she could find.


Florence too discarded mourning for the first time, although her father had been almost two years in his quiet grave amongst the Hills; and, with her cousin, who was now indeed her only friend, if slightly uncongenial, decided to return to London forthwith.


It was early in May, and, with a sensation of extreme and most natural pleasure, the girl looked forward to a few months passed amongst the best of those whom she had learned under her cousin’s auspices to regard as “society.”


Dora Talbot herself was not by any means dead to the thought that it would be to her advantage to introduce into society a girl, well-born and possessed of an almost fabulous fortune. Stray crumbs must surely fall to her share in a connection of this kind, and such crumbs she was prepared to gather with a thankful heart.


But unhappily she set her affection upon Sir Adrian Dynecourt, with his grand old castle and his princely rent-roll – a “crumb” the magnitude and worth of which she was not slow to appreciate. At first she had not deemed it possible that Florence would seriously regard a mere baronet as a suitor, when her unbounded wealth would almost entitle her to a duke. But “love,” as she discovered later, to her discomfiture, will always “find the way.” And one day, quite unexpectedly, it dawned upon her that there might – if circumstances favored them – grow up a feeling between Florence and Sir Adrian that might lead to mutual devotion.


Yet, strong in the belief of her own charms, Mrs. Talbot accepted the invitation given by Sir Adrian, and at the close of the season she and Florence Delmaine find themselves the first of a batch of guests come to spend a month or two at the old castle at Dynecourt.


Mrs. Talbot is still young, and, in her style, very pretty; her eyes are languishing and blue as gentian, her hair a soft nut-brown; her lips perhaps are not altogether faultless, being too fine and too closely drawn, but then her mouth is small. She looks considerably younger than she really is, and does not forget to make the most of this comfortable fact. Indeed, to a casual observer, her cousin looks scarcely her junior.


Miss Delmaine is tall, slender, posée more or less, while Mrs. Talbot is prettily rounded, petite in every point, and nervously ambitious of winning the regard of the male sex.


During the past week private theatricals have been suggested. Everyone is tired of dancing and music. The season has given them more than a surfeit of both, and so they have fallen back upon theatricals.


The play on which they have decided is Goldsmith’s famous production, “She Stoops to Conquer.”


Miss Villiers, a pretty girl with yellow hair and charming eyes, is to be Constantia Neville; Miss Delmaine, Kate Hardcastle; Lady Gertrude Vining, though rather young for the part, has consented to play Mrs. Hardcastle, under the impression that she looks well in a cap and powdered hair. An impossible Tony Lumpkin has been discovered in a nervous young man with a hesitation in his speech and a difficulty about the letter “S” – a young man who woefully misunderstands Tony, and brings him out in a hitherto unknown character; a suitable Hastings has been found in the person of Captain Ringwood, a gallant young officer, and one of the “curled darlings” of society.


But who is to play Marlow? Who is to be the happy man, so blessed – even though in these fictitious circumstances – as to be allowed to make love to the reigning beauty of the past season? Nearly every man in the house has thrown out a hint as to his fitness for the part, but as yet no arrangement has been arrived at.


Sir Adrian of course is the one toward whom all eyes – and some very jealous ones – are directed. But his duties as host compel him, sorely against his will, to draw back a little from the proffered honor, and to consult the wishes of his guests rather than his own. Miss Delmaine herself has laughingly declined to make any choice of a stage lover, so that, up to the present moment, matters are still in such a state of confusion and uncertainty that they have been unable to name any date for the production of their play.


It is four o’clock, and they are all standing or sitting in the library, intent as usual in discussing the difficulty. They are all talking together, and, in the excitement that prevails, no one hears the door open, or the footman’s calm, introduction of a gentleman, who now comes leisurely up to where Sir Adrian is standing, leaning over Florence Delmaine’s chair.


He is a tall man of about thirty-five, with a dark face and dark eyes, and, withal, a slight resemblance to Sir Adrian.


“Ah, Arthur, is it you!” says Sir Adrian, in a surprised tone that has certainly no cordiality in it, but, just as certainly, the tone is not repellent.


“Yes,” replies the stranger, with a languid smile, and without confusion. “Yesterday I suddenly recollected the general invitation you gave me a month ago to come to you at any time that suited me best. This time suits me, and so I have come.”


He still smiles as he says this, and looks expectantly at Sir Adrian, who, as in duty bound, instantly tells him he is very glad to see him, and that he is a good fellow to have come without waiting for a more formal repetition of his invitation. Then he takes him over to old Lady FitzAlmont, the mother of Lady Gertrude Vining, and introduces him to her as “my cousin Mr. Dynecourt.”


The same ceremony is gone through with some of the others, but, when he brings him to Mrs. Talbot, that pretty widow interrupts his mode of introduction.


“Mr. Dynecourt and I are old friends,” she says, giving her hand to the newcomer. Then, turning to her cousin, she adds, “Florence, is it not a fatality our meeting him so often?”


“Have we met so often?” asks Florence quietly, but with a touch of hauteur and dislike in her tone. Then she too gives a cold little hand to Mr. Dynecourt, who lingers over it until she disdainfully draws it away, after which he turns from her abruptly and devotes himself to Dora Talbot.


The widow is glad of his attentions. He is handsome and well-bred, and for the last half hour she has been feeling slightly bored; so eager has been the discussion about the Marlow matter, that she has been little sought after by the opposite sex. And now, once again, the subject is being examined in all its bearings, and the discussion waxes fast and furious.


“What is it all about?” asks Arthur Dynecourt presently, glancing at the animated group in the middle of the room. And Sir Adrian, hearing his question, explains it to him.


“Ah, indeed!” he says. And then, after a scarcely perceptible pause – “Who is to be Kate Hardcastle?”


“Miss Delmaine,” answers Sir Adrian, who is still leaning over that young lady’s chair.


“In what does the difficulty consist?” inquires Arthur Dynecourt, with apparent indifference.


“Well,” replies Sir Adrian, laughing; “I believe mere fear holds us back. Miss Delmaine, as we all know, is a finished actress, and we dread spoiling her performance by faults on our side. None of us have attempted the character before; this is why we hesitate.”


“A very sensible hesitation, I think,” says his cousin coolly. “You should thank me then for coming to your relief this afternoon; I have played the part several times, and shall be delighted to undertake it again, and help you out of your difficulty.”


At this Miss Delmaine flushes angrily, and opens her lips as if she would say something, but, after a second’s reflection, restrains herself. She sinks back into her chair with a proud languor, and closes her mouth resolutely.


Sir Adrian is confounded. All along he had secretly hoped that, in the end, this part would fall to his lot; but now – what is to be done? How can he refuse to let his cousin take his place, especially as he has declared himself familiar with the part.


Arthur, observing his cousin’s hesitation, laughs aloud. His is not a pleasant laugh, but has rather a sneering ring in it, and at the present moment it jars upon the ears of the listeners.


“If I have been indiscreet,” he says, with a slight glance at Florence’s proud face, “pray pardon me. I only meant to render you a little assistance. I thought I understood from you that you were rather in a dilemma. Do not dwell upon my offer another moment. I am afraid I have made myself somewhat officious – unintentionally, believe me.”


“My dear fellow, not at all,” declares Sir Adrian hastily, shocked at his own apparent want of courtesy. “I assure you, you mistake. It is all so much to the contrary, that I gratefully accept your offer, and beg you will be Marlow.”


“But really—” begins Arthur Dynecourt.


“Not a word!” interrupts Sir Adrian; and indeed by this time Arthur Dynecourt has brought his cousin to believe he is about to confer upon him a great favor. “Look here, you fellows,” Sir Adrian goes on, walking toward the other men, who are still arguing and disputing over the vexed question, “I’ve settled it all for you. Here is my cousin; he will take the difficulty off your hands, and be a first-class Marlow at the same time.”


A suppressed consternation follows this announcement. Many and dark are the glances cast upon the newcomer, who receives them all with his usual imperturbable smile. Rising, Arthur approaches one of the astonished group who is known to him, and says something upon the subject with a slight shrug of his shoulders. As he is Sir Adrian’s cousin, everyone feels that it will be impossible to offer any objection to his taking the much-coveted part.


“Well, I have sacrificed myself for you; I have renounced a very dear desire all to please you,” says Sir Adrian softly, bending down to Florence. “Have I succeeded?”


“You have succeeded in displeasing me more than I can say,” she returns coldly. Then, seeing his amazed expression, she goes on hastily, “Forgive me, but I had hoped for another Marlow.”


She blushes prettily as she says this, and an expression arises in her dark eyes that moves him deeply. Stooping over her hand, he imprints a kiss upon it. Dora Talbot, whose head is turned aside, sees nothing of this, but Arthur Dynecourt has observed the silent caress, and a dark frown gathers on his brow.




 



•   II   •






Every day and all day long there is nothing but rehearsing. In every corner two or more may be seen studying together the parts they have to play. Florence Delmaine alone refuses to rehearse her part except in full company, though Mr. Dynecourt has made many attempts to induce her to favor him with a private reading of those scenes in which he and she must act together. He has even appealed to Dora Talbot to help him in this matter, which she is only too willing to do, as she is secretly desirous of flinging the girl as much in his way as possible. Indeed anything that would keep Florence out of Sir Adrian’s sight would be welcome to her; so that she listens kindly to Arthur Dynecourt when he solicits her assistance.


“She evidently shuns me,” he says in an aggrieved tone to her one evening, sinking into the seat beside hers. “Except a devotion to her that is singularly sincere, I know of nothing about me that can be regarded by her as an offense. Yet it appears to me that she dislikes me.”


“There I am sure you are wrong,” declares the widow, tapping his arm lightly with her fan. “She is but a girl – she hardly knows her own mind.”


“She seems to know it pretty well when Adrian addresses her,” he says, with a sullen glance.


At this Mrs. Talbot can not repress a start; she grows a little pale, and then tries to hide her confusion by a smile. But the smile is forced, and Arthur Dynecourt, watching her, reads her heart as easily as if it were an open book.


“I don’t suppose Adrian cares for her,” he goes on quietly. “At least” – here he drops his eyes – “I believe, with a little judicious management, his thoughts might be easily diverted into another channel.”


“You think so?” asks Mrs. Talbot faintly, trifling with her fan. “I can not say I have noticed that his attentions to her have been in any way particular.”


“Not as yet,” agrees Dynecourt, studying her attentively; “and if I might be open with you,” he adds, breaking off abruptly and assuming an air of anxiety – “we might perhaps mutually help each other.”


“Help each other?”


“Dear Mrs. Talbot,” says Dynecourt softly, “has it never occurred to you how safe a thing it would be for my cousin Sir Adrian to marry a sensible woman – a woman who understands the world and its ways – a woman young and beautiful certainly, but yet conversant with the convénances of society? Such a woman would rescue Adrian from the shoals and quicksands that surround him in the form of mercenary friends and scheming mothers. Such a woman might surely be found. Nay, I think I myself could put my hand upon her, if I dared, at this moment.”


Mrs. Talbot trembles slightly, and blushes a good deal, but says nothing.


“He is my nearest of kin,” goes on Dynecourt, in the same low impassive voice. “Naturally I am interested in him, and my interest on this point is surely without motive; as, were he never to marry, were he to leave no heir, were he to die some sudden death” – here a remarkable change overspreads his features – “I should inherit all the land you see around you, and the title besides.”


Mrs. Talbot is still silent. She merely bows her head in assent.


“Then, you see, I mean kindly toward him when I suggest that he should marry someone calculated to sustain his rank in the world,” continues Dynecourt. “As I have said before, I know one who would fill the position charmingly, if she would deign to do so.”


“And who?” falters Dora Talbot nervously.


“May I say to whom I allude?” he murmurs. “Mrs. Talbot, pardon me if I have been impertinent in thinking of you as that woman.”


A little flickering smile adorns Dora’s lips for a moment, then, suddenly remembering that smiles do not become her, she relapses into her former calm.


“You flatter me,” she says sweetly.


“I never flatter,” he responds, with telling emphasis. “But, I can see you are not angry, and so I am emboldened to say plainly, I would gladly see you my cousin’s wife. Is the idea not altogether abhorrent to you?”


“No. Oh, no!”


“It is perhaps – pardon me if I go too far – even agreeable to you?”


“Mr. Dynecourt,” says Mrs. Talbot, suddenly glancing at him and laying her jeweled fingers lightly on his arm, “I will confess to you that I am tired of being alone – dependent on myself, as it were – thrown on my own judgment for the answering of every question that arises. I would gladly acknowledge a superior head. I would have someone to help me now and then with a word of advice; in short, I would have a husband. And,” – here she lays her fan against her lips and glances archly at him – “I confess too that I like Sir Adrian as – well – as well as any man I know.”


“He is a very fortunate man” – gravely. “I would he knew his happiness.”


“Not for worlds,” says Mrs. Talbot, with well-feigned alarm. “You would not even hint to him such a thing as – as—” She stops, confused.


“I shall hint nothing – do nothing, except what you wish. Ah, Mrs. Talbot” – with a heavy sigh – “you are supremely happy! I envy you! With your fascinations and” – insinuatingly – “a word in season from me, I see no reason why you should not claim as your own the man whom you – well, let us say, like; while I—”


“If I can befriend you in any way,” interrupts Dora quickly, “command me.”


She is indeed quite dazzled by the picture he has painted before her eyes. Can it be – is it – possible, that Sir Adrian may someday be hers? Apart from his wealth, she regards him with very tender feelings, and of late she has been rendered at times absolutely miserable by the thought that he has fallen a victim to the charms of Florence.


Now if, by means of this man, her rival can be kept out of Adrian’s way, all may yet be well, and her host may be brought to her feet before her visit comes to an end.


Of Arthur Dynecourt’s infatuation for Florence she is fully aware, and is right in deeming that part of his admiration for the beautiful girl has grown out of his knowledge of her money-bags. Still, she argues to herself, his love is true and faithful, despite his knowledge of her dot, and he will in all probability make her as good a husband as she is likely to find.


“May I command you?” asks Arthur, in his softest tones. “You know my secret, I believe. Ever since that last meeting at Brighton, when my heart overcame me and made me show my sentiments openly and in your presence, you have been aware of the hopeless passion that is consuming me. I may be mad, but I still think that, with opportunities and time, I might make myself at least tolerated by Miss Delmaine. Will you help me in this matter? Will you give me the chance of pleading my cause with her alone? By so doing” – with a meaning smile – “you will also give my cousin the happy chance of seeing you alone.”


Dora only too well understands his insinuation. Latterly Sir Adrian and Florence have been almost inseparable. To now meet with one whose interest it is to keep them asunder is very pleasant to her.


“I will help you,” she says in a low tone.


“Then try to induce Miss Delmaine to give me a private rehearsal tomorrow in the north gallery,” he whispers hurriedly, seeing Captain Ringwood and Miss Villiers approaching. “Hush! Not another word! I rely upon you. Above all things, remember that what has occurred is only between you and me. It is our little plot,” he says, with a curious smile that somehow strikes a chill to Mrs. Talbot’s heart.


She is faithful to her word nevertheless, and late that night, when all have gone to their rooms, she puts on her dressing-gown, dismisses her maid, and crossing the corridor, taps lightly at the door of Florence’s apartment.


Hearing someone cry “Come in,” she opens the door, and, having fastened it again, goes over to where Florence is sitting while her maid is brushing her long soft hair that reaches almost to the ground as she sits.


“Let me brush your hair tonight, Flo,” she says gaily. “Let me be your maid for once. Remember how I used to do it for you sometimes when we were in Switzerland last year.”


“Very well – you may,” acquiesces Florence, laughing. “Good-night, Parkins. Mrs. Talbot has won you your release.”


Parkins having gladly withdrawn, Dora takes up the ivory-handled brush and gently begins to brush her cousin’s hair.


After some preliminary conversation leading up to the subject she has in hand, she says carelessly—


“By the bye, Flo, you are rather uncivil to Arthur Dynecourt, don’t you think?”


“Uncivil?”


“Well – yes. That is the word for your behavior toward him, I think. Do you know, I am afraid Sir Adrian has noticed it, and aren’t you afraid he will think it rather odd of you – rude, I mean – considering he is his cousin?”


“Not a very favorite cousin, I fancy.”


“For all that, people don’t like seeing their relations slighted. I once knew a man who used to abuse his brother all day long, but, if anyone else happened to say one disparaging word of him in his presence, it put him in a pretty rage. And, after all, poor Arthur has done nothing to deserve actual ill-treatment at your hands.”


“I detest him. And, besides, it is a distinct impertinence to follow anyone about from place to place as he has followed me. I will not submit to it calmly. It is a positive persecution.”


“My dear, you must not blame him if he has lost his head about you. That is rather a compliment, if anything.”


“I shall always resent such compliments.”


“He is certainly very gentlemanly in all other ways, and I must say devoted to you. He is handsome too, is he not; and has quite the air of one accustomed to command in society?”


“Has he paid you to sing his praises?” asks Florence, with a little laugh; but her words so nearly hit the mark that Dora blushes painfully.


“I mean,” she explains at last, in a rather hurried way, “that I do not think it is good form to single out anyone in a household where one is a guest to show him pointed rudeness. You give all the others acting in this play ample opportunities of rehearsing alone with you. It has been remarked to me by two or three that you purposely slight and avoid Mr. Dynecourt.”


“So I do,” Florence admits calmly; adding, “Your two or three have great perspicacity.”


“They even hinted to me,” Dora goes on deliberately, “that your dislike to him arose from the fact that you were piqued at his being your stage lover, instead of – Sir Adrian!”


It costs her an effort to utter these words, but the effect produced by them is worth the effort.


Florence, growing deadly pale, releases her hair from her cousin’s grasp, and rises quickly to her feet.


“I don’t know who your gossips may be,” she says slowly; “but they are wrong – quite wrong – do you hear? My dislike to Mr. Dynecourt arises from very different feelings. He is distasteful to me in many ways; but, as I am undesirous that my manner should give occasion for surmises such as you have just mentioned to me, I will give him an opportunity of reciting his part to me, alone, as soon as ever he wishes.”


“I think you are right, dearest,” responds Mrs. Talbot sweetly. She is a little afraid of her cousin, but still maintains her position bravely. “It is always a mark of folly to defy public opinion. Do not wait for him to ask you again to go through your play with him alone, but tell him yourself tomorrow that you will meet him for that purpose in the north gallery sometime during the day.”


“Very well,” says Florence; but her face still betrays dislike and disinclination to the course recommended. “And, Dora, I don’t think I want my hair brushed any more, thanks; my head is aching so dreadfully.”


This is a hint that she will be glad of Mrs. Talbot’s speedy departure; and, that lady taking the hint, Florence is soon left to her own thoughts.


The next morning, directly after breakfast, she finds an opportunity to tell Mr. Dynecourt that she will give him half an hour in the north gallery to try over his part with her, as she considers it will be better, and more conducive to the smoothness of the piece, to learn any little mannerisms that may belong to either of them.


To this speech Dynecourt makes a suitable reply, and names a particular hour for them to meet. Miss Delmaine, having given a grave assent to this arrangement, moves away, as though glad to be rid of her companion.


A few minutes afterward Dynecourt, meeting Mrs. Talbot in the hall, gives her an expressive glance, and tells her in a low voice that he considers himself deeply in her debt.




 



•   III   •






“You are late,” says Arthur Dynecourt in a low tone. There is no anger in it; there is indeed only a desire to show how tedious have been the moments spent apart from her.


“Have you brought your book, or do you mean to go through your part without it?” Florence asks, disdaining to notice his words, or to betray interest in anything except the business that has brought them together.


“I know my part by heart,” he responds, in a strange voice.


“Then begin,” she commands somewhat imperiously; the very insolence of her air only gives an additional touch to her extreme beauty and fires his ardor.


“You desire me to begin?” he asks unsteadily.


“If you wish it.”


“Do you wish it?”


“I desire nothing more intensely than to get this rehearsal over,” she replies impatiently.


“You take no pains indeed to hide your scorn of me,” says Dynecourt bitterly.


“I regret it, if I have at any time treated you with incivility,” returns Florence, with averted eyes and with increasing coldness. “Yet I must always think that, for whatever has happened, you have only yourself to blame.”


“Is it a crime to love you?” he demands boldly.


“Sir,” she exclaims indignantly, and raising her beautiful eyes to his for a moment, “I must request you will never speak to me of love. There is neither sympathy nor common friendliness between us. You are well aware with what sentiments I regard you.”


“But, why am I alone to be treated with contempt?” he asks, with sudden passion. “All other men of your acquaintance are graciously received by you, are met with smiles and kindly words. Upon me alone your eyes rest, when they deign to glance in my direction, with marked disfavor. All the world can see it. I am signaled out from the others as one to be slighted and spurned.”


“Your forget yourself,” says Florence contemptuously. “I have met you here today to rehearse our parts for next Tuesday evening, not to listen to any insolent words you may wish to address to me. Let us begin” – opening her book. “If you know your part, go on.”


“I know my part only too well; it is to worship you madly, hopelessly. Your very cruelty only serves to heighten my passion. Florence, hear me!”


“I will not,” she says, her eyes flashing. She waves him back from her as he endeavors to take her hand. “Is it not enough that I have been persecuted by your attentions – attentions most hateful to me – for the past year, but you must now obtrude them upon me here? You compel me to tell you in plain words what my manner must have shown you only too clearly – that you are distasteful to me in every way, that your very presence troubles me, that your touch is abhorrent to me!”


“Ah,” he says, stepping back as she hurls these words at him, and regarding her with a face distorted by passion, “if I were the master here, instead of the poor cousin – if I were Sir Adrian – your treatment of me would be very different!”


At the mention of Sir Adrian’s name the color dies out of her face and she grows deadly pale. Her lips quiver, but her eyes do not droop.


“I do not understand you,” she says proudly.


“Then you shall,” responds Dynecourt. “Do you think I am blind, that I can not see how you have given your proud heart to my cousin, that he has conquered where other men have failed; that, even before he has declared any love for you, you have, in spite of your pride, given all your affection to him?”


“You insult me,” cries Florence, with quivering lips. She looks faint, and is trembling visibly. If this man has read her heart aright, may not all the guests have read it too? May not even Adrian himself have discovered her secret passion, and perhaps despised her for it, as being unwomanly?


“And more,” goes on Dynecourt, exulting in the torture he can see he is inflicting; “though you thrust from you an honorable love for one that lives only in your imagination, I will tell you that Sir Adrian has other views, other intentions. I have reason to know that, when he marries, the name of his bride will not be Florence Delmaine.”


“Leave me, sir,” cries Florence, rousing herself from her momentary weakness, and speaking with all her old fire, “and never presume to address me again. Go!”


She points with extended hand to the door at the lower end of the gallery. So standing, with her eyes strangely bright, and her perfect figure drawn up to its fullest height, she looks superb in her disdainful beauty.


Dynecourt, losing his self-possession as he gazes upon her, suddenly flings himself at her feet and catches her dress in his hands to detain her.


“Have pity on me,” he cries imploringly; “it is my unhappy love for you that has driven me to speak thus! Why is Adrian to have all, and I nothing? He has title, lands, position – above and beyond everything, the priceless treasure of your love, whilst I am bankrupt in all. Show me some mercy – some kindness!”


They are both so agitated that they fail to hear the sound of approaching footsteps.


“Release me, sir,” cries Florence imperiously.


“Nay; first answer me one question,” entreats Dynecourt. “Do you love my cousin?”


“I care nothing for Sir Adrian!” replies Florence distinctly, and in a somewhat raised tone, her self-pride being touched to the quick.


Two figures who have entered the gallery by the second door at the upper end of it, hearing these words uttered in an emphatic tone, start and glance at the tableau presented to their view lower down. They hesitate, and, even as they do so, they can see Arthur Dynecourt seize Florence Delmaine’s hand, and, apparently unrebuked, kiss it passionately.


“Then I shall hope still,” he says in a low but impressive voice, at which the two who have just entered turn and beat a precipitate retreat, fearing that they may be seen. One is Sir Adrian, the other Mrs. Talbot.


“Dear me,” stammers Dora, in pretty confusion, “who would have thought it? I was never so amazed in my life.”


Sir Adrian, who has turned very pale, and is looking greatly distressed, makes no reply. He is repeating over and over again to himself the words he has just heard, as though unable or unwilling to comprehend them. “I care nothing for Sir Adrian!” They strike like a knell upon his ears – a death-knell to all his dearest hopes. And that fellow on his knees before her, kissing her hand, and telling her he will still hope! Hope for what? Alas, he tells himself, he knows only too well – her love!


“I am so glad they have made it up,” Dora goes on, looking up sympathetically at Sir Adrian.


“Made it up? I had no idea they were more than ordinary and very new acquaintances.”


“It is quite a year since we first met Arthur in Switzerland,” responds Dora demurely, calling Dynecourt by his Christian name, a thing she has never done before, because she knows it will give Sir Adrian the impression that they are on very intimate terms with his cousin. “He has been our shadow ever since. I wonder you did not notice his devotion in town.”


“I noticed nothing,” says Sir Adrian, miserably; “or, if I did, it was only to form wrong impressions. I firmly believed, seeing Miss Delmaine and Arthur together here, that she betrayed nothing but a rooted dislike to him.”


“They had not been good friends of late,” explains Dora hastily; “that we all could see. And Florence is very peculiar, you know; she is quite the dearest girl in the world, and I adore her; but I will confess to you” – with another upward and bewitching glance from the charming blue eyes – “that she has her little tempers. Not very naughty ones, you know” – shaking her head archly – “but just enough to make one a bit afraid of her at times; so I never ventured to ask her why she treated poor Arthur, who really is her slave, so cruelly.”


“And you think now that—” Sir Adrian breaks off without finishing the sentence.


“That she has forgiven him whatever offense he committed? Yes, after what we have just seen – quite a sentimental little episode, was it not? – I can not help cherishing the hope that all is again right between them. It could not have been a very grave quarrel, as Arthur is incapable of a rudeness; but then dearest Florence is so capricious!”


“Ill-tempered and capricious!” Can the girl he loves so ardently be guilty of these faults? It seems incredible to Sir Adrian, as he remembers her sunny smile and gentle manner. But then, is it not her dearest friend who is speaking of her – tender-hearted little Dora Talbot, who seems to think well of everyone, and who murmurs such pretty speeches even about Arthur, who, if the truth be told, is not exactly “dear” in the sight of Sir Adrian.


“You think there is, or was, an engagement between Arthur and Miss Delmaine?” he begins, with his eyes fixed upon the ground.


“I think nothing, you silly man,” says the widow playfully, “until I am told it. But I am glad Florence is once more friendly with poor Arthur; he is positively wrapped up in her. Now, has that interesting tableau we so nearly interrupted given you a distaste for all other pictures? Shall we try the smaller gallery?”


“Just as you will.”


“Of course” – with a girlish laugh – “it would be imprudent to venture again into the one we have just quitted. By this time, doubtless, they are quite reconciled – and—”


“Yes – yes,” interrupts Sir Adrian hastily, trying in vain to blot out the picture she has raised before his eyes of Florence in her lover’s arms. “What you have just told me has quite taken me by surprise,” he goes on nervously. “I should never have guessed it from Miss Delmaine’s manner; it quite misled me.”


“Well, between you and me,” says Dora, raising herself on tiptoe, as though to whisper in his ear, and so coming very close to him, “I am afraid my dearest Florence is a little sly! Yes, really; you wouldn’t think it, would you? The dear girl has such a sweet ingenuous face – quite the loveliest face on earth, I think, though some pronounce it too cold. But she is very self-contained; and today, you see, she has given you an insight into this slight fault in her character. Now, has she not appeared to you to avoid Arthur almost pointedly?”


“She has indeed,” agrees Sir Adrian, with a smothered groan.


“Well” – triumphantly – “and yet, here we find her granting him a private audience, when she believed we were all safely out of the way; and in the north gallery too, which, as a rule, is deserted.”


“She didn’t know we were thinking of driving to the hills,” says Sir Adrian, making a feeble effort to find a flaw in his companion’s statement.


“Oh, yes, she did!” declares the widow lightly. “I told her myself, about two hours ago, that I intended asking you to make a party to go there, as I dote on lovely scenery; and I dare say” – coquettishly – “she knew – I mean thought – you would not refuse so small a request of mine. But for poor Lady FitzAlmont’s headache we should be there now.”


“It is true,” admits Sir Adrian, feeling that the last straw has descended.


“And now that I think of it,” the widow goes on, even more vivaciously, “the reason she assigned for not coming with us must have been a feigned one. Ah, slyboots that she is!” laughs Mrs. Talbot merrily. “Of course, she wanted the course clear to have an explanation with Arthur. Well, after all, that was only natural. But she might have trusted me, whom she knows to be her true friend.”


Ill-tempered – capricious – sly! And all these faults are attributed to Florence by “her true friend!” A quotation assigned to Marechal Villars when taking leave of Louis XIV. occurs to him – “Defend me from my friends.” The words return to him persistently; but then he looks down on Dora Talbot, and stares straight into her liquid blue eyes, so apparently guileless and pure, and tells himself that he wrongs her. Yes, it is a pity Florence had not put greater faith in this kind little woman, a pity for all of them, as then many heartbreaks might have been prevented.




 



•   IV   •






It is the evening of the theatricals; and in one of the larger drawing-rooms at the castle, where the stage has been erected, and also in another room behind connected with it by folding-doors, everybody of note in the county is already assembled. Fans are fluttering – so are many hearts behind the scenes – and a low buzz of conversation is being carried on among the company.


Then the curtain rises; the fans stop rustling, the conversation ceases, and all faces turn curiously to the small but perfect stage that the London workmen have erected.


Everyone is very anxious to see what his or her neighbor is going to do when brought before a critical audience. Nobody, of course, hopes openly for a breakdown, but secretly there are a few who would be glad to see such-and-such a one’s pride lowered.


No mischance, however, occurs. The insipid Tony speaks his lines perfectly, if he fails to grasp the idea that a little acting thrown in would be an improvement; a very charming Cousin Con is made out of Miss Villiers; a rather stilted but strictly correct old lady out of Lady Gertrude Vining. But Florence Delmaine, as Kate Hardcastle, leaves nothing to be desired, and many are the complimentary speeches uttered from time to time by the audience. Arthur Dynecourt too had not overpraised his own powers. It is palpable to everyone that he has often trod the boards, and the pathos he throws into his performance astonishes the audience. Is it only acting in the final scene when he makes love to Miss Hardcastle, or is there some real sentiment in it?


This question arises in many breasts. They note how his color changes as he takes her hand, how his voice trembles; they notice too how she grows cold, in spite of her desire to carry out her part to the end, as he grows warmer, and how instinctively she shrinks from his touch. Then it is all over, and the curtain falls amidst loud applause. Florence comes before the curtain in response to frequent calls, gracefully, half reluctantly, with a soft warm blush upon her cheeks and a light in her eyes that renders her remarkable loveliness only more apparent. Sir Adrian, watching her with a heart faint and cold with grief and disappointment, acknowledges sadly to himself that never has he seen her look so beautiful. She advances and bows to the audience, and only loses her self-possession a very little when a bouquet directed at her feet by an enthusiastic young man alights upon her shoulder instead.


Arthur Dynecourt, who has accompanied her to the footlights, and who joins in her triumph, picks up the bouquet and presents it to her.


As he does so the audience again become aware that she receives it from him in a spirit that suggests detestation of the one that hands it, and that her smile withers as she does so, and her great eyes lose their happy light of a moment before.


Sir Adrian sees all this too, but persuades himself that she is now acting another part – the part shown him by Mrs. Talbot. His eyes are blinded by jealousy; he can not see the purity and truth reflected in hers; he misconstrues the pained expression that of late has saddened her face.


For the last few days, ever since her momentous interview with Arthur Dynecourt in the gallery, she has been timid and reserved with Sir Adrian, and has endeavored to avoid his society. She is oppressed with the thought that he has read her secret love for him, and seeks, by an assumed coldness of demeanor and a studied avoidance of him, to induce him to believe himself mistaken.


But Sir Adrian is only rendered more miserable by this avoidance, in the thought that probably Mrs. Talbot has told Florence of his discovery of her attachment to Arthur, and that she dreads his taxing her with her duplicity, and so makes strenuous efforts to keep herself apart from him. They have already drifted so far apart that tonight, when the play has come to an end, and Florence has retired from the dressing-room, Sir Adrian does not dream of approaching her to offer the congratulations on her success that he would have showered upon her in a happier hour.


Florence, feeling lonely and depressed, having listlessly submitted to her maid’s guidance and changed her stage gown for a pale blue ball-dress of satin and pearls – as dancing is to succeed the earlier amusement of the evening – goes silently downstairs, but, instead of pursuing her way to the ballroom, where dancing has already commenced, she turns aside, and, entering a small, dimly lighted antechamber, sinks wearily upon a satin-covered lounge.


From a distance the sweet strains of a German waltz come softly to her ears. There is deep sadness and melancholy in the music that attunes itself to her own sorrowful reflections. Presently the tears steal down her cheeks. She feels lonely and neglected, and, burying her head in the cushions of the lounge, sobs aloud.


She does not hear the hasty approach of footsteps until they stop close beside her, and a voice that makes her pulses throb madly says, in deep agitation—


“Florence – Miss Delmaine – what has happened? What has occurred to distress you?”


Sir Adrian is bending over her, evidently in deep distress himself. As she starts, he places his arm round her and raises her to a sitting posture; this he does so gently that, as she remembers all she has heard, and his cousin’s assurance that he has almost pledged himself to another, her tears flow afresh. By a supreme effort, however, she controls herself, and says, in a faint voice—


“I am very foolish; it was the heat, I suppose, or the nervousness of acting before so many strangers, that has upset me. It is over now. I beg you will not remember it, Sir Adrian, or speak of it to anyone.”


All this time she has not allowed herself to glance even in his direction, so fearful is she of further betraying the mental agony she is enduring.


“Is it likely I should speak of it!” returns Sir Adrian reproachfully. “No; anything connected with you shall be sacred to me. But – pardon me – I still think you are in grief, and, believe me, in spite of everything, I would deem it a privilege to be allowed to befriend you in any way.”


“It is impossible,” murmurs Florence, in a stifled tone.


“You mean you will not accept my help” – sadly. “So be it then. I have no right, I know, to establish myself as your champion. There are others, no doubt, whose happiness lies in the fact that they may render you a service when it is in their power. I do not complain, however. Nay, I would even ask you to look upon me at least as a friend.”


“I shall always regard you as a friend,” Florence responds in a low voice. “It would be impossible to me to look upon you in any other light.”


“Thank you for that,” says Adrian quickly. “Though our lives must of necessity be much apart, it will still be a comfort to me to know that at least, wherever you may be, you will think of me as a friend.”


“Ah,” thinks Florence, with a bitter pang, “he is now trying to let me know how absurd was my former idea that he might perhaps learn to love me!” This thought is almost insupportable. Her pride rising in arms, she subdues all remaining traces of her late emotion, and, turning suddenly, confronts him. Her face is quite colorless, but she can not altogether hide from him the sadness that still desolates her eyes.


“You are right,” she agrees. “In the future our lives will indeed be far distant from each other, so far apart that the very tie of friendship will readily be forgotten by us both.”


“Florence, do not say that!” he entreats, believing in his turn that she alludes to her coming marriage with his cousin. “And – and – do not be angry with me; but I would ask you to consider long and earnestly before taking the step you have in view. Remember it is a bond that once sealed can never be canceled.”


“A bond! I do not follow you,” exclaims Florence, bewildered.


“Ah, you will not trust me; you will not confide in me!”


“I have nothing to confide,” persists Florence, still deeply puzzled.


“Well, let it rest so,” returns Adrian, now greatly wounded at her determined reserve, as he deems it. He calls to mind all Mrs. Talbot had said about her slyness, and feels disheartened. At least he has not deserved distrust at her hands. “Promise me,” he entreats at last, “that, if ever you are in danger, you will accept my help.”


“I promise,” she replies faintly. Then, trying to rally her drooping spirits, she continues, with an attempt at a smile, “Tell me that you too will accept mine should you be in any danger. Remember, the mouse once rescued the lion!” – and she smiles again, and glances at him with a touch of her old archness.


“It is a bargain. And now, will you rest here awhile until you feel quite restored to calmness?”


“But you must not remain with me,” Florence urges hurriedly. “Your guests are awaiting you. Probably” – with a faint smile – “your partner for this waltz is impatiently wondering what has become of you.”


“I think not,” says Adrian, returning her smile. “Fortunately I have no one’s name on my card for this waltz. I say fortunately, because I think” – glancing at her tenderly – “I have been able to bring back the smiles to your face sooner than would have been the case had you been left here alone to brood over your trouble, whatever it may be.”


“There is no trouble,” declares Florence, in a somewhat distressed fashion, turning her head restlessly to one side. “I wish you would dispossess yourself of that idea. And, do not stay here, they – everyone, will accuse you of discourtesy if you absent yourself from the ballroom any longer.”


“Then, come with me,” says Adrian. “See, this waltz is only just beginning: give it to me.”


Carried away by his manner, she lays her hand upon his arm, and goes with him to the ballroom. There he passes his arm round her waist, and presently they are lost among the throng of whirling dancers, and both give themselves up for the time being to the mere delight of knowing that they are together.


Two people, seeing them enter thus together, on apparently friendly terms, regard them with hostile glances. Dora Talbot, who is coquetting sweetly with a gaunt man of middle age, who is evidently overpowered by her attentions, letting her eyes rest upon Florence as she waltzes past her with Sir Adrian, colors warmly, and, biting her lip, forgets the honeyed speech she was about to bestow upon her companion, who is the owner of a considerable property, and lapses into silence, for which the gaunt man is devoutly grateful, as it gives him a moment in which to reflect on the safest means of getting rid of her without delay.


Dora’s fair brow grows darker and darker as she watches Florence, and notes the smile that lights her beautiful face as she makes some answer to one of Sir Adrian’s sallies. Where is Dynecourt, that he has not been on the spot to prevent this dance, she wonders. She grows angry, and would have stamped her little foot with impatient wrath at this moment, but for the fear of displaying her vexation.


As she is inwardly anathematizing Arthur, he emerges from the throng, and, the dance being at an end, reminds Miss Delmaine that the next is his.


Florence unwillingly removes her hand from Sir Adrian’s arm, and lays it upon Arthur’s. Most disdainfully she moves away with him, and suffers him to lead her to another part of the room. And when she dances with him it is with evident reluctance, as he knows by the fact that she visibly shrinks from him when he encircles her waist with his arm.


Sir Adrian, who has noticed none of these symptoms, going up to Dora, solicits her hand for this dance.


“You are not engaged, I hope?” he says anxiously. It is a kind of wretched comfort to him to be near Florence’s true friend. If not the rose, she has at least some connection with it.


“I am afraid I am,” Dora responds, raising her limpid eyes to his. “Naughty man, why did you not come sooner? I thought you had forgotten me altogether, and so got tired of keeping barren spots upon my card for you.”


“I couldn’t help it – I was engaged. A man in his own house has always a bad time of it looking after the impossible people,” says Adrian evasively.


“Poor Florence! Is she so very impossible?” asks Dora, laughing, but pretending to reproach him.


“I was not speaking of Miss Delmaine,” says Adrian, flushing hotly. “She is the least impossible person I ever met. It is a privilege to pass one’s time with her.”


“Yet it is with her you have passed the last hour that you hint has been devoted to bores,” returns Dora quietly. This is a mere feeler, but she throws it out with such an air of certainty that Sir Adrian is completely deceived, and believes her acquainted with his tête-à-tête with Florence in the dimly lit anteroom.


“Well,” he admits, coloring again, “your cousin was rather upset by the acting, I think, and I just stayed with her until she felt equal to joining us all again.”


“Ah!” exclaims Dora, who now knows all she had wanted to know.


“But you must not tell me you have no dances left for me,” says Adrian gaily. “Come, let me see your card.” He looks at it, and finds it indeed full. “I am an unfortunate,” he adds.


“I think,” says Dora, with the prettiest hesitation, “if you are sure it would not be an unkind thing to do, I could scratch out this name” – pointing to her partner’s for the coming dance.


“I am not sure at all,” responds Sir Adrian, laughing. “I am positive it will be awfully unkind of you to deprive any fellow of your society; but be unkind, and scratch him out for my sake.”


He speaks lightly, but her heart beats high with hope.


“For your sake,” she repeats softly drawing her pencil across the name written on her programme and substituting his.


“But you will give me more than this one dance?” queries Adrian. “Is there nobody else you can condemn to misery out of all that list?”


“You are insatiable,” she returns, blushing, and growing confused. “But you shall have it all your own way. Here” – giving him her card – “take what waltzes you will.” She waltzes to perfection, and she knows it.


“Then this, and this, and this,” says Adrian, striking out three names on her card, after which they move away together and mingle with the other dancers.


In the meantime, Florence growing fatigued, or disinclined to dance longer with Dynecourt, stops abruptly near the door of a conservatory, and, leaning against the framework, gazes with listless interest at the busy scene around.


“You are tired. Will you rest for awhile?” asks Arthur politely; and, as she bends her head in cold consent, he leads her to a cushioned seat that is placed almost opposite to the doorway, and from which the ballroom and what is passing within it are distinctly visible.


Sinking down amongst the blue-satin cushions of the seat he has pointed out to her, Florence sighs softly, and lets her thoughts run, half sadly, half gladly, upon her late interview with Sir Adrian. At least, if he has guessed her secret, she knows now that he does not despise her. There was no trace of contempt in the gentleness, the tenderness of his manner. And how kindly he had told her of the intended change in his life! “Their paths would lie far asunder for the future,” he had said, or something tantamount to that. He spoke no doubt of his coming marriage.


Then she begins to speculate dreamily upon the sort of woman who would be happy enough to be his wife. She is still idly ruminating on this point when her companion’s voice brings her back to the present. She had so far forgotten his existence in her daydreaming that his words come to her like a whisper from some other world, and occasion her an actual shock.


“Your thoughtfulness renders me sad,” he is saying impressively. “It carries you to regions where I can not follow you.”


To this she makes no reply, regarding him only with a calm questioning glance that might well have daunted a better man. It only nerves him however to even bolder words.


“The journey your thoughts have taken – has it been a pleasant one?” he asks, smiling.


“I have come here for rest, not for conversation.” There is undisguised dislike in her tones. Still he is untouched by her scorn. He even grows more defiant, as though determined to let her see that even her avowed hatred can not subdue him.


“If you only knew,” he goes on, with slow meaning, regarding her as he speaks with critical admiration, “how surpassingly beautiful you look tonight, you would perhaps understand in a degree the power you possess over your fellow-creatures. In that altitude, with that slight touch of scorn upon your lips, you seem a meet partner for a monarch.”


She laughs a low contemptuous laugh, that even makes his blood run hotly in his veins.


“And yet you have the boldness to offer yourself as an aspirant to my favor?” she says. “In truth, sir, you value yourself highly!”


“Love will find the way!” he quotes quickly, though plainly disconcerted by her merriment. “And in time I trust I shall have my reward.”


“In time, I trust you will,” she returns, in a tone impossible to misconstrue.


At this point he deems it wise to change the subject; and, as he halts rather lamely in his conversation, at a loss to find some topic that may interest her or advance his cause, Sir Adrian and Dora pass by the door of the conservatory.


Sir Adrian is smiling gaily at some little speech of Dora’s, and Dora is looking up at him with a bright expression in her blue eyes that tells of the happiness she feels.


“Ah, I can not help thinking Adrian is doing very wisely,” observes Arthur Dynecourt, some evil genius at his elbow urging him to lie.


“Doing – what?” asks his companion, roused suddenly into full life and interest.


“You pretend ignorance, no doubt” – smiling. “But one can see. Adrian’s marriage with Mrs. Talbot has been talked about for some time amongst his intimates.”


A clasp like ice seems to seize upon Miss Delmaine’s heart as these words drop from his lips. She restrains her emotion bravely, but his lynx-eye reads her through and through.


“They seem to be more together tonight than is even usual with them,” goes on Arthur blandly. “Before you honored the room with your presence, he had danced twice with her, and now again. It is very marked, his attention tonight.”


As a matter of fact Adrian had not danced with Mrs. Talbot all the evening until now, but Florence, not having been present at the opening of the ball, is not in a position to refute this, as he well knows.


“If there were anything in her friendship with Sir Adrian, I feel sure Dora would tell me of it,” she says slowly, and with difficulty.


“And she hasn’t?” asks Arthur, with so much surprise and incredulity in his manner as goes far to convince her that there is some truth in his statement. “Well, well,” he adds, “one can not blame her. She would doubtless be sure of his affection before speaking even to her dearest friend.”


Florence winces, and sinks back upon the seat as though unable to sustain an upright position any longer. Every word of his is as gall and wormwood to her, each sentence a reminder – a reproach. Only the other day this man now beside her had accused her of making sure of Sir Adrian’s affection before she had any right so to do. Her proud spirit shrinks beneath the cruel taunt he hurls at her.


“You look unusually ‘done up,’” he goes on, in a tone of assumed commiseration. “This evening has been too much for you. Acting a part at any time is extremely trying and laborious.”


She shrinks still further from him. Acting a part! Is not all her life becoming one dreary drama, in which she acts a part from morning until night? Is there to be no rest for her? Oh, to escape from this man at any price! She rises to her feet.


“Our dance is almost at an end,” she says; “and the heat is terrible. I can remain here no longer.”


“You are ill,” he exclaims eagerly, going to her side. He would have supported her, but by a gesture she repels him.


“If I am, it is you who have made me so,” she retorts, with quick passion, for which she despises herself an instant later.


“Nay, not I,” he rejoins, “but what my words have unconsciously conveyed to you. Do not blame me. I thought you, as well as everyone else here, knew of Adrian’s sentiments with regard to Mrs. Talbot.”


This is too much for her. Drawing herself up to her full height, Florence casts a glance of anger and defiance in his direction, and, sweeping past him in her most imperious fashion, appears no more that night.


It is an early party, all things considered, and Dora Talbot, going to her room about two o’clock, stops before Florence’s door and knocks softly thereon.


“Come in,” calls Florence gently.


“I have just stopped for a moment to express the hope that you are not ill, dearest,” says smooth-tongued Dora, advancing toward her. “How early you left us! I shouldn’t have known how early only that Mr. Dynecourt told me. Are you sure you are not ill?”


“Not in the least, only a little fatigued,” replied Florence calmly.


“Ah, no wonder, with your exertions before the dancing commenced, and your unqualified success! You reigned over everybody, darling. Nobody could hope even to divide the honors of the evening with you. Your acting was simply superb.”


“Thank you,” says Florence, who is not in bed, but is sitting in a chair drawn near the window, through which the moonbeams are flinging their pale rays. She is clad in a clinging white dressing-gown that makes her beauty saint-like, and has all her long hair falling loosely round her shoulders.


“What a charming evening it has been!” exclaims Dora ecstatically, clasping her hands, and leaning her arms on the back of a chair. “I hardly know when I have felt so thoroughly happy.” Florence shudders visibly. “You enjoyed yourself, of course?” continues Dora. “Everyone raved about you. You made at least a dozen conquests; one or half a one—” with a careful hesitation in her manner intended to impress her listener – “is as much as poor little insignificant me can expect.”


Florence looks at her questioningly.


“I think one really honest lover is worth a dozen others,” she says, her voice trembling. “Do you mean me to understand, Dora, that you have gained one tonight?”


Florence’s whole soul seems to hang on her cousin’s answer. Dora simpers, and tries to blush, but in reality grows a shade paler. She is playing for a high stake, and fears to risk a throw lest it may be ventured too soon.


“Oh, you must not ask too much!” she replies, shaking her blonde head. “A lover – no! How can you be so absurd! And yet I think – I hope—”


“I see!” interrupts Florence sadly. “Well, I will be as discreet as you wish; but at least, if what I imagine be true, I can congratulate you with all my heart, because I know – I know you will be happy.”


Going over to Mrs. Talbot, she lays her arms round her neck and kisses her softly. As she does so, a tear falls from her eyes upon Dora’s cheek. There is so much sweetness and abandonment of self in this action that Dora for the moment is touched by it. She puts up her hand, and, wiping away the tear from her cheek as though it burns her, says lightly—


“But indeed, my dearest Flo, you must not imagine anything. All is vague. I myself hardly know what it is to which I am alluding. ‘Trifles light as air’ float through my brain, and gladden me in spite of my common sense, which whispers that they may mean nothing. Do not build castles for me that may have their existence only en Espagne.”


“They seem very bright castles,” observes Florence wistfully.


“A bad omen. ‘All that’s bright must fade,’ sings the poet. And now to speak of yourself. You enjoyed yourself?”


“Of course—” mechanically.


“Ah, yes; I was glad to see you had made it up with poor Arthur Dynecourt!”


“How?” demands Florence, turning upon her quickly.


“I saw you dancing with him, dearest; I was with Sir Adrian at the time, and from something he said, I think he would be rather pleased if you could bring yourself to reward poor Arthur’s long devotion.”


“Sir Arthur said that? He discussed me with you?”


“Just in passing, you understand. He told me too that you were somewhat unhappy in the earlier part of the evening, and that he had to stay a considerable time with you to restore you to calmness. He is always so kind, dear Adrian!”


“He spoke of that?” demands Florence, in a tone of anguish. If he had made her emotion a subject of common talk with Mrs. Talbot, all indeed is at an end between them, even that sweet visionary offer of friendship he had made to her. No; she could not submit to be talked about by him, and the woman he loves! Oh, the bitter pang it costs her to say these words to herself! That he now loves Dora seems to her mind beyond dispute. Is she not his confidante, the one in whom he chooses to repose all his secret thoughts and surmises?


Dora regards her cousin keenly. Florence’s evident agitation makes her fear that there was more in that tête-à-tête with Sir Adrian than she had at first imagined.


“Yes; why should he not speak of it?” Dora goes on coldly. “I think by his manner your want of self-control shocked him. You should have a greater command over yourself. It is not good form to betray one’s feelings to every chance passer-by. Yes; I think Sir Adrian was both surprised and astonished.”


“There was nothing to cause him either surprise or astonishment,” says Florence haughtily; “and I could well have wished him out of the way!”


“Perhaps I misunderstood him,” rejoins Dora artfully. “But certainly he spoke to me of being unpleasantly delayed by – by impossible people – those were his very words; and really altogether – I may be wrong – I believed he alluded to you. Of course, I would not follow the matter up, because, much as I like Sir Adrian, I could not listen to him speaking lightly of you!”


“Of me – you forget yourself, Dora!” cries Florence, with pale lips, but head erect. “Speaking lightly of me!” she repeats.


“Young men are often careless in their language,” explains Dora hurriedly, feeling that she has gone too far. “He meant nothing unkind, you may be sure!”


“I am quite sure” – firmly.


“Then no harm is done” – smiling brightly. “And now, good-night, dearest; go to bed instead of sitting there looking like a ghost in those mystical moonbeams.”


“Good-night,” says Florence icily.


There is something about her that causes Mrs. Talbot to feel almost afraid to approach and kiss her as usual.


“Want of rest will spoil your lovely eyes,” adds the widow airily; “and your complexion, faultless as it always is, will not be up to the mark tomorrow. So sleep, foolish child, and gather roses from your slumbers.”


So saying, she kisses her hand gaily to the unresponsive Florence, and trips lightly from the room.




 



•   V   •






Florence, after Dora has left her, sits motionless at her window. She has thrown open the casement, and now – the sleeves of her dressing-gown falling back from her bare rounded arms – leans out so that the descending night-dews fall like a benison upon her burning brow.


She is wrapped in melancholy; her whole soul is burdened with thoughts and regrets almost too heavy for her to support. She is harassed and perplexed on all sides, and her heart is sore for the loss of the love she once had deemed her own.


The moonbeams cling like a halo round her lovely head, her hair falls in a luxuriant shower about her shoulders; her plaintive face is raised from earth, her eyes look heavenward, as though seeking hope and comfort there.


The night is still, almost to oppressiveness. The birds have long since ceased their song; the wind hardly stirs the foliage of the stately trees. The perfume wafted upward from the sleeping garden floats past her and mingles with her scented tresses. No sound comes to mar the serenity of the night, all is calm and silent as the grave.


Yet, hark, what is this? A footstep on the gravel path below arouses her attention. For the first time since Dora’s departure she moves, and, turning her head, glances in the direction of the sound.


Bareheaded, and walking with his hands clasped behind him as though absorbed in deep thought, Sir Adrian comes slowly over the sward until he stands beneath her window. Here he pauses, as though almost unconsciously his spirit has led him thither, and brought him to a standstill where he would most desire to be.


The moon, spreading its brilliance on all around, permits Florence to see that his face is grave and thoughtful, and – yes, as she gazes even closer, she can see that it is full of pain and vain longing.


What is rendering him unhappy on this night of all others, when the woman she believes he loves has been his willing companion for so many hours, when doubtless she has given him proofs of her preference for him above all men?


Suddenly lifting his head, Sir Adrian becomes conscious of the face in the window above, and a thrill rushes through him as he recognizes the form of the woman he loves.


The scene is so calm, so hallowed, so full of romance, that both their hearts beat madly for awhile. They are alone; anyone still awake within the house is far distant.


Never has she appeared so spiritual, so true and tender; so full of sweetness that is almost unearthly. All pride seems gone from her, and in its place only a gentle melancholy reigns; she looks so far removed from him, sitting there in the purity of her white robes, that, at first, he hesitates to address her. To his excited imagination, she is like an angel resting on its way to the realms above.


At last, however, his heart compelling him, he speaks aloud.


“Florence, you still awake, when all the world is sleeping?”


Her name falling from his lips touches a chord in her breast, and wakes her to passionate life.


“You too,” she says in a whisper that reaches his strained ears. There seems to her a subtle joy in the thought that they two of all the household are awake, are here talking together alone in the pale light of the moon.


Yet she is wrong in imagining that no others are up in the house, as his next words tell her.


“It is not a matter of wonder in my case,” he responds; “a few fellows are still in the smoking-room. It is early, you know – not yet three. But you – why are you keeping a lonely vigil like this?”


“The moon tempted me to the window,” answers Florence. “See how calm she looks riding majestically up there. See” – stretching out her bare white arm until the beams fall full upon it, and seem to change it to purest marble – “does it not make one feel as if all the world were being bathed in its subdued glow?”


A pale tremulous smile widens her lips. Sir Adrian, plucking a tall pale lily growing near him, flings it upward with such an eager aim that it alights upon her windowsill. She sees it. Her fingers close upon it.


“Fit emblem of its possessor,” says Adrian softly, and rather unsteadily. “Do you know of what you remind me, sitting there in your white robes? A medieval saint cut in stone – a pure angel, too good, too far above all earthly passion to enter into it, or understand it, and the grief that must ever attend upon it.”


He speaks bitterly. It seems to him that she is indeed cold not to have guessed before this the intensity of his love for her. However much she may have given her affection to another, it still seems to him inexpressibly hard that she can have no pity for his suffering. He gazes at her intently. Do the mystic moonbeams deceive him, or are there tears in her great dark eyes? His heart beats quickly. Once again he remembers her emotion of the past evening. He hears again her passionate sobs. Is she unhappy? Are there thorns in her path that are difficult to remove?


“Florence, once again I entreat you to confide in me,” he says, after a pause.


“I can not,” she returns, sadly but firmly. “But there is one thing I must say to you – think of me as you may for saying it – I am not cold as you seemed to imply a moment since; I am not made of stone; and, alas, the grief you think me incapable of understanding is mine already! You have wronged me in your thoughts. I have here,” she exclaims with some vehemence, laying the hand in which she still holds the drooping lily upon her breast, “what I would gladly be without – a heart.”


“Nay,” says Adrian hastily; “you forget. It is no longer yours, you have given it away.”


For an instant she glances at him keenly, while her breath comes and goes with painful quickness.


“You have no right to say so,” she murmurs at last.


“No, of course not; I beg your pardon,” he says apologetically. “It is your own secret.”


“There is no secret,” she declares nervously. “None.”


“I have offended you. I should not have said that. You will forgive me?” he entreats, with agitation.


“You are quite forgiven;” and, as a token of the truth of her words, she leans a little further out of the window, and looks down at him with a face pale indeed, but full of an unutterable sweetness.


Her beauty conquers all his resolutions.


“Oh, Florence,” he whispers in an impassioned tone, “if I only dare to tell you what—”


She starts and lays a finger on her lips, as though to enforce silence.


“Hush!” she says, in trembling accents. “You forget! The hour, the surroundings, have momentarily led you astray. I ought not to have spoken with you. Go! There is nothing you dare to tell me – there is nothing I would wish to hear. Remember your duty to another – and – good-night.”


“Stay, I implore you, for one moment,” he cries; but she is firm, and presently the curtains are drawn close and he is alone.


Slowly he walks back toward the smoking-room, her last words ringing in his ears – “Remember your duty to another.” What other? He is puzzled, but, reaching the window of the room, he dismisses these thoughts from his mind, and determines to get rid of his guests without delay, so as to be able to enjoy a little quiet and calm for reflection.


They are all noisily discussing a suicide that had recently taken place in a neighboring county, and which had, from its peculiar circumstances, caused more than usual interest.


One of the guests tonight is an army-surgeon, and he is giving them an explanation as to how the fatal wound had been inflicted. It appeared at the inquest that the unfortunate man had shot himself in such a peculiar manner as to cause considerable doubt as to whether he had been murdered or had died by his own hand. Evidence, however, of a most convincing nature had confirmed the latter theory.


Captain Ringwood, with a revolver in his hand, is endeavoring to show that the man could not have shot himself, just as Adrian re-enters.


“Be careful with that revolver,” he exclaims hastily; “it is loaded!”


“All right, old fellow, I know it,” returns Ringwood. “Look here, doctor, if he held it so, how could he make a wound here?”


“Why not? Sir Adrian, take the revolver for a moment, will you?” says the surgeon, anxious to demonstrate his theory beyond the possibility of doubt. “I want to convince Ringwood. Now stand so, and hold the weapon so” – placing it with the muzzle presented in a rather awkward position almost over his heart.


“I thought fellows always put the muzzles of their revolvers in their mouths and blew their brains out when they committed suicide,” Ringwood remarks lightly.


“This fellow evidently did not,” says the surgeon calmly. “Now, Sir Adrian, you see, by holding it thus, you could quite easily blow yourself to—”


Before he can finish the sentence, there is a sudden confusion of bodies, a jostling as it were, for Arthur Dynecourt, who had been looking on attentively with one foot on a footstool close to Sir Adrian’s elbow, had slipped from the stool at this inopportune moment, and had fallen heavily against his cousin.


There is a shout from somebody, and then a silence. The revolver in the scuffle had gone off! Through the house the sharp crack of a bullet rings loudly, rousing many from their slumbers.


Lights can be seen in the passages; terrified faces peep out from half-opened doors. Dora Talbot, coming into the corridor in a pale pink cashmere dressing-gown trimmed with swans-down, in which she looks the very personification of innocence and youth, screams loudly, and demands hysterically to be informed as to the cause of the unusual noise.


The servants have rushed from their quarters in alarm. Ethel Villiers, with a pale scared face, runs to Florence Delmaine’s room, and throws her arms round that young lady as she comes out, pale but composed, to ask in a clear tone what has happened.


As nobody knows, and as Florence in her heart is more frightened than she cares to confess, being aware through Adrian that some of the men are still up in the smoking-room, and fearing that a quarrel had arisen among them, she proposes that they should go to the smoking-room in a body and make inquiries.


Old Lady FitzAlmont, with Lady Gertrude sobbing on her arm, seconds this proposal, and, being a veteran of much distinction, takes the lead. Those following close behind, are glad of this, and hopeful because of it, her appearance being calculated to rout any enemy. The awful character of her dressing-gown and the severity of the nightcap that crowns her martial head would strike terror to the hearts of any midnight marauders. They all move off in a body, and, guided unconsciously by Florence, approach the smoking-room.


Voices loud in conversation can be heard as they draw near; the door is slightly ajar. Florence drawing back as they come quite up to it, the old lady waves her aside, and advances boldly to the front. Flinging wide open the door, she bursts upon the astonished company within.


“Where is he?” she asks, with a dignity that only heightens the attractions of the cap and gown. “Have you secured him? Sir Adrian, where is the constable? Have you sent for him?”


Sir Adrian, whose gaze is fixed upon the fair vision in the trailing white gown standing timidly in the doorway, forgets to answer his interrogator, and the others, taken by surprise, maintain a solemn silence.


“Why this mystery?” demands Lady FitzAlmont sternly. “Where is the miscreant? Where is the man that fired that murderous shot?”


“Here, madame,” replies the surgeon dryly, indicating Arthur Dynecourt by a motion of the hand.


“He – who? Mr. Dynecourt?” ejaculates her ladyship in a disappointed tone. “It was all a mistake, then? I must say, Mr. Dynecourt,” continues the old lady in an indignant tone, “that I think you might find a more suitable time in which to play off your jokes, or to practice target-shooting, than in the middle of the night, when every respectable household ought to be wrapped in slumber.”


“I assure you,” begins Arthur Dynecourt, who is strangely pale and discomposed, “it was all an accident – an—”


“Accident! Nonsense, sir; I don’t believe there was any accident whatsoever!”


As these words pass the lips of the irascible old lady, several men in the room exchange significant glances. Is it that old Lady FitzAlmont has just put their own thoughts into words?


“Let me explain to your ladyship,” says Sir Adrian courteously. “We were just talking about that unfortunate affair of the Stewarts, and Maitland was showing us how it might have occurred. I had the revolver in my hand so” – pointing the weapon toward himself.


“Put down that abominable weapon at once, sir!” commands Lady FitzAlmont, in a menacing tone, largely mingled with abject fear. As she speaks she retreats precipitately behind Florence, thus pushing that young lady to the fore.


“When my cousin unhappily stumbled against me, and the revolver went off,” goes on Sir Adrian. “I’m deeply grieved, Lady FitzAlmont, that this should have occurred to disturb the household; but, really, it was a pure accident.”


“A pure accident,” repeats Arthur, from between his colorless lips.


He looks far more distressed by this occurrence than Sir Adrian, who had narrowly escaped being wounded. This only showed his tenderness and proper feeling, as almost all the women present mutually agreed. Almost all, but not quite. Dora Talbot, for example, grows deadly pale as she listens to the explanation and watches Arthur’s ghastly face. What is it like? The face of a murderer?


“Oh, no, no,” she gasps inwardly; “surely not that!”


“It was the purest accident, I assure you,” protests Arthur again, as though anxious to impress this conviction upon his own mind.


“It might have been a very serious one,” says the surgeon gravely, regarding him with a keen glance. “It might have meant death to Sir Adrian!”


Florence changes color and glances at her host with parted lips. Dora Talbot, pressing her way through the group in the doorway, goes straight up to him as if impulsively, and takes his hand in both hers.


“Dear Sir Adrian, how can we be thankful enough for your escape?” she says sweetly, tears standing in her bright blue eyes. She presses his hand warmly, and even raises it to her lips in a transport of emotion. Standing there in the pretty pink dressing-gown that shows off her complexion to perfection, Dora Talbot looks lovely.


“You are very good – very kind,” returns Sir Adrian, really touched by her concern, but still with eyes only for the white vision in the doorway; “but you make too much of nothing. I am only sorry I have been the unhappy cause of rousing you from your rosy dreams; you will not thank me tomorrow when there will be only lilies in your cheeks.”


The word lily brings back to him his last interview with Florence. He glances hurriedly at her right hand; yes, the same lily is clasped in her fingers. Has she sat ever since with his gift before her, in her silent chamber? Alone – in grief perhaps. But why has she kept his flower? What can it all mean?


“We shall mind nothing, now you are safe,” Dora assures him tremulously.


“I think I might be shown some consideration,” puts in Arthur, trying by a violent effort to assert himself, and to speak lightly. “Had anything happened, surely I should have been the one to be pitied. It would have been my fault, and, Mrs. Talbot, I think you might show some pity for me.” He holds out his hand, and mechanically Dora lays her own in it.


But it is only for an instant, and she shudders violently as his touch meets hers. Her eyes are on the ground, and she can not bring herself to look at him. Drawing her fingers hurriedly from his, she goes to the door and disappears from view.


In the meantime, Sir Adrian, having made his way to Florence, points to the lily.


“You have held it ever since?” he asks, in a low tone. “I hardly hoped for so much. But you have not congratulated me, you alone have said nothing.”


“Why need I speak? I have seen you with my own eyes. You are safe. Believe me, Sir Adrian, I congratulate you most sincerely upon your escape.”


Her words are cold, her eyes downcast. She is deeply annoyed with herself for having carried the lily into his presence here. The very fact of his having noticed it and spoken to her about it has shown her how much importance he has attached to her doing so. What will he think of her. He will doubtless picture her to himself sitting weeping and brooding over a flower given to her by a man who loves her not, and to whom she has given her love unsolicited.


Her marked coldness so oppresses him that he steps back, and does not venture to address her again. It occurs to him that she is reserved because of Arthur’s presence.


Presently, Lady FitzAlmont, marshaling her forces anew, carries them all away to their rooms, soundly rating the sobbing Lady Gertrude for her want of self-control.


The men too, shortly afterward disperse, and one by one drift away to their rooms. Captain Ringwood and Maitland the surgeon being the last to go.


“Who is the next heir to the castle?” asks the latter musingly, drumming his fingers idly on a table near him.


“Dynecourt, the fellow who nearly did for Sir Adrian this evening!” replies Ringwood quietly.


“Ah!”


“It would have meant a very good thing for Arthur if the shot had taken effect,” says Ringwood, eyeing his companion curiously.


“It would have meant murder, sir!” rejoins the surgeon shortly.




 



•   VI   •






“Dear Sir Adrian,” says Dora Talbot, laying down her bat upon a garden-chair, and forsaking the game of tennis then proceeding to go forward and greet her host, “where have you been? We have missed you so much. Florence” – turning to her cousin – “will you take my bat, dearest? I am quite tired of trying to defeat Lord Lisle.”


Lord Lisle, a middle-aged gentleman of sunburned appearance, looks unmistakably delighted at the prospect of a change in the game. He is married; has a large family of promising young Lisles, and a fervent passion for tennis. Mrs. Talbot having proved a very contemptible adversary, he is charmed at this chance of getting rid of her.


So Florence, vice Dora retired, joins the game, and the play continues with unabated vigor. When however Lord Lisle has scored a grand victory, and all the players declare themselves thoroughly exhausted and in need of refreshment, Sir Adrian comes forward, and walks straight up to Miss Delmaine, to Dora’s intense chagrin and the secret rage of Arthur Dynecourt.


“You have often asked to see the ‘haunted chamber,’” he says; “why not come and visit it now? It isn’t much to see, you know; but still, in a ghostly sense, it is, I suppose, interesting.”


“Let us make a party and go together,” suggests Dora, enthusiastically clasping her hands – her favorite method of showing false emotion of any kind. She is determined to have her part in the programme, and is equally determined that Florence shall go nowhere alone with Sir Adrian.


“What a capital idea!” puts in Arthur Dynecourt, coming up to Miss Delmaine, and specially addressing her with all the air of a rightful owner.


“Charming,” murmurs a young lady standing by; and so the question is settled.


“It will be rather a fatiguing journey, you know,” says Captain Ringwood, confidentially, to Ethel Villiers. “It’s an awful lot of stairs; I’ve been there, so I know all about it – it’s worse than the treadmill.”


“Have you been there too?” demands Miss Ethel saucily, glancing at him from under her long lashes.


“Not yet,” answers the captain, with a little grin. “But, I say, don’t go – will you?”


“I must; I’m dying to see it,” replies Ethel. “You needn’t come, you know; I dare say I shall be able to get on without you for half an hour or so.”


“I dare say you could get on uncommonly well without me forever,” retorts the captain rather gloomily. To himself he confesses moodily that this girl with the auburn hair and the blue eyes has the power of taking the “curl out of him” whensoever she wishes.


“I believe you are afraid of the bogies hidden in this secret chamber, and so don’t care to come,” says Miss Villiers tauntingly.


“I know something else I’m a great deal more afraid of,” responds the gallant captain meaningly.


“Me?” she asks innocently, but certainly coquettishly. “Oh, Captain Ringwood” – in a tone of mock injury – “what an unkind speech! Now I know you look upon me in the light of an ogress, or a witch, or something equally dreadful. Well, as I have the name of it, I may as well have the gain of it, and so – I command you to attend me to the ‘haunted chamber.’”


“You order – I obey,” says the captain. “‘Call and I follow – I follow, though I die!’” After which quotation he accompanies her toward the house in the wake of Dora and Sir Adrian, who has been pressed by the clever widow into her service.


Florence and Arthur Dynecourt follow them, Arthur talking gaily, as though determined to ignore the fact that he is thoroughly unwelcome to his companion; Florence, with head erect and haughty footsteps and eyes carefully averted.


Past the hall, through the corridor, up the staircase, through the galleries, along more corridors they go, laughing and talking eagerly, until they come at last to an old and apparently much disused part of the house.


Traversing more corridors, upon which dust lies thickly, they come at last to a small iron-bound door that blocks the end of one passage.


“Now we really begin to get near to it,” says Sir Adrian encouragingly, turning, as he always does, when opportunity offers, to address himself solely to Florence.


“Don’t you feel creepy-creepy?” asks Ethel Villiers, with a smothered laugh, looking up at Captain Ringwood.


Then Sir Adrian pushes open the door, revealing a steep flight of stone steps that leads upward to another door above. This door, like the lower one, is bound with iron.


“This is the tower,” explains Sir Adrian, still acting as cicerone to the small party, who look with interest around them. Mrs. Talbot, affecting nervousness, clings closely to Sir Adrian’s arm. Indeed she is debating in her own mind whether it would be effective or otherwise to subside into a graceful swoon within his arms. “Yonder is the door of the chamber,” continues Sir Adrian. “Come, let us go up to it.”


They all ascend the last flight of stone stairs; and presently their host opens the door, and reveals to them whatever mysteries may lie beyond. He enters first, and they all follow him, but, as if suddenly recollecting some important point, he turns, and calls loudly to Captain Ringwood not to let the door shut behind him.


“There is a peculiar spring in the lock,” he explains a moment later; “and, if the door slammed to, we should find it impossible to open it from the inside, and might remain here prisoners forever unless the household came to the rescue.”


“Oh, Captain Ringwood, pray be careful!” cries Dora falteringly. “Our very lives depend upon your attention!”


“Miss Villiers, do come here and help me to remember my duty,” says Captain Ringwood, planting his back against the open door lest by any means it should shut.


The chamber is round, and has, instead of windows, three narrow apertures in the walls, through which can be obtained a glimpse of the sky, but of nothing else. These apertures are just large enough to admit a man’s hand. The room is without furniture of any description, and on the boards the dark stains of blood are distinctly visible.


“Dynecourt, tell them a story or two,” calls out Ringwood to Sir Adrian. “They won’t believe it is veritably haunted unless you call up a ghost to frighten them.”


But they all protest in a body that they do not wish to hear any ghost stories, so Sir Adrian laughingly refuses to comply with Ringwood’s request.


“Are we far from the other parts of the house?” asks Florence at length, who has been examining some writing on the walls.


“So far that, if you were immured here, no cry, however loud, could penetrate the distance,” replies Sir Adrian. “You are as thoroughly removed from the habitable parts of the castle as if you were in the next county.”


“How interesting!” observes Dora, with a little simper.


“The servants are so afraid of this room that they would not venture here even by daylight,” Sir Adrian goes on. “You can see how the dust of years is on it. One might be slowly starved to death here without one’s friends being a bit the wiser.”


He laughs as he says this, but, long afterward, his words come back to his listeners’ memories, filling their breasts with terror and despair.


“I wonder you don’t have this dangerous lock removed,” says Captain Ringwood. “It is a regular trap. Someday you’ll be sorry for it.”


Prophetic words!


“Yes; I wish it were removed,” responds Florence, with a strange quick shiver.


Sir Adrian laughs.


“Why, that is one of the old tower’s greatest charms,” he says. “It belongs to the dark ages, and suggests all sorts of horrible possibilities. This room would be nothing without its mysterious lock.”


At this moment Dora’s eyes turn slowly toward Arthur Dynecourt. She herself hardly knows why, at this particular time, she should look at him, yet she feels that some unaccountable fascination is compelling her gaze to encounter his. Their eyes meet. As they do so, Dora shudders and turns deadly pale. There is that in Arthur Dynecourt’s dark and sullen eyes that strikes her cold with terror and vague forebodings of evil. It is a wicked look that overspreads the man’s face – a cruel, implacable look that seems to freeze her as she gazes at him spellbound. Slowly, even while she watches him, she sees him turn his glance from her to Sir Adrian in a meaning manner, as though to let her know that the vile thought that is working in his brain and is betraying itself on his face is intended for him, not her. And yet, with this too, he gives her silently to understand that, if she shows any treachery toward him, he will not leave it unrewarded.


Cowed, frightened, trembling at what she knows not, Dora staggers backward, and, laying a hand upon the wall beside her, tries to regain her self-possession. The others are all talking together, she is therefore unobserved. She stands, still panting and pallid, trying to collect her thoughts.


Only one thing comes clearly to her, filling her with loathing of herself and an unnamed dread – it is that, by her own double-dealing and falseness toward Florence, she has seemed to enter into a compact with this man to be a companion in whatever crime he may decide upon. His very look seems to implicate her, to drag her down with him to his level. She feels herself chained to him – his partner in a vile conspiracy. And what further adds to the horror of the situation is the knowledge that she knows herself to be blindly ignorant of whatever plans he may be forming.


After a few seconds she rouses herself, and wins back some degree of composure. It is of course a mere weakness to believe herself in the power of Arthur Dynecourt, she tries to convince herself. He is no more than any other ordinary acquaintance. If indeed she has helped him a little in his efforts to secure the love of Florence, there was no great harm in that, though of course it served her own purpose also.


“How pale you are, Mrs. Talbot?” remarks Sir Adrian suddenly, wheeling round to look at her more closely. “Has this damp old place really affected your nerves? Come, let us go down again, and forget in the sunshine that bloody deeds were ever committed here or elsewhere.”


“I am nervous, I confess,” responds Dora, in a low tone. “Yes, yes – let us leave this terrible room forever.”


“So be it,” says Sir Adrian gaily. “For my part, I feel no desire to ever re-enter it.”


“It is very high art, I suppose,” observes Ethel Villiers, glancing round the walls. “Uncomfortable places always are. It would be quite a treasure to Lady Betty Trefeld, who raves over the early Britons. It seems rather thrown away upon us. Captain Ringwood, you look as if you had been suddenly turned into stone. Let me pass, please.”


“It was uncommonly friendly of Ringwood not to have let the door slam, and so imprisoned us for life,” says Sir Adrian, with a laugh. “I am sure we owe him a debt of gratitude.”


“I hope you’ll all pay it,” laughs Ringwood. “It will be a nice new experience for you to give a creditor something for once. I never pay my own debts; but that doesn’t count. I feel sure you are all going to give me something for my services as door-keeper.”


“What shall I give you?” asks Ethel coquettishly.


“I’ll tell you by and by,” he replies, with such an expressive look that for once the saucy girl has no answer ready, but, blushing crimson, hurries past him down the stone stairs, where she waits at the bottom for the others.


As Florence reaches the door she pauses and stoops to examine the lock.


“I wish,” she says to Sir Adrian, a strange subdued excitement in her tone, “you would remove this lock. Do.”


“But why?” he asks, impressed in spite of himself, by her manner.


“I hardly know myself; it is a fancy – an unaccountable one, perhaps – but still a powerful one. Do be guided by me, and have it removed.”


“What – the fancy?” he asks, laughing.


“No – the lock. Humor me in this,” she pleads earnestly, far more earnestly than the occasion seems to warrant. “Call it a silly presentiment, if you like, but I honestly think that lock will work you evil someday. Therefore it is that I ask you to do away with it.”


“You ask me?” he queries.


“Yes, if only to please me – for my sake.”


She has evidently forgotten her late distrust of him, for she speaks now in the old sweet tone, and with tears in her eyes. Sir Adrian flushes warmly.


“For your sake,” he whispers. “What is there I would not do, if thus requested?”


A bitter sneer contracts Arthur Dynecourt’s lips as he listens to the first part of this conversation and guesses at the latter half. He notes correctly the kindling of their eyes, the quick breath that comes and goes like happy sighs from the breast of Florence. He hears the whisper, sees the warm blush, and glances expressively at Dora. Meeting her eyes he says his finger on his lips to caution her to silence, and then, when passing by her, whispers:


“Meet me in half an hour in the lower gallery.”


Bowing her acquiescence in this arrangement, fearing indeed to refuse, Dora follows the others from the haunted chamber.


At the foot of the small stone staircase – before they go through the first iron-bound door that leads to the corridor without – they find Ethel Villiers awaiting them. She had been looking round her in the dimly lighted stone passage, and has discovered another door fixed mysteriously in a corner, that had excited her curiosity.


“Where does this lead to, Sir Adrian?” she asks now, pointing to it.


“Oh, that is an old door connected with another passage that leads by a dark and wearying staircase to the servants’ corridor beneath! I am afraid you won’t be able to open it, as it is rusty with age and disuse. The servants would as soon think of coming up here as they would of making an appointment with the Evil One; so it has not been opened for years.”


“Perhaps I can manage it,” says Arthur Dynecourt, trying with all his might to force the ancient lock to yield to him. At length his efforts are crowned with success; the door flies creakingly open, and a cloud of dust uprising covers them like a mist.


“Ah!” exclaims Ethel, recoiling; but Arthur, stooping forward, carefully examines the dark staircase that lies before him wrapped in impenetrable gloom. Spider-nets have been drawn from wall to wall and hang in dusky clouds from the low ceiling; a faint, stale, stifling smell greets his nostrils, yet he lingers there and looks carefully around him.


“You’ll fall into it, if you don’t mind,” remarks Captain Ringwood. “One would think uncanny spots had an unwholesome attraction for you.”


Ringwood, ever since the memorable night in the smoking-room, when Sir Adrian was so near being killed, has looked askance at Arthur Dynecourt, and, when taking the trouble to address him at all, has been either sharp or pointed in his remarks. Arthur, contenting himself with a scowl at him, closes the little door again, and turns away from it.


“At night,” says Sir Adrian, in an amused tone, “the servants, passing by the door below that leads up to this one, run by it as though they fear some ghostly ancestors of mine, descending from the haunted chamber, will pounce out upon them with their heads under their arms, or in some equally unpleasant position. You know the door, don’t you, Arthur – the second from the turning?”


“No,” replies Arthur, with his false smile, “I do not; nor, indeed, do I care to know it. I firmly believe I should run past it too after nightfall, unless well protected.”


“That looks as if you had an evil conscience,” says Ringwood carelessly, but none the less purposely.


“It looks more as if I were a coward, I think,” retorts Arthur, laughing, but shooting an angry glance at the gallant captain as he speaks.


“Well, what does the immortal William say?” returns Ringwood coolly. “‘Conscience doth make cowards of us all!’”


“You have a sharp wit, sir,” says Arthur, with apparent lightness, but pale with passion.


“I say, look here,” breaks in Sir Adrian hastily, pulling out his watch; “it must be nearly time for tea. By Jove, quite half past four, and we know what Lady FitzAlmont will say to us if we keep her deprived of her favorite beverage for even five minutes. Come, let us run, or destruction will light upon our heads.”


So saying, he leads the way, and soon they leave the haunted chamber and all its gloomy associations far behind them.




 



•   VII   •






Reluctantly, yet with a certain amount of curiosity to know what it is he may wish to say to her, Dora wends her way to the gallery to keep her appointment with Arthur. Pacing to and fro beneath the searching eyes of the gaunt cavaliers and haughty dames that gleam down upon him from their canvases upon the walls, Dynecourt impatiently awaits her coming.


“Ah, you are late!” he exclaims as she approaches. There is a tone of authority about him that dismays her.


“Not very, I think,” she responds pleasantly, deeming conciliatory measures the best. “Why did you not come to the library? We all missed you so much at tea!”


“No doubt,” he replies sarcastically. “I can well fancy the disappointment my absence caused; the blank looks and regretful speeches that marked my defection. Pshaw – let you and me at least be honest to each other! Did Florence, think you, shed tears because of my non-coming?”


This mood of his is so strange to her that, in spite of the natural false smoothness that belongs to her, it renders her dumb.


“Look here,” he goes on savagely, “I have seen enough today up in that accursed room above – that haunted chamber – to show me our game is not yet won.”


“Our game – what game?” asks Dora, with a foolish attempt at misconception.


He laughs aloud – a wild, unpleasant, scornful laugh, that makes her cheek turn pale. Its mirth, she tells herself, is demoniacal.


“You would get out of it now, would you?” he says. “It is too late, I tell you. You have gone some way with me, you must go the rest. I want your help, and you want mine. Will you draw back now, when the prize is half won, when a little more labor will place it within your grasp?”


“But there must be no violence,” she gasps; “no attempt at—”


“What is it you would say?” he interrupts stonily. “Collect yourself; you surely do not know what you are hinting at. Violence! what do you mean by that?”


“I hardly know,” she returns, trembling. “It was your look, your tone, I think, that frightened me.”


“Put your nerves in your pocket for the future,” he exclaims coarsely; “they are not wanted where I am. Now to business. You want to marry Sir Adrian, as I understand, whether his desire lies in the same direction or not?”


At this plain speaking the dainty little lady winces openly.


“My own opinion is that his desire does not run in your direction,” continues Arthur remorselessly. “We both know where his heart would gladly find its home, where he would seek a bride to place here in this grand old castle, but I will frustrate that hope if I die for it.”


He grinds his teeth as he says this, and looks with fierce defiant eyes at the long rows of his ancestors that line the walls.


“She would gladly see her proud fair face looking down upon me from amidst this goodly company,” he goes on, apostrophizing the absent Florence. “But that shall never be. I have sworn it; unless – I am her husband – unless – I am her husband!”


More slowly, more thoughtfully he repeats this last phrase, until Dora, affrighted by the sudden change that has disfigured his face, speaks to him to distract his attention.


“You have brought me here to—” she ventures timidly.


“Ay, to tell you what is on my mind. I have said you want to marry Adrian; I mean to marry Florence Delmaine. Today I disliked certain symptoms I saw, that led me to believe that my own machinations have not been as successful as I could have wished. Before going in for stronger measures, there is one more card that I will play. I have written you a note. Here it is, take it” – handing her a letter folded in the cocked-hat fashion.


“What am I to do with this?” asks Dora nervously.


“Read it. It is addressed to yourself. You will see I have copied Adrian’s handwriting as closely as possible, and have put his initials A.D. at the end. And yet” – with a diabolical smile – “it is no forgery either, as A.D. are my initials also.”


Opening the note with trembling fingers, Dora reads aloud as follows:



“Can you – will you meet me tomorrow at four o’clock in the lime-walk? I have been cold to you perhaps, but have I not had cause? You think my slight attentions to another betoken a decrease in my love for you, but in this, dearest, you are mistaken. I am yours heart and soul. For the present I dare not declare myself, for the reasons you already know, and for the same reasons am bound to keep up a seeming friendliness with some I would gladly break with altogether. But I am happy only with you, and happy too in the thought that our hearts beat as one. Yours forever, A.D.”




Dora, having finished reading the letter, glances at him uneasily.


“And – what is the meaning of this letter? What is it written for? What am I to do with it?” she stammers, beating the precious missive against the palm of her hand, as though in loathing of it.


“You will show it to her. You will speak of it as a love-letter written to you by Adrian. You will consult her as to whether it be wise or prudent to accede to his proposal to meet you alone in the lime-walk. You will, in fact, put out all your powers of deception, which” – with a sneering smile – “are great, and so compel her to believe the letter is from him to you.”


“But—” falters Dora.


“There shall be no ‘but’ in the matter. You have entered into this affair with me, and you shall pursue it to the end. If you fail me, I shall betray your share in it – more than your share – and paint you in such colors as will shut the doors of society to you. You understand now, do you?”


“Go on,” says Dora, with colorless lips.


“Ah, I have touched the right chord at last, have I? Society, your idol, you dare not brave! Well, to continue, you will also tell her, in your own sweet innocent way” – with another sneer that makes her quiver with fear and rage – “to account for Adrian’s decided and almost lover-like attentions to her in the room we visited, that you had had a lovers’ quarrel with him some time before, earlier in the day; that, in his fit of pique, he had sought to be revenged upon you, and soothe his slighted feelings by feigning a sudden interest in her. You follow me?”


“Yes,” replies the submissive Dora. Alas, how sincerely she now wishes she had never entered into this hateful intrigue!


“Then, when you have carefully sown these lies in her heart, and seen her proud face darken and quiver with pain beneath your words” – oh, how his own evil face glows with unholy satisfaction as he sees the picture he has just drawn stand out clear before his eyes! – “you will affect to be driven by compunction into granting Sir Adrian a supposed request, you will don your hat and cloak, and go down to the lime-walk to encounter – me. If I am any judge of character, that girl, so haughty to all the world, will lower her pride for her crushed love’s sake, and will follow you, to madden herself with your meeting with the man she loves. To her, I shall on this occasion represent Sir Adrian. Are you listening?”


She is indeed – listening with all her might to the master mind that has her in thrall.


“You will remember not to start when you meet me,” he continues, issuing his commands with insolent assumption of authority over the dainty Dora, who, up to this, has been accustomed to rule it over others in her particular sphere, and who now chafes and writhes beneath the sense of slavery that is oppressing her. “You will meet me calmly, oblivious of the fact that I shall be clad in my cousin’s light overcoat, the one of which Miss Delmaine was graciously pleased to say she approved yesterday morning.”


His eyes light again with a revengeful fire as he calls to mind the slight praise Florence had bestowed in a very casual fashion on this coat. Every smile, every kindly word addressed by this girl to his cousin, is treasured up by him and dwelt upon in secret, to the terrible strengthening of the purpose he has in view.


“But if you should be seen – be marked,” hesitates Dora faintly.


“Pshaw – am I one to lay my plans so clumsily as to court discovery on even the minutest point?” he interrupts impatiently. “When you meet me you will – but enough of this; I shall be there to meet you in the lime-walk, and after that you will take your cue from me.”


“That is all you have to say?” asks Dora, anxious to quit his hated presence.


“For the present – yes. Follow my instructions to the letter, or dread the consequences. Any blunder in the performance of this arrangement I shall lay to your charge.”


“You threaten, sir!” she exclaims angrily, though she trembles.


“Let it be your care to see that I do not carry out my threats,” he retorts, with an insolent shrug.


The next day, directly after luncheon, as Florence is sitting in her own room, touching up an unfinished watercolor sketch of part of the grounds round the castle – which have, alas, grown only too dear to her! – Dora enters her room. It is an embarrassed and significantly smiling Dora that trips up to her, and says with pretty hesitation in her tone—


“Dearest Florence, I want your advice about something.”


“Mine?” exclaims Florence, laying down her brush, and looking, as she feels, astonished. As a rule, the gentle Dora does not seek for wisdom from her friends.


“Yes, dear, if you can spare me the time. Just five minutes will do, and then you can return to your charming sketch. Oh” – glancing at it – “how exactly like it is – so perfect; what a sunset, and what firs! One could imagine one’s self in the Fairies’ Glen by just looking at it.”


“It is not the Fairies’ Glen at all; it is that bit down by Gough’s farm,” says Florence coldly. Of late she has not been so blind to Dora’s artificialness as she used to be.


“Ah, so it is!” agrees Dora airily, not in the least discomposed at her mistake. “And so like it too. You are a genius, dearest, you are really, and might make your fortune, only that you have one made already for you, fortunate girl!”


“You want my advice,” suggests Florence quietly.


“Ah, true; and about something important too!” She throws into her whole air so much coquetry mingled with assumed bashfulness that Florence knows by instinct that the “something” has Sir Adrian for its theme, and she grows pale and miserable accordingly.


“Let me hear it then,” she urges, leaning back with a weary sigh.


“I have just received this letter,” says Mrs. Talbot, taking from her pocket the letter Arthur had given her, and holding it out to Florence, “and I want to know how I shall answer it. Would you – would you honestly advise me, Flo, to go and meet him as he desires?”


“As who desires?”


“Ah, true; you do not know, of course! I am so selfishly full of myself and my own concerns, that I seem to think everyone else must be full of them too. Forgive me, dearest, and read his sweet little letter, will you?”


“Of whom are you speaking – to whose letter do you refer?” asks Florence, a little sharply, in the agony of her heart.


“Florence! Whose letter would I call ‘sweet’ except Sir Adrian’s?” answers her cousin, with gentle reproach.


“But it is meant for you, not for me,” says Miss Delmaine, holding the letter in her hand, and glancing at it with great distaste. “He probably intended no other eyes but yours to look upon it.”


“But I must obtain advice from someone, and who so natural to expect it from as you, my nearest relative? If, however” – putting her handkerchief to her eyes – “you object to help me, Florence, or if it distresses you to read—”


“Distresses me?” interrupts Florence haughtily. “Why should it distress me? If you have no objection to my reading your – lover’s – letter, why should I hesitate about doing so? Pray sit down while I run through it.”


Dora having seated herself, Florence hastily reads the false note from beginning to end. Her heart beats furiously as she does so, and her color comes and goes; but her voice is quite steady when she speaks again.


“Well,” she says, putting the paper from her as though heartily glad to be rid of it, “it seems that Sir Adrian wishes to speak to you on some subject interesting to you and him alone, and that he has chosen the privacy of the lime-walk as the spot in which to hold your tête-à-tête. It is quite a simple affair, is it not? Though really, why he could not arrange to talk privately to you in some room in the castle, which is surely large enough for the purpose, I can not understand.”


“Dear Sir Adrian is so romantic,” says Dora coyly.


“Is he?” responds her cousin dryly. “He has always seemed to me the sanest of men. Well, on what matter do you wish to consult me?”


“Dear Florence, how terribly prosaic and unsympathetic you are today,” says Dora reproachfully; “and I came to you so sure of offers of love and friendship! I want you to tell me if you think I ought to meet him or not.”


“Why not?”


“I don’t know” – with a little simper. “Is it perhaps humoring him too much? I have always dreaded letting a man imagine I cared for him, unless fully, utterly, assured of his affection for me.”


Florence colors again, and then grows deadly pale, as this poisoned barb pierces her bosom.


“I should think,” she says slowly, “after reading the letter you have just shown me, you ought to feel assured.”


“You believe I ought, really?” – with a fine show of eagerness. “Now, you are not saying this to please me – to gratify me?”


“I should not please or gratify anyone at the expense of truth.”


“No, of course not. You are such a high-principled girl, so different from many others. Then you think I might go and meet him this evening without sacrificing my dignity in any way?”


“Certainly.”


“Oh, I’m so glad,” exclaimed little Mrs. Talbot rapturously, nodding her “honorable” head with a beaming smile, “because I do so want to meet him, dear fellow! And I value your opinion, Flo, more highly than that of any other friend I possess. You are so solid, so thoughtful – such a dear thing altogether.”


Florence takes no heed of this rodomontade (pretentious speech), but sits quite still, with downcast eyes, tapping the small table near her with the tips of her slender fingers in a meditative fashion.


“The fact is,” continues Dora, who is watching her closely, “I may as well let you into a little secret. Yesterday Sir Adrian and I had a tiny, oh, such a tiny little dispute, all about nothing, I assure you” – with a gay laugh – “but to us it seemed quite important. He said he was jealous of me. Now just fancy that, Flo; jealous of poor little me!”


“It is quite possible; you are pretty – most men admire you,” Florence remarks coldly, still without raising her eyes.


“Ah, you flatter me, naughty girl! Well, silly as it sounds, he actually was jealous, and really gave me quite a scolding. It brought tears to my eyes, it upset me so. So, to tell the truth, we parted rather bad friends; and, to be revenged on me, I suppose, he rather neglected me for the remainder of the day.”


Again Florence is silent, though her tormentor plainly waits for a lead from her before going on.


“You must have remarked,” she continues presently, “how cold and reserved he was toward me when we were all together in that dreadful haunted chamber.” Here she really shudders, in spite of herself. The cruel eyes of Arthur Dynecourt seem to be on her again, as they were in that ghostly room.


“I remarked nothing,” responds Florence icily.


“No – really? Well, he was. Why, my dear Florence, you must have seen how he singled you out to be attentive to you, just to show me how offended he was.”


“He did not seem offended with anyone, and I thought him in particularly good spirits,” replies Florence calmly.


Dora turns a delicate pink.


“Dear Adrian is such an excellent actor,” she says sweetly, “and so proud; he will disguise his feelings, however keen they may be, from the knowledge of anyone, no matter what the effort may cost him. Well, dearest, and so you positively advise me to keep this appointment with him?”


“I advise nothing. I merely say that I see nothing objectionable in your walking up and down the lime-walk with your host.”


“How clearly you put it! Well, adieu, darling, for the present, and thank you a thousand times for all the time you have wasted on me. I assure you I am not worth it” – kissing her hand brightly.


For once she speaks the truth; she is not indeed worth one moment of the time Florence has been compelled to expend upon her; yet, when she has tripped out of the room, seemingly as free from guile as a light-hearted child, Miss Delmaine’s thoughts still follow her, even against her inclination.


She has gone to meet him; no doubt to interchange tender words and vows with him; to forgive, to be forgiven, about some sweet bit of lover’s folly, the dearer for its very foolishness. She listens for her footsteps as she returns along the corridor, dressed no doubt in her prettiest gown, decked out to make herself fair in his eyes.


An overwhelming desire to see how she has robed herself on this particular occasion induces Florence to go to the door and look after her as she descends the stairs. She just catches a glimpse of Dora as she turns the corner, and sees, to her surprise, that she is by no means daintily attired, but has thrown a plain dark water-proof over her dress, as though to hide it. Slightly surprised at this, Florence ponders it, and finally comes to the bitter conclusion that Dora is so sure of his devotion that she knows it is not necessary for her to bedeck herself in finery to please him. In his eyes of course she is lovely in any toilet.


Soon, soon she will be with him. How will they greet each other? Will he look into Dora’s eyes as he used to look into hers not so very long ago? Arthur Dynecourt read her aright when he foresaw that she would be unable to repress the desire to follow Dora, and see for herself the meeting between her and Sir Adrian.


Hastily putting on a large Rubens hat, and twisting a soft piece of black lace round her neck, she runs downstairs and, taking a different direction from that she knows Dora most likely pursued, she arrives by a side path at the lime-walk almost as soon as her cousin.


Afraid to venture too near, she obtains a view of the walk from a high position framed in by rhododendrons. Yes, now she can see Dora, and now she can see too, the man who comes eagerly to meet her. His face is slightly turned away from her, but the tall figure clad in the loose light overcoat is not to be mistaken. He advances quickly, and meets Dora with both hands outstretched. She appears to draw back a little, and then he seizes her hands, and, stooping, covers them with kisses.


A film seems to creep over Florence’s eyes. With a stifled groan, she turns and flies homeward. Again in the privacy of her own room, and having turned the key securely in the lock to keep out all intruders, she flings herself upon her bed and cries as if her heart would break.


•   •   •   •   •


Not until her return to her room does Dora remember that she did not get back the false letter from her cousin. In the heat of the conversation she had forgotten it, but now, a fear possessing her lest Florence should show it to anyone, she runs upstairs and knocks at Miss Delmaine’s door.


“Come in,” calls Florence slowly.


It is three hours since she went for her unhappy walk to the lime-grove, and now she is composed again, and is waiting for the gong to sound before descending to the drawing-room, where she almost dreads the thought that she will be face to face with Sir Adrian. She is dressed for dinner, has indeed taken most particular pains with her toilet, if only to hide the ravages that these past three hours of bitter weeping have traced upon her beautiful face. She looks sad still, but calm and dignified.


Dora is dressed too, but is looking flurried and flushed.


“I beg your pardon,” she says; “but my letter – the letter I showed you today – have you it?”


“No,” replies Florence simply; “I thought I gave it back to you; but, if not, it must be here on this table” – lifting a book or two from the small gypsy-table near which she had been sitting when Dora came to her room early in the day.


Dora looks for it everywhere, in a somewhat nervous, frightened manner, Florence helping her the while; but nothing comes of their search, and they are fain to go downstairs without it, as the gong sounding loudly tells them they are already late.


“Never mind,” says Dora, afraid of having betrayed too much concern. “It is really of no consequence. I only wanted it, because – well, because” – with the simper that drives Florence nearly mad – “he wrote it.”


“I shall tell my maid to look for it, and, if she finds it, you shall have it this evening,” responds Florence, with a slight contraction of her brows that passes unnoticed.


To Florence’s mortification, Arthur Dynecourt takes her in to dinner. On their way across the hall from the drawing-room to the dining-room, he presses the hand that rests so reluctantly upon his arm, and says, with an affectation of the sincerest concern—


“You are not well; you are looking pale and troubled, and – pardon me if I am wrong, but I think you have been crying.”


“I must beg, sir,” she retorts, with excessive hauteur, removing her hand from his arm, as though his pressure had burned her – “I must beg, you will not trouble yourself to study my countenance. Your doing so is most offensive to me.”


“To see you in trouble, and not long to help or comfort you is impossible to me,” goes on Dynecourt, unmoved by her scorn. “Are you still dwelling on the past – on what is irrevocable? Have you had fresh cause to remember it today?”


There is a gleam of malice in his eyes, but Florence, whose gaze is turned disdainfully away from him, fails to see it. She changes color indeed beneath his words, but makes him no reply, and, when they reach the dining-room, in a very marked manner she takes a seat far removed from his.


There is a sinister expression in his eyes and round his mouth as he notes this studied avoidance.




 




•   VIII   •






It is now “golden September,” and a few days later. For the last fortnight Florence has been making strenuous efforts to leave the castle, but Dora would not hear of their departure, and Florence, feeling it will be selfish of her to cut short Dora’s happy hours with her supposed lover, sighs, and gives in, and sacrifices her own wishes on the altar of friendship.


It is five o’clock, and all the men, gun in hand, have been out since early dawn. Now they are coming straggling home, in ones or twos. Amongst the first to return are Sir Adrian and his cousin Arthur Dynecourt, who, having met accidentally about a mile from home, have trudged the remainder of the way together.


On the previous night at dinner, Miss Delmaine had spoken of a small gold bangle, a favorite of hers, she was greatly in the habit of wearing. She said she had lost it – when or where she could not tell; and she expressed herself as being very grieved for its loss, and had laughingly declared she would give any reward claimed by anyone who should restore it to her. Two or three men had, on the instant, pledged themselves to devote their lives to the search; but Adrian had said nothing. Nevertheless, the bangle and the reward remained in his mind all that night and all today. Now he can not refrain from speaking about it to the man he considers his rival.


“Odd thing about Miss Delmaine’s bangle,” he remarks carelessly.


“Very odd. I dare say her maid has put it somewhere and forgotten it.”


“Hardly. One would not put a bracelet anywhere but in a jewel-case, or in a special drawer. She must have dropped it somewhere.”


“I dare say; those Indian bangles are very liable to be rubbed off the wrist.”


“But where? I have had the place searched high and low, and still no tidings of it can be found.”


“There may have been since we left home this morning.”


Just at this moment they come within full view of the old tower, and its strange rounded ivy-grown walls, and the little narrow holes in the sides they show at its highest point that indicate the position of the haunted chamber.


What is there at this moment in a mere glimpse of this old tower to make Arthur Dynecourt grow pale and to start so strangely? His eyes grow brighter, his lips tighten and grow hard.


“Do you remember,” he says, turning to his cousin with all the air of one to whom a sudden inspiration has come, “that day on which we visited the haunted chamber? Miss Delmaine accompanied us, did she not?”


“Yes” – looking at him expectantly.


“Could she have dropped it there?” asks Arthur lightly. “By Jove, it would be odd if she had – eh? Uncanny sort of place to drop one’s trinkets.”


“It is strange I didn’t think of it before,” responds Adrian, evidently struck by the suggestion. “Why, it must have been just about that time when she lost it. The more I think of it the more convinced I feel that it must be there.”


“Nonsense, my dear fellow; don’t jump at conclusions so hastily! It is highly improbable. I should say that she dropped it anywhere else in the world.”


“Well, I’ll go and see, at all events,” declares Adrian, unconvinced.


Is it some lingering remnant of grace, some vague human shrinking from the crime that has begun to form itself within his busy brain, that now induces Dynecourt to try to dissuade Sir Adrian from his declared intention to search the haunted chamber for the lost bangle? With all his eloquence he seeks to convince him that there the bangle could not have been left, but to no effect. His suggestion has taken firm root in Sir Adrian’s mind, and at least, as he frankly says, though it may be useless to hunt for it in that uncanny chamber, it is worth a try. It may be there. This dim possibility drives him on to his fate.


“Well, if you go alone and unprotected, your blood be on your own head,” says Dynecourt lightly, at last surrendering his position. “Remember, whatever happens, I advised you not to go!”


As Arthur finishes his speech a sinister smile overspreads his pale features, and a quick light, as evil as it is piercing, comes into his eyes. But Sir Adrian sees nothing of this. He is looking at his home, as it stands grand and majestic in the red light of the dying sun. He is looking, too, at the old tower, and at the upper portion of it, where the haunted chamber stands, and where he can see the long narrow holes that serve for windows. How little could a man imprisoned there see of the great busy world without!


“Yes, I’ll remember,” he says jestingly. “When the ghosts of my ancestors claim me as their victim, and incarcerate me in some fiendish dungeon, I shall remember your words and your advice.”


“You don’t mean to go there, of course?” asks Arthur carelessly, whilst watching the other with eager scrutiny. “It is quite a journey to that dismal hole, and it will be useless.”


“Well, if it distresses you, consider I haven’t gone,” says Sir Adrian lightly.


“That is right,” rejoins Arthur, still with his keen eyes fixed upon his cousin. “I knew you would abandon that foolish intention. I certainly shall consider you haven’t gone.”


They are at the hall door as these words pass Arthur’s lips, and there they separate, Sir Adrian leaving him with a smile, and going away up the large hall whistling gaily.


When he has turned one corner, Arthur goes quickly after him, not with the intention of overtaking him, but of keeping him in view. Stealthily he follows, as though fearful of being seen.


There is no servant within sight. No friend comes across Sir Adrian’s path. All is silent. The old house seems wrapped in slumber. Above, the pretty guests in their dainty tea-gowns are sipping Bohea and prattling scandal; below, the domestics are occupied in their household affairs.


Arthur, watching carefully, sees Sir Adrian go quickly up the broad front staircase, after which he turns aside, and, as though filled with guilty fear, rushes through one passage and another, until he arrives in the corridor that belongs to the servants’ quarters.


Coming to a certain door, he opens it, not without some difficulty, and, moving into the dark landing that lies beyond it, looks around. To any casual observer it might seem strange that some of the cobwebs in this apparently long-forgotten place have lately been brushed away, as by a figure ascending or descending the gloomy staircase. To Arthur these signs bring no surprise, which proves that he, perhaps, has the best right to know whose figure brushed them aside.


Hurrying up the stairs, after closing the door carefully and noiselessly behind him, he reaches, after considerable mountings of what seem to be interminable steps, the upper door he had opened on the day they had visited the haunted chamber, when Ringwood and he had had a passage-at-arms about his curiosity.


Now he stands breathing heavily outside this door, wrapped in the dismal darkness of the staircase, listening intently, as it were, for the coming of a footstep.


In the meantime, Sir Adrian, not dissuaded from his determination to search the tower for the missing bangle, runs gaily up the grand staircase, traverses the corridors and galleries, and finally comes to the first of the iron-bound doors. Opening it, he stands upon the landing that leads to the other door by means of the small stone staircase. Here he pauses.


Is it some vague shadowy sense of danger that makes him stand now as though hesitating? A quick shiver rune through his veins.


“How cold it is,” he says to himself, “even on this hot day, up in this melancholy place!” Yet, he is quite unconscious of the ears that are listening for his lightest movement, of the wicked eyes that are watching him through a chink in the opposite door!


Now he steps forward again, and, mounting the last flight of stairs, opens the fatal door and looks into the room. Even now it occurs to him how unpleasant might be the consequences should the door close and the secret lock fasten him in against his will. He pushes the door well open, and holds it so, and then tries whether it can fall to again of its own accord, and so make a prisoner of him.


No; it stands quite open, immovable apparently, and so, convinced that he is safe enough, he commences his search. Then, swift as lightning, a form darts from its concealed position, rushes up the stone staircase, and, stealthily creeping still nearer, glances into the room.


Sir Adrian’s back is turned; he is stooping, looking in every corner for the missing prize. He sees nothing, hears nothing, though a treacherous form crouching on the threshold is making ready to seal his doom.


Arthur Dynecourt, putting forth his hand, which neither trembles nor falters on its deadly mission, silently lays hold of the door, and, drawing it toward him, the secret lock clicks sharply, and separates his victim from the world!


Stealthily even now – his evil deed accomplished – Arthur Dynecourt retreats down the stairs, and never indeed relaxes his speed until at length he stands panting, but relentless, in the servants’ corridor again.


Remorse he knows not. But a certain sense of fear holds him irresolute, making his limbs tremble and bringing out cold dews upon his brow. His rival is safely secured, out of all harm’s way as far as he is concerned. No human being saw him go to the ill-fated tower; no human voice heard him declare his intention of searching it for the missing trinket. He – Arthur – had been careful before parting from him to express his settled belief that Sir Adrian would not go to the haunted chamber, and therefore he feels prepared to defend his case successfully, even should the baronet be lucky enough to find a deliverer.


Yet he is not quite easy in his mind. Fear of discovery, fear of Sir Adrian’s displeasure, fear of the world, fear of the rope that already seems to dangle in red lines before his eyes render him the veriest coward that walks the earth. Shall he return and release his prisoner, and treat the whole thing as a joke, and so leave Adrian free to dispense his bounty at the castle, to entertain in his lavish fashion, to secure the woman upon whom he – Arthur – has set his heart for his bride?


No; a thousand times no! A few short days, and all will belong to Arthur Dynecourt. He will be “Sir Arthur” then, and the bride he covets will be unable to resist the temptations of a title, and the chance of being mistress of the stately old pile that will call him master. Let Sir Adrian die then in his distant garret alone, despairing, undiscoverable! For who will think of going to the haunted room in search of him? Who will even guess that any mission, however important, would lead him to it, without having first mentioned it to someone? It is a gruesome spot, seldom visited and gladly forgotten; and, indeed, what possibly could there be in its bare walls and its bloodstained floor to attract anyone? No; surely it is the last place to suspect anyone would go to without a definite purpose; and what purpose could Sir Adrian have for going there?


So far Arthur feels himself safe. He turns away, and joins the women and the returned sportsmen in the upper drawing-room.


“Where is Dynecourt?” asks somebody a little later. Arthur, though he hears the question, does not even change color, but calmly, with a steady hand, gives Florence her tea.


“Yes; where is Sir Adrian?” asks Mrs. Talbot, glancing up at the speaker.


“He left us about an hour ago,” Captain Ringwood answers. “He said he’d prefer walking home, and he shoveled his birds into our cart, and left us without another word. He’ll turn up presently, no doubt.”


“Dear me, I hope nothing has happened to him!” says Ethel Villiers, who is sitting in a window through which the rays of the evening sun are stealing, turning her auburn locks to threads of rich red gold.


“I hope not, I’m sure,” interposes Arthur, quite feelingly. “It does seem odd he hasn’t come in before this.” Then, true to his determination to so arrange matters that, if discovery ensues upon his scheme, he may still find for himself a path out of his difficulties, he says quietly, “I met him about a mile from home, and walked here with him. We parted at the hall door; I dare say he is in the library or the stables.”


“Good gracious, why didn’t you say so before?” exclaims old Lady FitzAlmont in a querulous tone. “I quite began to believe the poor boy had blown out his brains through disappointed love, or something equally objectionable.”


Both Dora and Florence color warmly at this. The old lady herself is free to speak as she thinks of Sir Adrian, having no designs upon him for Lady Gertrude, that young lady being engaged to a very distinguished and titled botanist, now hunting for ferns in the West Indies.


“Markham,” says Mrs. Talbot to a footman who enters at this moment, “go to the library and tell Sir Adrian his tea is waiting for him.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


But presently Markham returns and says Sir Adrian is not in the library.


“Then try the stables, try everywhere,” says Dora somewhat impatiently.


Markham, having tried everywhere, brings back the same answer; Sir Adrian apparently is not to be found!


“Most extraordinary,” remarks Lady FitzAlmont, fanning herself. “As a rule I have noticed that Adrian is most punctual. I do hope my first impression was not the right one, and that we shan’t find him presently with his throat cut and wallowing in his blood on account of some silly young woman!”


“Dear mamma,” interposes Lady Gertrude, laughing, “what a terribly old-fashioned surmise! No man nowadays kills himself for a false love; he only goes and gets another.”


But, when the dinner-hour arrives, and no host presents himself to lead Lady FitzAlmont into dinner, a great fear falls upon all the guests save one, and confusion and dismay, and anxious conjecture reign supreme.




 



•   IX   •






The night passes; the next day dawns, deepens, grows into noon, and still nothing happens to relieve the terrible anxiety that is felt by all within the castle as to the fate of its missing master. They weary themselves out wondering, idly but incessantly, what can have become of him.


The second day comes and goes, so does the third and the fourth, the fifth and the sixth, and then the seventh dawns.


Florence Delmaine, who has been half-distracted with conflicting fears and emotions, and who has been sitting in her room apart from the others, with her head bent down and resting on her hands, suddenly raising her eyes, sees Dora standing before her.


The widow is looking haggard and hollow-eyed. All her dainty freshness has gone, and she now looks in years what in reality she is, close on thirty-five. Her lips are pale and drooping, her cheeks colorless; her whole air is suggestive of deep depression, the result of sleepless nights and days filled with grief and suspense of the most poignant nature.


“Alas, how well she loves him too!” thinks Florence, contemplating her in silence. Dora, advancing, lays her hand upon the table near Florence, and says, in a hurried impassioned tone—


“Oh, Florence, what has become of him? What has been done to him? I have tried to hide my terrible anxiety for the past two miserable days, but now I feel I must speak to someone or go mad!”


She smites her hands together, and, sinking into a chair, looks as if she is going to faint. Florence, greatly alarmed, rises from her chair, and, running to her, places her arm around her as though to support her. But Dora repulses her almost roughly and motions her away.


“Do not touch me!” she cries hoarsely. “Do not come near me; you, of all people, should be the last to come to my assistance! Besides, I am not here to talk about myself, but of him. Florence, have you any suspicion?”


Dora leans forward and looks scrutinizingly at her cousin, as though fearing, yet hoping to get an answer in the affirmative. But Florence shakes her head.


“I have no suspicion – none,” she answers sadly. “If I had should I not act upon it, whatever it might cost me?”


“Would you,” asks Dora eagerly, as though impressed by her companion’s words – “whatever it might cost you?”


Her manner is so strange that Florence pauses before replying.


“Yes,” she says at last. “No earthly consideration should keep me from using any knowledge I might by accident or otherwise become possessed of to lay bare this mystery. Dora,” she cries suddenly, “if you know anything, I implore, I entreat you to say so.”


“What should I know?” responds the widow, recoiling.


“You loved him too,” says Florence piteously, now more than ever convinced that Dora is keeping something hidden from her. “For the sake of that love, disclose anything you may know about this awful matter.”


“I dare not speak openly,” replies the widow, growing even a shade paler, “because my suspicion is of the barest character, and may be altogether wrong. Yet there are moments when some hidden instinct within my breast whispers to me that I am on the right track.”


“If so,” murmurs Florence, falling upon her knees before her, “do not hesitate; follow up this instinctive feeling, and who knows but something may come of it! Dora, do not delay. Soon, soon – if not already – it may be too late. Alas,” she cries, bursting into bitter tears, “what do I say? Is it not too late even now? What hope can there be after six long days, and no tidings?”


“I will do what I can, I am resolved,” declares Dora, rising abruptly to her feet. “If too late to do any good, it may not be too late to wring the truth from him, and bring the murderer to justice.”


“From him? From whom – what murderer?” exclaims Florence, in a voice of horror. “Dora, what are you saying?”


“Never mind. Let me go now; and tonight – this evening let me come to you here again, and tell you the result of what I am now about to do.”


She quits the room as silently as she entered it, and Florence, sinking back in her chair, gives herself up to the excitement and amazement that are overpowering her. There is something else, too, in her thoughts that is puzzling and perplexing her; in all Dora’s manner there was nothing that would lead her to think she loved Sir Adrian: there was fear, and a desire for revenge in it, but none of the despair of a loving woman who has lost the man to whom she has given her heart.


Florence is still pondering these things, while Dora, going swiftly downstairs, turns into the side hall, glancing into library and rooms as she goes along, plainly in search of something or someone.


At last her search is successful; in a small room she finds Arthur Dynecourt apparently reading, as he sits in a large armchair, with his eyes fixed intently upon the book in his hand. Seeing her, he closes the volume, and, throwing it from him, says carelessly:


“Pshaw – what contemptible trash they write nowadays!”


“How can you sit here calmly reading,” exclaims Dora vehemently, “when we are all so distressed in mind! But I forgot” – with a meaning glance – “you gain by his death; we do not.”


“No, you lose,” he retorts coolly. “Though, after all, even had things been different, I can’t say I think you had much chance at any time.”


He smiles insolently at her as he says this. But she pays no heed either to his words or his smile. Her whole soul seems wrapped in one thought, and at last she gives expression to it.


“What have you done with him?” she breaks forth, advancing toward him, as though to compel him to give her an answer to the question that has been torturing her for days past.


“With whom?” he asks coldly. Yet there is a forbidding gleam in his eyes that should have warned her to forbear.


“With Sir Adrian – with your rival, with the man you hate,” she cries, her breath coming in little irrepressible gasps. “Dynecourt, I adjure you to speak the truth, and say what has become of him.”


“You rave,” he says calmly, lifting his eyebrows just a shade, as though in pity for her foolish excitement. “I confess the man was no favorite of mine, and that I can not help being glad of this chance that has presented itself in his extraordinary disappearance of my inheriting his place and title; but really, my dear creature, I know as little of what has become of him, as – I presume – you do yourself.”


“You lie!” cries Dora, losing all control over herself. “You have murdered him, to get him out of your path. His death lies at your door.”


She points her finger at him as though in condemnation as she utters these words, but still he does not flinch.


“They will take you for a Bedlamite,” he says, with a sneering laugh, “if you conduct yourself like this. Where are your proofs that I am the cold-blooded ruffian you think me?”


“I have none” – in a despairing tone. “But I shall make it the business of my life to find them.”


“You had better devote your time to some other purpose,” he exclaims savagely, laying his hand upon her wrist with an amount of force that leaves a red mark upon the delicate flesh. “Do you hear me? You must be mad to go on like this to me. I know nothing of Adrian, but I know a good deal of your designing conduct, and your wild jealousy of Florence Delmaine. All the world saw how devoted he was to her, and – mark what I say – there have been instances of a jealous woman killing the man she loved, rather than see him in the arms of another.”


“Demon!” shrieks Dora, recoiling from him. “You would fix the crime on me?”


“Why not? I think the whole case tells terribly against you. Hitherto I have spared you, I have refrained from hinting even at the fact that your jealousy had been aroused of late; but your conduct of today, and the wily manner in which you have sought to accuse me of being implicated in this unfortunate mystery connected with my unhappy cousin, have made me regret my forbearance. Be warned in time, cease to persecute me about this matter, or – wretched woman that you are – I shall certainly make it my business to investigate the entire matter, and bring you to justice!”


He speaks with such an air of truth, of thorough belief in her guilt, that Dora is dazed, bewildered, and, falling back from him, covers her face with her hands. The fear of publicity, of having her late intrigue brought into the glare of day, fills her with consternation. And then, what will she gain by it? Nothing; she has no evidence on which to convict this man; all is mere supposition. She bitterly feels the weakness of her position, and her inability to follow up her accusation.


“Ah, how like a guilty creature you stand there!” exclaims Dynecourt, regarding her bowed and trembling figure. “I see plainly that this must be looked into. Miserable woman! If you know aught of my cousin, you had better declare it now.”


“Traitor!” cries Dora, raising her pale face and looking at him with horror and defiance. “You triumph now, because, as yet, I have no evidence to support my belief, but” – she hesitates.


“Ah, brazen it out to the last!” says Dynecourt insolently. “Defy me while you can. Today I shall set the bloodhounds of the law upon your track, so beware – beware!”


“You refuse to tell me anything?” exclaims Dora, ignoring his words, and treating them as though they are unheard. “So much the worse for you.”


She turns from him, and leaves the room as she finishes speaking; but, though her words have been defiant there is no kindred feeling in her heart to bear her up.


When the door closes between them, the flush dies out of her face, and she looks even more wan and hopeless than she did before seeking his presence. She can not deny to herself that her mission has been a failure. He has openly scoffed at her threats, and she is aware that she has not a shred of actual evidence wherewith to support her suspicion; the bravado with which he has sought to turn the tables upon herself both frightens and disheartens her, and now she confesses to herself that she knows not where to turn for counsel.




 



•   X   •






In the meantime the daylight dwindles, and twilight descends. Even that too departs, and now darkness falls upon the distressed household, and still there is no news of Sir Adrian.


Arthur Dynecourt, who is already beginning to be treated with due respect as the next heir to the baronetcy, has quietly hinted to old Lady FitzAlmont that perhaps it will be as well, in the extraordinary circumstances, if they all take their departure. This the old lady, though strongly disinclined to quit the castle, is debating in her own mind, and, being swayed by Lady Gertrude, who is secretly rather bored by the dullness that has ensued on the strange absence of their host, decides to leave on the morrow, to the great distress of both Dora and Florence Delmaine, who shrink from deserting the castle while its master’s fate is undecided. But they are also sensible that, to remain the only female guests, would be to outrage the conventionalities.


Henry Villiers, Ethel’s father, is also of opinion that they should all quit the castle without delay. He is a hunting man, an M.F.H. in his own county, and is naturally anxious to get back to his own quarters some time before the hunting-season commences. Some others have already gone, and altogether it seems to Florence that there is no other course open to her but to pack up and desert him, whom she loves, in the hour of his direst need. For there are moments even now when she tells herself that he is still living, and only waiting for a saving hand to drag him into smooth waters once again!


A silence has fallen upon the house more melancholy than the loudest expression of grief. The servants are conversing over their supper in frightened whispers, and conjecturing moodily as to the fate of their late master. To them Sir Adrian is indeed dead, if not buried.


In the servants’ corridor a strange dull light is being flung upon the polished boards by a hanging-lamp that is burning dimly, as though oppressed by the dire evil that has fallen upon the old castle. No sound is to be heard here in this spot, remote from the rest of the house, where the servants seldom come except to go to bed, and never indeed without an inward shudder as they pass the door that leads to the haunted chamber.


Just now, being at their supper, there is no fear that any of them will be about, and so the dimly lighted corridor is wrapped in an unbroken silence. Not quite unbroken, however. What is this that strikes upon the ear? What sound comes to break the unearthly stillness? A creeping footstep, a cautious tread, a slinking, halting, uncertain motion, belonging surely to someone who sees an enemy, a spy in every flitting shadow. Nearer and nearer it comes now into the fuller glare of the lamplight, and stops short at the door so dreaded by the castle servants.


Looking uneasily around him, Arthur Dynecourt – for it is he – unfastens this door, and, entering hastily, closes it firmly behind him, and ascends the staircase within. There is no halting in his footsteps now, no uncertainty, no caution, only a haste that betokens a desire to get his errand over as quickly as possible.


Having gained the first landing, he walks slowly and on tiptoe again, and, creeping up the stone stairs, crouches down so as to bring his ear on a level with the lower chink of the door.


Alas, all is still; no faintest groan can be heard! The silence of Death is on all around. In spite of his hardihood, the cold sweat of fear breaks out upon Dynecourt’s brow; and yet he tells himself that now he is satisfied, all is well, his victim is secure, is beyond the power of words or kindly search to recall him to life. He may be discovered now as soon as they like. Who can fix the fact of his death upon him? There is no blow, no mark of violence to incriminate anyone. He is safe, and all the wealth he had so coveted is at last his own!


There is something fiendish in the look of exultation that lights Arthur Dynecourt’s face. He has a small dull lantern with him, and now it reveals the vile glance of triumph that fires his eyes. He would fain have entered to gaze upon his victim, to assure himself of his victory, but he refrains. A deadly fear that he may not yet be quite dead keeps him back, and, with a frown, he prepares to descend once more.


Again he listens, but the sullen roar of the rising night wind is all that can be heard. His hand shakes, his face assumes a livid hue, yet he tells himself that surely this deadly silence is better than what he listened to last night. Then a ghostly moaning, almost incessant and unearthly in its sound, had pierced his brain. It was more like the cry of a dying brute than that of a man. Sir Adrian slowly starved to death! In his own mind Arthur can see him now, worn, emaciated, lost to all likeness of anything fair or comely. Have the rats attacked him yet? As this gruesome thought presents itself, Dynecourt rises quickly from his crouching position, and, flying down the steps, does not stop running until he arrives in the corridor below again.


He dashes into this like one possessed; but, finding himself in the light of the hanging lamp, collects himself by a violent effort, and looks around.


Yes, all is still. No living form but his is near. The corridor, as he glances affrightedly up and down, is empty. He can see nothing but his own shadow, at sight of which he starts and turns pale and shudders.


The next moment he recovers himself, and, muttering an anathema upon his cowardice, he moves noiselessly toward his room and the brandy-bottle that has been his constant companion of late.


Yet, here in his own room, he can not rest. The hours go by with laggard steps. Midnight has struck, and still he paces his floor from wall to wall, half-maddened by his thoughts. Not that he relents. No feelings of repentance stir him, there is only a nervous dread of the hour when it will be necessary to produce the dead body, if only to prove his claim to the title so dearly and so infamously purchased.


Is he indeed dead – gone past recall? Is this house, this place, the old title, the chance of winning the woman he would have, all his own? Is his hated rival – hateful to him only because of his fair face and genial manners and lovable disposition, and the esteem with which he filled the hearts of all who knew him – actually swept out of his path?


Again the lurking morbid longing to view the body with his own eyes, the longing that had been his some hours ago when listening at the fatal door, seizes hold of him, and grows in intensity with every passing moment.


At last it conquers him. Lighting a candle, he opens his door and peers out. No one is astir. In all probability everyone is abed, and now sleeping the sleep of the just – all except him. Will there ever be any rest or dreamless sleep for him again?


He goes softly downstairs, and makes his way to the lower door. Meeting no one, he ascends the stairs like one only half conscious, until he finds himself again before the door of the haunted chamber.


Then he wakes into sudden life. An awful terror takes possession of him. He struggles with himself, and presently so far succeeds in regaining some degree of composure that he can lean against the wall and wipe his forehead, and vow to himself that he will never descend until he has accomplished the object of his visit. But the result of this terrible fight with fear and conscience shows itself in the increasing pallor of his brow and the cold perspiration that stands thick upon his forehead.


Nerving himself for a final effort, he lays his hand upon the door and pushes it open. This he does with bowed head and eyes averted, afraid to look upon his terrible work. A silence, more horrible to his guilty conscience than the most appalling noises, follows this act; and, again the nameless terror seizing him, he shudders and draws back, until, finding the wall behind him, he leans against it gladly, as if for support.


And now at last he raises his eyes. Slowly at first and cringingly, as if dreading what they might see. Upon the board at his feet they rest for a moment, and then glide to the next board, and so on, until his coward eyes have covered a considerable portion of the floor.


And now, grown bolder, he lifts his gaze to the wall opposite and searches it carefully. Then his eyes turn again to the floor. His face ghastly, and with his eyes almost darting from their sockets, he compels himself to bring his awful investigation to an end. Avoiding the corners at first, as though there he expects his vile deed will cry aloud to him demanding vengeance, he gazes in a dazed way at the center of the apartment, and dwells upon it stupidly, until he knows he must look further still; and then his dull eyes turn to the corners where the dusky shadows lie, brought thither by the glare of his small lantern. Reluctantly, but carefully, he scans the apartment, no remotest spot escapes his roused attention. But no object, dead or living, attracts his notice! The room is empty!


He staggers. His hold upon the door relaxes. His lamp falls to the ground; the door closes with a soft but deadly thud behind him, and – he is a prisoner in the haunted chamber! As the darkness closes in upon him, and he finds himself alone with what he hardly dares to contemplate, his senses grow confused, his brain reels; a fearful scream issues from his lips, and he falls to the floor insensible.




 



•   XI   •







Dora, after her interview with Arthur Dynecourt, feels indeed that all is lost. Hope is abandoned – nothing remains but despair; and in this instance despair gains in poignancy by the knowledge that she believes she knows the man who could help them to a solution of their troubles if he would or dared. No; clearly he dare not! Therefore, no assistance can be looked for from him.


Dinner at the castle has been a promiscuous sort of entertainment for the past three or four days, so Dora feels no compunction in declining to go to it. In her own room she sits brooding miserably over her inability to be of any use in the present crisis, when she suddenly remembers that she had promised in the afternoon when with Florence to give her, later on, an account of her effort to obtain the truth about this mystery which is harrowing them.


It is now eleven o’clock, and Dora decides that she must see Florence at once. Rising, wearily, she is about to cross the corridor to her cousin’s room, when, the door opening, she sees Florence, with a face pale and agitated, coming toward her.


“You, Florence!” she exclaims. “I was just going to you, to tell you that my hopes of this afternoon are all—”


“Let me speak,” interrupts Florence breathlessly. “I must, or—” She sinks into a chair, her eyes close, and involuntarily she lays her hand upon her heart as if to allay its tumultuous beating.


Dora, really alarmed, rushing to her dressing-case, seizes upon a flask of eau-de-Cologne, and flings some of its contents freely over the fainting girl. Florence, with a sigh, rouses herself, and sits upright.


“There is no time to lose,” she says confusedly. “Oh, Dora!” Here she breaks down and bursts into tears.


“Try to compose yourself,” entreats Dora, seeing the girl has some important news to impart, but is so nervous and unstrung as to be almost incapable of speaking with any coherence. But presently Florence grows calmer, and then, her voice becoming clear and full, she is able to unburden her heart.


“All this day I have been oppressed by a curious restlessness,” she says to Dora; “and, when you left me this afternoon, your vague promises of being able to elucidate the terrible secret that is weighing us down made me even more unsettled. I did not go down to dinner—”


“Neither did I,” puts in Mrs. Talbot sympathetically.


“I wandered up and down my room for at least two hours, thinking always, and waiting for the moment when you would return, according to promise, and tell me the success of your hidden enterprise. You did not come, and at half past nine, unable to stay any longer in my own room with only my own thoughts for company, I opened my door, and, listening intently, found by the deep silence that reigned throughout the house that almost everyone was gone, if not to bed, at least to their own rooms.”


“Lady FitzAlmont and Gertrude passed to their rooms about an hour ago,” says Dora. “But some of the men, I think, are still in the smoking-room.”


“I did not think of them. I stole from my room, and roamed idly through the halls. Suddenly a great – I can not help thinking now a supernaturally strong – desire to go into the servants’ corridor took possession of me. Without allowing myself an instant’s hesitation, I turned in its direction, and walked on until I reached it.”


She pauses here, and draws her breath rapidly.


“Go on,” entreats Dora impatiently.


“The lamp was burning very dimly. The servants were all downstairs – at their supper, I suppose – because there was no trace of them anywhere. Not a sound could be heard. The whole place looked melancholy and deserted, and filled me with a sense of awe I could not overcome. Still it attracted me. I lingered there, walking up and down until its very monotony wearied me; even then I was loath to leave it, and, turning into a small sitting-room, I stood staring idly around me. At last, somewhere in the distance I heard a clock strike ten, and, turning, I decided on going back once more to my room.”


Again, emotion overcoming her, Florence pauses, and leans back in her chair.


“Well, but what is there in all this to terrify you so much?” demands her cousin, somewhat bewildered.


“Ah, give me time! Now I am coming to it,” replies Florence quickly. “You know the large screen that stands in the corridor just outside the sitting-room I have mentioned – put there, I imagined to break the draught? Well, I had come out of the room and was standing half-hidden by this screen, when I saw something that paralyzed me with fear.”


She rises to her feet and grows deadly pale as she says this, as though the sensation of fear she has been describing has come to her again.


“You saw—?” prompts Dora, rising too, and trembling violently, as though in expectation of some fatal tidings.


“I saw the door of the room that leads to the haunted chamber slowly move. It opened; the door that has been locked for nearly fifty years, and that has filled the breasts of all the servants here with terror and dismay, was cautiously thrown open! A scream rose to my lips, but I was either too terrified to give utterance to it, or else some strong determination to know what would follow restrained me, and I stood silent, like one turned into stone. I had instinctively moved back a step or two, and was now completely hidden from sight, though I could see all that was passing in the corridor through a hole in the framework of the screen. At last a figure came with hesitating footsteps from behind the door into the full glare of the flickering lamp. I could see him distinctly. It was—”


“Arthur Dynecourt!” cries the widow, covering her ghastly face with her hands.


Florence regards her with surprise.


“It was,” she says at last. “But how did you guess it?”


“I knew it,” cries Dora frantically. “He has murdered him, he has hidden his body away in that forgotten chamber. He was gloating over his victim, no doubt, just before you saw him, stealing down from a secret visit to the scene of his crime.”


“Dora,” exclaims Florence, grasping her arm, “if he should not have murdered him after all, if he should only have secured him there, holding him prisoner until he should see his way more clearly to getting rid of him! If this idea be the correct one, we may yet be in time to save, to rescue him!”


The agitation of the past hours proving now too much for her, Florence bursts into tears and sobs wildly.


“Alas, I dare not believe in any such hope!” says Dora. “I know that man too well to think him capable of showing any mercy.”


“And yet ‘that man,’ as you call him, you would once have earnestly recommended to me as a husband!” returns Florence, sternly.


“Do not reproach me now,” exclaims Dora; “later on you shall say to me all that you wish, but now moments are precious.”


“You are right. Something must be done. Shall I – shall I speak to Mr. Villiers?”


“I hardly know what to advise” – distractedly. “If we give our suspicions publicity, Arthur Dynecourt may even yet find time and opportunity to baffle and disappoint us. Besides which, we may be wrong. He may have had nothing to do with it, and—”


“At that rate, if secrecy is to be our first thought, let you and me go alone in search of Sir Adrian.”


“Alone, and at this hour, to that awful room!” exclaims Dora, recoiling from her.


“Yes, at once” – firmly – “without another moment’s delay.”


“Oh, I can not!” declares Dora, shuddering violently.


“Then I shall go alone!”


As Florence says this, she takes up her candlestick and moves quickly toward the door.


“Stay, I will go,” cries Dora, trembling. But a slight interruption occurring at this instant, they are compelled to wait for awhile.


Ethel Villiers, coming into the room to make her parting adieus to Mrs. Talbot, as she and her father intend leaving next morning, gazes anxiously from Florence to Dora, seeing plainly that there is something amiss.


“What is it?” she asks kindly, going up to Florence.


Miss Delmaine, after a little hesitation, encouraged by a glance at Dora’s terrified countenance, determines on taking the newcomer into their confidence.


In a few words she explains all that has taken place, and their suspicions. Ethel, though paling beneath the horror and surprise occasioned by the recital, does not lose her self-possession.


“I will go with you,” she volunteers. “But, let me say,” she adds, “that I think you are wrong in making this search without a man. If – if indeed we are still in time to be of any use to poor Sir Adrian – always supposing he really is secreted in that terrible room – I do not think any of us would be strong enough to help him down the stairs, and, if he has been slowly starving all this time, think how weak he will be!”


“Oh, what a wretched picture you conjure up!” exclaims Florence, nervously clasping her hands. “But you are right, and now tell me who you think can best be depended upon in this crisis.”


“I am sure,” says Ethel, blushing slightly, but speaking with intense earnestness, “that, if you would not mind trusting Captain Ringwood, he would be both safe and useful.”


As this suggestion meets with approval, they manage to convey a message to the captain, and in a very few minutes he is with them, and is made acquainted with their hopes and fears.


Silently, cautiously, without any light, but carrying two small lamps ready for ignition, they go down to the corridor where is the door that leads to the secret staircase.


Turning the handle of this door, Captain Ringwood discovers that it is locked, but, nothing daunted, he pulls it so violently backward and forward that the lock, rusty with age, gives way, and leaves the passage beyond open to them.


Going into the small landing at the foot of the staircase, they close the door carefully behind them, and then, Captain Ringwood producing some matches, they light the two lamps and go swiftly, with anxiously beating hearts, up the stairs.


The second door is reached, and now nothing remains but to mount the last flight of steps and open the fatal door.


Their hearts at this trying moment almost fail them. They look into one another’s blanched faces, and look there in vain for hope. At last Ringwood, touching Ethel’s arm, says, in a whisper—


“Come, have courage – all may yet be well!”


He moves toward the stone steps, and they follow him. Quickly mounting them, he lays his hand upon the door, and, afraid to give them any more time for reflection or dread of what may yet be in store for them, throws it open.


At first the feeble light from their lamps fails to penetrate the darkness of the gloomy apartment. At the cursory glance, such as they at first cast round the room, it appears to be empty. Their hearts sink within them. Have they indeed hoped in vain!


Dora is crying bitterly; Ethel, with her eyes fixed upon Ringwood, is reading her own disappointment in his face, when suddenly a piercing cry from Florence wakes the echoes round them.


She has darted forward, and is kneeling over something that even now is only barely discernible to the others as they come nearer to it. It looks like a bundle of clothes, but, as they stoop over it, they, too, can see that it is in reality a human body, and apparently rigid in death.


But the shriek that has sprung from the very soul of Florence has reached some still living fibers in the brain of this forlorn creature. Slowly and with difficulty he raises his head, and opens a pair of fast-glazing eyes. Mechanically his glance falls upon Florence. His lips move; a melancholy smile struggles to show itself upon his parched and blackened lips.


“Florence,” he rather sighs than says, and falls back, to all appearance, dead.


“He is not dead!” cries Florence passionately. “He can not be! Oh, save him, save him! Adrian, look up – speak to me! Oh, Adrian, make some sign that you can hear me!”


But he makes no sign. His very breath seems to have left him. Gathering him tenderly in her arms, Florence presses his worn and wasted face against her bosom, and pushes back the hair from his forehead. He is so completely altered, so thorough a wreck has he become, that it is indeed only the eyes of love that could recognize him. His cheeks have fallen in, and deep hollows show themselves. His beard has grown, and is now rough and stubbly; his hair is uncombed, the lines of want, despair, and cruel starvation have blotted out all the old fairness of his features. His clothes are hanging loosely about him; his hands, limp and nerveless, are lying by his side. Who shall tell what agony he suffered during these past lonely days with death – an awful, creeping, gnawing death staring him in the face?


A deadly silence has fallen upon the little group now gazing solemnly down upon his quiet form. Florence, holding him closely to her heart, is gently rocking him to and fro, as though she will not be dissuaded that he still lives.


At length Captain Ringwood, stooping pitifully over her, loosens her hold so far as to enable him to lay his hand upon Adrian’s heart. After a moment, during which they all watch him closely, he starts, and, looking still closer into the face that a second ago he believed dead, he says, with subdued but deep excitement—


“There may yet be time! He breathes – his heart beats! Who will help me to carry him out of this dungeon?”


He shudders as he glances round him.


“I will,” replies Florence calmly.


These words of hope have steadied her and braced her nerves. Ethel and Mrs. Talbot, carrying the lamps, go on before, while Ringwood and Florence, having lifted the senseless body of Adrian, now indeed sufficiently light to be an easy burden, follow them.


Reaching the corridor, they cross it hurriedly, and carrying Adrian up a back staircase that leads to Captain Ringwood’s room by a circuitous route, they gain it without encountering a single soul, and lay him gently down on Ringwood’s bed, almost at the very moment that midnight chimes from the old tower, and only a few minutes before Arthur Dynecourt steals from his chamber to make that last visit to his supposed victim.




 



•   XII   •







Slowly and with difficulty they coax Sir Adrian back to life. Ringwood had insisted upon telling the old housekeeper at the castle, who had been in the family for years, the whole story of her master’s rescue, and she, with tears dropping down her withered cheeks, had helped Ringwood to remove his clothes and make him comfortable. She had also sat beside him while the captain, stealing out of the house like a thief, had galloped down to the village for the doctor, whom he had smuggled into the house without awaking any of the servants.


This caution and secrecy had been decided upon for one powerful reason. If Arthur Dynecourt should prove guilty of being the author of his cousin’s incarceration, they were quite determined he should not escape whatever punishment the law allowed. But the mystery could not be quite cleared up until Sir Adrian’s return to consciousness, when they hoped to have some light thrown upon the matter from his own lips.


In the meantime, should Arthur hear of his cousin’s rescue, and know himself to be guilty of this dastardly attempt to murder, would he not take steps to escape before the law should lay its iron grasp upon him? All four conspirators are too ignorant of the power of the law to know whether it would be justifiable in the present circumstances to place him under arrest, or decide on waiting until Sir Adrian himself shall be able to pronounce either his doom or his exculpation.


The doctor stays all night, and administers to the exhausted man, as often as he dares, the nourishment and good things provided by the old housekeeper.


When the morning is far advanced, Adrian, waking from a short but refreshing slumber, looks anxiously around him. Florence, seeing this, steps aside, as though to make way for Dora to go closer to him. But Mrs. Talbot, covering her face with her hands, turns aside and sinks into a chair.


Florence, much bewildered by this strange conduct, stands irresolute beside the bed, hardly knowing what to do. Again she glances at the prostrate man, and sees his eyes resting upon her with an expression in them that makes her heart beat rapidly with sweet but sad recollections.


Then a faint voice falls upon her ear. It is so weak that she is obliged to stoop over him to catch what he is trying to say.


“Darling, I owe you my life!”


With great feebleness he utters these words, accompanying them with a glance of utter devotion. How can she mistake this glance, so full of love and rapture? Perplexed in the extreme, she turns from him, as though to leave him, but by a gesture he detains her.


“Do not leave me! Stay with me!” he entreats.


Once again, deeply distressed, she looks at Dora. Mrs. Talbot, rising, says distinctly, but with a shamefaced expression—


“Do as he asks you. Believe me, by his side is your proper place, not mine.”


Saying this, she glides quickly from the room, and does not appear again for several hours.


By lunch-time it occurs to the guests that Arthur Dynecourt has not been seen since last evening.


Ringwood, carrying this news to the sick-room, the little rescuing party and their auxiliaries, the nurse and doctor, lay their heads together, and decide that, doubtless, having discovered the escape of his prisoner, and, dreading arrest, Arthur has quietly taken himself off, and so avoided the trial and punishment which would otherwise have fallen upon him.


Ringwood is now of opinion that they have acted unwisely in concealing the discovery of Sir Adrian in the haunted chamber. By not speaking to the others, they have given Dynecourt the opportunity of getting away safely, and without causing suspicion.


“Is it not an almost conclusive proof of his guilt, his running away in this cowardly fashion?” says Ethel Villiers. “I think papa and Lady FitzAlmont and everybody should now be told.”


So Ringwood, undertaking the office of tale-bearer, goes downstairs, and, bringing together all the people still remaining in the house, astounds them by his revelation of the discovery and release of Sir Adrian.


The nearest magistrate is sent for, and the case being laid before him, together with the still further evidence given by Sir Adrian himself, who has told them in a weak whisper of Arthur’s being privy to his intention of searching the haunted chamber for Florence’s bangle on that memorable day of his disappearance, the magistrate issues a warrant for the arrest of Arthur Dynecourt.


But it is all in vain; even though two of the cleverest detectives from Scotland Yard are pressed into the service, no tidings of Arthur Dynecourt come to light. A man answering to his description, but wearing spectacles, had been traced as having gone on board a vessel bound for New York the very day after Sir Adrian was restored to the world, and, when search in other quarters fails, everyone falls into the ready belief that this spectacled man was in reality the would-be murderer.


So the days pass on, and it is now quite a month since Ringwood and Florence carried Sir Adrian’s senseless form from the haunted chamber, and still Florence holds herself aloof from the man she loves, and, though quite as assiduous as the others in her attentions to him, seems always eager to get away from him, and glad to escape any chance of a tête-à-tête with him. This she does in defiance of the fact that Mrs. Talbot never approaches him except when absolutely compelled.


Sir Adrian is still a great invalid. The shock to his nervous system, the dragging out of those interminable hours in the lonely chamber, and the strain upon his physical powers by the absence of nutriment for seven long days and nights, had all combined to shatter a constitution once robust. He is now greatly improved in health, and has been recommended by his doctors to try a winter in the south of France or Algiers.


He shows himself, however, strangely reluctant to quit his home, and, whenever the subject is mentioned, he first turns his eyes questioningly upon Florence, if she is present, and then, receiving no returning glance from her downcast eyes, sighs, and puts the matter from him.


He has so earnestly entreated both Dora and Miss Delmaine not to desert him, that they have not had the heart to refuse, and as Ringwood is also staying at the castle, and Ethel Villiers has gained her father’s consent to remain, Mrs. Talbot acting as chaperon, they are by no means a dull party.


Today, the first time for over a month, Florence, going to her easel, draws its cover away from the sketch thereon, and gazes at her work. How long ago it seems since she sat thus, happy in her thoughts, glad in the belief that the one she loved loved her! yet all that time his heart had been given to her cousin. And though now, at odd moments, she has felt herself compelled to imagine that his every glance and word speaks of tenderness for her, and not for Dora – still this very knowledge only hardens her heart toward him, and renders her cold and unsympathetic in his presence.


No, she will have no fickle lover. And yet, how kind he is – how earnest, how honest is his glance! Oh, that she could believe all the past to be an evil dream, and think of him again as her very own, as in the dear old days gone by!


Even while thinking this she idly opens a book lying on the table near her, where some brushes and paints are scattered. A piece of paper drops from between its leaves and flutters to the ground. Lifting it, she sees it is the letter written by him to Dora, which the latter had brought to her, here to this very room, when asking her advice as to whether she should or should not meet him by appointment in the lime-walk.


She drops the letter hurriedly, as though its very touch stings her, and, rousing herself with bitter self-contempt from her sentimental regrets, works vigorously at her painting for about an hour, then, growing wearied, she flings her brushes aside, and goes to the morning-room, where she knows she will find all the others assembled.


There is nobody here just now however, except Sir Adrian, who is looking rather tired and bored, and Ethel Villiers. The latter, seeing Florence enter, gladly gathers up her work and runs away to have a turn in the garden with Captain Ringwood.


Florence, though sorry for this tête-à-tête that has been forced upon her, sits down calmly enough, and, taking up a book, prepares to read aloud to Sir Adrian.


But he stops her. Putting out his hand, he quietly but firmly closes the book, and then says:


“Not today, Florence; I want to speak to you instead.”


“Anything you wish,” responds Florence steadily, though her heart is beating somewhat hastily.


“Are you sorry that – that my unhappy cousin proved so unworthy?” he asks at last, touching upon this subject with a good deal of nervousness. He can not forget that once she had loved this miserable man.


“One must naturally feel sorry that anything human could be guilty of such an awful intention,” she returns gently, but with the utmost unconcern.


Sir Adrian stares. Was he mistaken then? Did she never really care for the fellow, or is this some of what Mrs. Talbot had designated as Florence’s “slyness”? No, once for all he would not believe that the pure, sweet, true face looking so steadily into his could be guilty of anything underhand or base.


“It was false that you loved him then?” he questions, following out the train of his own thoughts rather than the meaning of her last words.


“That I loved Mr. Dynecourt!” she repeats in amazement, her color rising. “What an extraordinary idea to come into your head! No; if anything, I confess I felt for your cousin nothing but contempt and dislike.”


“Then, Florence, what has come between us?” he exclaims, seizing her hand. “You must have known that I loved you many weeks ago. Nay, long before last season came to a close; and then I believe – forgive my presumption – that you too loved me.”


“Your belief was a true one,” she returns calmly, tears standing in her beautiful eyes. “But you, by your own act, severed us.”


“I did?”


“Yes. Nay, Sir Adrian, be as honest in your dealings with me as I am with you, and confess the truth.”


“I don’t know what you mean,” declares Adrian, in utter bewilderment; “you would tell me that you think it was some act of mine that – that ruined my chance with you?”


“You know it was” – reproachfully.


“I know nothing of the kind” – hotly. “I only know that I have always loved you and only you, and that I shall never love another.”


“You forget – Dora Talbot!” says Florence, in a very low tone. “I think, Sir Adrian, your late coldness to her has been neither kind nor just.”


“I have never been either colder or warmer to Dora Talbot than I have been to any other ordinary acquaintance of mine,” returns Sir Adrian, with considerable excitement. “There is surely a terrible mistake somewhere.”


“Do you mean to tell me,” says Florence, rising in her agitation, “that you never spoke of love to Dora?”


“Certainly I spoke of love – of my love for you,” he declares vehemently. “That you should suppose I ever felt anything for Mrs. Talbot but the most ordinary friendship seems incredible to me. To you, and you alone, my heart has been given for many a day. Not the vaguest tenderness for any other woman has come between my thoughts and your image since first we met.”


“Yet there was your love-letter to her – I read it with my own eyes!” declares Florence faintly.


“I never wrote Mrs. Talbot a line in my life,” says Sir Adrian, more and more puzzled.


“You will tell me next I did not see you kissing her hand in the lime-walk last September?” pursues Florence, flushing hotly with shame and indignation.


“You did not,” he declares vehemently. “I swear it. Of what else are you going to accuse me? I never wrote to her, and I never kissed her hand.”


“It is better for us to discuss this matter no longer,” says Miss Delmaine, rising from her seat. “And for the future I can not – will not – read to you here in the morning. Let us make an end of this false friendship now at once and forever.”


She moves toward the door as she speaks, but he, closely following, overtakes her, and, putting his back against the door, so bars her egress.


He has been forbidden exertion of any kind, and now this unusual excitement has brought a color to his wan cheeks and a brilliancy to his eyes. Both these changes in his appearance however only serve to betray the actual weakness to which, ever since his cruel imprisonment, he has been a victim.


Miss Delmaine’s heart smites her. She would have reasoned with him, and entreated him to go back again to his lounge, but he interrupts her.


“Florence, do not leave me like this,” he pleads in an impassioned tone. “You are laboring under a delusion. Awake from this dream, I implore you, and see things as they really are.”


“I am awake, and I do see things as they are,” she replies sadly.


“My darling, who can have poisoned your mind against me?” he asks, in deep agitation.


At this moment, as if in answer to his question, the door leading into the conservatory at the other side of the room is pushed open, and Dora Talbot enters.


“Ah, here is Mrs. Talbot,” exclaims Sir Adrian eagerly; “she will exonerate me!”


He speaks with such full assurance of being able to bring Dora forward as a witness in his defense that Florence, for the first time, feels a strong doubt thrown upon the belief she has formed of his being a monster of fickleness.


“What is it I can do for you?” asks Dora, in some confusion. Of late she has grown very shy of being alone with either him or Florence.


“You will tell Miss Delmaine,” replies Adrian quickly, “that I never wrote you a letter, and that I certainly did not – you will forgive my even mentioning this extraordinary supposition, I hope, Mrs. Talbot – kiss your hand one day in September in the lime-walk.”


Dora turns first hot and then cold, first crimson and then deadly pale. So it is all out now, and she is on her trial. She feels like the veriest criminal brought to the bar of justice. Shall she promptly deny everything, or – No. She has had enough of deceit and intrigue. Whatever it costs her, she will now be brave and true, and confess all.


“I do tell her so,” she says, in a low tone, but yet firmly. “I never received a letter from you, and you never kissed my hand.”


“Dora!” cries Florence. “What are you saying! Have you forgotten all that is past?”


“Spare me!” entreats Dora hoarsely. “In an hour, if you will come to my room, I will explain all, and you can then spurn me, and put me outside the pale of your friendship if you will, and as I well deserve. But, for the present, accept my assurance that no love passages ever occurred between me and Sir Adrian, and that I am fully persuaded his heart has been given to you alone ever since your first meeting.”


“Florence, you believe her?” questions Sir Adrian beseechingly. “It is all true what she has said. I love you devotedly. If you will not marry me, no other woman shall ever be my wife. My beloved, take pity on me!”


“Trust in him, give yourself freely to him without fear,” urges Dora, with a sob. “He is altogether worthy of you.” So saying, she escapes from the room, and goes up the stairs to her own apartment weeping bitterly.


“Is there any hope for me?” asks Sir Adrian of Florence when they are again alone. “Darling, answer me, do, you – can you love me?”


“I have loved you always – always,” replies Florence in a broken voice. “But I thought – I feared – oh, how much I have suffered!”


“Never mind that now,” rejoins Sir Adrian very tenderly. He has placed his arm round her, and her head is resting in happy contentment upon his breast. “For the future, my dearest, you shall know neither fear nor suffering if I can prevent it.”


•   •   •   •   •


They are still murmuring tender words of love to each other, though a good half hour has gone by, when a noise as of coming footsteps in the conservatory attracts their attention, and presently Captain Ringwood, with his arm round Ethel Villiers’s waist, comes slowly into view.


Totally unaware that anyone is in the room besides themselves, they advance, until, happening to lift their eyes, they suddenly become aware that their host and Miss Delmaine are regarding them with mingled glances of surprise and amusement. Instantly they start asunder.


“It is – that is – you see – Ethel, you explain,” stammers Captain Ringwood confusedly.


At this both Sir Adrian and Florence burst out laughing so merrily and so heartily that all constraint comes to an end, and finally Ethel and Ringwood, joining in the merriment that has been raised at their expense, volunteer a full explanation.


“I think,” says Ethel, after awhile, looking keenly at Florence and her host, “you two look just as guilty as we do. Don’t they, George?”


“They seem very nearly as happy, at all events,” agrees Ringwood, who, now that he has confessed to his having just been accepted by Ethel Villiers “for better for worse,” is again in his usual gay spirits.


“Nearly? you might say quite,” says Sir Adrian, laughing. “Florence, as we have discovered their secret, I think it will be only honest of us to tell them ours.”


Florence blushes and glances rather shyly at Ethel.


“I know it,” cries that young lady, clapping her hands. “You are going to marry Sir Adrian, Florence, and he is going to marry you!”


At this they all laugh.


“Well, one of those surmises could hardly come off without the other,” observes Ringwood, with a smile. “So your second guess was a pretty safe one. If she is right, old man” – turning to Sir Adrian – “I congratulate you both with all my heart.”


“Yes, she is quite right,” responds Sir Adrian, directing a glance full of ardent love upon Florence. “What should I do with the life she restored to me unless I devoted it to her service?”


“You see, he is marrying me only out of gratitude,” says Florence, smiling archly, but large tears of joy and gladness sparkle in her lovely eyes.




 



•   XIII   •







When Florence finds her way, at the expiration of the hour, to Dora’s room, she discovers that fair little widow dissolved in tears, and indeed sorely perplexed and shamed. The sight of Florence only seems to render her grief more poignant, and when her cousin, putting her arm round her, tries to console her, she only responds to the caress by flinging herself upon her knees, and praying her to forgive her.


And then the whole truth comes out. All the petty, mean, underhand actions, all the cruel lies, all the carefully spoken innuendoes, all the false reports are brought into the light and laid bare to the horrified eyes of Florence.


Dora’s confession is thorough and complete in every sense. Not in any way does she seek to shield herself, or palliate her own share in the deception practiced upon the unconscious girl now regarding her with looks of amazement and deep sorrow, but in bitter silence.


When the wretched story is at an end, and Dora, rising to her feet, declares her intention of leaving England forever, Miss Delmaine stands like one turned into stone, and says no word either of censure or regret.


Dora, weeping violently, goes to the door, but, as her hand is raised to open it, the pressure upon the gentle heart of Florence is suddenly removed, and in a little gasping voice she bids her stay.


Dora remains quite still, her eyes bent upon the floor, waiting to hear her cousin’s words of just condemnation; expecting only to hear the scathing words of scorn with which her cousin will bid her begone from her sight for evermore. But suddenly she feels two soft arms close around her, and Florence, bursting into tears, lays her head upon her shoulder.


“Oh, Dora, how could you do it!” she falters, and that is all. Never, either then or afterward, does another sentence of reproach pass her lips; and Dora, forgiven and taken back to her cousin’s friendship, endeavors earnestly for the future to avoid such untruthful paths as had so nearly led her to her ruin.


Sir Adrian, from the hour in which his dearest hopes were realized, recovers rapidly both his health and spirits; and soon a double wedding takes place, that makes pretty Ethel Villiers Ethel Ringwood and beautiful Florence Lady Dynecourt.


A winter spent abroad with his charming bride completely restores Sir Adrian to his former vigorous state, and, when spring is crowning all the land with her fair flowers, he returns to the castle with the intention of remaining there until the coming season demands their presence in town.


And now once again there is almost the same party brought together at Dynecourt. Old Lady FitzAlmont and Lady Gertrude are here again, and so are Captain and Mrs. Ringwood, both the gayest of the gay. Dora Talbot is here too, somewhat chastened and subdued both in manner and expression, a change so much for the better that she finds her list of lovers to be longer now than in the days of yore.


It is an exquisite, balmy day in early April. The sun is shining hotly without, drinking up greedily the gentle shower that fell half an hour ago. The guests, who with their host and hostess have been wandering idly through the grounds, decide to go in-doors.


“It was on a day like this, though in the autumn, that we first missed Sir Adrian,” remarks someone in a half tone confidentially to someone else, but not so low that the baronet can not hear it.


“Yes,” he says quickly, “and it was just over there” – pointing to a clump of shrubs near the hall door – “that I parted with that unfortunate cousin of mine.”


Lady Dynecourt shudders, and draws closer to her husband.


“It was such a marvelous story,” observes a pretty woman who was not at the castle last autumn, when what so nearly proved to be a tragedy was being enacted; “quite like a legend or a medieval romance. Dear Lady Dynecourt’s finding him was such a happy finish to it. I must say I have always had the greatest veneration for those haunted chambers, so seldom to be found now in any house. Perhaps my regard for them is the stronger because I never saw one.”


“No?” questioningly. “Will you come and see ours now?” says Sir Adrian readily.


His wife clasps his arm, and a pang contracts her brow.


“You are not frightened now, surely?” says Adrian, smiling at her very tenderly.


“Yes, I am,” she responds promptly. “The very name of that awful room unnerves me. There is something evil in it, I believe. Do not go there.”


“I’ll block it up forever if you wish it,” declares Sir Adrian; “but, for the last time, let me go and show its ghostly beauties to Lady Laughton. I confess, even after all that has happened, it possesses no terrors for me; it only reminds me of my unpleasant kinsman.”


“I wonder what became of him,” remarks Ringwood. “He’s at the other side of the world, I should imagine.”


“Out of our world, at all events,” says Ethel, indifferently.


“Well, let us go,” agrees Florence resignedly.


So together they all start once more for the old tower. As they reach the stone steps Sir Adrian says laughingly to Lady Laughton:


“Now, what do you expect to see? A ghost – a phantom? And in what shape, what guise?”


“A skeleton,” answers Lady Laughton, returning his laugh; and with the words the door is pushed open, and they enter the room en masse.


The sunlight is stealing in through the narrow window holes and faintly lighting up the dismal room.


What is that in yonder corner, the very corner where Sir Adrian’s almost lifeless body had been found? Is this a trick, a delusion of the brain? What is this thing huddled together, lying in a heap – a ghastly, ragged, filthy heap, before their terrified eyes? And why does this charnel-house smell infect their nostrils? They stagger. Even the strong men grow pale and faint, for there, before them, gaunt, awful, unmistakable, lies a skeleton!


Lady Laughton’s jesting words have come true – a fleshless corpse indeed meets their stricken gaze!


Sir Adrian, having hurriedly asked one of the men of the party to remove Lady Dynecourt and her friends, he and Captain Ringwood proceed to examine the gruesome body that lies upon the floor; yet, though they profess to each other total ignorance of what it can be, there is in their hearts a miserable certainty that appalls them. Is this to be the end of the mystery? Truly had spoken Ethel Ringwood when she had alluded to Arthur Dynecourt as being “out of their world,” for it is his remains they are bending over, as a few letters lying scattered about testify only too plainly.


Caught in the living grave he had destined for his cousin was Arthur Dynecourt on the night of Sir Adrian’s release. The lamp had dropped from his hand in the first horror of his discovery that his victim had escaped him. Then followed the closing of the fatal lock and his insensibility.


On recovering from his swoon, he had no doubt endured a hundred-fold more tortures than had the innocent Sir Adrian, as his conscience must have been unceasingly racking and tearing him.


And not too soon either could the miserable end have come. Every pang he had designed for his victim was his. Not one was spared! Cold and hunger and the raging fever of thirst were his, and withal a hopelessness more intolerable than aught else – a hopelessness that must have grown in strength as the interminable days went by.


And then came death – an awful lingering death, whilst the loathsome rats had finished the work which starvation and death had begun, and now all that remained of Arthur Dynecourt was a heap of bones!


They hush the matter up well as they can, but it is many days before Florence or her husband, or any of their guests, forget the dreadful hour in which they discovered the unsightly remains of him who had been overtaken by a just and stern retribution.




•   THE END   •
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•   I   •


Atherley’s Gospel






“There is no revelation but that of science,” said Atherley.


It was after dinner in the drawing-room. From the cold of the early spring night, closed shutters and drawn curtains carefully protected us; shaded lamps and a wood fire diffused an exquisite twilight; we breathed a mild and even balmy atmosphere scented with hothouse flowers.


“And this revelation completely satisfies all reasonable desires,” he continued, surveying his small audience from the hearthrug where he stood; “mind, I say all reasonable desires. If you have a healthy appetite for bread, you will get it and plenty of it, but if you have a sickly craving for manna, why then you will come badly off, that is all. This is the gospel of fact, not of fancy: of things as they actually are, you know, instead of as A dreamt they were, or B decided they ought to be, or C would like to have them. So this gospel is apt to look a little dull beside the highly coloured romances the churches have accustomed us to – as a modern plate-glass window might, compared with a stained-glass oriel in a mediaeval cathedral. There is no doubt which is the prettier of the two. The question is, do you want pretty colour or do you want clear daylight?” He paused, but neither of his listeners spoke. Lady Atherley was counting the stitches of her knitting; I was too tired; so he resumed: “For my part, I prefer the daylight and the glass, without any daubing. What does science discover in the universe? Precision, accuracy, reliability – any amount of it; but as to pity, mercy, love! The fact is, that famous simile of the angel playing at chess was a mistake. Very smart, I grant you, but altogether misleading. Why! the orthodox quote it as much as the others – always a bad sign. It tickles these anthropomorphic fancies, which are at the bottom of all their creeds. Imagine yourself playing at chess, not with an angel, but with an automaton, an admirably constructed automaton whose mechanism can outwit your brains any day: calm and strong, if you like, but no more playing for love than the clock behind me is ticking for love; there you have a much clearer notion of existence. A much clearer notion, and a much more satisfactory notion too, I say. Fair play and no favour! What more can you ask, if you are fit to live?”


His kindling glance sought the farther end of the long drawing-room; had it fallen upon me instead, perhaps that last challenge might have been less assured; and yet how bravely it became the speaker, whose wide-browed head a no less admirable frame supported. Even the stiff evening uniform of his class could not conceal the grace of form which health and activity had moulded, working through highly favoured generations. There was latent force implied in every line of it, and, in the steady poise of look and mien, that perfect nervous balance which is the crown of strength.


“And with our creed, of course, we shift our moral code as well. The ten commandments, or at least the second table, we retain for obvious reasons, but the theological virtues must be got rid of as quickly as possible. Charity, for instance, is a mischievous quality – it is too indulgent to weakness, which is not to be indulged or encouraged, but stamped out. Hope is another pernicious quality leading to all kinds of preposterous expectations which never are, or can be, fulfilled; and as to faith, it is simply a vice. So far from taking anything on trust, you must refuse to accept any statement whatsoever till it is proved so plainly you can’t help believing it whether you like it or not; just as a theorem in—”


“George,” said Lady Atherley, “what is that noise?”


The question, timed as Lady Atherley’s remarks so often were, came with something of a shock. Her husband, thus checked in full flight, seemed to reel for a moment, but quickly recovering himself, asked resignedly: “What noise?”


“Such a strange noise, like the howling of a dog.”


“Probably it is the howling of a dog.”


“No, for it came from inside the house, and Tip sleeps outside now, in the saddle-room, I believe. It sounded in the servants’ wing. Did you hear it, Mr. Lyndsay?”


I confessed that I had not.


“Well, as I can offer no explanation,” said Atherley, “perhaps I may be allowed to go on with what I was saying. Doubt, obstinate and almost invincible doubt, is the virtue we must now cultivate, just as—”


“Why, there it is again,” cried Lady Atherley.


Atherley instantly rang the bell near him, and while Lady Atherley continued to repeat that it was very strange, and that she could not imagine what it could be, he waited silently till his summons was answered by a footman.


“Charles, what is the meaning of that crying or howling which seems to come from your end of the house?”


“I think, Sir George,” said Charles, with the coldly impassive manner of a highly-trained servant – “I think, Sir George, it must be Ann, the kitchen-maid, that you hear.”


“Indeed! and may I ask what Ann, the kitchen-maid, is supposed to be doing?”


“If you please, Sir George, she is in hysterics.”


“Oh! why?” exclaimed Lady Atherley plaintively.


“Because, my lady, Mrs. Mallet has seen the ghost!”


“Because Mrs. Mallet has seen the ghost!” repeated Atherley. “Pray, what is Mrs. Mallet herself doing under the circumstances?”


“She is having some brandy-and-water, Sir George.”


“Mrs. Mallet is a sensible woman,” said Atherley heartily; “Ann, the kitchen-maid, had better follow her example.”


“You may go, Charles,” said Lady Atherley; and, as the door closed behind him, exclaimed, “I wish that horrid woman had never entered the house!”


“What horrid woman? Your too sympathetic kitchen-maid?”


“No, that – that Mrs. Mallet.”


“Why are you angry with her? Because she has seen the ghost?”


“Yes, for I told her most particularly the very day I engaged her, after Mrs. Webb left us in that sudden way – I told her I never allowed the ghost to be mentioned.”


“And why, my dear, did you break your own excellent rule by mentioning it to her?”


“Because she had the impertinence to tell me, almost directly she came into the morning-room, that she knew all about the ghost; but I stopped her at once, and said that if ever she spoke of such a thing especially to the other servants, I should be very much displeased; and now she goes and behaves in this way.”


“Where did you pick up this viper?”


“She comes from Quarley Beacon. There was no one in this stupid village who could cook at all, and Cecilia de Noël, who recommended her—”


“Cecilia de Noël!” repeated Atherley, with that long-drawn emphasis which suggests so much. “My dear Jane, I must say that in taking a servant on Cissy’s recommendation you did not display your usual sound common sense. I should as soon have thought of asking her to buy me a gun, knowing that she would carefully pick out the one least likely to shoot anything. Cissy is accustomed to look upon a servant as something to be waited on and taken care of. Her own household, as we all know, is composed chiefly of chronic invalids.”


“But I explained to Cecilia that I wanted somebody who was strong as well as a good cook; and I am sure there is nothing the matter with Mrs. Mallet. She is as fat as possible, and as red! Besides, she has never been one of Cecilia’s servants; she only goes there to help sometimes; and she says she is perfectly respectable.”


“Mrs. Mallet says that Cissy is perfectly respectable?”


“No, George; it is not likely that I should allow a person in Mrs. Mallet’s position to speak disrespectfully to me about Cecilia. Cecilia said Mrs. Mallet was perfectly respectable.”


“I should not think dear old Ciss exactly knew the meaning of the word.”


“Cecilia may be peculiar in many ways, but she is too much of a lady to send me anyone who was not quite nice. I don’t believe there is anything against Mrs. Mallet’s character. She cooks very well, you must allow that; you said only two days ago you never had tasted an omelette so nicely made in England.”


“Did she cook that omelette? Then I am sure she is perfectly respectable; and pray let her see as many ghosts as she cares to, especially if it leads to nothing worse than her taking a moderate quantity of brandy. Time to smoke, Lindy. I am off.”


I dragged myself up after my usual fashion, and was preparing to follow him, when Lady Atherley, directly he was gone, began:


“It is such a pity that clever people can never see things as others do. George always goes on in this way as if the ghost were of no consequence, but I always knew how it would be. Of course it is nice that George should come in for the place, as he might not have done if his uncle had married, and people said it would be delightful to live in such an old house, but there are a good many drawbacks, I can assure you. Sir Marmaduke lived abroad for years before he died, and everything has got into such a state. We have had to nearly refurnish the house; the bedrooms are not done yet. The servants’ accommodation is very bad too, and there was no proper cooking-range in the kitchen. But the worst of all is the ghost. Directly I heard of it I knew we should have trouble with the servants; and we had not been here a month when our cook, who had lived with us for years, gave warning because the place was damp. At first she said it was the ghost, but when I told her not to talk such nonsense she said it was the damp. And then it is so awkward about visitors. What are we to do when the fishing season begins? I cannot get George to understand that some people have a great objection to anything of the kind, and are quite angry if you put them into a haunted room. And it is much worse than having only one haunted room, because we could make that into a bachelor’s bedroom – I don’t think they mind; or a linen cupboard, as they do at Wimbourne Castle; but this ghost seems to appear in all the rooms, and even in the halls and passages, so I cannot think what we are to do.”


I said it was extraordinary, and I meant it. That a ghost should venture into Atherley’s neighbourhood was less amazing than that it should continue to exist in his wife’s presence, so much more fatal than his eloquence to all but the tangible and the solid. Her orthodoxy is above suspicion, but after some hours of her society I am unable to contemplate any aspects of life save the comfortable and the uncomfortable: while the Universe itself appears to me only a gigantic apparatus especially designed to provide Lady Atherley and her class with cans of hot water at stated intervals, costly repasts elaborately served, and all other requisites of irreproachable civilisation.


But before I had time to say more, Atherley in his smoking-jacket looked in to see if I was coming or not.


“Don’t keep Mr. Lyndsay up late, George,” said my kind hostess; “he looks so tired.”


“You look dead beat,” he said later on, in his own particular and untidy den, as he carefully stuffed the bowl of his pipe. “I think it would go better with you, old chap, if you did not hold yourself in quite so tight. I don’t want you to rave or commit suicide in some untidy fashion, as the hero of a French novel does; but you are as well-behaved as a woman, without a woman’s grand resources of hysterics and general unreasonableness all round. You always were a little too good for human nature’s daily food. Your notions on some points are quite unwholesomely superfine. It would be a comfort to see you let out in some way. I wish you would have a real good fling for once.”


“I should have to pay too dear for it afterwards. My superfine habits are not a matter of choice only, you must remember.”


“Oh! – the women! Not the best of them is worth bothering about, let alone a shameless jilt.”


“You were always hard upon her, George. She jilted a cripple for a very fine specimen of the race. Some of your favourite physiologists would say she was quite right.”


“You never understood her, Lindy. It was not a case of jilting a cripple at all. She jilted three thousand a year and a small place for ten thousand a year and a big one.”


After all, it did hurt a little, which Atherley must have divined, for crossing the room on some pretext or another he let his strong hand rest, just for an instant, gently upon my shoulder, thus, after the manner of his race, mutely and concisely expressing affection and sympathy that might have swelled a canto.


“I shall be sorry,” he said presently, lying rather than sitting in the deep chair beside the fire, “very sorry, if the ghost is going to make itself a nuisance.”


“What is the story of the ghost?”


“Story! God bless you, it has none to tell, sir; at least it never has told it, and no one else rightly knows it. It – I mean the ghost – is older than the family. We found it here when we came into the place about two hundred years ago, and it refused to be dislodged. It is rather uncertain in its habits. Sometimes it is not heard of for years; then all at once it reappears, generally, I may observe, when some imaginative female in the house is in love, or out of spirits, or bored in any other way. She sees it, and then, of course – the complaint being highly infectious – so do a lot more. One of the family started the theory it was the ghost of the portrait, or rather the unknown individual whose portrait hangs high up over the sideboard in the dining-room.”


“You don’t mean the lady in green velvet with the snuff-box?”


“Certainly not; that is my own great-grand-aunt. I mean a square of black canvas with one round yellow spot in the middle and a dirty white smudge under the spot. There are members of this family – Aunt Eleanour, for instance – who tell me the yellow spot is a man’s face and the dirty white smudge is an Elizabethan ruff. Then there is a picture of a man in armour in the oak room, which I don’t believe is a portrait at all; but Aunt Henrietta swears it is, and of the ghost, too – as he was before he died, of course. And very interesting details both my aunts are ready to furnish concerning the two originals. It is extraordinary what an amount of information is always forthcoming about things of which nobody can know anything – as about the next world, for instance. The, last time I went to church the preacher gave as minute an account of what our post-mortem experiences were to be as if he had gone through it all himself several times.”


“Well, does the ghost usually appear in a ruff or in armour?”


“It depends entirely upon who sees it – a ghost always does. Last night, for instance, I lay you odds it wore neither ruff nor armour, because Mrs. Mallet is not likely to have heard of either the one or the other. Not that she saw the ghost – not she. What she saw was a bogie, not a ghost.”


“Why, what is the difference?”


“Immense! As big as that which separates the objective from the subjective. Anyone can see a bogie. It is a real thing belonging to the external world. It may be a bright light, a white sheet, or a black shadow – always at night, you know, or at least in the dusk, when you are apt to be a little mixed in your observations. The best example of a bogie was Sir Walter Scott’s. It looked – in the twilight remember – exactly like Lord Byron, who had not long departed this life at the time Sir Walter saw it. Nine men out of ten would have gone off and sworn they had seen a ghost; why, religions have been founded on just such stuff: but Sir Walter, as sane a man as ever lived – though he did write poetry – kept his head clear and went up closer to his ghost, which proved on examination to be a waterproof.”


“A waterproof?”


“Or a railway rug – I forget which: the moral is the same.”


“Well, what is a ghost?”


“A ghost is nothing – an airy nothing manufactured by your own disordered senses of your own over-excited brain.”


“I beg to observe that I never saw a ghost in my life.”


“I am glad to hear it. It does you credit. If ever anyone had an excuse for seeing a ghost it would be a man whose spine was jarred. But I meant nothing personal by the pronoun – only to give greater force to my remarks. The first person singular will do instead. The ghost belongs to the same lot, as the faces that make mouths at me when I have brain-fever, the reptiles that crawl about when I have an attack of the D.T., or – to take a more familiar example – the spots I see floating before my eyes when my liver is out of order. You will allow there is nothing supernatural in all that?”


“Certainly. Though, did not that pretty niece of Mrs. Molyneux’s say she used to see those spots floating before her eyes when a misfortune was impending?”


“I fancy she did, and true enough too, as such spots would very likely precede a bilious attack, which is misfortune enough while it lasts. But still, even Mrs. Molyneux’s niece, even Mrs. Molyneux herself, would not say the fever faces, or the reptiles, or the spots, were supernatural. And in fact the ghost is, so far, more – more recherché, let us say, than the other things. It takes more than a bilious attack or a fever, or even D.T., to produce a ghost. It takes nothing less than a pretty high degree of nervous sensibility and excitable imagination. Now these two disorders have not been much developed yet by the masses, in spite of the school-boards: ergo, any apparition which leads to hysterics or brandy-and-water in the servants’ hall is a bogie, not a ghost.”


He knocked the ashes out of his pipe, and added:


“And now, Lindy, as we don’t want another ghost haunting the house. I will conduct you to by-by.”


It was a strange house, Weald Manor, designed, one might suppose, by some inveterate enemy of light. It lay at the foot of a steep hill which screened it from the morning sun, and the few windows which looked towards the rising day were so shaped as to admit but little of its brightness. At night it was even worse, at least in the halls and passages, for there, owing probably to the dark oak which lined both walls and floor, a generous supply of lamps did little more than illumine the surface of the darkness, leaving unfathomed and unexplained mysterious shadows that brooded in distant corners, or, towering giant-wise to the ceiling, loomed ominously overhead. Will-o’-the-wisp-like reflections from our lighted candles danced in the polished surface of panel and balustrade, as from the hall we went upstairs, I helping myself from step to step by Atherley’s arm, as instinctively, as unconsciously almost, as he offered it. We stopped on the first landing. Before us rose the stairs leading to the gallery where Atherley’s bedroom was: to our left ran “the bachelor’s passage,” where I was lodged.


“Night, night,” were Atherley’s parting words. “Don’t dream of flirts or ghosts, but sleep sound.”


Sleep sound! the kind words sounded like mockery. Sleep to me, always chary of her presence, was at best but a fair-weather friend, instantly deserting me when pain or exhaustion made me crave the more for rest and forgetfulness; but I had something to do in the interim – a little auto-da-fé to perform, by which, with that faith in ceremonial, so deep laid in human nature, I meant once for all to lay the ghost that haunted me – the ghost of a delightful but irrevocable past, with which I had dallied too long.


Sitting before the wood-fire I slowly unfolded them: the three faintly-perfumed sheets with the gilt monogram above the pointed writing:



Dear Mr. Lyndsay, ran the first, why did you not come over today? I was expecting you to appear all the afternoon.

 —Yours sincerely, G.E.L.




The second was dated four weeks later—



You silly boy! I forbid you ever to write or talk of yourself in such a way again. You are not a cripple; and if you had ever had a mother or a sister, you would know how little women think of such things. How many more assurances do you expect from me? Do you wish me to propose to you again? No, if you won’t have me, go.

—Yours, in spite of yourself,

Gladys




The third – the third is too long to quote entire; besides, the substance is contained in this last sentence—



So I think, my dear Mr. Lyndsay, for your sake more than my own, our engagement had better be broken off.




In this letter, dated six weeks ago, she had charged me to burn all that she had written to me, and as yet I had not done so, shrinking from the sharp unreasonable pain with which we bury the beloved dead. But the time of my mourning was accomplished. I tore the paper into fragments and dropped them into the flames.


It must have been the pang with which I watched them darken and shrivel that brought back the memory of another sharp stab. It was that day ten years ago, when I walked for the first time after my accident. Supported by a stick on one side, and by Atherley on the other, I crawled down the long gallery at home and halted before a high wide-open window to see the sunlit view of park and woods and distant downland. Then all at once, ridden by my groom, Charming went past with feet that verily danced upon the greensward, and quivering nostrils that rapturously inhaled the breath of spring and of morning. I said: “George, I want you to have Charming.” And it made me smile, even in that bitter moment, to remember how indistinctly, how churlishly almost, Atherley accepted the gift, in his eager haste to get me out of sight and thought of it.


It was long before the last fluttering rags had vanished, transmuted into fiery dust. The clock on the landing had many times chanted its dirge since I had heard below the footsteps of the servants carrying away the lamps from the sitting-rooms and the hall. Later still came the far-off sound of Atherley’s door closing behind him, like the final good-night of the waking day. Over all the unconscious household had stolen that silence which is more than silence, that hush which seems to wait for something, that stillness of the night-watch which is kept alone. It was familiar enough to me, but tonight it had a new meaning; like the sunlight that shines when we are happy, or the rain that falls when we are weeping, it seemed, as if in sympathy, to be repeating and accenting what I could not so vividly have told in words. In my life, and for the second time, there was the same desolate pause, as if the dreary tale were finished and only the drearier epilogue remained to live through – the same sense of sad separation from the happy and the healthful.


I made a great effort to read, holding the book before me and compelling myself to follow the sentences, but that power of abstraction which can conquer pain does not belong to temperaments like mine. If only I could have slept, as men have been able to do even upon the rack; but every hour that passed left me more awake, more alive, more supersensitive to suffering.


Early in the morning, long before the dawn, I must have been feverish, I think. My head and hands burned, the air of the room stifled me, I was losing my self-control.


I opened the window and leant out. The cool air revived me bodily, but to the fever of the spirit it brought no relief. To my heart, if not to my lips, sprang the old old cry for help which anguish has wrung from generation after generation. The agony of mine, I felt wildly, must pierce through sense, time, space, everything – even to the Living Heart of all, and bring thence some token of pity! For one instant my passion seemed to beat against the silent heavens, then to fall back bruised and bleeding.


Out of the darkness came not so much as a wind whisper or the twinkle of a star.


Was Atherley right after all?





 



•   II   •

The Stranger’s Gospel






From the short unsatisfying slumber which sometimes follows a night of insomnia I was awakened by the laughter and shouts of children. When I looked out I saw brooding above the hollow a still gray day, in whose light the woodlands of the park were all in sombre brown, and the trout stream between its sedgy banks glided dark and lustreless.


On the lawn, still wet with dew, and crossed by the shadows of the bare elms, Atherley’s little sons, Harold and Denis, were playing with a very unlovely but much-beloved mongrel called Tip. They had bought him with their own pocket-money from a tinker who was ill-using him, and then claimed for him the hospitality of their parents; so, though Atherley often spoke of the dog as a disgrace to the household, he remained a member thereof, and received, from a family incapable of being uncivil, far less unkind, to an animal, as much attention as if he had been high-bred and beautiful – which indeed he plainly supposed himself to be.


When, about an hour later, after their daily custom, this almost inseparable trio fell into the breakfast-room as if the door had suddenly given way before them, the boys were able to revenge themselves for the rebuke this entrance provoked by the tidings they brought with them.


“I say, old Mallet is going,” cried Harold cheerfully, as he wriggled himself on to his chair. “Denis, mind I want some of that egg-stuff.”


“Take your arms off the table, Harold,” said Lady Atherley. “Pray, how do you know Mrs. Mallet is going?”


“She said so herself. She said,” he went on, screwing up his nose and speaking in a falsetto to express the intensity of his scorn – “she said she was afraid of the ghost.”


“I told you I did not allow that word to be mentioned.”


“I did not; it was old Mallet.”


“But, pray, what were you doing in old Mallet’s domain?” asked Atherley.


“Cooking cabbage for Tip.”


“Hum! What with ghosts by night and boys by day, our cook seems to have a pleasant time of it; I shall be glad when Miss Jones’s holidays are over. Castleman, is it true that Mrs. Mallet talks of leaving us because of the ghost?”


“I am sure I don’t know, Sir George,” answered the old butler. “She was going on about it very foolish this morning.”


“And how is the kitchen-maid?”


“Has not come down yet, Sir George; says her nerve is shook,” said Castleman, retiring with a plate to the sideboard; then added, with the freedom of an old servant, “Bile, I should say.”


“Probably. We had better send for Doctor What’s-his-name.”


“The usual doctor is away,” said Lady Atherley. “There is a London doctor in his place. He is clever, Lady Sylvia said, but he gives himself airs.”


“Never mind what he gives himself if he gives his patients the right thing.”


“And after all we can manage very well without Ann, but what are we to do about Mrs. Mallet? I always told you how it would be.”


“But, my dear, it is not my fault. You look as reproachfully at me as if it were my ghost which was causing all this disturbance instead of the ghost of a remote ancestor – predecessor, in fact.”


“No, but you will always talk just as if it was of no consequence.”


“I don’t talk of the cook’s going as being of no consequence. Far from it. But you must not let her go, that is all.”


“How can I prevent her going? I think you had better talk to her yourself.”


“I should like to meet her very much; would not you, Lindy? I should like to hear her story; it must be a blood-curdling one, to judge from its effect upon Ann. The only person I have yet met who pretended to have seen the ghost was Aunt Eleanour.”


“And what was it like, daddy?” asked Denis, much interested.


“She did not say, Den. She would never tell me anything about it.”


“Would she tell me?”


“I am afraid not. I don’t think she would tell anyone, except perhaps Mr. Lyndsay. He has a way of worming things out of people.”


“Mr. Lyndsay, how do you worm things out of people?”


“I don’t know, Denis; you must ask your father.”


“First, by never asking any questions,” said Atherley promptly; “and then by a curious way he has of looking as if he was listening attentively to what was said to him, instead of thinking, as most people do, what he shall say himself when he gets a chance of putting a word in.”


“But how could Aunt Eleanour see the ghost when there is not any such thing?” cried Harold.


“How indeed!” said his father, rising; “that is just the puzzle. It will take you years to find it out. Lindy, look into the morning-room in about half an hour, and you will hear a tale whose lightest word will harrow up thy soul, etc., etc.”


As Lady Atherley kindly seconded this invitation I accepted it, though not with the consequences predicted. Anything less suggestive of the supernatural, or in every way less like the typical ghost-seer, was surely never produced than the round and rubicund little person I found in conversation with the Atherleys. Mrs. Mallet was a brunette who might once have considered herself a beauty, to judge by the self-conscious and self-satisfied simper which the ghastliest recollections were unable to banish. As I entered I caught only the last words of Atherley’s speech—


“ – – treating you well, Mrs. Mallet?”


“Oh no, Sir George,” answered Mrs. Mallet, standing very straight and stiff, with two plump red hands folded demurely before her; “which I have not a word to say against anyone, but have met, ever since I come here, with the greatest of kindness and respect. But the noises, sir, the noises of a night is more than I can a-bear.”


“Oh, they are only rats, Mrs. Mallet.”


“No rats in this world ever made sech a noise, Sir George; which the very first night as I slep’ here, there come the most mysterioustest sounds as ever I hear, which I says to Hann, ‘Whatever are you a-doing?’ which she woke up all of a suddent, as young people will, and said she never hear nor yet see nothing.”


“What was the noise like, Mrs. Mallet?”


“Well, Sir George, I can only compare it to the dragging of heavy furniture, which I really thought at first it was her ladyship a-coming upstairs to waken me, took bad with burglars or a fire.”


“But, Mrs. Mallet, I am sure you are too brave a woman to mind a little noise.”


“It is not only noises, Sir George. Last night—”


Mrs. Mallet drew a long breath and closed her eyes.


“Yes, Mrs. Mallet, pray go on; I am very curious to hear what did happen last night.”


“It makes the cold chills run over me to think of it. We was all gone to bed – leastways the maids and me, and Hann and me was but just got to my room when says she to me, ‘Oh la! whatever do you think?’ says she; ‘I promised Ellen when she went out this afternoon as I would shut the windows in the pink bedroom at four o’clock, and never come to think of it till this minute,’ she says. ‘Oh dear,’ I says, ‘and them new chintzes will be entirely ruined with the damp. Why, what a good-for-nothing girl you are!’ I says, ‘and what you thinks on half your time is more than I can tell.’  ‘Whatever shall I do?’ she says, ‘for go along there at this time of night all by myself I dare not,’ says she. ‘Well,’ I says, ‘rather than you should go alone, I’ll go along with you,’ I says, ‘for stay here by myself I would not,’ I says, ‘not if anyone was to pay me hundreds.’ So we went down our stairs and along our passage to the door which you go into the gallery, Hann a-clutching hold of me and starting, which when we come into the gallery I was all of a tremble, and she shook so I said, ‘La! Hann, for goodness’ sake do carry that candle straight, or you will grease the carpet shameful;’ and come to the pink room I says, ‘Open the door.’  ‘La!’ says she, ‘what if we was to see the ghost?’  ‘Hold your silly nonsense this minute,’ I says, ‘and open the door,’ which she do, but stand right back for to let me go first, when, true as ever I am standing here, my lady, I see something white go by like a flash, and struck me cold in the face, and blew the candle out, and then come the fearfullest noise, which thunderclaps is nothing to it. Hann began a-screaming, and we ran as fast as ever we could till we come to the pantry, where Mr. Castleman and the footman was. I thought I should ha’ died: died I thought I should. My face was as white as that antimacassar.”


“How could you see your face, Mrs. Mallet?” somewhat peevishly objected Lady Atherley.


But Mrs. Mallet with great dignity retorted—


“Which I looked down my nose, and it were like a corpse’s.”


“Very alarming,” said Atherley, “but easily explained. Directly you opened the door there was, of course, a draught from the open window. That draught blew the candle out and knocked something over, probably a screen.”


“La’ bless you, Sir George, it was more like paving-stones than screens a-falling.”


And indeed Mrs. Mallet was so far right, that when, to settle the weighty question once for all, we adjourned in a body to the pink bedroom, we discovered that nothing less than the ceiling, or at least a portion of it, had fallen, and was lying in a heap of broken plaster upon the floor. However, the moral, as Atherley hastened to observe, was the same.


“You see, Mrs. Mallet, this was what made the noise.”


Mrs. Mallet made no reply, but it was evident she neither saw nor intended to see anything of the kind; and Atherley wisely substituted bribery for reasoning. But even with this he made little way till accidentally he mentioned the name of Mrs. de Noël, when, as if it had been a name to conjure by, Mrs. Mallet showed signs of softening.


“Yes, think of Mrs. de Noël, Mrs. Mallet; what will she say if you leave her cousin to starve?”


“I should not wish such a thing to happen for a moment,” said Mrs. Mallet, as if this had been no figure of speech but the actual alternative, “not to any relation of Mrs. de Noël.”


And shortly after the debate ended with a cheerful “Well, Mrs. Mallet, you will give us another trial,” from Atherley.


“There,” he exclaimed, as we all three returned to the morning-room – “there is as splendid an example of the manufacture of a bogie as you are ever likely to meet with. All the spiritual phenomena are produced much in the same way. Work yourself up into a great state of terror and excitement, in the first place; in the next, procure one companion, if not more, as credulous and excitable as yourself; go at a late hour and with a dim light to a place where you have been told you will see something supernatural; steadfastly and determinedly look out for it, and – you will have your reward. These are precisely the lines on which a spiritual séance is conducted, only instead of plaster, which is not always so obliging as to fall in the nick of time, you have a paid medium who supplies the material for your fancy to work upon. Mrs. Mallet, you see, has discovered all this for herself – that woman is a born genius. Just think what she might have been and seen if she had lived in a sphere where neither cooking nor any other rational occupation interfered with her pursuit of the supernatural. Mrs. Molyneux would be nowhere beside her.”


“I suppose she really does intend to stay,” said Lady Atherley.


“Of course she does. I always told you my powers of persuasion were irresistible.”


“But how annoying about the ceiling,” said Lady Atherley. “Over the new carpet, too! What can make the plaster fall in this way?”


“It is the quality of the climate,” said Atherley. “It is horribly destructive. If you would read the batch of letters now on my writing-table from tenant-farmers you would see what I mean: barns, roofs, gates, everything is falling to pieces and must immediately be repaired – at the landlord’s expense, of course.”


“We must send for a plasterer,” said Lady Atherley, “and then the doctor. Perhaps you would have time to go round his way, George.”


“No, I have no time to go anywhere but to Northside farm. Hunt has been waiting nearly half an hour for me, as it is. Lindy, would you like to come with me?”


“No, thank you, George; I too am a landowner, and I mean to look over my audit accounts today.”


“Don’t compare yourself to a poor overworked underpaid landowner like me. You are one of the landlords they spout about in London parks on Sundays. You have nothing to do but sign receipts for your rents, paid in full and up to date.”


“Mr. Lyndsay is an excellent landlord,” said Lady Atherley; “and they tell me the new church and the schools he has built are charming.”


“Very mischievous things both,” said Atherley. “Ta-ta.”


That afternoon, Atherley being still absent, and Lady Atherley having gone forth to pay a round of calls, the little boys undertook my entertainment. They were in rather a sober mood for them, having just forfeited four weeks’ pocket-money towards expenses incurred by Tip in the dairy, where they had foolishly allowed him to enter; so they accepted very good-humouredly my objections to wading in the river or climbing trees, and took me instead for a walk to Beggar’s Stile. We climbed up the steep carriage-drive to the lodge, passed through the big iron gates, turned sharply to the left, and went down the road which the park palings border and the elms behind them shade, past the little copse beyond the park, till we came to a tumbledown gate with a stile beside it in the hedgerow; and this was Beggar’s Stile. It was just on the brow of the little hill which sloped gradually downward to the village beneath, and commanded a wide view of the broad shallow valley and of the rising ground beyond.


I was glad to sit down on the step of the stile.


“Are you tired already, Mr. Lyndsay?” inquired Harold incredulously.


“Yes, a little.”


“I s’pose you are tired because you always have to pull your leg after you,” said Denis, turning upon me two large topaz-coloured eyes. “Does it hurt you, Mr. Lyndsay?”


“Mother told you not to talk about Mr. Lyndsay’s leg,” observed Harold sharply.


“No, she didn’t; she said I was not to talk about the funny way he walked. She said—”


“Well, never mind, little man,” I interrupted. “Is that Weald down there?”


“Yes,” cried Denis, maintaining his balance on the topmost bar but one of the gate with enviable ease. “All these cottages and houses belong to Weald, and it is all daddy’s on this side of the river down to where you see the white railings a long way down near the poplars, and that is the road we go to tea with Aunt Eleanour; and do you see a little blue speck on the hill over there? You could see if you had a telescope. Daddy showed me once; but you must shut your eye. That is Quarley Beacon, where Aunt Cissy lives.”


“No, she does not, stupid,” cried Harold, now suspended, head downwards, by one foot, from the topmost rail of the gate. “No one lives there. She lives in Quarley Manor, just behind.”


Denis replied indirectly to the discourteous tone of this speech by trying with the point of his own foot to dislodge that by which Harold maintained his remarkable position, and a scuffle ensued, wherein, though a non-combatant, I seemed likely to get the worst, when their attention was fortunately diverted by the sight of Tip sneaking off, and evidently with the vilest motives, towards the covert.


My memory was haunted that day by certain words spoken seven months ago by Atherley, and by me at the time very ungraciously received:


“Remember, if you do come a cropper, it will go hard with you, old man; you can’t shoot or hunt or fish off the blues, like other men.”


No, nor could I work them off, as some might have done. I possessed no distinct talents, no marked vocation. If there was nothing behind and beyond all this, what an empty freak of destiny my life would have been – full, not even of sound and fury, but of dull common-place suffering: a tale told by an idiot with a spice of malice in him.


Then the view before me made itself felt, as a gentle persistent sound might have done: a flat, almost featureless scene – a little village church with cottages and gardens clustering about it, straggling away from it, by copses and meadows in which winter had left only the tenderest shades of the saddest colours. The winding river brightened the dull picture with broken glints of silver, and the tawny hues of the foreground faded through soft gradations of violet and azure into a far distance of pearly grey. It is not the scenery men cross continents and oceans to admire, and yet it has a message of its own. I felt it that day when I was heart-weary, and was glad that in one corner of this restless world the little hills preach peace.


Meantime Tip had been recaptured, and when he, or rather the ground close beside him, had been beaten severely with sticks, and he himself upbraided in terms which left the censors hoarse, we went down again into the hollow. Then Lady Atherley returned and gave me tea; and afterwards, in the library, I worked at accounts till it was nearly too dark to write. No doubt on the high ground the sky was aflame with brilliant colour, of which only a dim reflection tinged the dreary view of sward and leafless trees, to which, for some mysterious reason, a gig crawling down the carriage-drive gave the last touch of desolation.


Just as I laid my pen aside the door opened, and Castleman introduced a stranger.


“If you will wait here, sir, I will find her ladyship.”


The new-comer was young and slight, with an erect carriage and a firm step. He had the finely-cut features and dull colouring which I associate with the high-pressure life of a busy town, so that I guessed who he was before his first words told me.


“No, thank you, I will not sit down; I expect to be called to my patient immediately.”


The thought of this said patient made me smile, and in explanation I told him from what she was supposed to be suffering.


“Well; it is less common than other forms of feverishness, but will probably yield to the same remedies,” was his only comment.


“You do not believe in ghosts?”


“Pardon me, I do, just as I believe in all symptoms. When my patient tells me he hears bells ringing in his ear, or feels the ground swaying under his feet, I believe him implicitly, though I know nothing of the kind is actually taking place. The ghost, so far, belongs to the same class as the other experiences, that it is a symptom – it may be of a very trifling, it may be of a very serious, disorder.”


The voice, the keen flash of the eye, impressed me. I recognised one of those alert intelligences, beside whose vivid flame the mental life of most men seems to smoulder. I wished to hear him speak again.


“Is this your view of all supernatural manifestations?”


“Of all so-called supernatural manifestations; I don’t understand the word or the distinction. No event which has actually taken place can be supernatural. Since it belongs to the actual it must be governed by, it must be the outcome of, laws which everywhere govern the actual – everywhere and at all times. In fact, it must be natural, whatever we may think of it.”


“Then if a miracle could be proven, it would be no miracle to you?”


“Certainly not.”


“And it could convince you of nothing?”


“Neither me nor anyone else who has outgrown his childhood, I should think. I have never been able to understand the outcry of the orthodox over their lost miracles. It makes their position neither better nor worse. The miracles could never prove their creeds. How am I to recognise a divine messenger? He makes the furniture float about the room; he changes that coal into gold; he projects himself or his image here when he is a thousand miles away. Why, an emissary from the devil might do as much! It only proves – always supposing he really does these things instead of merely appearing to do so – it proves that he is better acquainted with natural laws than I am. What if he could kill me by an effort of the will? What if he could bring me to life again? It is always the same; he might still be morally my inferior; he might be a false prophet after all.”


He took out his watch and looked at it, by this simple action illustrating and reminding me of the difference between us – he talking to pass away the time, I thinking aloud the gnawing question at my heart.


“And you have no hope for anything beyond this?”


Something in my voice must have struck his ear, trained like every other organ of observation to quick and fine perception, for he looked at me more attentively, and it was in a gentler tone that he said—


“Surely, you do not mean for a life beyond this? One’s best hope must be that the whole miserable business ends with death.”


“Have you found life so wretched?”


“I am not speaking from my own particular point of view. I am singularly, exceptionally, fortunate, I am healthy; I have tastes which I can gratify, work which I keenly enjoy. Whether the tastes are worth gratifying or the work worth doing I cannot say. At least they act as an anodyne to self-consciousness; they help me to forget the farce in which I play my part. Like Solomon, and all who have had the best of life, I call it vanity. What do you suppose it is to those – by far the largest number, remember – who have had the worst of it? To them it is not vanity, it is misery.”


“But they suffer under the invariable laws you speak of – laws working towards deliverance and happiness in the future.”


“The future? Yes, I know that form of consolation which seems to satisfy so many. To me it seems a hollow one. I have never yet been able to understand how any amount of ecstasy enjoyed by B a million years hence can make up for the torture A is suffering today. I suppose, dealing so much with individuals as I do, I am inclined to individualise like a woman. I think of units rather than of the mass. At this moment I have before me a patient now left suffering pain as acute as any the rack ever inflicted. How does it affect his case that centuries later such pain may be unknown?”


“Of course, the individual’s one and only hope is a future existence. Then it may be all made up to him.”


“I see no reason to hope so. Either there is no God, and we shall still be at the mercy of the blind destiny we suffer under here; or there is a God, the God who looks on at this world and makes no sign! The sooner we escape from Him by annihilation the better.”


“Christians would tell you He had given a sign.”


“Yes; so they do in words and deny it in deeds. Nothing is sadder in the whole tragedy, or comedy, than these pitiable efforts to hide the truth, to gloss it over with fables which nobody in his heart of hearts believes – at least in these days. Why not face the worst like men? If we can’t help being unhappy we can help being dishonest and cowardly. Existence is a misfortune. Let us frankly confess that it is, and make the best of it.”


He was not looking at his watch now; he was pacing the room. At last, he was in earnest, and had forgotten all accidents of time and place before the same enigma which perplexed myself.


“The best of it!” I re-echoed. “Surely, under these circumstances, the best thing would be to commit suicide?”


“No,” he cried, stopping and turning sharply upon me. “The worst, because the most cowardly; so long as you have strength, brains, money – anything with which you can do good.”


He looked past me through the window into the outer air, no longer faintly tinged, but dyed deep red by the light of the unseen but resplendent sunset, and added slowly, dejectedly, as if speaking to himself as much as to me—


“Yes, there is one thing worth living for – to help to make it all a little more bearable for the others.”


And then all at once, his face, so virile yet so delicate, so young and yet so sad, reminded me of one I had seen in an old picture – the face of an angel watching beside the dead Christ; and I cried—


“But are you certain He has made no sign; not hundreds of years ago, but in your own lifetime? not to saint or apostle, but to you, yourself? Has nothing which has happened to you, nothing you have ever seen or read or heard, tempted you to hope in something better?”


“Yes,” he said deliberately; “I have had my weak moments. My conviction has wavered, not before religious teaching of any kind, however, nor before Nature, in which some people seem to find such promise; but I have met one or two women, and one man – all of them unknown, unremarkable people – whom the world never heard of, nor is likely to hear of, living uneventful obscure lives in out-of-the-way corners. For instance, there is a lady in this very neighbourhood, a relation of Sir George Atherley, I believe, Mrs. de No—”


“Her ladyship would like to see you in the drawing-room, sir,” said Castleman, suddenly coming in.


The doctor bowed to me and immediately left the room.




 



•   III   •


Mrs. Mostyn’s Gospel






“No, they have not seen any more ghosts, sir,” replied Castleman scornfully next day, “and never need have seen any. It is all along of this tea-drinking. We did not have this bother when the women took their beer regular. These teetotallers have done a lot of harm. They ought to be put down by Act of Parliament.”


And the kitchen-maid was better. Mrs. Mallet, indeed, assured Lady Atherley that Hann was not long for this world, having turned just the same colour as the late Mr. Mallet did on the eve of his death; but fortunately the patient herself, as well as the doctor, took a more hopeful view of the case.


“I can see Mrs. Mallet is a horrible old croaker,” said Lady Atherley.


“Let her croak,” said Atherley, “so long as she cooks as she did last night. That curry would have got her absolution for anything if your uncle had been here.”


“That reminds me, George, the ceiling of the spare room is not mended yet.”


“Why, I thought you sent to Whitford for a plasterer yesterday?”


“Yes, and he came; but Mrs. Mallet has some extraordinary story about his falling into his bucket and spoiling his Sunday coat, and going home at once to change it. I can’t make it out, but nothing is done to the ceiling.”


“I make it out,” said Atherley; “I make out that he was a little the worse for drink. Have we not a plasterer in the village?”


“I think there is one. I fancy the Jacksons did not wish us to employ him, because he is a dissenter; but after all, giving him work is not the same as giving him presents.”


“No, indeed; nor do I see why, because he is a dissenter, I, who am only an infidel, am to put up with a hole in my ceiling.”


“Only, I don’t know what his name is.”


“His name is Smart. Everybody in our village is called Smart – most inappropriately too.”


“No, George, the man the doctor told us about who is so dangerously ill is called Monk.”


“I am glad to hear it; but he doesn’t belong to our parish, though he lives so close. He is actually in Rood Warren. His cottage is at the other side of the Common.”


“Then we can leave the wine and things as we go. And, George, while the boys are having tea with Aunt Eleanour, I think I shall drive on to Quarley Beacon and try and persuade Cecilia to come back and spend the night with us. I think we could manage to put her up in the little blue dressing-room. She is so good-natured; she won’t mind its being so small.”


“Yes, do; I want Lyndsay to see her. And give my best love to Aunt Eleanour, and say that if she is going to send me any more tracts against Popery, I should be extremely obliged if she would prepay the postage sufficiently.”


“Oh no, George, I could not. It was only threepence.”


“Well, then, tell her it is no good sending any at all, because I have made up my mind to go over to Rome next July.”


“No, George; she might not like it, and I don’t believe you are going to do anything of the kind. Oh, are you off already? I thought you would settle something about the plasterer.”


“No, no; I can’t think of plasterers and repairs today. Even the galley-slave has his holiday – this is mine. I am going to see the hounds throw off at Rood Acre, and forget for one day that I have an inch of landed property in the world.”


“But, George, if the pink room ceiling is not put right by Saturday, where shall we put Uncle Augustus?”


“Into the room just opposite to Lindy’s.”


“What! that little room? In the bachelor’s passage? A man of his age, and of his position!”


“I am sure it is large enough for anyone under a bishop. Besides, I don’t think he is fussy about anything except his dinner.”


“It is not the way he is accustomed to be treated when he is on a visit, I can assure you. He is a person who is generally considered a great deal.”


“Well, I consider him a great deal. I consider him one of the finest old heathen I ever knew.”


Fortunately for their domestic peace, Lady Atherley usually misses the points of her husband’s speeches, but there are some which jar upon her sense of the becoming, and this was one of them.


“I don’t think,” she observed to me, the offender himself having escaped, “that even if Uncle Augustus were not my uncle, a heathen is a proper name to call a clergyman, especially a canon – and one who is so looked up to in the Church. Have you ever heard him preach? But you must have heard about him, and about his sermons? I thought so. They are beautiful. When he preaches the church is crammed, and with the best people – in the season, when they are in town. And he has written a great many religious books too – sermons and hymns and manuals. There is a little book in red morocco you may have seen in my sitting-room – I know it was there a week ago – which he gave me, The Life of Prayer, with a short meditation and a hymn for every hour of the day – all composed by him. We don’t see so much of him as I could wish. He is so grieved about George’s views. He gave him some of his own sermons, but of course George would not look at them; and – so annoying – the last time he came I put the sermons, two beautiful large volumes of them, on the drawing-room table, and when we were all there after dinner George asked me quite loud what these smart books were, and where they came from. So altogether he has not come to see us for a long time; but as he happened to be staying with the Mountshires, I begged him to come over for a night or two; so you will hear him preach on Sunday.”


At lunch that day Lady Atherley proposed that I should accompany them to Woodcote. “Do come, Mr. Lyndsay,” said Denis. “We shall have cakes for tea, and jam-sandwiches as well.”


“And there is an awfully jolly banister for sliding down,” added Harold, “without any turns or landing, you know.”


I professed myself unable to resist such inducements. Indeed, I was almost glad to go. The recollection of Mrs. Mostyn’s cheerful face was as alluring to me that day as the thought of a glowing hearth might be to the beggar on the doorstep. Here, at least, was one to whom life was a blessing; who partook of all it could bestow with an appetite as healthfully keen as her nephew’s, but without his disinclination or disregard for anything besides.


The mild March day felt milder, the rooks cawed more cheerfully, and the spring flowers shone out more fearlessly around us when we had passed through the white gates of Woodcote – a favoured spot gently declining to the sunniest quarter, and sheltered from the north and north-east by barricades of elm-woods. The tiny domain was exquisitely ordered, as I love to see everything which appertains to women; and within the low white house, furnished after the simple and stiff fashion of a past generation, reigned the same dainty neatness, the same sunny cheerfulness, the native atmosphere of its chatelaine Mrs. Mostyn – a white-haired old lady long past seventy, with the bloom of youth on her cheek, its vivacity in her step, and its sparkle in her eyes.


Hardly were the first greetings exchanged when the children opened the ball of conversation by inquiring eagerly when tea would be ready.


“How can you be so greedy?” said their mother. “Why, you have only just finished your dinner.”


“We dined at half-past one, and it is nearly half-past three.”


“Poor darlings!” cried Mrs. Mostyn, regarding them with the enraptured gaze of the true child-lover; “their drive has made them hungry; and we cannot have tea very well before half-past four, because some old women from the village have come up to have tea, and the servants are busy attending to them. But I can tell you what you could do, dears. You know the way to the dairy; one of the maids is sure to be there; tell her to give you some cream. You will like that, won’t you? Yes, you can go out by this door.”


“And remember to—”


Lady Atherley’s exhortation remained unfinished, her sons having darted through the door-window like arrows from the bow.


“Since Miss Jones has been gone for her holiday the children are quite unmanageable,” she observed.


“Oh, it is such a good sign!” cried Mrs. Mostyn heartily; “it shows they are so thoroughly well. Mr. Lyndsay, why have you chosen that uncomfortable chair? Come and sit over beside me, if you are not afraid of the fire. And now, Jane, my love, tell me how you are getting on at Weald.”


Then followed a long catalogue of accidents and disappointments, of faithlessness and incapacity, to which Mrs. Mostyn supplied a running commentary of interjections sympathetic and consoling. There were, moreover, many changes for the worse since Sir Marmaduke had resided there: the shooting and the fishing had been alike neglected; the farmers were impoverished; the old places had changed hands.


“And a good many quite new people have come to live in small houses round Weald,” said Lady Atherley. “They have left cards on us. Do you know what they are like?”


“Quite ladies and gentlemen, I believe, and nice enough as long as you don’t get to know them too intimately; but they are always quarrelling.”


“About what?”


“About everything; but especially about church matters – decorations and anthems and other rubbish. What they want is less of the church and more of the Bible.”


“I believe Mr. Jackson has a Bible class every week.”


“But is it a Bible class, or is it only called so? There is Mr. Austin at Rood Warren, a Romanist in disguise if ever there was one: he is by way of having a Bible class, and one of our farmers’ daughters attended it. ‘And what part of the Bible are you studying now?’ I asked her. ‘We are studying early church history.’  ‘I don’t know any such chapter in the Bible as that,’ I said, and yet I know my Bible pretty well. She explained it was a continuation of the Acts of the Apostles. I said: ‘My dear child, don’t you be misled by any jugglery of that kind; there is no continuation of the Bible; and as to what people call the early church, its doings and sayings are of no consequence at all. The one question we have to ask ourselves is this: ‘What does the Book say?’ What is in the Book is God’s word: what is not in the Book is only man’s.”


The effect of this exposition on Lady Atherley was to make her ask eagerly whether the curate in charge at Rood Warren was one of the Austyns of Temple Leigh.


“I believe he is a nephew,” Mrs. Mostyn admitted, quite gloomily for her. “It is painful to see people of good standing going astray in this manner.”


“I was thinking it would be so convenient to get a young man over to dinner sometimes; and Rood Warren cannot be very far from us, for one of Mr. Austyn’s parishioners lives just at the end of Weald.”


“If you take my advice, my dearest Jane, you will not have anything to do with him. He is certain to be attractive – men of that sort always are; and there is no saying what he might do: perhaps gain an influence over George himself.”


“I don’t think there need be any fear of that, for at dinner, you know, we need not have any religious discussions; I never will have them; they are almost as bad as politics, they make people so cross.”


Then she rose and explained her visit to Mrs. de Noël.


“But, Mr. Lyndsay,” said Mrs. Mostyn, “are you going to desert the old woman for the young one, or are you going to stay and see my gardens and have tea? That is right. Good-bye, my dearest Jane. Give my dear love to Cissy, and tell her to come over and see me – but I shall have a glimpse of her on your way back.”


“I hope Mrs. de Noël may be persuaded to come back,” I said, as the carriage drove off, and we walked along a gravel path by lawns of velvet smoothness; “I would so much like to meet her.”


“Have you never met her? Dear Cecilia! She is a sweet creature – the sweetest, I think, I ever met, though perhaps I ought not to say so of my own niece. She wants but one thing – the grace of God.”


We passed into a little wood, tapestried with ivy, carpeted with clustering primroses, and she continued—


“It is most mysterious. Both Cecilia and George, being left orphans so early, were brought up by my dear sister Henrietta. She was a believing Christian, and no children ever had greater religious advantages than these two. As soon as they could speak they learnt hymns or texts of Scripture, and before they could read they knew whole chapters of the Bible by heart. George even now, I will say that for him, knows his Bible better than a good many clergymen. And the Sabbath, too. They were taught to reverence the Lord’s day in a way children never are nowadays. All games and picture-books put away on Saturday night; regularly to church morning and afternoon, and in the evening Henrietta would talk to them and question them about the sermon. And after all, here is George who says he believes in nothing; and as to Cecilia, I never can make out what she does or does not believe. However, I am quite happy in my mind about them. I feel they are of the elect. I am as certain of their salvation as I am of my own.”


A sudden scampering of feet upon the gravel was followed by the appearance of the boys, rosy with exercise and excitement.


“Well, my darling boys, have you had your cream?”


“Oh yes, Aunt Eleanour,” cried Harold, “and we have been into the farmyard and seen the little pigs. Such jolly little beasts, Mr. Lyndsay, and squeak so funnily when you pull their tails.”


“Oh, but I can’t have my pigs unkindly treated.”


“Not unkindly, auntie,” cried Denis, swinging affectionately upon my arm; “we only just tried to make their tails go straight, you know. And, Mr. Lyndsay, there is such a dear little baby calf.”


“But I want to give apples to the horses,” cried Harold.


So we went to the fruit-house for apples, which Mrs. Mostyn herself selected from an upper shelf, mounting a ladder with equal agility and grace; then to the stables, where these dainties were crunched by two very fat carriage-horses; then to the miniature farm-yard, and the tiny ivy-covered dairy beyond; and just as I was beginning to feel the first qualms of my besetting humiliation, fatigue, Mrs. Mostyn led us round to the garden – a garden with high red walls, and a dial in the meeting-place of the flower-bordered paths; and we sat down in a rustic seat cosily fitted into one sunny corner, just behind a great bed of hyacinths in flower.


The children had but one regret: Tip had been left behind.


“But mamma would not let us bring him,” cried Harold in an aggrieved tone, “because he will roll in the flower-beds.”


“Do you think it is nearly half-past four, Aunt Eleanour?” asked Denis.


“Very nearly, I should think. Suppose you were to go and see if they have brought the tea-kettle in; and if they have, call to me from the drawing-room window, and I will come.”


The tempered sunlight fell full upon the delicate hyacinth clusters – coral, snow-white, and faintest lilac – exhaling their exquisite odour, and the warm sweet air seemed to enwrap us tenderly. My spirits, heavy as lead, began to rise – strangely, irrationally. Sunlight has always for me a supersensuous beauty, while the colour and perfume of flowers move me as sound vibrations move the musician. Just then it was to me as if through Nature, from that which is behind Nature, there reached me a pitying, a comforting caress.



And in the same key were Mrs. Mostyn’s words when she next spoke.


“Mr. Lyndsay, I am an old woman and you are very young, and my heart goes out to all young creatures in sorrow, especially to one who has no mother of his own, no, nor father even, to comfort him. I know what trouble you have had. Would you be offended if I said how deeply I felt for you?”


“Offended, Mrs. Mostyn!”


“No. I see you understand me; you will not think me obtrusive when I say that I pray this great trial may be for your lasting good; may lead you to seek and to find salvation. The truth is brought home to us in many different ways, by many different instruments. My own eyes were opened by very extraordinary means.”


She was silent for a few instants, and then went on—


“When I was young, Mr. Lyndsay, I lived for the world only. I went to church, of course, like other people, and said my prayers and called myself a Christian, but I did not know what the word meant. My sister Henrietta would often talk seriously to me, but it had no effect, and she was quite grieved over my hardened state; but my dear mother, a true saint, used to tell her to have no fear, that someday I should be sharply awakened to my soul’s danger. But it was not till years after she was in heaven that her words came true.”


I looked at her and waited.


“We were still living at Weald Manor with my brother Marmaduke, and we had young people staying with us. They were all going – all but myself – to a ball at Carchester. I stayed at home because I had a slight cold, which made me feel tired and feverish, and disinclined to be dancing till early next morning. I went to bed early, and when I had sent away my maid I sat beside the fire for a little, thinking. You know the long gallery?”


“Yes.”


“My room was there; so I was quite alone, for the servants slept, just as they do now, in the opposite end of the house. But I had my dog with me, such a dear little thing, a black-and-tan terrier. He was lying asleep on the rug beside me. Well, all at once he got up and put his head on one side as if he heard something, and he began barking. I only said ‘Nonsense, Totty, lie down,’ and paid no more attention to him, till some moments afterwards he made a strange kind of noise as if he were trying to bark and was choked in some way. This made me look at him, and then I observed that he was trembling from head to foot, and staring in the strangest way at something behind me. I will honestly tell you he made me feel so uncomfortable I was afraid to look round; and still it was almost as bad to sit there and not look round, so at last I summoned up courage and turned my head. Then I saw it.”


“The ghost?”


“Yes.”


“What was it like?”


“It was like a shadow, only darker, and not lying against the wall as a shadow would do, but standing out from it in the air. It stood a little way from me in a corner of the room. It was in the shape of a man, with a ruff round his neck, and sleeves puffed out at the shoulders, as you often see in old pictures; but I don’t remember much about that, for at the time I could think of nothing but the face.”


“And that—?”


“That was simply dreadful. I can’t tell you what it was like. I could not have imagined it, if I had not seen it. It was the look – the look in its eyes. After all these years it makes me tremble when I think of it. But what I felt was not the same nervous feeling which made me afraid to turn round. It went much deeper – indeed it went deeper than anything in my life had ever gone before; it went right down to my soul, in fact, and made me feel I had a soul.”


She had turned quite pale.


“Yes, Mr. Lyndsay, strange as it sounds, the mere sight of that face made me realise in an instant what I had read and heard thousands of times, and what my mother and Henrietta had told me over and over again about the utter nothingness of earthly aims and comforts – of what in an ordinary way is called life. I had heard very fine sermons preached about the same thing: ‘What is our life, it is even a vapour,’ and the ‘vain shadow’ in which we walk. Have you ever thought how we can go on hearing and even repeating true and wise words without getting at their real sense, and, what is worse, without suspecting our own ignorance?”


“I know it well.”


“When Henrietta used to say that the whirl of worldly occupations and interests and amusements in which I was so engrossed did not deserve to be called life, and could never satisfy the eternal soul within me, it used to seem to me an exaggerated way of saying that the next world would be better than this one; but I saw the meaning of her words, I saw the truth of them, as I see these flowers before me, and feel the gravel under my feet: it came to me in a moment, the night these terrible eyes looked into mine. The feeling did not last, but I have never forgotten it, and never shall. It was as if a veil were lifted for an instant, and I was standing outside of my life and looking back at it; and it seemed so poor and worthless and unreal – I can’t explain myself properly.”


“And did the figure remain for any time?”


“I do not know. I think I must have fainted. They found me lying in a half-unconscious state in my chair when they came home. I was ill in bed for weeks with what the doctors call low fever. But neither the fever nor anything else could remove the impression that had been made. That terrible thing was a blessed messenger to me. My real conversion was not till years later, but the way was prepared by the great shock I then received, and which roused me to a sense of my danger.”


“What do you think the thing you saw Was, Mrs. Mostyn?”


“The ghost?”


“Yes.”


Slowly, thoughtfully, she answered me—


“I am certain it was a lost soul: nothing else could have worn that dreadful look.”


She paused for a few moments and then continued—


“Perhaps you are one of those who do not believe in the punishment of sin?”


“Who can disbelieve it, Mrs. Mostyn? Call it what we like, it is a fact. It confronts us on every side. We might as well refuse to believe in death.”


“It is not that I meant! I was talking of punishment in the next world, Mr. Lyndsay.”


“Well, there, too, no doubt it must continue, until the uttermost farthing is paid. I believe – at least I hope – that.”


She shook her head with a troubled expression.


“There is no paying that debt in the next world. It can only be paid here. Here, a free pardon is offered to us, and if we do not accept it, then – – It is the fashion, even among believers, nowadays to avoid this awful subject. Preachers of the Gospel do not speak of it in the pulpit as they once did. It is considered too shocking for our modern notions. I have no patience with such weakness, such folly – worse than folly. It seems to me even more wrong to try and hide this terrible danger from ourselves and from others than to deny it altogether, as some poor deluded souls do. Mr. Lyndsay, have you ever realised what the place of torment will be like?”


“Yes; once, Mrs. Mostyn.”


“You were in pain?”


“I suppose it was pain,” I said.


For always, when anything revives this recollection, seared into my memory, the question rises: was it merely pain, physical pain, of which we all speak so easily and lightly? It lasted only ten minutes; ten minutes by the clock, that is. For me time was annihilated. There was no past or future, but only an intolerable present, in which mind and soul were blotted out, and all of sentient existence that remained was the animal consciousness of agony. I cannot share men’s stoical contempt for a Gehenna, which is nothing worse.


“Mr. Lyndsay, imagine pain, worse than any ever endured on earth going on and on, forever!”


A bird, not a thrush, but one of the minor singers, lighting on a bough near us, trilled one simple but ecstatic phrase.


“Do you really and truly believe, Mrs. Mostyn, that this will be the fate of any single being?”


“Of any single being? Do we not know that it is what will happen to the greatest number? For what does the Book say? ‘Many are called but few are chosen.’”


Through the still, mild air, across the sun-steeped gardens, came the voices of the children—


“Aunt Eleanour! Aunt Eleanour!”


“Many are called,” she repeated, “but few are chosen; and those who are not chosen shall be cast into everlasting fire.”


There was a pause. She turned to look at me, and, as if struck by something in my face, said gently, soothingly:


“Yes, it is a terrible thought, but only for the unregenerate. It has no terror for me. I trust it need have no terror for you. After all, how simple, how easy is the way of escape! You have only to believe.”


“And then?”


“And then you are safe, safe for evermore. Think of that. The foolish people who wish to explain away eternal punishment, forget that at the same time they explain away eternal happiness! You will be safe now, and after death you will be in heaven for evermore.”


“I shall be in heaven for evermore, and always there will be hell.”


“Yes.”


“Where the others will be?”


“What others? Only the wicked!”


“Aunt Eleanour! Aunt Eleanour!” called the children once more.


“I must go to them! But, Mr. Lyndsay, think over what I have said.”


And I remained and obeyed her, and beheld, entire, distinct, the spectre that drives men to madness or despair – illimitable omnipotent Malice. In its shadow the colour of the flowers was quenched, and the music of the birds rang false. Yet it wore the consecration of time and authority! What if it were true?


“Mr. Lyndsay,” said Denis at my elbow, “Aunt Eleanour has sent me to fetch you to tea. Mr. Lyndsay, do you hear? Why do you look so strange?”


He caught my hand anxiously as he spoke, and by that little human touch the spell was broken. The phantom vanished; and, looking into the child’s eyes, I felt it was a lie.




 



•   IV   •


Canon Vernade’s Gospel






There was no Mrs. de Noël in the carriage when it returned; she had gone to London to stay with Mrs. Donnithorne, whom Atherley spoke of as Aunt Henrietta, and was not expected home till Wednesday.


“I am sorry,” Lady Atherley observed, as we drove home through the dusk; “I should like to have had her here when Uncle Augustus was with us. I would have asked Mrs. Mostyn to dine with us, but I am not sure she and Uncle Augustus would get on. When her sister, Mrs. Donnithorne, met Uncle Augustus and his wife at lunch at our house once, she said she thought no minister of the Gospel ought to allow his child to take part in worldly amusements or ceremonials. It was very awkward, because Uncle Augustus’s eldest girl had been presented only the day before. And Aunt Clara, Uncle Augustus’s wife, you know, who is rather quick, said it depended whether the minister of the Gospel was a gentleman or a shoe-black, because Mrs. Donnithorne was attending a dissenting chapel then where the preacher was quite a common uneducated sort of person. And after that they would not talk to each other, and, altogether, I remember, it was very unpleasant. I do think it is such a pity,” cried Lady Atherley with real feeling, “when people will take up these extreme religious views, as all the Atherleys do. I am sure it is quite a comfort to have someone like you in the house, Mr. Lyndsay, who is not particular about religion.”


•   •   •   •   •


“If this is the best Aunt Eleanour has to show in the way of a ghost, she does well to keep so quiet about it,” was Atherley’s comment on that part of the story which, by special permission, I repeated to him next day. “I never heard a weaker ghost story. She explains the whole thing away as she tells it. She was, as she candidly admits, ill and feverish – sickening for a fever, in fact, when the most rational person’s senses are apt to play them strange tricks. She is alone at the dead of night in a house she believes to be haunted; and then her dog – an odious little beast, I remember him well, always barking at something or nothing; – the dog suggests there is somebody near. She looks round into a dark part of the room, and naturally, inevitably – all things considered – sees a ghost. Did you say it wore a ruff and puffed sleeves?”


“So Mrs. Mostyn said.”


“Of course, because, as I told you, Aunt Eleanour believed in the Elizabethan portrait theory. If it had been Aunt Henrietta, the ghost would have been in armour. Ghosts and all visitors from the other world obligingly correspond with the preconceived notions of the visionary. When a white robe and a halo were considered the proper celestial outfit, saints and angels always appeared with white robes and halos. In the same way, the African savage, who believes in a god with a crooked leg, always sees him in dreams, waking or asleep, with a crooked leg; and—”


Here we were interrupted by a great stir in the hall outside, and Lady Atherley looked in to explain that the carriage with Uncle Augustus was just coming down the drive.


Her manner reminded me of the full importance of this arrival, as well as of the unfortunate circumstance that, owing to the ill-timed absence of the dissenting plasterer, the Canon must be lodged in the little room opposite to my own.


However, when I went into the drawing-room, I found him accepting his niece’s apologies and explanations with great good-humour. To me also he was especially gracious.


“I had the pleasure of dining at Lindesford, Mr. Lyndsay, when you must have been in long clothes. I remember we had some of the finest trout I ever tasted. Are they still as good in your river?”


His voice, like himself, was massive and impressive; his bearing and manner inspired me with wistful admiration: what must life be to a man so self-confident, and so rightly self-confident?


“Is not Uncle Augustus a fine-looking man?” asked Lady Atherley, when he had left the room with Atherley. “I cannot think why they do not make him a bishop; he would look so well in the robes. He ought to have had something when the last ministry was in, for Aunt Clara and Lord Lingford are cousins; but, unfortunately, the families were on bad terms because of a lawsuit.”


The morning after was bright and fair, so that sunlight mingled with the drowsy calm – Sunday in the country as we remember it, looking lovingly back from lands that are not English to the tenderer side of the Puritan Sabbath. But I missed my little aubade from the lawn, and not till breakfast-time did I behold my small friends, who then came into the breakfast-room, one on either side of their mother – two miniature sailors, exquisitely neat but visibly dejected. Behind walked Tip, demurely recognising the change in the atmosphere, but, undisturbed thereby, he at once, with his usual air of self-satisfied dignity, assumed his place in the largest armchair.


“The landau could take us all to church except you, George,” said Lady Atherley, looking thoughtfully into the fire as we waited for breakfast and the Canon. “But I suppose you would prefer to walk?”


“Why should you suppose I am going to church, either walking or driving?”


“Well, I certainly hoped you would have gone today; as Uncle Augustus is going to preach it seems only polite to do so.”


“Well, I don’t mind; I daresay it will do me no harm; and if it is understood I attend only out of consideration for my wife’s uncle, then—”


He was interrupted by the entrance of the person in question.


Many times during breakfast Denis looked thoughtfully at his great-uncle, and at last inquired—


“Do you preach very long sermons, Uncle Augustus?”


“They are not generally considered so,” replied the Canon with some dignity.


“Denis, I have often told you not to ask questions,” said Lady Atherley.


“When I am grown up,” remarked Harold, “I will be an atheist.”


“Do you know what an atheist is?” inquired his father.


“Yes, it is people who never go to church.”


“But they go to lecture-rooms, which you would find worse.”


“But they don’t have sermons.”


“Don’t they? Hours long, especially when they bury each other.”


“Oh!” said Harold, evidently taken aback, and somewhat reconciled to the church.


“When I am grown up,” said Denis, “I mean to be the same church as Aunt Cissy.”


“And what may that be?” inquired the Canon.


Denis was silent and looked perplexed; but some time afterwards, when we were talking of other things, he called out, with the joy of one who has captured that elusive thing, a definition:


“In Aunt Cissy’s church they climb trees and make toffee on Sundays.”


After which Lady Atherley seemed glad to take them both away with her.


It was perhaps this remark that led the Canon to ask, on the way to church—


“Is it true that Mrs. de Noël attends a dissenting chapel?”


“No,” said Lady Atherley. “But I know why people say so. She lent a field last year to the Methodists to have their camp-meeting in.”


“Oh! but that is a pity,” said the Canon. “A very great pity – a person in her position encouraging dissent, especially when there is no real occasion for it. Clara’s nephew, young Littlemore, did something of the kind last year, but then he was standing for the county; and though that hardly justifies, it excuses, a little pandering to the multitude.”


“Cissy only let them have it once,” said Lady Atherley, as if making the best of it. “And, indeed, I believe it rained so hard that day they were not able to have the meeting after all.”


Then the carriage stopped before the lych-gate, through which the fresh-faced school children were trooping; and while the bell clanged its last monotonous summons, we walked up between the village graves to the old church porch that older yews overshadow, where the village lads were loitering, as Sunday after Sunday their sleeping forefathers had loitered before them.


We worshipped that morning in a magnificent pew to one side of the chancel, and quite as large, from which we enjoyed a full view of clergy and congregation. The former consisted of the Canon, Mr. Jackson, clergyman of the parish, and a young man I had not seen before. Not a large number had mustered to hear the Canon; the front seats were well filled by men and women in goodly apparel, but in the pews behind and in the side aisles there was a mere sprinkling of worshippers in the Sunday dress of country labourers. Our supplicaitions were offered with as little ritualistic pageantry as Mrs. Mostyn herself could have desired, though the choir probably sang oftener and better than she would have approved. In spite of their efforts it was as uninspiring a service as I have ever taken part in. This was not due, as might be suspected, to Atherley’s presence, for his demeanour was irreproachable. His little sons, delighted at having him with them, carefully found his places for him in prayer and hymn-book, and kept watch that he did not lose them afterwards, so that he perforce assumed a really edifying degree of attention. Nor, indeed, did the rest of the congregation err in the direction of restlessness or wandering looks, but rather in the opposite extreme, insomuch that during the litany, when we were no longer supported by music, and had, most of us, assumed attitudes favourable to repose, we appeared one and all to succumb to it, especially towards the close, when, from the body of the church at least, only the aged clerk was heard to cry for mercy. But with the third service, there came a change, which reminded me of how once in a foreign cathedral, when the procession filed by – the singing-men nudging each other, the standard-bearers giggling, and the English tourists craning to see the sight – the face of one white-haired old bishop beneath his canopy transformed for me a foolish piece of mummery into a prayer in action. So it was again, when the young stranger turned to us his pale clear-cut face, solemn with an awe as rapt as if he verily stood before the throne of Him he called upon, and felt Its glory beating on his face; then, by that one earnest and believing presence, all was transformed and redeemed; the old emblems recovered their first significance, the timeworn phrases glowed with life again, and we ourselves were altered – our very heaviness was pathetic: it was the lethargy of death itself, and our poor sleepy prayers the strain of manacled captives striving to be free.


The Canon’s sermon did not maintain this high-strung mood, though why not it would be difficult to say. Like all his, it was eloquent, brilliant even, declaimed by a fine voice of wide compass, whose varying tones he used with the skill of a practised orator. The text was “Our conversation is in Heaven,” its theme the contrast between the man of this world, with his heart fixed upon its pomps, its vanities, its honours, and the believer indifferent to all these, esteeming them as dross merely compared to the heavenly treasure, the one thing needful. Certainly the utter worthlessness of the prizes for which men labour and so late take rest, barter their happiness, their peace, their honour, was never more scathingly depicted. I remember the organ-like bass of his note in passages which denounced the grovelling worship of earthly pre-eminence and riches, the clarion-like cry with which he concluded a stirring eulogy of the Christian’s nobler service of things unseen.


“Brethren, as His kingdom is not of this world, so too our kingdom is not of this world.”


“I think you will admit, George,” said Lady Atherley, as we left the church, “that you have had a good sermon today.”


“Yes, indeed,” heartily assented Atherley. “It was excellent. Your uncle certainly knows his business, which is more than can be said of most preachers. It was a really splendid performance. But who on earth was he talking about – those wonderful people who don’t care for money or success, or the best of everything generally? I never met any like them.”


“My dear George! How extraordinary you are! Anyone could see, I should have thought, that he meant Christians.”


Atherley and the children walked home while we waited for the Canon, who stayed behind to exchange a few words in the vestry with his old schoolfellow, Mr. Jackson.


As we drove home he made, aloud, some reflections, probably suggested by the difference between their positions.


“It really grieves me to see Jackson where he is at his age. He deserves a better living. He is an excellent fellow, and not without ability, but wanting, unfortunately, in tact and savoir faire. He always had an unhappy knack of blurting out the truth in season and out of season. I did my best to get him a good living once – a first-rate living – in Sir John Marsh’s gift; and I warned him before he went to lunch with Sir John to be careful what he said. ‘Sir John,’ I said, ‘is one of the old school; he thinks the Squire is pope of the parish, and you will have to humour him a little. He will talk a great deal of nonsense in this strain, and be careful not to contradict him, for he can’t bear it.’ But Jackson did contradict him – flatly; he told me so himself, and, of course, Sir John would have nothing to say to him. ‘But he made such extravagant statements,’ said Jackson. ‘If I had kept quiet he would have thought I agreed with him.’ – ‘What did that matter?’ I said. ‘Once you were vicar you could have shown him you didn’t.’ – ‘The truth is,’ said Jackson, ‘I cannot sit by and hear black called white without protesting.’ That is Jackson all over! A man of that kind will never get on. And then, such an imprudent marriage – a woman without a penny!”


“I have never seen anyone who wore such extraordinary bonnets,” said Lady Atherley.


“Who was that young man who bowed to the altar and crossed himself?” asked the Canon.


“I suppose that must be Mr. Austyn, curate in charge at Rood Warren. He comes over to help Mr. Jackson sometimes, I believe. George has met him; I have not. I want to get him over to dinner. He is a nephew of Mr. Austyn of Temple Leigh.”


“Oh, that family!” said the Canon. “I am sorry he has taken up such an extreme line. It is a great mistake. In the Church, preferment in these days always goes to the moderate men.”


“Rood Warren is not far from here,” said Lady Atherley, “and he has a parishioner – Oh, that reminds me. Mr. Lyndsay, would you be so kind as to look out and tell the coachman to drive round by Monk’s? I want to leave some soup.”


“Monk, I presume, is a sick labourer?” said the Canon. “I hope you are not as indiscriminate in your charities as most Ladies Bountiful.”


“Mr. Jackson says this is a really deserving case. He knows all about him, though he really is in Mr. Austyn’s parish. Monk has never had anything from the parish, and been working hard all his life, and he is past seventy. He was breaking stones on the road a few weeks ago; but he caught a chill or something one very cold day, and has been laid up ever since. This is the house. Oh, Mr. Lyndsay, you should not trouble to get out. As you are so kind, will you carry this in?”


The interior of the tiny thatched cottage was scrupulously clean and neat, as they nearly all are in the valley, but barer and more scantily furnished than most of them. No photographs or pictures decorated the whitewashed walls, no scraps of carpet or matting hid the red-brick floor. The Monks were evidently of the poorest. An old piece of faded curtain had been hung from a rope between the chimney-piece and the door to shield the patient from the draught. He sat in a stiff wooden armchair near the fire, drawing his breath laboriously. “He was better now,” said his wife, a nurse as old and as frail-looking as himself. “Nights was the worst.” His shoulders were bent, his hair white with age, his withered features almost as coarse and as unshapely as the poor clothes he wore. The mask had been rough-hewn, to begin with; time and exposure had further defaced it. No gleam of intellectual life transpierced and illumined all. It was the face of an animal – ugly, ignorant, honest, patient. As I looked at it there came over me a rush of the pity I have so often felt for this suffering of age in poverty – so unpicturesque, so unwinning, to shallow sight so unpathetic – and I put out my hand and let it rest for a moment on his own, knotted with rheumatism, stained and seamed with toil. Then he looked up at me from under his shaggy brows with haggard, wistful eyes, and gasped: “It’s hard work, sir; it’s hard work.” And I went out into the sunshine, feeling that I had heard the epitome of his life.


That night Mrs. Mallet surpassed herself by her rendering of a menu, especially composed by Atherley for the delectation of their guest. Their pains were not wasted. The Canon’s commendation of each course – and we talked of little else, I remember, from soup to dessert – was as discriminating as it was warm.


“I am glad you approve of our cook, Uncle,” said Lady Atherley in the drawing-room afterwards, “for she is only a stopgap. Our own cook left us quite suddenly the other day, and we had such difficulty in finding this one to take her place. No one can imagine how inconvenient it is to have a haunted house.”


“My dear Jane, you don’t mean to tell me you are afraid of ghosts?”


“Oh no, Uncle.”


“And I am sure your husband is not?”


“No; but unfortunately cooks are.”


“Eh! what?”


Then Lady Atherley willingly repeated the story of her troubles.


“Preposterous! perfectly preposterous!” cried the Canon. “The Education Act in operation for all these years, and our lower orders still believe in bogies and hobgoblins! And yet it is hardly to be wondered at; their social superiors are not much wiser. The nonsense which is talked in society at present is perfectly incredible. Persons who are supposed to be in their right mind gravely relate to me such incidents that I could imagine myself transported to the Middle Ages. I hear of miraculous cures, of spirits summoned from the dead, of men and women floating in the air; and as to diabolic possession, it seems to have become as common as colds in the head.”


He had risen, and now addressed us from the hearthrug.


“Then Mrs. Molyneux and others come and tell me about personal friends of their own who can foretell everything that is going to happen; who can read your inmost thoughts; who can compel others to do this and to do that, whether they like it or no; who, being themselves in one quarter of the globe, constantly appear to their acquaintances in another. ‘What!’ I say. ‘They can be in two places at once, then! Certainly no conjurer can equal that!’”


“And what do they say to that?” asked Atherley.


“Oh, they assure me the extraordinary beings who perform these marvels are not impostors, but very superior and religious characters. ‘If they are not impostors,’ I say, ‘then their right place is the lunatic asylum.’  ‘Oh but, Canon Vernade, you don’t understand; it is only our Western ignorance which makes such things seem astonishing! Far more marvellous things are going on, and have been going on for centuries, in the East; for instance, in the Brotherhoods of – I forget – some unpronounceable name.’  ‘And how do you know they have?’ I ask. ‘Oh, by their traditions, which have been handed on for generations.’  ‘That is very reliable information indeed,’ I say. ‘Pray, have you ever played a game of Russian scandal?’  ‘Well; but, then, there are the sacred books. There can be no mistake about them, for they have been translated by learned European professors, who say the religious sentiments are perfectly beautiful.’  ‘Very possibly,’ I say. ‘But it does not follow that the historical statements are correct.’”


“I gave my ladies’ Bible class a serious lecture about it all the other day. I said: ‘Do, my dear ladies, get rid of these childish notions, these uncivilised hankerings after marvels and magic, which make you the dupe of one charlatan after another. Take up science, for a change; study natural philosophy; try and acquire accurate notions of the system under which we live; realise that we are not moving on the stage of a Christmas pantomime, but in a universe governed by fixed laws, in which the miraculous performances you describe to me never can, and never could, have taken place. And be sure of this, that any book and any teacher, however admirable their moral teaching, who tell you that two and two make anything but four, are not inspired, so far as arithmetic and common sense are concerned.’”


“Hear, hear!” cried Atherley heartily.


The Canon’s brow contracted a little.


“I need hardly explain,” he said, “that what I said did not apply to revealed truth. Jane, my dear, as I must leave by an early train tomorrow, I think I shall say good-night.”


I fell asleep that night early, and dreamt that I was sitting with Gladys in the frescoed dining-room of an old Italian palace. It was night, and through the open window came one long shaft of moonlight, that vanished in the aureole of the shaded lamp standing with wine and fruit upon the table between us. And I said in my dream—


“Oh, Gladys, will it be always like this, or must we part again?”


And she, smiling her slow soft smile, said: “You may stay with me till the knock comes.”


“What knock, my darling?”


But even as I spoke I heard it, low and penetrating, and I stretched out my arms imploringly towards Gladys; but she only smiled, and the knock was repeated, and the whole scene dissolved around me, and I was sitting up in bed in semi-darkness, while somebody was tapping with a quick agitated touch at my door. I remembered then that I had forgotten to unlock it before I went to bed, and I rose at once and made haste to open it, not without a passing thrill of unpleasant conjecture as to what might be behind it. It was a tall figure in a long grey garment, who carried a lighted candle in his hand. For a moment, startled and stupefied as I was, I failed to recognise the livid face.


“Canon Vernade! You are ill?”


Too ill to speak, it would seem, for without a word he staggered forward and sank into a chair, letting the candle almost drop from his hand on to the table beside him; but when I put out my hand to ring the bell, he stayed me by a gesture. I looked at him, deadly pale, with blue shadows about the mouth and eyes, his head thrown helplessly back, and then I remembered some brandy I had in my dressing-bag. He took the glass from me and raised it to his lips with a trembling hand. I stood watching him, debating within myself whether I should disobey him by calling for help or not; but presently, to my great relief, I saw the stimulant take effect, and life come slowly surging back in colour to his cheeks, in strength to his whole prostrate frame. He straightened himself a little, and turned upon me a less distracted gaze than before.


“Mr. Lyndsay, there is something horrible in this house.”


“Have you seen it?”


He shook his head.


“I saw nothing; it is what I felt.”


He shuddered.


I looked towards the grate. The fire had long been out, but the wood was still unconsumed, and I managed, inexpertly enough, to relight it. When a long blue flame sprang up, he drew his chair near the hearth and stretched towards the blaze his still tremulous hands.


“Mr. Lyndsay,” he said, in a voice as strangely altered as his whole appearance, “may I sit here a little – till it is light? I dread to go back to that room. But don’t let me keep you up.”


I said, and in all honesty, that I had no inclination to sleep. I put on my dressing-gown, threw a rug over his knees, and took my place opposite to him on the other side of the fire; and thus we kept our strange vigil, while slowly above us broke the grim, cold dawn of early springtime, which even the birds do not brighten with their babble.


Silently staring into the fire, he vouchsafed no further explanations, and I did not venture to ask for any; but I doubt if even such language as he could command would have been so full of horrible suggestion as that grey set face, and the terror-stricken gaze, which the growing light made every minute more distinct, more weird. What had so suddenly and so completely overthrown, not his own strength merely, but the defences of his faith? He groped amongst them still, for, from time to time, I heard him murmuring to himself familiar verses of prayer and psalm and gospel, as if he sought therewith to banish some haunting fear, to quiet some torturing suspicion. And at last, when the dull grey day had fully broken, he turned towards me, and cried in tones more heart-piercing than ever startled the great congregations in church or cathedral—


“What if it were all a delusion, and there be no Father, no Saviour?”


And the horror of that abyss into which he looked, flashing from his mind to my own, left me silent and helpless before him. Yet I longed to give him comfort; for, with the regal self-possession which had fallen from him, there had slipped from me too some undefined instinct of distrust and disapproval. All that I felt now was the sad tie of brotherhood which united us, poor human atoms, strong only in our capacity to suffer, tossed and driven, whitherward we knew not, in the purposeless play of soulless and unpitying forces.




 



•   V   •


Austyn’s Gospel






“He did not see the ghost, you say; he only felt it? I should think he did – on his chest. I never heard of a clearer case of nightmare. You must be careful whom you tell the story to, old chap; for at the first go-off it sounds as if it was not merely eating too much that was the matter. It was, however, indigestion sure enough. No wonder! If a man of his age who takes no exercise will eat three square meals a day, what else can he expect? And Mallet is rather liberal with her cream.”


Atherley it was, of course, who propounded this simple interpretation of the night’s alarms, as he sat in his smoking-room reviewing his trout-flies after an early breakfast we had taken with the Canon.


“You always account for the mechanism, but not for the effect. Why should indigestion take that mental form?”


“Why, because indigestion constantly does in sleep, and out of it as well, for that matter. A nightmare is not always a sense of oppression on the chest only; it may be an overpowering dread of something you dream you see. Indigestion can produce, waking or asleep, a very good imitation of what is experienced in a blue funk. And there is another kind of dream which is produced by fasting – that, I need hardly say, I have never experienced. Indeed, I don’t dream.”


“But the ghost – the ghost he almost saw.”


“The sinking horror produced the ghost, instead of vice versa, as you might suppose. It is like a dream. In unpleasant dreams we fancy it is the dream itself which makes us feel uncomfortable. It is just the other way round. It is the discomfort that produces the dream. Have you ever dreamt you were tramping through snow, and felt cold in consequence? I did the other night. But I did not feel cold because I dreamt I was walking through snow, but because I had not enough blankets on my bed; and because I felt cold I dreamt about the snow. Don’t you know the dream you make up in a few moments about the knocking at the door when they call you in the morning? And ghosts are only waking dreams.”


“I wonder if you ever had an illusion yourself – gave way to it, I mean. You were in love once – twice,” I added hastily, in deference to Lady Atherley.


“Only once,” said Atherley, calmly. “Do you ever see her now, Lindy? She has grown enormously fat. Certainly I have had my illusions, and I don’t object to them when they are pleasant and harmless – on the contrary. Now, falling in love, if you don’t fall too deep, is pleasant, and it never lasts long enough to do much mischief. Marriage, of course, you will say, may be mischievous – only for the individual, it is useful for the race. What I object to is the deliberate culture of illusions which are not pleasant but distinctly depressing, like half your religious beliefs.”


“George,” said Lady Atherley, coming into the room at this instant; “have you – oh, dear! what a state this room is in!”


“It is the housemaids. They never will leave things as I put them.”


“And it was only dusted and tidied an hour ago. Mr. Lyndsay, did you ever see anything like it?”


I said “Never.”


“If Lindy has a fault in this world, it is that he is as pernickety, as my old nurse used to say – as pernickety as an old maid. The stiff formality of his room would give me the creeps, if anything could. The first thing I always want to do when I see it is to make hay in it.”


“It is what you always do do, before you have been an hour there,” I observed.


“Jane, in Heaven’s name leave those things alone! Is this sort of thing all you came in for?”


“No; I really came in to ask if you had read Lucinda Molyneux’s letter.”


“No, I have not; her writing is too bad for anything. Besides, I know exactly what she has got to say. She has at last found the religion which she has been looking for all her life, and she intends to be whatever it is for evermore.”


“That is not all. She wants to come and stay here for a few days.”


“What! Here? Now? Why, what – oh, I forgot the ghost! By Jove! You see, Jane, there are some advantages in having one on the premises when it procures you a visit from a social star like Mrs. Molyneux. But where are you going to put her? Not in the bachelor’s room, where your poor uncle made such a night of it? It wouldn’t hold her dressing bag, let alone herself.”


“Oh, but I hope the pink room will be ready. The plasterer from Whitford came out yesterday to apologise, and said he had been keeping his birthday.”


“Indeed! and how many times a year does he have a birthday?”


“I don’t know, but he was quite sober; and he did the most of it yesterday and will finish it today, so it will be all right.”


“When is she coming, then?”


“Tomorrow. You would have seen that if you had read the letter. And there is a message for you in it, too.”


“Then find me the place, like an angel; I cannot wade through all these sheets of hieroglyphics. In the postscript? Let me see: ‘Tell Sir George I look forward to explaining to him the religious teaching which I have been studying for months.’ Months! Come; there must be something in a religion which Mrs. Molyneux sticks to for months at a time – ‘studying for months under the guidance of its great apostle Baron Zinkersen—’ What is this name? ‘The deeper I go into it all the more I feel in it that faith, satisfying to the reason as well as to the emotions, for which I have been searching all my life. It is certainly the religion of the future’ – future underlined – ‘and I believe it will please even Sir George, for it so distinctly coincides with his own favourite theories.’ Favourite theories, indeed! I haven’t any. My mind is as open as day to truth from any quarter. Only I distrust apostles with no vowels in their names ever since that one, two years ago, made off with the spoons.”


“No, George, he did not take any plate. It was money, and money Lucinda gave him herself for bringing her letters from her father.”


“Where was her father, then?” I inquired, much interested.


“Well, he was – a – he was dead,” answered Lady Atherley; “and after some time, a very low sort of person called upon Lucinda and said she wrote all the letters; but Lucinda could not get the money back without going to law, as some people wished her to do; but I am glad she did not, as I think the papers would have said very unpleasant things about it.”


“The apostle I liked best,” said Atherley, “was the American one. I really admired old Stamps, and old Stamps admired me; for she knew I thoroughly understood what an unmitigated humbug she was. She had a fine sense of humour, too. How her eyes used to twinkle when I asked posers at her prayer-meetings!”


“Dreadful woman!” cried Lady Atherley. “Lucinda brought her to lunch once. Such black nails, and she said she could make the plates and dishes fly about the room, but I said I would rather not. I am thankful she does not want to bring this baron with her.”


“I would not have him. I draw the line there, and also at spiritual seances. I am too old for them. Do you remember one I took you to at Mrs. Molyneux’s, Lindy, five years ago, when they raised poor old Professor Delaine, and he danced on the table and spelt bliss with one s? I was haunted for weeks afterwards by the dread that there might be a future life, in which we should make fools of ourselves in the same way. What is this?”


“It is the carriage just come back from the station. Mr. Lyndsay and the little boys are going over to Rood Warren with a note for me. I hope you will see Mr. Austyn, Mr. Lyndsay, and persuade him to come over tomorrow.”


“What! To dine?” said Atherley. “He won’t come out to dinner in Lent.”


I thought so myself, but I was glad of the excuse to see again the delicate, austere face. As we drove along, I tried to define to myself the quality which marked it out from others. Not sweetness, not marked benevolence, but the repose of absolute spiritual conviction. Austyn’s God can never be my God, and in his heaven I should find no rest; but, one among ten thousand, he believed in both, as the martyrs believed who perished in the flames, with a faith which would have stood the atheist’s test; – “We believe a thing, when we are prepared to act as if it were true.”


Rood Warren lay in a little hollow beside an armlet of the stream that waters all the valley. The hamlet consisted of a tiny church and a group of labourers’ cottages, in one of which, presumably because there was no other habitation for him, the curate in charge made his home. An apple-faced old woman received me at the door, and hospitably invited me to wait within for Mr. Austyn’s return from morning service, which I did, while the carriage, with the little boys and Tip in it, drove up and down before the door. The room in which I waited, evidently the one sitting-room, was destitute of luxury or comfort as a monk’s cell.


Profusion there was in one thing only – books. They indeed furnished the room, clothing the walls and covering the table; but ornaments there were none, not even sacred or symbolical, save, indeed, one large and beautifully-carved crucifix over a mantelpiece covered with letters and manuscripts. I have thought of this early home of Austyn’s many a time as dignities have been literally thrust upon him by a world which since then has discovered his intellectual rank. He will end his days in a palace, and, one may confidently predict of him, remain as absolutely indifferent to his surroundings as in the little cottage at Rood Warren.


But he did not come, and presently his housekeeper came in with many apologies to explain he would not be back for hours, having started after service on a round of parish visiting instead of first returning home, as she had expected. She herself was plainly depressed by the fact. “I did hope he would have come in for a bit of lunch first,” she said, sadly.


All I could do was to leave the note, to which late in the day came an answer, declining simply and directly on the ground that he did not dine out in Lent.


“I cannot see why,” observed Lady Atherley, as we sat together over the drawing-room fire after tea, “because it is possible to have a very nice dinner without meat. I remember one we had abroad once at an hotel on Good Friday. There were sixteen courses, chiefly fish, no meat even in the soup, only cream and eggs and that sort of thing, all beautifully cooked with exquisite sauces. Even George said he would not mind fasting in that way. It would have been nice if he could have come to meet Mrs. Molyneux tomorrow. I am sure they must be connected in some way, because Lord—”


And then my mind wandered whilst Lady Atherley entered into some genealogical calculations, for which she has nothing less than a genius. My attention was once again captured by the name de Noël, how introduced I know not, but it gave me an excuse for asking—


“Lady Atherley, what is Mrs. de Noël like?”


“Cecilia? She is rather tall and rather fair, with brown hair. Not exactly pretty, but very ladylike-looking. I think she would be very good-looking if she thought more about her dress.”


“Is she clever?”


“No, not at all; and that is very strange, for the Atherleys are such a clever family, and she has quite the ways of a clever person, too; so odd, and so stupid about little things that anyone can remember. I don’t believe she could tell you, if you asked her, what relation her husband was to Lord Stowell.”


“She seems a great favourite.”


“Oh, no one could possibly help liking her. She is the most good-natured person; there is nothing she would not do to help one; she is a dear thing, but most odd, so very odd. I often think it is so fortunate that she married a sailor, because he is so much away from home.”


“Don’t they get on, then?”


“Oh dear, yes; they are devoted to each other, and he thinks everything she does quite perfect. But then he is very different from most men; he thinks so little about eating, and he takes everything so easy; I don’t think he cares what strange people Cecilia asks to the house.”


“Strange people!”


“Well; strange people to have on a visit. Invalids and – people that have nowhere else they could go to.”


“Do you mean poor people from the East End?”


“Oh no; some of them are quite rich. She had an idiot there with his mother once who was heir to a very large fortune in the Colonies somewhere; but of course nobody else would have had them, and I think it must have been very uncomfortable. And then once she actually had a woman who had taken to drinking. I did not see her, I am thankful to say, but there was a deformed person once staying there, I saw him being wheeled about the garden. It was very unpleasant. I think people like that should always live shut up.”


There was a little pause, and then Lady Atherley added—


“Cecilia has never been the same since her baby died. She used to have such a bright colour before that. He was not quite two years old, but she felt it dreadfully; and it was a great pity, for if he had lived he would have come in for all the Stowell property.”


The door opened.


“Why, George; how late you are, and – how wet! Is it raining?”


“Yes; hard.”


“Have you bought the ponies?”


“No; they won’t do at all. But whom do you think I picked up on the way home? You will never guess. Your pet parson, Mr. Austyn.”


“Mr. Austyn!”


“Yes; I found him by the roadside not far from Monk’s cottage, where he had been visiting, looking sadly at a spring-cart, which the owner thereof, one of the Rood Warren farmers, had managed to upset and damage considerably. He was giving Austyn a lift home when the spill took place. So, remembering your hankering and Lindy’s for the society of this young Ritualist, I persuaded him that instead of tramping six miles through the wet he should come here and put up for the night with us; so, leaving the farmer free to get home on his pony, I clinched the matter by promising to send him back tomorrow in time for his eight o’clock service.”


“Oh dear! I wish I had known he was coming. I would have ordered a dinner he would like.”


“Judging by his appearance, I should say the dinner he would like will be easily provided.”


Atherley was right. Mr. Austyn’s dinner consisted of soup, bread, and water. He would not even touch the fish or the eggs elaborately prepared for his especial benefit. Yet he was far from being a skeleton at the feast, to whose immaterial side he contributed a good deal – not taking the lead in conversation, but readily following whosoever did, giving his opinions on one topic after another in the manner of a man well informed, cultured, thoughtful, original even, and at the same time with no warmer interest in all he spoke of than the inhabitant of another planet might have shown.


Atherley was impressed and even surprised to a degree unflattering to the rural clergy.


“This is indeed a rara avis of a country curate,” he confided to me after dinner, while Lady Atherley was unravelling with Austyn his connection with various families of her acquaintance. “We shall hear of him in time to come, if, in the meanwhile, he does not starve himself to death. By the way, I lay you odds he sees the ghost. To begin with; he has heard of it – everybody has in this neighbourhood; and then St. Anthony himself was never in a more favourable condition for spiritual visitations. Look at him; he is blue with asceticism. But he won’t turn tail to the ghost; he’ll hold his own. There’s metal in him.”


This led me to ask Austyn, as we went down the bachelor’s passage to our rooms, if he were afraid of ghosts.


“No; that is, I don’t feel any fear now. Whether I should do so if face to face with one, is another question. This house has the reputation of being haunted, I believe. Have you seen the ghost yourself?”


“No, but I have seen others who did, or thought they did. Do you believe in ghosts?”


“I do not know that I have considered the subject sufficiently to say whether I do or not. I see no primâ facie objection to their appearance. That it would be supernatural offers no difficulty to a Christian whose religion is founded on, and bound up with, the supernatural.”


“If you do see anything, I should like to know.”


I went away, wondering why he repelled as well as attracted me; what it was behind the almost awe-inspiring purity and earnestness I felt in him that left me with a chill sense of disappointment? The question was so perplexing and so interesting that I determined to follow it up next day, and ordered my servant to call me as early as Mr. Austyn was wakened.


In the morning I had just finished dressing, but had not put out my candles, when a knock at the door was followed by the entrance of Austyn himself.


“I did not expect to find you up, Mr. Lyndsay; I knocked gently, lest you should be asleep. In case you were not, I intended to come and tell you that I had seen the ghost.”


“Breakfast is ready,” said a servant at the door.


“Let me come down with you and hear about it,” I said.


We went down through staircase and hall, still plunged in darkness, to the dining-room, where lamps and fire burned brightly. Their glow falling on Austyn’s face showed me how pale it was, and worn as if from watching.


Breakfast was set ready for him, but he refused to touch it.


“But tell me what you saw.”


“I must have slept two or three hours when I awoke with the feeling that there was someone besides myself in the room. I thought at first it was the remains of a dream and would quickly fade away; but it did not, it grew stronger. Then I raised myself in bed and looked round. The space between the sash of the window and the curtains – my shutters were not closed – allowed one narrow stream of moonlight to enter and lie across the floor. Near this, standing on the brink of it, as it were, and rising dark against it, was a shadowy figure. Nothing was clearly outlined but the face; that I saw only too distinctly. I rose and remained up for at least an hour before it vanished. I heard the clock outside strike the hour twice. I was not looking at it all this time – on the contrary, my hands were clasped across my closed eyes; but when from time to time I turned to see if it was gone, it was reminded me of a wild beast waiting to spring, and I seemed to myself to be holding it at bay all the time with a great strain of the will, and, of course” – he hesitated for an instant, and then added – “in virtue of a higher power.”


The reserve of all his school forbade him to say more, but I understood as well as if he had told me that he had been on his knees, praying all the time, and there rose before my mind a picture of the scene – moonlight, kneeling saint, and watching demon, which the leaf of some illustrated missal might have furnished.


The bronze timepiece over the fireplace struck half-past six.


“I wonder if the carriage is at the door,” said Austyn, rather anxiously. He went into the hall and looked out through the narrow windows. There was no carriage visible, and I deeply regretted the second interruption that must follow when it did come.


“Let us walk up the hill and on a little way together. The carriage will overtake us. My curiosity is not yet satisfied.”


“Then first, Mr. Lyndsay, you must go back and drink some coffee; you are not strong as I am, or accustomed to go out fasting into the morning air.”


Outside in the shadow of the hill, where the fog lay thick and white, the gloom and the cold of the night still lingered, but as we climbed the hill we climbed, too, into the brightness of a sunny morning – brilliant, amber-tinted above the long blue shadows.


•   •   •   •   •


I had to speak first.


“Now tell me what the face was like.”


“I do not think I can. To begin with, I have a very indistinct remembrance of either the form or the colouring. Even at the time my impression of both was very vague; what so overwhelmed and transfixed my attention, to the exclusion of everything besides itself, was the look upon the face.”


“And that?”


“And that I literally cannot describe. I know no words that could depict it, no images that could suggest it; you might as well ask me to tell you what a new colour was like if I had seen it in my dreams, as some people declare they have done. I could convey some faint idea of it by describing its effect upon myself, but that, too, is very difficult – that was like nothing I have ever felt before. It was the realisation of much which I have affirmed all my life, and steadfastly believed as well, but only with what might be called a notional assent, as the blind man might believe that light is sweet, or one who had never experienced pain might believe it was something from which the senses shrink. Every day that I have recited the creed, and declared my belief in the Life Everlasting, I have by implication confessed my entire disbelief in any other. I knew that what seemed so solid is not solid, so real is not real; that the life of the flesh, of the senses, of things seen, is but the ‘stuff that dreams are made of’ – ‘a dream within a dream,’ as one modern writer has called it; ‘the shadow of a dream,’ as another has it. But last night—”


He stood still, gazing straight before him, as if he saw something that I could not see.


“But last night,” I repeated, as we walked on again.


“Last night? I not only believed, I saw, I felt it with a sudden intuition conveyed to me in some inexplicable manner by the vision of that face. I felt the utter insignificance of what we name existence, and I perceived too behind it that which it conceals from us – the real Life, illimitable, unfathomable, the element of our true being, with its eternal possibilities of misery or joy.”


“And all this came to you through something of an evil nature?”


“Yes; it was like the effect of lightning oh a pitch-dark night – the same vivid and lurid illumination of things unperceived before. It must be like the revelation of death, I should think, without, thank God, that fearful sense of the irrevocable which death must bring with it. Will you not rest here?”


For we had reached Beggar’s Stile. But I was not tired for once, so keen, so life-giving was the air, sparkling with that fine elixir whereby morning braces us for the day’s conflict. Below, through slowly-dissolving mists, the village showed as if it smiled, each little cottage hearth lifting its soft spiral of smoke to a zenith immeasurably deep, immaculately blue.


“But the ghost itself?” I said, looking up at him as we both rested our arms upon the gate. “What do you think of that?”


“I am afraid there is no possible doubt what that was. Its face, as I tell you, was a revelation of evil – evil and its punishment. It was a lost soul.”


“Do you mean by a lost soul, a soul that is in never-ending torment?”


“Not in physical torment, certainly; that would be a very material interpretation of the doctrine. Besides, the Church has always recognised degree and difference in the punishment of the lost. This, however, they all have in common – eternal separation from the Divine Being.”


“Even if they repent and desire to be reunited to Him?”


“Certainly; that must be part of their suffering.”


“And yet you believe in a good God?”


“In what else could I believe, even without revelation? But goodness, divine goodness, is far from excluding severity and wrath, and even vengeance. Here the witness of science and of history are in accord with that of the Christian Church; their first manifestation of God is always of ‘one that is angry with us and threatens evil.’”


The carriage had overtaken us and stopped now close to us. I rose to say good-bye. Austyn shook me by the hand and moved towards the carriage; then, as if checked by a sudden thought, returned upon his steps and stood before me, his earnest eyes fixed upon me as if the whole self-denying soul within him hungered to waken mine.


“I feel I must speak one word before I leave you, even if it be out of season. With the recollection of last night still so fresh, even the serious things of life seem trifles, far more its small conventionalities. Mr. Lyndsay, your friend has made his choice, but you are dallying between belief and unbelief. Oh, do not dally long! We need no spirit from the dead to tell us life is short. Do we not feel it passing quicker and quicker every year? The one thing that is serious in all its shows and delusions is the question it puts to each one of us, and which we answer to our eternal loss or gain. Many different voices call to us in this age of false prophets, but one only threatens as well as invites. Would it not be only wise, prudent even, to give the preference to that? Mr. Lyndsay, I beseech you, accept the teaching of the Church, which is one with that of conscience and of nature, and believe that there is a God, a Sovereign, a Lawgiver, a Judge.”


He was gone, and I still stood thinking of his words, and of his gaze while he spoke them.


The mists were all gone, now, leaving behind them in shimmering dewdrops an iridescent veil on mead and copse and garden; the river gleamed in diamond curves and loops, while in the covert near me the birds were singing as if from hearts that over-brimmed with joy.


And slowly, sadly, I repeated to myself the words – Sovereign, Lawgiver, Judge.


I was hungering for bread; I was given a stone.




 



•   VI   •


Mrs. Molyneux’s Gospel






“The room is all ready now,” said Lady Atherley, “but Lucinda has never written to say what train she is coming by.”


“A good thing, too,” said Atherley; “we shall not have to send for her. Those unlucky horses are worked off their legs already. Is that the carriage coming back from Rood Warren? Harold, run and stop it, and tell Marsh to drive round to the door before he goes to the stables. I may as well have a lift down to the other end of the village.”


“What do you want to do at the other end of the village?”


“I don’t want to do anything, but my unlucky fate as a landowner compels me to go over and look at an eel-weir which has just burst. Lindy, come along with me, and cheer me up with one of your ghost stories. You are as good as a Christmas annual.”


“And on your way back,” said Lady Atherley, “would you mind the carriage stopping to leave some brandy at Monk’s? Mr. Austyn told me last night he was so weak, and the doctor has ordered him brandy every hour.”


Atherley was disappointed with what he called my last edition of the ghost; he complained that it was little more definite than the Canon’s.


“Your last two stories are too high-flown for my simple tastes. I want a good coherent description of the ghost himself, not the particular emotions he excited. I had expected better things from Austyn. Upon my word, as far as we have gone, old Aunt Eleanour’s is the best. I think Austyn, with his mediaeval turn of mind and his quite mediaeval habit of living upon air, might have managed to raise something with horns and hoofs. It is a curious thing that in the dark ages the devil was always appearing to somebody. He doesn’t make himself so cheap now. He has evidently more to do; but there is a fashion in ghosts as in other things, and that reminds me our ghost, from all we hear of it, is decidedly rococo. If you study the reports of societies that hunt the supernatural, you will find that the latest thing in ghosts is very quiet and commonplace. Rattling chains and blue lights, and even fancy dress, have quite gone out. And the people who see the ghosts are not even startled at first sight; they think it is a visitor, or a man come to wind the clocks. In fact, the chic thing for a ghost in these days is to be mistaken for a living person.”


“What puzzles me is that a sceptic like you can so easily swallow the astonishing coincidence of these different people all having imagined the ghost in the same house.”


“Why, the coincidence is not a bit more astonishing than several people in the same place having the same fever. Nothing in the world is so infectious as ghost-seeing. The oftener a ghost is seen, the oftener it will be seen. In this sort of thing particularly, one fool makes many. No, don’t wait for me. Heaven only knows when I shall be released.”


The door of Monk’s cottage was open, but no one was to be seen within, and no one answered to my knock, so, anxious to see him again, I groped my way up the dark ladder-like stairs to the room above. The first thing I saw was the bed where Monk himself was lying. They had drawn the sheet across his face: I saw what had happened. His wife was standing near, looking not so much grieved as stunned and tired. “Would you like to see him, sir?” she asked, stretching out her withered hand to draw the sheet aside. I was glad afterwards I had not refused, as, but for fear of being ungracious, I would have done.


Since then I have seen death – “in state” as it is called – invested with more than royal pomp, but I have never felt his presence so majestic as in that poor little garret. I know his seal may be painful, grotesque even: here it was wholly benign and beautiful. All discolorations had disappeared in an even pallor as of old ivory; all furrows of age and pain were smoothed away, and the rude peasant face was transfigured, glorified, by that smile of ineffable and triumphant repose.


Many times that day it rose before me, never more vividly than when, at dinner, Mrs. Molyneux, in colours as brilliant as her complexion, and jewels as sparkling as her eyes, recounted in her silvery treble the latest flowers of fashionable gossip. I am always glad to be one of any audience which Mrs. Molyneux addresses, not so much out of admiration for the discourse itself, as for the charm of gesture and intonation with which it is delivered. But the main question – the subject of Atherley’s conversion – she did not approach till we were in the drawing-room, luxuriously established in deep and softly-cushioned chairs. Then, near the fire, but turned away from it so as to face us all, and in the prettiest of attitudes, she began, gracefully emphasising her more important points by movements of her spangled fan.


“I do not mention the name of the religion I wish to speak to you about, because – now I hope you won’t be angry, but I am going to be quite horribly rude – because Sir George is certain to be so prejudiced against – oh yes, Sir George, you are; everybody is at first. Even I was, because it has been so horribly misrepresented by people who really know nothing about it. For instance, I have myself heard it said that it was only a kind of spiritualism. On the contrary, it is very much opposed to it, and has quite convinced me for one of the wickedness and danger of spiritualism.”


“Well, that is so much to its credit,” Atherley generously acknowledged.


“And then, people said it was very immoral. Far from that; it has a very high ethical standard indeed – a very moral aim. One of its chief objects is to establish a universal brotherhood amongst men of all nations and sects.”


“A what?” asked Atherley.


“A universal brotherhood.”


“My dear Mrs. Molyneux, you don’t mean to seriously offer that as a novelty. I never heard anything so hackneyed in my life. Why, it has been preached ad nauseam for centuries!”


“By the Christian Church, I suppose you mean. And pray how have they practised their preaching?”


“Oh, but excuse me; that is not the question. If your religion is as brand-new as you gave me to understand, there has been no time for practice. It must be all theory, and I hoped I was going to hear something original.”


“Oh really, Sir George, you are quite too naughty. How can I explain things if you are so flippant and impatient? In one sense, it is a very old religion; it is the truth which is in all religions, and some of its interesting doctrines were taught ages before Christianity was ever heard of, and proved, too, by miracles far far more wonderful than any in the New Testament. However, it is no good talking to you about that; what I really wanted you to understand is how infinitely superior it is to all other religions in its theological teaching. You know, Sir George, you are always finding fault with all the Christian Churches – and even with the Mahommedans too, for that matter – because they are so anthropomorphic, because they imply that God is a personal being. Very well, then, you cannot say that about this religion, because – this is what is so remarkable and elevated about it – it has nothing to do with God at all.”



“Nothing to do with what did you say?” asked Lady Atherley, diverted by this last remark from a long row of loops upon an ivory needle which she appeared to be counting.


“Nothing to do with God.”


“Do you know, Lucinda,” said Lady Atherley, “if you would not mind, I fancy the coffee is just coming in, and perhaps it would be as well just to wait for a little, you know – just till the servants are out of the room? They might perhaps think it a little odd.”


“Yes,” said Atherley, “and even unorthodox.”


Mrs. Molyneux submitted to this interruption with the greatest sweetness and composure, and dilated on the beauty of the new chair-covers till Castleman and the footman had retired, when, with a coffee cup instead of a fan in her exquisite hand, she took up the thread of her exposition.


“As I was saying, the distinction of this religion is that it has nothing to do with God. Of course it has other great advantages, which I will explain later, like its cultivation of a sixth sense, for instance—”


“Do you mean common sense?”


“Jane, what am I to do with Sir George? He is really incorrigible. How can I possibly explain things if you will not be serious?”


“I never was more serious in my life. Show me a religion which cultivates common sense, and I will embrace it at once.”


“It is just because I knew you would go on in this way that I do not attempt to say anything about the supernatural side of this religion, though it is very important and most extraordinary. I assure you, my dear Jane, the powers that people develop under it are really marvellous. I have friends who can see into another world as plainly as you can see this drawing-room, and talk as easily with spirits as I am talking with you.”


“Indeed!” said Lady Atherley politely, with her eyes fixed anxiously on something which had gone wrong with her knitting.


“Unfortunately, for that kind of thing you require to undergo such severe treatment; my health would not stand it; the London season itself is almost too much for me. It is a pity, for they all say I have great natural gifts that way, and I should have so loved to have taken it up; but to begin with, one must have no animal food and no stimulants, and the doctors always tell me I require a great deal of both.”


“Besides, le jeu ne vaut pas la chandelle,” (“the game is not worth the candle”) said Atherley, “if the spirits you are to converse with are anything like those we used to meet in your drawing-room.”


“That is not the same thing at all; these were only spooks.”


“Only what?”


“No, I will not explain; you only mean to make fun of it, and there is nothing to laugh at. What I am trying to show you is that side of the religion you will really approve – the unanthropomorphic side. It is not anything like atheism, you know, as some ill-natured people have said; it does not declare there is no God; it only declares that it is worse than useless to try and think of Him, far less pray to Him – because it is simply impossible. And that is quite scientific and philosophical, is it not? For all the great men are agreed now that the conditioned can know nothing of the unconditioned, and the finite can know nothing of the infinite. It is quite absurd to try, you know; and it is equally absurd to say anything about Him. You can’t call Him Providence, because, as the universe is governed by fixed laws, there is nothing for him to provide; and we have no business to call Him Creator, because we don’t really know that things were created. Besides,” said Mrs. Molyneux, resuming her fan, which she furled and unfurled as she continued, “I was reading in a delightful book the other day – I can’t remember the author’s name, but I think it begins with K or P. It explained so clearly that if the universe was created at all, it was created by the human mind. Then you can’t call Him Father – it is quite blasphemous; and it is almost as bad to say He is merciful or loving, or anything of that kind, because mercy and love are only human attributes; and so is consciousness too, therefore we know He cannot be conscious; and I believe, according to the highest philosophical teaching, He has not any Being. So that altogether it is impossible, without being irreverent, to think of Him, far less speak to Him or of Him, because we cannot do so without ascribing to Him some conceivable quality – and He has not any. Indeed, even to speak of Him as He is not right; the pronoun is very anthropomorphic and misleading. So, when you come to consider all this carefully, it is quite evident – though it sounds rather strange at first – that the only way you can really honour and reverence God is by forgetting Him altogether.”


Here Mrs. Molyneux paused, panting prettily for breath; but quickly recovering herself, proceeded: “So in fact, it is just the same, practically speaking – remember I say only practically speaking – as if there were no God; and this religion—”


“Excuse me,” said Atherley; “but if, as you have so forcibly explained to us, there is, practically speaking, no God, why should we hamper ourselves with any religion at all?”


“Why, to satisfy the universal craving after an ideal; the yearning for something beyond the sordid realities of animal existence and of daily life; to comfort, to elevate—”


“No, no, my dear Mrs. Molyneux; pardon me, but the sooner we get rid of all this sort of rubbish the better. It is the indulgence they have given to such feelings that has made all the religions such a curse to the world. I don’t believe, to begin with, that they are universal. I never experienced any such cravings and yearnings except when I was out of sorts; and I never met a thoroughly happy or healthy person who did. If people keep their bodies in good order and their minds well employed, they have no time for yearnings. It was bad enough when there was some pretext for them; when we imagined there was a God and a world which was better than this one. But now we know there is not the slightest ground for supposing anything of the kind, we had better have the courage of our opinions, and live up to them, or down to them. As to the word ‘ideal,’ it ought to be expunged from the vocabulary; I would like to make it penal to pronounce, or write, or print the word for a century. Why, we have been surfeited with the ideal by the Christian Churches; that’s why we find the real so little to our taste. We’ve been so long fed upon sweet trash, we can’t relish wholesome food. The cure for that is to take wholesome food or starve, not provide another sickly substitute. Pray, let us have no more religions. On the contrary, our first duty is to be as irreligious as possible – to believe in as little as we can, to trust in nobody but ourselves, to hope for nothing but the actual, to get rid of all high-flown notions of human beings and their destiny, and, above all, to avoid as poison the ideal, the sublime, the—”


His words were drowned at last in musical cries of indignation from Mrs. Molyneux. I remember no more of the discussion, except that Atherley continued to reiterate his doctrine in different words, and Mrs. Molyneux to denounce it with unabated fervour.


My thoughts wandered – I heard no more. I was tired and depressed, and felt grateful to Lady Atherley when, with invariable punctuality, at a quarter to eleven, she interrupted the symposium by rising and proposing that we should all go to bed.


My last distinct recollection of that evening is of Mrs. Molyneux, with the folds of her gown in one hand, and a bedroom candlestick in the other, mounting the dark oak stairs, and calling out fervently as she went—


“Oh, how I pray that I may see the ghost!”


The night was stormy, and I could not sleep. The wind wailed fitfully outside the house, while within doors and windows rattled, and on the stairs and in the passages wandered strange and unaccountable noises, like stealthy footsteps or stifled voices. To this dreary accompaniment, as I lay awake in the darkness, I heard the lessons of the last few days repeated: witness after witness rose and gave his varying testimony; and when, before the discord and irony of it all, I bitterly repeated Pilate’s question, the smile on that dead face would rise before me, and then I hoped again.


Between three and four the wind fell during a short space, and all responsive noises ceased. For a few minutes reigned absolute silence, then it was broken by two piercing cries – the cries of a woman in terror or in pain.


They disturbed even the sleepers, it was evident; for when I reached the end of my passage I heard opening doors, hurrying footsteps, and bells ringing violently in the gallery. After a little the stir was increased, presumably by servants arriving from the farther wing; but no one came my way till Atherley himself, in his dressing-gown, went hurriedly downstairs.


“Anything wrong?” I called as he passed me.


“Only Mrs. Molyneux’s prayer has been granted.”


“Of course she was bound to see it,” he said next day, as we sat together over a late breakfast. “It would have been a miracle if she had not; but if I had known the interview was to be followed by such unpleasant consequences I shouldn’t have asked her down. I was wandering about for hours looking for an imaginary bottle of sal-volatile Jane described as being in her sitting-room: and Jane herself was up till late – or rather early – this morning, trying to soothe Mrs. Molyneux, who does not appear to have found the ghost quite such pleasant company as she expected. Oh yes, Jane is down; she breakfasted in her own room. I believe she is ordering dinner at this minute in the next room.”


Hardly had he said the words when outside, in the hall, resounded a prolonged and stentorian wail.


“What on earth is the matter now?” said Atherley, rising and making for the door. He opened it just in time for us to see Mrs. Mallet go by – Mrs. Mallet bathed in tears and weeping as I never have heard an adult weep before or since – in a manner which is graphically and literally described by the phrase “roaring and crying.”


“Why, Mrs. Mallet! What on earth is the matter?”


“Send for Mrs. de Noël,” cried Mrs. Mallet in tones necessarily raised to a high and piercing key by the sobs with which they were accompanied. “Send for Mrs. de Noël; send for that dear lady, and she will tell you whether a word has been said against my character till I come here, which I never wish to do, being frightened pretty nigh to death with what one told me and the other; and if you don’t believe me, ask Mrs. Stubbs as keeps the little sweet-shop near the church, if anyone in the village will so much as come up the avenue after dark; and says to me, the very day I come here, ‘You have a nerve,’ she says; ‘I wouldn’t sleep there if you was to pay me,’ she says; and I says, not wishing to speak against a family that was cousin to Mrs. de Noël, ‘Noises is neither here nor there,’ I says, ‘and ghostisses keeps mostly to the gentry’s wing,’ I says. And then to say as I put about that they was all over the house, and frighten the London lady’s maid, which all I said was – and Hann can tell you that I speak the truth, for she was there – ‘some says one thing,’ says I, ‘and some says another, but I takes no notice of nothink.’ But put up with a deal, I have – more than ever I told a soul since I come here, which I promised Mrs. de Noël when she asked me to oblige her; which the blue lights I have seen a many times, and tapping of coffin-nails on the wall, and never close my eyes for nights sometimes, but am entirely wore away, and my nerve that weak; and then to be so hurt in my feelings, and spoke to as I am not accustomed, but always treated everywhere I goes with the greatest of kindness and respect, which ask Mrs. de Noël she will tell you, since ever I was a widow; but pack my things I will, and walk every step of the way, if it was pouring cats and dogs, I would, rather than stay another minute here to be so put upon; and send for Mrs. de Noël if you don’t believe me, and she will tell you the many high families she recommended me, and always give satisfaction. Send for Mrs. de Noël—”


The swing door closed behind her, and the sounds of her grief and her reiterated appeals to Mrs. de Noël died slowly away in the distance.


“What on earth have you been saying to her?” said Atherley to his wife, who had come out into the hall.


“Only that she behaved very badly indeed in speaking about the ghost to Mrs. Molyneux’s maid, who, of course, repeated it all directly and made Lucinda nervous. She is a most troublesome, mischievous old woman.”


“But she can cook. Pray what are we to do for dinner?”


“I am sure I don’t know. I never knew anything so unlucky as it all is, and Lucinda looking so ill.”


“Well, you had better send for the doctor.”


“She won’t hear of it. She says nobody could do her any good but Cecilia.”


“What! ‘Send for Mrs. de Noël?’ Poor Cissy! What do these excited females imagine she is going to do?”


“I don’t know, but I do wish we could get her here.”


“But she is in London, is she not, with Aunt Henrietta?”


“Yes, and only comes home today.”


“Well, I will tell you what we might do if you want her badly. Telegraph to her to London and ask her to come straight on here.”


“I suppose she is sure to come?”


“Like a shot, if you say we are all ill.”


“No, that would frighten her. I will just say we want her particularly.”


“Yes, and say the carriage shall meet the 5.15 at Whitford station, and then she will feel bound to come. And as I shall not be back in time, send Lindy to meet her. It will do him good. He looks as if he had been sitting up all night with the ghost.”


It was a melancholy day. The wind was quieter, but the rain still fell. Indoors we were all in low spirits, not even excepting the little boys, much concerned about Tip, who was not his usual brisk and complacent self. His nose was hot, his little stump of a tail was limp, he hid himself under chairs and tables, whence he turned upon us sorrowful and beseeching eyes, and, most alarming symptom of all, refused sweet biscuits. During the afternoon he was confided to me by his little masters while they made an expedition to the stables, and I was sitting reading by the library fire with the invalid beside me when Lady Atherley came in to propose I should go into the drawing-room and talk to Mrs. Molyneux, who had just come down.


“Did she ask to see me?”


“No; but when I proposed your going in, she did not say no.”


I did as I was asked to do, but with some misgivings. It was one of the few occasions when my misfortune became an advantage. No one, especially no woman, was likely to rebuff too sharply the intruder who dragged himself into her presence. So far from that, Mrs. Molyneux, who was leaning against the mantelpiece and looking down listlessly into the fire, moved to welcome me with a smile and to offer me a hand startlingly cold. But after that she resumed her first attitude and made no attempt to converse – she, the most ready, the most voluble of women. Then followed an awkward pause, which I desperately broke by saying I was afraid she was not better.


“Better! I was not ill,” she answered, almost impatiently, and walked away towards the other side of the room. I understood that she wished to be alone, and was moving towards the door as quietly as possible when I was suddenly checked by her hand upon my elbow.


“Mr. Lyndsay, why are you going? Was I rude? I did not mean to be. Forgive me; I am so miserable.”


“You could not be rude, I think, even if you wished to. It is I who am inconsiderate in intruding—”


“You are not intruding; please stay.”


“I would gladly stay if I could help you.”


“Can anyone help me, I wonder?” She went slowly back to the fire and sat down upon the fender-stool, and resting her chin upon her hand, and looking dreamily before her, repeated—


“Can anyone help me, I wonder?”


I sat down on a chair near her and said—


“Do you think it would help you to talk of what has frightened you?”


“I don’t think I can. I would tell you, Mr. Lyndsay, if I could tell anyone; for you know what it is to be weak and suffering; you are as sympathetic as a woman, and more merciful than some women. But part of the horror of it all is that I cannot explain it. Words seem to be no good, just because I have used them so easily and so meaninglessly all my life – just as words and nothing more.”


“Can you tell me what you saw?”


“A face, only a face, when I woke up suddenly. It looked as if it were painted on the darkness. But oh, the dreadfulness of it and what it brought with it! Do you remember the line, ‘Bring with you airs from heaven or blasts from hell’? Yes, it was in hell, because hell is not a great gulf, like Dante described, as I used to think; it is no place at all – it is something we make ourselves. I felt all this as I saw the face, for we ourselves are not what we think. Part of what I used to play with was true enough; it is all Mâyâ, a delusion, this sense – life – it is no life at all. The actual life is behind, under it all; it goes deep deep down, it stretches on, on – and yet it has nothing to do with space or time. I feel as if I were beating myself against a stone wall. My words can have no sense for you any more than they would have had for me yesterday.”


“But tell me, why should this discovery of this other life make you so miserable?”


“Oh, because it brings such a want with it. How can I explain? It is like a poor wretch stupefied with drink. Don’t you know the poor creatures in the Eastend sometimes drink just that they may not feel how hungry and how cold they are? ‘They remember their misery no more.’ Is the life of the world and of outward things like that, if we live too much in it? I used to be so contented with it all – its pleasures, its little triumphs, even its gossip; and what I called my aspirations I satisfied with what was nothing more than phrases. And now I have found my real self, now I am awake, I want much more, and there is nothing – only a great silence, a great loneliness like that in the face. And the theories I talked about are no comfort any more; they are just what pretty speeches would be to a person in torture. Oh, Mr. Lyndsay, I always feel that you are real, that you are good; tell me what you know. Is there nothing but this dark void beyond when life falls away from us?”


She lifted towards me a face quivering with excitement, and eyes that waited wild and famished for my answer – the answer I had not for her, and then indeed I tasted the full bitterness of the cup of unbelief.


“No,” she said presently, “I knew it; no one can do me any good but Cecilia de Noël.”


“And she believes?”


“It is not what she believes, it is what she is.”


She rested her head upon her hand and looked musingly towards the window, down which the drops were trickling, and said—


“Ever since I have known Cecilia I have always felt that if all the world failed this would be left. Not that I really imagined the world would fail me, but you know how one imagines things, how one asks oneself questions. If I was like this, if I was like that, what should I do? I used to say to myself, if the very worst happened to me, if I was ill of some loathsome disease from which everybody shrank away, or if my mind was unhinged and I was tempted with horrible temptations like I have read about, I would go to Cecilia. She would not turn from me; she would run to meet me as the father in the parable did, not because I was her friend but because I was in trouble. All who are in trouble are Cecilia’s friends, and she feels to them just as other people feel towards their own children. And I could tell her everything, show her everything. Others feel the same; I have heard them say so – men as well as women. I know why – Cecilia’s pity is so reverent, so pure. A great London doctor said to me once, ‘Remember, nothing is shocking or disgusting to a doctor.’ That is like Cecilia. No suffering could ever be disgusting or shocking to Cecilia, nor ridiculous, nor grotesque. The more humiliating it was, the more pitiful it would be to her. Anything that suffers is sacred to Cecilia. She would comfort, as if she went on her knees to one; and her touch on one’s wounds, one’s ugliest wounds, would be like,” – she hesitated and looked about her in quest of a comparison, then, pointing to a picture over the door, a picture of the Magdalene, kissing the bleeding feet upon the Cross, ended, “like that.”


“Oh, Mrs. Molyneux,” I cried, “if there be love like that in the world, then—”


The door opened and Castleman entered.


“If you please, sir, the carriage is at the door.”




 



•   VII   •


Cecilia’s Gospel






The rain gradually ceased falling as we drove onward and upward to the station. It stood on high ground, overlooking a wide sweep of downland and fallow, bordered towards the west by close-set woodlands, purple that evening against a sky of limpid gold, which the storm-clouds discovered as they lifted.


I had not long to wait, for, punctual to its time, the train steamed into the station. From that part of the train to which I first looked, four or five passengers stepped out; not one of them certainly the lady that I waited for. Glancing from side to side I saw, standing at the far end of the platform, two women; one of them was tall; could this be Mrs. de Noël? And yet no, I reflected as I went towards them, for she held a baby in her arms – a baby moreover swathed, not in white and laces, but in a tattered and discoloured shawl: while her companion, lifting out baskets and bundles from a third-class carriage, was poorly and evenly miserably clad. But again, as I drew nearer, I observed that the long fine hand which supported the child was delicately gloved, and that the cloak which swung back from the encircling arm was lined and bordered with very costly fur. This and something in the whole outline—


“Mrs. de Noël?” I murmured inquiringly.


Then she turned towards me, and I saw her, as I often see her now in dreams, against that sunset background of aerial gold which the artist of circumstance had painted behind her, like a new Madonna, holding the child of poverty to her heart, pressing her cheek against its tiny head with a gesture whose exquisite tenderness, for at least that fleeting instant, seemed to bridge across the gulf which still yawns between Dives and Lazarus. So standing, she looked at me with two soft brown eyes, neither large nor beautiful, but in their outlook direct and simple as a child’s. Remembering as I met them what Mrs. Molyneux had said, I saw and comprehended as well what she meant. Benevolence is but faintly inscribed, on the faces of most men, even of the better sort. “I will love you, my neighbour,” we thereon decipher, “when I have attended to my own business, in the first place; if you are lovable, or at least likeable, in the second.” But in the transparent gaze that Cecilia de Noël turned upon her fellows beamed love poured forth without stint and without condition. It was as if every man, woman, and child who approached her became instantly to her more interesting than herself, their defects more tolerable, their wants more imperative, their sorrows more moving than her own. In this lay the source of that mysterious charm so many have felt, so few have understood, and yielding to which even those least capable of appreciating her confessed that, whatever her conduct might be, she herself was irresistibly lovable. A kind of dreamlike haze seemed to envelop us as I introduced myself, as she smiled upon me, as she resigned the child to its mother and bid them tenderly farewell; but the clear air of the real became distinct again when there stood suddenly before us a fat elderly female, whose countenance was flushed with mingled anxiety and displeasure.


“Law bless me, mem!” said the newcomer, “I could not think wherever you could be. I have been looking up and down for you, all through the first-class carriages.”


“I am so sorry, Parkins,” said Mrs. de Noël penitently; “I ought to have let you know that I changed my carriage at Carchester. I wanted to nurse a baby whose mother was looking ill and tired. I saw them on the platform, and then they got into a third-class carriage, so I thought the best way would be to get in with them.”


“And where, if you please, mem,” inquired Parkins, in an icy tone and with a face stiffened by repressed displeasure – “where do you think you have left your dressing-bag and humbrella?”


Mrs. de Noël fixed her sweet eyes upon the speaker, as if striving to recollect the answer to this question and then replied—


“She told me she lived quite near the station. I wish I had asked her how far. She is much too weak to walk any distance. I might have found a fly for her, might I not?”


Upon which Parkins gave a snort of irrepressible exasperation, and, evidently renouncing her mistress as beyond hope, forthwith departed in search of the missing property. I accompanied her, and, with the aid of the guard, we speedily found and secured both bag and umbrella, and, as the train steamed off, returned with these treasures to Mrs. de Noël, still on the same spot and in the same attitude as we had left her, and all that she said was—


“It was so stupid, so forgetful, so just like me not to have asked her more about it. She had been ill; the journey itself was more than she could stand; and then to have to carry the baby! She said it was not far, but perhaps she only said that to please me. Poor people are so afraid of distressing one; they often make themselves out better off than they really are, don’t they?”


I was embarrassed by this question, to which my own experience did not authorise me to answer yes; but I evaded the difficulty by consulting a porter, who fortunately knew the woman, and was able to assure us that her cottage was barely a stone’s throw from the station. When I had conveyed to Mrs. de Noël this information, which she received with an eager gratitude that the recovery of her bag and umbrella had failed to rouse, we left the station to go to the carriage, and then it was that, pausing suddenly, she cried out in dismay—


“Ah, you are hurt! you—”


She stopped abruptly; she had divined the truth, and her eyes grew softer with such tender pity as not yet had shone for me – motherless, sisterless – on any woman’s face. As we drove home that evening she heard the story that never had been told before.


“You may have your faults, Cissy,” said Atherley, “but I will say this for you – for smoothing people down when they have been rubbed the wrong way, you never had your equal.”


He lay back in a comfortable chair looking at his cousin, who, sitting on a low seat opposite the drawing-room fire, shaded her eyes from the glare with a little hand-screen.


“Mrs. Molyneux, I hear, has gone to sleep,” he went on; “and Mrs. Mallet is unpacking her boxes. The only person who does not seem altogether happy is my old friend Parkins. When I inquired after her health a few minutes ago her manner to me was barely civil.”


“Poor Parkins is rather put out,” said Mrs. de Noël in her slow gentle way. “It is all my fault. I forgot to pack up the bodice of my best evening gown, and Parkins says it is the only one I look fit to be seen in.”


“But, my dear Cecilia,” said Lady Atherley, looking up from the work which she pursued beside a shaded lamp, “why did not Parkins pack it up herself?”


“Oh, because she had some shopping of her own to do this forenoon, so she asked me to finish packing for her, and of course I said I would; and I promised to try and forget nothing; and then, after all, I went and left the bodice in a drawer. It is provoking! The fact is, James spoils me so when he is at home. He remembers everything for me, and when I do forget anything he never scolds me.”


“Ah, I expect he has a nice time of it,” said Atherley. “However, it is not my fault. I warned him how it would be when he was engaged. I said: ‘I hope, for one thing, you can live on air, old chap for you will get nothing more for dinner if you trust to Cissy to order it.’”


“I don’t believe you said anything of the kind,” observed Lady Atherley.


“No, dear Jane; of course he did not. He was very much pleased with our marriage. He said James was the only man he ever knew who was fit to marry me.”


“So he was,” agreed Atherley; “the only man whose temper could stand all he would have to put up with. We had good proof of that even on the wedding-day, when you kept him kicking his heels for half an hour in the church while you were admiring the effect of your new finery in the glass.”


“What!” cried Lady Atherley incredulously.


“What really did happen, Jane,” said Mrs. de Noël, “was that when Edith Molyneux was trying on my wreath before a looking-glass over the fireplace, she unfortunately dropped it into the grate, and got it in such a mess. It took us a long time to get the black off, and some of the sprays were so spoiled, we had to take them out. And it was very unpleasant for Edith, as Aunt Henrietta was extremely angry, because the wreath was her present, you know, and it was very expensive; and as to Parkins, poor dear, she was so vexed she positively cried. She said I was the most trying lady she had ever waited upon. She often says so. I am afraid it is true.”


“Not a doubt of it,” said Atherley.


“Do not believe him, Cecilia,” said Lady Atherley: “he thinks there is no one in the world like you.”


“Fortunately for the world,” said Atherley; “any more of the sort would spoil it. But I am not going to stay here to be bullied by two women at once. Rather than that, I will go and write letters.”


He went, and soon afterwards Lady Atherley followed him.


Then the two little boys came in with Tip.


“We are not allowed to take him upstairs,” explained Harold, “so we thought he might stay with you and Mr. Lyndsay for a little, till Charles comes for him.”


“If you would let him lie upon your dress, Aunt Cissy,” suggested Denis; “he would like that.”


Accordingly he was carefully settled on the outspread folds of the serge gown; and after the little boys had condoled with him in tones so melancholy that he was affected almost to tears, they went off to supper and to bed.


Silence followed, broken only by the ticking of the clock and the wailing of the wind outside. Mrs. de Noël gazed into the fire with intent and unseeing eyes. Its warm red light softly illumined her whole face and figure, for in her abstraction she had let the hand-screen fall, and was stroking mechanically the little sleek head that nestled against her. Meantime I stared attentively at her, thinking I might do so without offence, seeing she had forgotten me and all else around her. Once, indeed, as if rising for a minute to the surface, with eyes that appeared to waken, she looked up and encountered my earnest gaze, but without shade of displeasure or discomfiture. She only smiled upon me, placidly as a sister might smile upon a brother, benignly as one might smile upon a child, and fell into her dream again. It was a wonderful look, especially from a woman, as unique in its complete unconsciousness as in its warm goodwill; it was as soothing as the touch of her fine soft fingers must have been on Tip’s hot head. I felt I could have curled myself up, as he did, at her feet and slept on – forever. But, alas! the clock was checking the flying minutes and chanting the departing quarters, and presently the dressing-bell rang, Mrs. de Noël stirred, gave a long sigh, and, plainly from the fulness of her heart and of the thoughts she had so long been following, said—


“Mr. Lyndsay, is it not strange? So many people from the great world come and ask me if there is any God. Really good people, you know, so honourable, so generous, so self-sacrificing. It is just the same to me as if they should ask me whether the sun was shining, when all the time I saw the sunshine on their faces.”


“By the way,” said Atherley that night after dinner, when Mrs. Molyneux was not present, “where are you going to put Cissy tonight? Are you going to make a bachelor of her too?”


“Oh, such an uncomfortable arrangement!” said Lady Atherley. “But Lucinda has set her heart on having Cecilia near her; so they have put up a little bed in the dressing-room for her.”


“Cissy is to keep the ghost at bay, is she?” said Atherley. “I hope she may. I don’t want another night as lively as the last.”


“Who else has seen the ghost?” asked Mrs. de Noël, thoughtfully. “Has Mr. Lyndsay?”


“No, Lindy will never see the ghost; he is too much of a sceptic. Even if he saw it he would not believe in it, and there is nothing a ghost hates like that. But he has seen the people who saw the ghost, and he tells their several stories very well.”


“Would you tell me, Mr. Lyndsay?” asked Mrs. de Noël.


I could do nothing but obey her wish; still I secretly questioned the wisdom of doing so, especially when, as I went on, I observed stealing over her listening face the shadow of some disturbing thought.


“Well now, Cissy is thoroughly well frightened,” observed Atherley. “Perhaps we had better go to bed.”


“It is no good saying so to Lucinda,” said Lady Atherley, as we all rose, “because it only puts her out; but I shall always feel certain myself it was a mouse; because I remember in the house we had at Bournemouth two years ago there was a mouse in my room which often made such a noise knocking down the plaster inside the wall, it used to quite startle me.”


That night the storm finally subsided. When the morning came the rain fell no longer, the cry of the wind had ceased, and the cloud-curtain above us was growing lighter and softer as if penetrated and suffused by the growing sunshine behind it.


I was late for breakfast that day.


“Mr. Lyndsay, Tip is all right again,” cried Denis at sight of me. “Mrs. Mallet says it was chicken bones he stole from the cat’s dish.”


“Is that all?” observed Atherley sardonically; “I thought he must have seen the ghost. By the bye, Cissy, did you see it?”


“Yes,” said Mrs. de Noël simply, at which Atherley visibly started, and instantly began talking of something else.


Mrs. Molyneux was to leave by an afternoon train, but, to the relief of everybody, it was discovered that Mrs. Mallet had indefinitely postponed her departure. She remained in the mildest of humours and in the most philosophical of tempers, as I myself can testify; for, meeting her by accident in the hall, I was encouraged by the amiability of her simper to say that I hoped we should have no more trouble with the ghost, when she answered in words I have often since admiringly quoted—


“Perhaps not, sir, but I don’t seem to care even if we do; for I had a dream last night, and a spirit seemed to whisper in my ear, ‘Don’t be afraid; it is only a token of death.’”


After Mrs. Molyneux had started, with Mrs. de Noël as her companion as far as the station, and all the rest of the party had gone out to sun themselves in the brightness of the afternoon, I worked through a long arrears of correspondence: and I was just finishing a letter, when Atherley, whom I supposed to be far distant, came into the library.


“I thought you had gone to pay calls with Lady Atherley?”


“Is it likely? Look here, Lindy, it is quite hot out of doors. Come, and let me tug you up the hill to meet Cissy coming home from the station, and then I promise you a rare treat.”


Certainly to meet Mrs. de Noël anywhere might be so considered, but I did not ask if that was what he meant. It was milder; one felt it more at every step upward. The sun, low as it was, shone warmly as well as brilliantly between the clouds that he had thrust asunder and scattered in wild and beautiful disorder. It was one of those incredible days in early spring, balmy, tender, which our island summer cannot always match.


We went on till we reached Beggar’s Stile.


“Sit down,” said Atherley, tossing on to the wet step a coat he carried over his arm. “And there is a cigarette; you must smoke, if you please, or at least pretend to do so.”


“What does all this mean? What are you up to, George?”


“I am up to a delicate psychical investigation which requires the greatest care. The medium is made of such uncommon stuff; she has not a particle of brass in her composition. So she requires to be carefully isolated from all disturbing influences. I allow you to be present at the experiment, because discretion is one of your strongest points, and you always know when to hold your tongue. Besides, it will improve your mind. Cissy’s story is certain to be odd, like herself, and will illustrate what I am always saying that – Here she is.”


He went forward to meet and to stop the carriage, out of which, at his suggestion, Mrs. de Noël readily came down to join us.


“Do not get up, Mr. Lyndsay,” she called out as she came towards us, “or I will go away. I don’t want to sit down.”


“Sit down, Lindy,” said Atherley sharply, “Cissy likes tobacco in the open air.”


She rested her arms upon the gate and looked downwards.


“The dear dear old river! It makes me feel young again to look at it.”


“Cissy,” said Atherley, his arms on the gate, his eyes staring straight towards the opposite horizon, “tell us about the ghost; were you frightened?”


There was a certain tension in the pause which followed. Would she tell us or not? I almost felt Atherley’s rebound of satisfaction as well as my own at the sound of her voice. It was uncertain and faint at first, but by degrees grew firm again, as timidity was lost in the interest of what she told:


“Last night I sat up with Mrs. Molyneux, holding her hand till she fell asleep, and that was very late, and then I went to the dressing-room, where I was to sleep; and as I undressed, I thought over what Mr. Lyndsay had told us about the ghost; and the more I thought, the more sad and strange it seemed that not one of those who saw it, not even Aunt Eleanour, who is so kind and thoughtful, had had one pitying thought for it. And we who heard about it were just the same, for it seemed to us quite natural and even right that everybody should shrink away from it because it was so horrible; though that should only make them the more kind; just as we feel we must be more tender and loving to anyone who is deformed, and the more shocking his deformity the more tender and loving. And what, I thought, if this poor spirit had come by any chance to ask for something; if it were in pain and longed for relief, or sinful and longed for forgiveness? How dreadful then that other beings should turn from it, instead of going to meet it and comfort it – so dreadful that I almost wished that I might see it, and have the strength to speak to it! And it came into my head that this might happen, for often and often when I have been very anxious to serve someone, the wish has been granted in a quite wonderful way. So when I said my prayers, I asked especially that if it should appear to me, I might have strength to forget all selfish fear and try only to know what it wanted. And as I prayed the foolish shrinking dread we have of such things seemed to fade away; just as when I have prayed for those towards whom I felt cold or unforgiving, the hardness has all melted away into love towards them. And after that came to me that lovely feeling which we all have sometimes – in church, or when we are praying alone, or more often in the open air, on beautiful summer days when it is warm and still; as if one’s heart were beating and overflowing with love towards everything in this world and in all the worlds; as if the very grasses and the stones were clear, but dearest of all, the creatures that still suffer, so that to wipe away their tears forever, one feels that one would die – oh die so gladly! And always as if this were something not our own, but part of that wonderful great Love above us, about us, everywhere, clasping us all so tenderly and safely!”


Here her voice trembled and failed; she waited a little and then went on, “Ah, I am too stupid to say rightly what I mean, but you who are clever will understand.


“It was so sweet that I knelt on, drinking it in for a long time; not praying, you know, but just resting, and feeling as if I were in heaven, till all at once, I cannot explain why, I moved and looked round. It was there at the other end of the room. It was … – much worse than I had dreaded it would be; as if it looked out of some great horror deeper than I could understand. The loving feeling was gone, and I was afraid – so much afraid, I only wanted to get out of sight of it. And I think I would have gone, but it stretched out its hands to me as if it were asking for something, and then, of course, I could not go. So, though I was trembling a little, I went nearer and looked into its face. And after that I was not afraid any more, I was too sorry for it; its poor poor eyes were so full of anguish. I cried: ‘Oh, why do you look at me like that? Tell me what I shall do.’


“And directly I spoke I heard it moan. Oh, George, oh, Mr. Lyndsay, how can I tell you what that moaning was like! Do you know how a little change in the face of someone you love, or a little tremble in his voice, can make you see quite clearly what nobody, not even the great poets, had been able to show you before?


“George, do you remember the day that grandmother died, when they all broke down and cried a little at dinner, all except Uncle Marmaduke? He sat up looking so white and stern at the end of the table. And I, foolish little child, thought he was not so grieved as the others – that he did not love his mother so much. But next day, quite by chance, I heard him, all alone, sobbing over her coffin. I remember standing outside the door and listening, and each sob went through my heart with a little stab, and I knew for the first time what sorrow was. But even his sobs were not so pitiful as the moans of that poor spirit. While I listened I learnt that in another world there may be worse for us to bear than even here – sorrow more hopeless, more lonely. For the strange thing was, the moaning seemed to come from so far far away; not only from somewhere millions and millions of miles away, but – this is the strangest of all – as if it came to me from time long since past, ages and ages ago. I know this sounds like nonsense, but indeed I am trying to put into words the weary long distance that seemed to stretch between us, like one I never should be able to cross. At last it spoke to me in a whisper which I could only just hear; at least it was more like a whisper than anything else I can think of, and it seemed to come like the moaning from far far away. It thanked me so meekly for looking at it and speaking to it. It told me that by sins committed against others when it was on earth it had broken the bond between itself and all other creatures. While it was what we call alive, it did not feel this, for the senses confuse us and hide many things from the good, and so still more from the wicked; but when it died and lost the body by which it seemed to be kept near to other beings, it found itself imprisoned in the most dreadful loneliness – loneliness which no one in this world can even imagine. Even the pain of solitary confinement, so it told me, which drives men mad, is only like a shadow or type of this loneliness of spirits. Others there might be, but it knew nothing of them – nothing besides this great empty darkness everywhere, except the place it had once lived in, and the people who were moving about it; and even those it could only perceive dimly as if looking through a mist, and always so unutterably away from them all. I am not giving its own words, you know, George, because I cannot remember them. I am not certain it did speak to me; the thoughts seemed to pass in some strange way into my mind; I cannot explain how, for the still far-away voice did not really speak. Sometimes, it told me, the loneliness became agony, and it longed for a word or a sign from some other being, just as Dives longed for the drop of cold water; and at such times it was able to make the living people see it. But that, alas! was useless, for it only alarmed them so much that the bravest and most benevolent rushed away in terror or would not let it come near them. But still it went on showing itself to one after another, always hoping that someone would take pity on it and speak to it, for it felt that if comfort ever came to it, it must be through a living soul, and it knew of none save those in this world and in this place. And I said: ‘Why did you not turn for help to God?’


“Then it gave a terrible answer: it said, ‘What is God?’


“And when I heard these words there came over me a wild kind of pity, such as I used to feel when I saw my little child struggling for breath when he was ill, and I held out my arms to this poor lonely thing, but it shrank back, crying:


“‘Speak to me, but do not touch me, brave human creature. I am all death, and if you come too near me the Death in me may kill the life in you.’


“But I said: ‘No Death can kill the life in me, even though it kill my body. Dear fellow-spirit, I cannot tell you what I know; but let me take you in my arms; rest for an instant on my heart, and perhaps I may make you feel what I feel all around us.’


“And as I spoke I threw my arms around the shadowy form and strained it to my breast. And I felt as if I were pressing to me only air, but air colder than any ice, so that my heart seemed to stop beating, and I could hardly breathe. But I still clasped it closer and closer, and as I grew colder it seemed to grow less chill.


“And at last it spoke, and the whisper was not far away, but near. It said:


“‘It is enough; now I know what God is!’


“After that I remember nothing more, till I woke up and found myself lying on the floor beside the bed. It was morning, and the spirit was not there; but I have a strong feeling that I have been able to help it, and that it will trouble you no more.


“Surely it is late! I must go at once. I promised to have tea with the children.”


•   •   •   •   •


Neither of us spoke; neither of us stirred; when the sound of her light footfall was heard no more, there was complete silence. Below, the mists had gathered so thickly that now they spread across the valley one dead white sea of vapour in which village and woods and stream were all buried – all except the little church spire, that, still unsubmerged, pointed triumphantly to the sky; and what a sky! For that which yesterday had steeped us in cold and darkness, now, piled even to the zenith in mountainous cloud-masses, was dyed, every crest and summit of it, in crimson fire, pouring from a great fount of colour, where, to the west, the heavens opened to show that wonder-world whence saints and singers have drawn their loveliest images of the Rest to come.


But perhaps I saw all things irradiated by the light which had risen upon my darkness – the light that never was on land or sea, but shines reflected in the human face.


•   •   •   •   •


“George, I am waiting for your interpretation.”


“It is very simple, Lindy,” he said.


But there was a tone in his voice I had heard once – and only once – before, when, through the first terrible hours that followed my accident, he sat patiently beside me in the darkened room, holding my hot hand in his broad cool palm.


“It is very simple. It is the most easily explained of all the accounts. It was a dream from beginning to end. She fell asleep praying, thinking, as she says; what was more natural or inevitable than that she should dream of the ghost? And it all confirms what I say: that visions are composed by the person who sees them. Nothing could be more characteristic of Cissy than the story she has just told us.”


“And let it be a dream,” I said. “It is of no consequence, for the dreamer remains, breathing and walking on this solid earth. I have touched her hand, I have looked into her face. Thank God! she is no vision, the woman who could dream this dream! George, how do you explain the miracle of her existence?”


But Atherley was silent.




•   THE END   •
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•   I   •

My Wife Makes Up

 Her Mind To Move






From a peculiar restlessness in my wife’s movements, I gathered that she was considering some scheme which threatened to disturb the peaceful surroundings of my life. Upon two or three occasions lately she had reproached me for not being sufficiently lofty in my social views, and although the tone in which she addressed me was free from acerbity, her words conveyed the impression that in some dark way I was inflicting an injury upon her. Familiar with her moods, and understanding the best way in which to treat them, I made no inquiries as to the precise nature of this injury, but waited for her to disclose it – which I was aware she would not do until she was quite prepared.


I am not, in any sense of the term, an ambitious man, being happily blessed with a peaceful and contented mind which renders me unwilling to make any departure from my usual habits. As regards old-fashioned ways I am somewhat of a conservative; I do not care for new things and new sensations, and I am not forever looking up at persons above me, and sighing for their possessions and enjoyments. Indeed, I am convinced that the happiest lot is that of the mortal who is neither too high nor too low, and who is in possession of a competence which will serve for modest pleasures, without exciting the envy of friends and acquaintances. Such a competence was mine; such pleasures were mine. Secure from storms and unnecessary worries – by which I mean worries self-inflicted by fidgety persons, or persons discontented with their lot – I should have been quite satisfied to remain all my life in our cozy ten-roomed house, which we had inhabited for twenty years, and in which we had been as comfortable as reasonable beings can expect to be in life. Not so my wife, the best of creatures in her way, but lately (as I subsequently discovered) tormented with jealousy of certain old friends who, favored by fortune, had moved a step or two up the social ladder. It was natural, when these friends visited us, that they should dilate with pride upon their social rise, and should rather loftily, and with an air of superiority, seize the opportunity of describing the elegances of their new houses and furniture. Their fine talk amused me, and I listened to it undisturbed; but it rendered my wife restless and uneasy, and the upshot of it was that one morning, during breakfast, she said:


“You have nothing particular to do today, my dear?”


“No, nothing particular,” I replied.


“Then you won’t mind coming with me to see some new houses.”


I gasped. The murder was out.


“Some new houses!” I cried.


“You can’t expect me to go alone,” she said calmly. “It would hardly be safe – to say nothing of its impropriety – for a lady, unaccompanied, to wander through a number of empty houses with the street door shut. We read of such dreadful things in the papers.”


“Quite true; they are enough to make one’s hair stand on end. It would not be prudent. But what necessity is there for you to go into a number of empty houses?”


“How stupid you are!” she exclaimed. “You know we must move; you know that it is impossible for us to remain in this house any longer.”


“Why not?”


“Such a question! And the house in the state it is!”


“A very comfortable state, Maria. There is nothing whatever the matter with it.”


“There is everything the matter with it.”


“Oh, if you say so—”


“I do say so.”


A man who has been long married learns from experience, and profits by what he learns, if he has any sense in him. I am a fairly sensible man, and experience has taught me some useful lessons. Therefore I went on with my breakfast in silence, knowing that my wife would soon speak again.


“The house is full of inconveniences,” she said.


“You have been a long time finding them out, Maria.”


“I found them out years ago, but I have borne with them for your sake.”


I laughed slyly, took the top off an egg, and requested her to name the inconveniences of which she complained.


She commenced. “We want a spare room.”


“We have one,” I said, “and it is never used.”


“It isn’t fit to use.”


“Oh! I had an idea that there was no demand for it.”


“If it was a comfortable room there would be, Edward, I wish you would recognize that things cannot always remain as they are.”


“More’s the pity.”


“Nonsense. You talk as if we were shellfish.”


“It did not occur to me. Proceed with your wants, Maria.”


“Our wants, my dear.”


“Well, our wants.”


“You want a nice, cozy study, where you can sit and smoke.”


“I want nothing of the kind. I can sit and smoke anywhere. Don’t forget that I am fifty years of age, and that my habits are fixed.”


“My dear, it is never too late to learn.”


“Keep to the point,” I said.


“As if I am not keeping to it! I have no morning room.”


“So you are to sit in your morning room, and I am to sit in my study, instead of sitting and chatting together, as we have always done. A cheerful prospect! What next?”


“We have very good servants,” she said pensively.


“Has that anything to do with the inconveniences you speak of?”


“I shouldn’t like to lose the girls, especially cook. They sleep in the attic, you know, and the roof is shockingly out of repair.”


“It is the chronic condition of roofs. Go where you will, you hear the same story. Have the girls complained?”


“No, but I can see what is coming.”


“Ah!”


“The kitchen is not what it should be; the range causes us the greatest anxiety. The next dinner party we give we must have the dinner cooked out. Think what a trouble it will be, and how awkward it will look. Everything brought to the table lukewarm, if not quite cold.”


“The thought is heartrending.”


“And you so particular as you are. I am not blaming you for these things, my dear.”


“You are very considerate. Is your catalogue of ills finished?”


“By no means. Look at the wine cellar – it positively reeks. As for the store cupboard, not a thing can I keep in it for the damp. Then there’s the bath. Every time I turn the hot water tap I am frightened out of my life. It splutters, and chokes, and gurgles – we shall have an explosion one day. Then there’s—”


“No more!” I cried, in a tragic tone. “Give me two minutes to compose myself. My nerves are shattered.”


I finished my eggs and toast, I emptied my breakfast cup, I shifted my chair.


“You wish to move,” I then said.


“Do you not see the impossibility of our remaining where we are?” was her reply.


“Frankly, I do not, but we will not argue; I bend my head to the storm.”


“Edward, Edward!” she expostulated. “Must not a woman have a mind? Must it always be the man?”


“I meant nothing ill-natured, Maria. Have you any particular house in view?”


“Several, and I have made out a list of them. I have been to the house agents and have got the keys. I did not wish you to have the bother of it, so I took it all on myself. And here are the orders to view the houses where there are caretakers. Of course we don’t want the keys of those houses; all we have to do is to ring.”


“How many empty houses are there on your list?”


“Twenty-three.”


I repressed a shudder. “And you have the keys of—”


“Eleven. I can get plenty more. We must be careful they don’t get mixed up. Perhaps you had better keep them.”


“Not for worlds. Do you propose to go over the whole twenty-three today?”


“Oh, no, my dear, but we will continue till we are tired. With what I have and what I am promised I dare say it will be a long job before we are suited. Days and days.”


“Perhaps weeks and weeks,” I suggested faintly.


“Perhaps. Do you remember how we hunted and hunted till we found this house?”


“Can I ever forget it? I grew so sick of tramping about that I thought seriously of buying a traveling caravan, and living in it. Well, Maria, I confess I don’t like the prospect, but as your mind is made up I will put a good face on it.”


“I was sure you would, my dear. You are the best man in the world.” And she gave me a hearty kiss.


“All right, my dear. When do we start?”


“I shall be ready in half an hour.”


In less than that time we were off, I resigned to my fate, and my wife as brisk as a young maid about to enter into housekeeping for the first time. I could not but admire her courage. Her bag was stuffed with keys, and in her hand she carried a book in which were set down the particulars of the houses we were to look over.




 



•   II   •

House-Hunting à la Mode






It was a satisfaction to me that my wife did not entertain the idea of deserting the northwestern part of London, in which I have lived from my boyhood, and which I regard as the pleasantest district in our modern Babylon. In no other part of London can you see in such perfection the tender green of spring, and enjoy air so pure and bracing, and there are summers when my wife agrees with me that it is a mistake to give up these advantages for the doubtful enjoyment and the distinct discomforts of a few weeks in the country. So, with my mind somewhat relieved, I started upon the expedition which was to lead me to the deserted house in Lamb’s Terrace, and thence to the strange and thrilling incidents I am about to narrate. And I may premise here that I do not intend to attempt any explanation of them; I shall simply describe them as they occurred, and I shall leave the solution to students more deeply versed than myself in the mysteries of the visible and invisible life by which we are surrounded. I must, however, make one observation. There is in my mind no doubt that I was the chosen instrument in bringing to light the particulars of a foul and monstrous crime, which might otherwise have remained unrevealed till the Day of Judgment, when all things shall be made clear. Why I was thus inscrutably chosen, and was haunted by the Skeleton Cat until the moment arrived when I was to lay my hand upon the shoulder of the criminal and say, “Thou art the man!” is to me the most awful and inexplicable mystery in my life.


In our search for a new house the story of one day is (with the single exception to which I have incidentally referred) the story of all the days so employed. We set out every morning, my wife fresh and cheerful, and I trotting patiently by her side; we returned home every evening worn out, disheartened, bedraggled, and generally demoralized. My condition was, of course, worse than that of my wife, whom a night’s rest happily restored to strength and hope. I used to look at her across the breakfast table in wonder and admiration, for truly her vigor and powers of recuperation were surprising.


“Are you quite well this morning?” I would ask.


“Quite well,” she would reply, smiling amiably at me. “I had a lovely night.”


Wonderful woman! A lovely night! While I was tossing about feverishly, going up and down innumerable flights of stairs with thousands upon thousands of steps, opening thousands upon thousands of doors, and pacing thousands upon thousands of rooms, measuring their length, breadth, and height with a demon three-foot rule which mocked my most earnest and conscientious efforts to take correct measurements! The impression these expeditions produced upon me was that, of all the trials to which human beings are subject, house-hunting is incomparably the most exasperating and afflicting. Were I a judge with the power to legislate, I would make it a punishment for criminal offenses: “Prisoner at the bar, a jury of your countrymen have very properly found you guilty of the crime for which you have been tried, and it is my duty now to pass sentence upon you. I have no wish to aggravate your sufferings in the painful position in which you have placed yourself, but for the protection of society the sentence must be one of extreme severity. You will be condemned to go house-hunting, and never getting suited, from eight o’clock in the morning until eight o’clock at night, for a term of three years, and I trust that the punishment inflicted upon you will deter you from crime for the rest of your natural life.” I should almost be tempted to add, “And the Lord have mercy upon your soul!”


I could not have wished for a better leader than my wife, who continued to take charge of the keys and to keep a record of the premises we had looked over and were still to look over; and in the little book in which this record is made were set down in admirable English – occasionally, perhaps, somewhat too forcible – the reasons why there was not a single house to let which answered her requirements. Many of the houses had been tenantless for years, and reminded me in a depressingly odd way of unfortunate men who had fallen too soon into “the sere and yellow,” and were sinking slowly and surely into damp and weedy graves. The discolored ceilings, the moldy walls, the moist basements, the woebegone back yards, and the equally dismal gardens, the twisted taps, the rusty locks and keys, the dark closets which the agents had the effrontery to call bedrooms, supplied ample evidence that their fate was deserved. There were some in a better condition, having been newly patched and painted; but even to these more likely tenements there was always, I was ever thankful to hear, an objection, from one cause or another, raised by my wife. In one the dining room was too small; in another it was too large; in another the bath was on an unsuitable floor – down in the basement or up on the roof; in another the range was old-fashioned; in another there was no getting into the garden unless you passed through the kitchen or flung yourself out of the drawing-room window; in another there were no cupboards, and so on, and so on, without end. Again and again did I indulge in the hope that she was thoroughly exhausted and would give up the hunt, and again and again did the wonderful woman, a few hours afterward, impart to me the disheartening news – smiling cheerfully as she spoke – that she had been to a fresh house agent and was provided with another batch of keys and “orders to view.” After every knock-down blow she “came up smiling,” as the sporting reporters say. Meekly I continued to accompany her, knowing that the least resistance on my part would only strengthen her determination to prolong the battle. At the end of a more than usually weary day she observed:


“My dear, if we were rich we would build.”


“We would,” I said, and, with a cunning of which I felt secretly proud, I encouraged her to describe the house she would like to possess. I am a bit of a draughtsman, and from the descriptions she gave me of the house that would complete her happiness I drew out the plans of an Ideal Residence which I was convinced could not be found anywhere on the face of the earth. This, however, was not my wife’s opinion.


“It is the exact thing, Edward,” she said, and she took my plans to the agents, who said they were very nice, and that they had on their books just the place she was looking for – with one trifling exception scarcely worth mentioning. But this trifling exception proved ever to be of alarming proportions, was often hydra-headed, and was always insurmountable. Then would she glow with indignation at the duplicity of the agents, and would call them names which, had they been publicly uttered, would have laid us open to a great number of actions for libel and slander. Thus a month passed by, and, except for prostration of spirits, we were precisely where we had been when we commenced. The Ideal Residence was still a castle in Spain.


One evening, when we were so tired out that we could hardly crawl along, my indomitable wife, after slamming the last street door behind her, informed me that she intended to call upon another house agent whom she had not yet patronized.


“That will be the ninth, I think,” I said, in a mild tone.


“Yes, the ninth,” she said. “They are a dreadful lot. You can’t place the slightest dependence upon them.”


Gascoigne was the name of the agent we now visited, and he entertained us in the old familiar way. As a matter of course, he had the very house to suit us; in fact, he had a dozen, and he went through them seriatim. But my wife, who during the past month had learned something, managed, by dint of skillful questioning, to lay her hand on the one weak spot which presented itself in all.


“I am afraid they will not do,” she said, “but we will look at them all the same.”


I sighed; I was in for it once more. A dozen fresh keys, a dozen fresh orders to view – in a word, a wasted, weary week. Mr. Gascoigne drummed with his fingers on his office table, and, after a pause, said:


“I have left the best one to the last.”


“Indeed!” said my wife, brightening up.


“The house that cannot fail,” said he; “a chance seldom met with – perhaps once in a lifetime. I shall not have it long on my books; it will be snapped up in no time. It possesses singular advantages.”


“Where is it?” asked my wife eagerly.


“In Lamb’s Terrace, No. 79. Detached and charmingly situated. Ten bedrooms, three reception rooms, two bath rooms, hot and cold water to top floor, commodious kitchen and domestic offices, conservatory, stabling, coach house, coachman’s rooms over, two stalls and loose box, large garden well stocked with fruit trees, and two greenhouses.”


My wife’s eyes sparkled. I also was somewhat carried away, but I soon cooled down. Such an establishment would be far beyond my means.


“To be let on lease?” I inquired.


“To be let on lease,” Mr. Gascoigne replied.


“The rent would be too high,” I observed.


“I don’t think so. Ninety pounds a year.”


“What?” I cried.


“Ninety pounds a year,” he repeated.


I looked at my wife; her face fairly beamed. She whispered to me, “A prize! Why did we not come here before? It would have saved us a world of trouble.”


For my part, I could not understand it. Ninety pounds a year! It was a ridiculous rent for such a mansion.


I turned to the agent. “Is there a caretaker in the house?”


“No,” he replied, “it is quite empty.”


“Has it been long unlet?”


“Scarcely any time.”


“The tenant has only just left it, I suppose?”


“The tenant has not been living in it.”


“He has been abroad?”


“I really cannot say. I know nothing of his movements. You see, we are not generally acquainted with personal particulars. A gentleman has a house which he wishes to let, and he places it in our hands. All that we have to do is to ascertain that the particulars with which he furnishes us are correct. We let the house, and there is an end of the matter so far as we are concerned.”


I recognized the common sense of this explanation, and yet there appeared to me something exceedingly strange in such a house being to let at so low a rent, and which had just lost a tenant who had not occupied it.


“Is it in good repair?” I asked.


“Frankly, it is not; but that is to your advantage.”


“How do you make that out?”


“Because the landlord is inclined to be unusually liberal in the matter. He will allow the incoming tenant a handsome sum in order that he may effect the repairs in the manner that suits him best. There is a little dilapidation, I believe, in one or two of the rooms, a bit of the flooring loose here and there, some plaster has dropped from the ceilings, and a few other such trifling details to be seen to; and the garden, I think, will want attention.”


“The house seems to be completely out of repair?”


“Oh, no, not at all; I am making the worst of it, so that you shall not be disappointed. But there is the money provided to set things in order.”


“Roughly speaking, what sum does the landlord propose to allow?”


“Roughly speaking, a hundred pounds or so.”


“About one-third,” I remarked, “of what I should judge to be necessary.”


“Not at all; a great deal can be done with a hundred pounds; and my client might feel disposed to increase the amount. You can examine the house and see if it suits you, which I feel certain it will.”


Here my wife broke in. She had listened impatiently to my questions, and had nodded her head in approval of every answer given by the agent to the objections I had raised.


“I am sure it will suit us,” she said. “The next best thing to building a house for one’s self is to have a sufficient sum of money allowed to spend on one already built; to repair it, and paint and paper it after our own taste.”


“I agree with you, madam,” said the agent, “and you will find the landlord not at all a hard man to deal with. He makes only one stipulation – that whoever takes the house shall live in it.”


“Why, of course we should live in it,” said my wife. “What on earth should we take it for if we didn’t?”


“Quite so,” said the agent.


“I should like to ask two more questions,” I said. “Are the drains in good order?”


“The drains,” replied the agent, “are perfection.”


“And is it damp?”


“It is as dry,” replied the agent, “as a bone.”


Some further conversation ensued, in which, however, I took no part, leaving the management to my wife, who had evidently set her heart upon moving to No. 79 Lamb’s Terrace. The agent handed her the keys with a bow and a smile, and we left his office.





 



•   III   •

An Old Friend

 Unexpectedly

 Presents Himself






During the interview my attention had been attracted several times to a peculiar incident. At the extreme end of Mr. Gascoigne’s office, close against the wall, was a high desk, with an old-fashioned railing around it, the back of the desk being toward me. When we entered the office no person was visible behind the desk, and no sounds of it being occupied reached my ears; but, happening once to look undesignedly in that direction, I saw a gray head raised above the railings, the owner of which was regarding me, I thought, with a certain eagerness and curiosity. The moment I looked at the head, which I inferred was attached to the body of a clerk in the service of Mr. Gascoigne, it disappeared, and I paid no attention to it. But presently, turning again, I saw it bob up and as quickly bob down; and as this was repeated five or six times during the interview, it made me, in turn, curious to learn the reason of the proceedings. Finally, upon my leaving the office, the head bobbed up and remained above the desk, seemingly following my departure with increasing eagerness.


“My dear,” said my wife, as we walked along the street – very slowly, because of the weary day we had had – “at last we have found what we have been searching for so long.”


It did not strike me so, but I did not express my opinion. All I said was, “I am tired out, and I am sure you must be.”


“I do feel tired, but I’m repaid for it. Yes, this is the very house we have been hunting for; just the number of rooms we want, just the kind of garden we want, and so many things we thought we couldn’t afford. Then the stable and coach-house – not that we have much use for them, but it looks well to have them, and to speak of them to our friends in an offhand way. Then the fruit trees – what money it will save us, gathering the fruit quite fresh as we want it! I have in my eye the paper for the drawing and dining rooms; and your study, my dear, shall be as cozy as money can make it. I have something to tell you – a secret. I have put away – never mind where – a long stocking, and in it there is a nice little sum saved up out of housekeeping pennies. That money shall be spent in decorating No. 79 Lamb’s Terrace.”


Thus rattled on this wonderful wife of mine, working herself into such a state of rapture at the prospect of obtaining the Ideal Residence I had drawn out for her, and which she believed she had obtained, that I could not help admiring more and more her sanguine temperament and her indomitable resolution. Her pluck, her endurance, her persistence, were beyond praise; such women are cut out for pioneers in difficult undertakings; they never give in, they never know when they are beaten. In the midst of her glowing utterances I heard the sound of rapid steps behind us, and, turning, saw the elderly man, whose head, bobbing up and down in Mr. Gascoigne’s office, had so engaged my attention. He had been running after us very quickly, and his breath was almost gone.


“I beg your pardon, I beg your pardon,” he said, speaking with difficulty, “but – excuse me, I must get my breath.”


We waited till he had recovered, my wife with the expectation that he was charged with a message from Mr. Gascoigne, I with no such expectation. I felt that he had come after us on a purely personal matter, and as I gazed at him I had an odd impression that, at some period of my life, I had been familiar with a face like his. I could not, however, bring to my mind any person resembling him.


“The agent has given us the keys of the wrong house,” whispered my wife. “I hope it is no worse than that; I hope he hasn’t made a mistake in the rent.”


She was in great fear lest the splendid chance was gone and the house in Lamb’s Terrace was lost to us.


“I am all right now,” said the stranger, “and I must beg you to excuse me if I am mistaken. I think not, for I seem to recognize your features; and yet it is so long ago – so long ago!”


The impression that I had known him in earlier years grew stronger.


“I heard your name,” he continued, “while I was working at my desk. When you handed your card to Mr. Gascoigne he spoke it aloud, and I recognized it as that of an old school friend. It so stirred me that I fear you must have thought me rude for staring at you as I did. My name is Millet, Bob Millet – don’t you remember?”


Good Heavens! My old schoolmate, Bob Millet, dear old Bob, almost my brother, whom I had not seen for nearly forty years, stood before me. What reminiscences did the sight of him inspire! He and I were chums in those early days, stood up for each other, defended each other, played truant together, took long walks, went into the country together during holiday time – did everything, in short, that could bind schoolboys in firm links of comradeship. Once, when my parents took me to the seaside, they invited Bob at my urgent request to spend a week with us, and he spent two, three – all the time, indeed, that we were away from home. There at the seaside he taught me to swim, and we had days of enjoyment so vivid that the memory of them came back to me fresh and bright even after this lapse of years. How changed he was! He was a plump, rosy-cheeked boy, and he had grown into a thin, spare, elderly man, with all the plumpness and all the rosiness squeezed clean out of him. It was a bit of a shock. He was younger than I, and he looked twenty years older; his clothes were shabby, his face worn and lined with care, as though life’s battle had been too much for him; while here was I, a fairly prosperous man, full of vigor and capacity for enjoyment, and blessed with means for the indulgence of pleasures which it was evident he could not afford. There was on my part more of sadness than of joy in this meeting. I held out my hand to him, and we greeted each other cordially.


“My dear,” I said to my wife, “this is my old school chum, Mr. Millet.”


“Bob Millet, please,” he said reproachfully; “don’t drop me because I am shabby.”


“I am not the sort of man to do that, Bob,” I rejoined. “You have had a tussle with fortune, old friend, and got the worst of it?”


“Considerably,” he replied, with a little laugh in which there was no bitterness; it reminded me that when he was at school he always took a cheerful view of any misfortune that happened to him; “but a meeting like this makes up for a lot. What does the old song say? ‘Bad luck can’t be prevented.’ Well, I am glad to see you! I ran after you with a double purpose – first to shake hands with you, then to talk to you about that house you are looking after.”


“All in good time. Have you done work for the day?”


“Yes.”


“Come home with us and have a tea-dinner, unless,” I added, “there is someone else expecting you.”


“No one is expecting me,” he said rather mournfully. “I am all alone.”


“Not married?”


“I was, but I lost her.”


I pressed his hand sympathetically.


“You can come along with us, then,” said my good wife; “it will be better than passing the evening with yourself for company; and I am burning to hear what you have to tell us about the house in Lamb’s Terrace. I am fairly enchanted with it, even before I see it. There is our ‘bus; I hope there is room for us.”


There was room, and we got in, and alighted within thirty yards of our house – our dear old house, which my wife was bent upon giving up.


I took Bob to my dressing room, and we had a wash and a brush up.


“Any children?” he asked.


“No,” I replied; “it caused us sorrow at first, but we get resigned to things.”


“Yes, indeed.”


Downstairs my wife was waiting for us, and there was our tea-dinner already prepared, with one or two additional small luxuries in honor of our visitor.


“Sit down, Bob,” I said, “and make yourself at home. To you this is Liberty Hall; we haven’t a bit of pride in us, although my dear wife here has an ambition for a larger house; that is why we are going to move.”


“We can afford to move, Mr. Millet,” said my wife with dignity.


“I am very glad to hear it,” said Bob; “it is always pleasant to hear of a friend’s good fortune.”


My wife smiled kindly, and we all made a good meal; and then she bustled away to see to some domestic matters, while the maid cleared the table. Before she left the room she said to Bob:


“Mr. Millet, not a word about that delightful house until I join you.”




 



•   IV   •

Bob Millet Gives Us 

Some Curious Information

 About the House

 in Lamb’s Terrace






“Now, Bob,” said I, “here’s a clean pipe and some bird’s eye. Do you remember our first cigar in your little bedroom in your father’s house? How we suffered, and vowed never to smoke again! We have time for a pipe and a chat before my wife comes in. She has many virtues, Bob, and a special one for which she deserves a medal – she does not object to my smoking in any room in the house. Heaven knows what rules she will lay down, and what changes for the worse there will be when we move! I am not going to anticipate evils, however. Without pretending that I am a philosopher, I take things as they come, and try to make the best of them; it is the pleasantest way. Tell me what you have been doing all these years.”


He told me all about himself – of his leaving school with fair expectations; of his entering into his father’s business; of his marrying for love, and, after three years of happy married life, of the death of his wife, and the ruin of his prospects; of his subsequent struggles and disappointments; and of his sinking lower and lower until he found himself fixed upon that depressing platform which is crowded with poor clerks struggling with all their might and main for bread and butter. Except when he spoke of his wife there was no sadness in his voice; and I saw that the cheerful temperament which had distinguished him when we were at school together had not deserted him.


“It has been a tussle,” he said, “but I have managed to rub along, and it might have been worse than it is. You don’t mind my calling you Ned, do you?”


“If I did,” I replied, “I should have good reason to be ashamed of myself. It was Ned and Bob when we were boys; it is Ned and Bob now that we are elderly men. A few pounds more in my purse than in yours can make no difference; and as far as that goes, I can spare a little check if you need it.”


“No, Ned,” he responded quickly, “that is the last thing in the world I hope I shall have to do. Though I don’t sit down to a banquet every day for dinner, I have never borrowed, and I never will if I can possibly help it. Don’t judge me by my sad looks – I have a disagreeable impression that I am not a cheerful fellow to contemplate; but if the truth were known there are much harder lots than mine. I have a comical trick of twisting things to my own advantage, and of rather pitying men who could sell me up over and over again. Ned, as there is no station in life, however high, without its miseries, so there is no station in life, however low, without its compensations.”


“You’re the philosopher, Bob,” quoth I.


“I don’t know about that. I have grown into the belief that the poor have as much enjoyment as the rich, and when I take a shilling’s worth in the gallery of a theater, I am positive that I don’t get less pleasure out of it than the people who sit in the stalls do out of their half-guineas. If I am a philosopher that is the use I make of my philosophy. Then, Ned, I have the past to think of; for three years there was no happier man than I, and my sad memories are sweetened with gratitude. And life is short after all; time flies; tomorrow we shall all be on a level, rich and poor alike.”


Thus spoke my old schoolfellow, Bob Millet, in his shabby coat, and the regard I used to have for him grew stronger every minute that passed.


When my wife came in, bustling and cheerful as usual, she nodded brightly at us, sat down with a piece of needlework in her hand – she is never idle, this wife of mine – and said:


“Now, Mr. Millet, let us hear about the house in Lamb’s Terrace.”


“I will tell you all I know. Have you the keys, Ned?”


“My wife has,” I replied.


She opened her bag and took them out, remarking, as she wiped her fingers, that they were very dusty.


“As you see,” observed Bob, “they are covered with rust.”


“They could have been used very little lately,” I said.


“Hardly at all,” said Bob; “and this is one of the singular features in connection with the house with which you should be made acquainted. Did not the information Mr. Gascoigne gave you of the last tenant strike you as rather extraordinary?” He turned to my wife for an answer, but she did not reply.


“It struck me as very extraordinary,” I said. “I could not understand it at all, nor can I now understand why a house, with so many rooms, with stabling, a large garden, and so many other advantages, should be offered at so low a rent.”


Bob looked at me, looked at my wife, hesitated, coughed, cleared his throat, and spoke.


“As a matter of fact, the house has been empty for four or five years.”


“Really a matter of fact?” inquired my wife. “Within your own knowledge?”


“Not exactly that; I can speak only of what I have gathered.”


“So that your matter of fact,” observed my wife shrewdly, “is merely hearsay.”


“I must admit as much, I am afraid,” he said a little awkwardly.


“Why should you be afraid to admit it?”


I detected in these questions one of my wife’s favorite maneuvers. When she met with opposition to a project which she had resolved to carry out, she was in the habit of seizing upon any chance words which she could construe in such a way as to confuse and confound the enemy. Often had she driven me so hard that I have been compelled to beat a retreat in despair, and to give up arguing with her.


“Upon my word I don’t know why,” said Bob. “It was only a form of speech. I seem to be getting into a tangle.”


“I will assist you to get out of it,” said my wife, with playful severity. “Go on, Mr. Millet.”


“It was originally taken on lease,” continued Bob, “and the term having expired, the tenant – I suppose we must call him so – wished to renew. The landlord says, ‘I will renew on one condition, that you live in the house.’ The tenant objects. ‘What does it matter,’ he says, ‘whether I live in the house or not, so long as the rent is paid?’ The landlord replies that it matters a great deal, that a house cannot be kept in a satisfactory condition unless it is occupied, and that he does not like to see his property fall into decay, as this house has been allowed to do.”


“Did you hear these words pass, Mr. Millet?” asked my wife.


“No; I am only throwing into shape what I have gathered.”


Here we were interrupted by a knock at the door, and my wife was called from the room to see a tradesman whom she had sent for to put some locks in order. As she left us she gave Bob rather a queer look. I took advantage of her absence by asking Bob why he hesitated when he began to speak about the house.


“Well,” he answered, “this is the first time I have had the pleasure of seeing your wife, and I don’t know if she is a nervous woman.”


“She is not easily frightened,” I said, “but what has that to do with it?”


“Everything. I have heard that the house is haunted.”


I clapped my hand on the table. “And that is the reason of the low rent?”


“It looks like it, doesn’t it?”


“And that is why the last tenant did not live in it?”


“Ah,” said Bob, “now you strike another key. There is a mystery here which I cannot fathom. Having a house on lease and being responsible for the rent, he is bound to pay till his term has expired. Very well – but here’s the point, Ned: The lease having run out, and he having all these years presumably paid a large sum of money every quarter-day for value not received, why should he wish to renew? The house is haunted, he will not live in it, he never even opens the door to say how do you do to the property which is costing him so dear, and now that his responsibility is at an end he wants to take it upon his shoulders again, and to be allowed the privilege of continuing to pay his rent without receiving any return for it. Men don’t usually throw their money away without some special reason, and this eccentric proceeding on the part of the last tenant makes one rather curious.”


“It is certainly very mysterious,” I observed. “What was the rent he paid for it?”


“I heard Mr. Gascoigne say a hundred and fifty pounds.”


“And it is offered to us for ninety. Have you seen the house, Bob?”


“No.”


“Mr. Gascoigne has, I suppose.”


“I don’t believe he has.”


“Then how have you learnt all you have told me?”


“In this way. I was at my desk when the landlord – who is himself only a leaseholder, having to pay ground rent to a wealthy institution – called upon Mr. Gascoigne, and put the house into his hands. Mr. Gascoigne, when he wrote down the particulars, expressed, as you did, surprise at the low rent, and little by little all the particulars came out. There appeared to me to be some feeling between the landlord and the last tenant, but nothing transpired as to its nature while I was present, and it is my belief that Mr. Gascoigne is as much in the dark as I am. There had been trouble in obtaining the keys, I understood. A house agent, you know, never refuses business, and Mr. Gascoigne put the place on his books, but has not pushed it in any way. He did not mention it to you till he had exhausted the list of other available houses. It was only this morning that the rent was reduced in the books to ninety pounds, in accordance with instructions received from the landlord, and it was probably in accordance with those instructions that Mr. Gascoigne made a strong effort to prepossess you in favor of it. Your wife may be in any moment. Is she to know that the house is haunted?”


I rubbed my forehead; I pondered; I laughed aloud.


“Tell her, Bob,” I said; and then, at the idea of all her fond hopes being once more dashed to the ground, I fairly held my sides, while Bob gazed at me in wonder. I did not explain to him the cause of my hilarity; I had no time, indeed, for my wife re-entered the room, and resumed her seat and her needlework. I composed my features the moment I heard her footstep; she would certainly have asked why I was so merry, and any explanation I might have ventured to offer would have been twisted by her to my shame and confusion, and would, moreover, have made her more determined than ever to take the house.


“Where did we leave off, Mr. Millet?” she said, in a suspicious tone. “Let me see – I think it was about the house falling into decay.”


“Never mind that just now, Maria,” I said. “Bob has something of the utmost importance to impart to you. Brace your nerves – prepare for a shock.”


There was a note of triumph in my voice, and she turned her eyes upon me, with an idea, I think, that I was going out of my mind.


“Well, Mr. Millet,” she said, with a shrewd glance at him, “what is this something of the highest importance that you have to impart to me?”


“I was reluctant to mention it,” said Bob, “before I spoke of it to Ned, because I was doubtful how it would affect you. If you should happen to hear of it when it was too late to retract you might say with very good reason, ‘But why did not Mr. Millet tell us before we went over the house? Why did he leave us to find it out for ourselves after we signed the lease?’”


“Find what out, Mr. Millet?”


“As a matter of fact,” said Bob, and quickly withdrew the unfortunate phrase, “I mean that I have heard the house has a bad name.”


She frowned.


“A bad name!”


“Bad, in a certain way, They say it is haunted.”


“Oh,” said my wife, smiling, “is that all? They say? Who say?”


“I can’t give you names,” replied Bob, conspicuously nonplussed, “because I don’t know them. I can only tell you what I have heard.”


“I thought as much,” she said, her eyes twinkling with amusement. “Merely hearsay. You might be more explicit, Mr. Millet. Haunted? By what?”


“I don’t know.”


“When does It appear?”


“I can’t say.”


“How tantalizing! Don’t you think, Edward, that the news Mr. Millet has given us makes the house all the more interesting?”


Thus effectually did she sweep away all my fond expectations. She made no more of a haunted house than she would have done of a loose handle to a door.


“If that is the view you take of it,” I said, “perhaps it does. I am always ready to please you, Maria, but till this moment I had no idea that your taste lay in the direction of haunted houses. At all events, you will not be able to say that you were not warned.”


“You will not hear me say it. There is a proverb about giving a dog a bad name and hanging him at once, and it seems to me to apply to the house in Lamb’s Terrace. If Mr. Millet could give us something to lay hold of I might express myself differently.”


“You can’t lay hold of a ghost, Maria, unless those gentry have undergone a radical change. For my part, I am much obliged to Bob. It was out of consideration for you that he did not mention it at first.”


“Mr. Millet was very kind, I am sure,” she said stiffly; and then, addressing him as though she would give him another chance, “Are you acquainted with the last tenant?”


“No, I have never seen him.”


“What is his name?”


“I do not know.”


“Where does he live?”


“I do not know.”


“Now, do you think,” she said, quizzing him, “that it is quite fair to take away the character of an empty house upon such slender grounds? It is like hitting a man when he’s down, which I have heard is not considered manly.”


“I assure you,” replied Bob gravely, “that what I have said has been said with the best intentions.”


“No doubt,” said my wife composedly, meaning quite the other thing. “Edward, our best plan will be to go and look over the house the first thing in the morning.”


“That settles it, Bob,” I said, “for the present, at all events. What do you say to coming here tomorrow evening and hearing our report of the house?”


He looked at my wife, as if doubtful whether a second visit would be agreeable to her; but she nodded pleasantly, and said:


“Yes, come, Mr. Millet; perhaps we shall be able to surprise you.”


“Thank you,” said Bob, and we talked of old times with rather eager readiness, and for the rest of the evening carefully avoided the subject which had so nearly brought him to grief. At ten o’clock he took his departure, and a few minutes afterward Maria and I retired to our bedroom.


“Good-night, dear,” she said, in her most amiable tone, as I put out the light.


“Good-night, dear,” I replied, and disposed myself for sleep.


We are both healthy sleepers, and generally go off like a top, as the saying is, a very short time after our heads touch the pillows. But this night proved to be an exception, for we must have lain quite a quarter of an hour in darkness when my wife began to speak.


“Are you asleep, Edward?”


“No, Maria.”


“Do you know,” she said drowsily, “I have a funny idea in my head.”


“Have you?”


“Yes. It is that you and Mr. Millet laid a little plot for me.”


“It isn’t a funny idea, Maria; it is a perfectly absurd idea.”


“That is what you say, dear; it is never agreeable to be found out. I dare say you thought yourselves very clever. It hasn’t raised my opinion of Mr. Millet. I should have liked to believe him a different kind of person.”


“Whatever are you driving at, Maria?” I said. “Bob Millet is the simplest fellow in the world, and is incapable of laying a plot.”


“Oh, there’s no telling. You were old playmates, and he is anxious to please you; he will find out by and by, perhaps, that I am not quite the simpleton he takes me for.”


“Poor old Bob!” I thought. “His ill-luck sticks to him.”


Aloud I said, “You are a conundrum, Maria; I shall give you up.”


“Better give up the plot,” she said pleasantly.


“I will, when I know what it is.”


“It was this – that you would invent a ridiculous story about the house I have set my heart upon taking being haunted, so that I should be frightened to go near it. You ought to have known me better, Edward, and I must say you did it very clumsily; my consolation is that you did not succeed. I am so sorry for you! Good-night, dear; I hope you will sleep well.”


I did sleep fairly well, though I was kept awake longer than usual by my annoyance at the prejudice Maria entertained against my old friend Bob.




 



•   V   •

We Look Over the House

 in Lamb’s Terrace






We rose earlier than usual the next morning, and my wife bustled about in lively expectation of a successful and pleasant day. She made no allusion to Bob Millet, and I, well acquainted with her moods, was aware that her silence was no indication that she was not thinking of him. My meeting with him had recalled agreeable memories, and I was sincerely sorry that he had not been successful in life’s battle. I resolved to assist him if I could, though I could not exactly see a way to it, because of his aversion to borrowing money, and because, living retired as I was, with no business to attend to, it was out of my power to offer him a better situation than the one he occupied in Mr. Gascoigne’s office. Anxious that my wife should have as high an opinion of him as I had myself, I made an effort to reinstate him in her good graces.


“I think, Maria,” I said, during breakfast, “that you were inclined to do Bob an injustice last night. He had no desire whatever to set you against the house in Lamb’s Terrace, but only to give us some information which he considered it his duty not to withhold from us. He was perfectly sincere in all he said, and perfectly truthful, and you must admit that he did give us some strange news.”


“Yes, he did,” she replied, “and it remains to be proved whether it is true; we should not be too ready to believe all the idle gossip we hear.”


“Undoubtedly we should not; but if there is anything against the place, it is better that we should hear it before we decide upon living in it. When I was a boy an aunt of mine took a house, and afterward discovered that a murder had been committed in her bedroom. She didn’t have a moment’s peace in her life; she used to wake up in the middle of the night, and fancy all sorts of things. I remember her spending an evening with us at home, and starting at the least sound; her nerves were shattered, and my poor dear mother said she couldn’t live long. She told us stories of horrid sights she saw in the house, and horrid sounds she heard, and my hair rose on my head. I didn’t sleep a wink myself that night. Now, if she had known all this before she took the house, she would have been spared a great deal of suffering.”


“Did she die soon after?” asked my practical wife.


“No,” I replied; and I could not help laughing at my defeat, the moral of the story being absolutely destructive of the theory I wished to establish; “as a matter of fact, she lived to a good old age.”


“I don’t quite see the application, Edward,” said my wife dryly; and I deemed it prudent to change the subject. Maria is not an unreasonable or an unjust woman, and I gathered from her manner that she intended to hold over her final verdict upon Bob’s character until she had ascertained what dependence could be placed upon the information he had given us.


Upon looking through the local directory, the only reference I could find to Lamb’s Terrace was the name under the initial L, “Lamb’s Terrace.”


“It is singular,” I said. “The number of the house we are going to is 79, and the presumption is that there are other houses in the terrace, with people living in them, yet there is no list of them in this directory.”


My wife turned over the pages, but could find no further reference to the place.


“It is rather singular,” she said, and handed me back the book.


A few minutes afterward we were on our way, having been informed by Mr. Gascoigne on the previous day that a North Star ‘bus would take us to the neighborhood in which it was situated.


“How many houses are we going to look over?” I inquired.


“Only one,” replied my wife, “and if that doesn’t suit us I really don’t know what we shall do.”


With all my heart I wished that it would not suit us. Reluctant as I had been, when we first commenced these wearisome journeys, to remove from our old home, I felt now, after the experiences I had gone through, that it would be a positive misfortune.


Lamb’s Terrace was not easy to find. The conductor of the North Star ‘bus knew nothing of it, and said he had best take us as far as his conveyance went, and set us down. This was done, no other course suggesting itself to us; he took us as far as he went, and then cast us adrift upon the world. We made inquiries of many persons, and the replies we received added to our confusion. Women especially set their tongues wagging with astonishing recklessness, for they were totally ignorant of the subject upon which they were offering an opinion. But they gave instructions and advice, which we followed, for the reason that we did not know what else we could do. Some said they thought Lamb’s Terrace must lie in this direction; we went in this direction, and did not find it. Others said it must lie in that direction; and we went in that direction, with the same result. We requested sundry cabmen to drive us to 79 Lamb’s Terrace, and they nodded their heads cheerfully and asked where Lamb’s Terrace was. We could not inform them. “Do you know Lamb’s Terrace?” they asked their comrades, who scratched their heads and passed the question along the rank, and eventually said they were blarmed (or something worse) if they did. The consequence was that they lost a fare, and that we were cast adrift again.


At length, after tramping about for nearly two hours, we found ourselves in what I can only describe as a locality which had lost its place in civilized society. It was deplorably desolate and forlorn, and its dismal aspect suggested the thought that it had been abandoned in despair. Fields had been dug up, but not leveled; roads had been marked out, but not formed; buildings had been commenced, but not proceeded with. Rubbish had been shot there freely. Empty cans, battered out of shape, broken bottles, dead branches, musty rags, useless pieces of iron and wood, and the worst refuse of the dustbin, lay all around. If there had ever been a time in its history – and it seemed as if there had been, and not so very long ago – when it deserved to be regarded as a region of good intentions, its character was gone entirely, and it could now only be regarded as a region of desolation. Wandering about this mournful region, my wife suddenly exclaimed:


“Why, here it is!”


And there it was. A narrow thoroughfare, not wide enough for two vehicles to pass each other, with the words “Lamb’s Terrace” faintly discernible on the crumbling stones.


“Shall we go on?” I asked.


“Of course we will go on,” replied my wife. “What did we come out for? And after the trouble we have had to get here!”


We turned at once into the narrow lane. On the right-hand side was a gloomy house, untenanted. Beyond this was a long wall, very much out of repair. On the opposite side there were no houses at all, but another long wall, also very much out of repair. I searched for the number of the gloomy untenanted house, but could not see one, and my wife suggested that the house we wanted was lower down. We went lower down, and passed the gloomy house a distance of fifty or sixty yards, between the said walls. So still and deathlike was everything around, and so secluded did Lamb’s Terrace appear to be that I regarded it as being not only lost to society, but almost out of the world.


I glanced at my wife, and saw on her face no traces of disappointment. Her spirits were not so easily dashed as mine.


Having traversed these fifty or sixty yards we came to the end of the right-hand wall. Adjoining it was a large building, in rueful harmony with all the depressing characteristics of the neighborhood. The house was approached by a front garden choked up with weeds and rank grass, and enclosed by rusty and broken railings; at the end of this garden was a flight of stone steps. The gate creaked on its hinges as I pushed it open, and a prolonged wheeze issued from the joints; the sound was ludicrously and painfully human, and resembled that which might have been uttered by a rheumatic old woman in pain. My wife pushed past me, and I followed her up the flight of stone steps.


“There is a number on the door,” she said, tiptoeing. “Yes, here it is, 79, almost rubbed out.”


“Numbers 1 to 78,” I grimly remarked, “must be somewhere round the corner, if there is any round the corner in the neighborhood; they are perhaps two or three miles off.”


“My dear,” said my wife bravely, “don’t be prejudiced. Here is the house; what we have to do is to see whether it will suit us.”


“You would not care to go into it alone,” I said.


“I should not,” she admitted, with praiseworthy candor; “but that is not to the point.”


I thought it was; but I did not argue the matter. She had removed from the keys as much rust as she could, and had had the foresight to bring with her a small bottle of oil, without the aid of which I doubt if we should have been able to turn the key in the lock. After a deal of trouble this was accomplished, and the mysterious tenement was open to us; as the door creaked upon its hinges, the sound that tortured my ears was infinitely more lugubrious than that which had issued from the gate, and it produced upon me the same impression of human resemblance. When we entered the hall I asked my wife whether I should close the street door.


“Certainly,” she said. “Why not?”


I did not answer her. Have her way she would, and it was useless to argue with her. I closed the door, and felt as if I had entered a tomb.


The entrance hall was spacious, and shaped like an alcove; there was a door on the right, and another on the left; in the center was a wide staircase, leading to the rooms above; farther along the passage was a masked door, leading to the rooms below.


“Upstairs or downstairs first?” I inquired.


“Downstairs,” my wife replied.


The stairs to the basement were very dark, and my wife, prepared for all such emergencies, produced a candle and matches. Lighting the candle we descended to the stone passage. There was a dreary and gloomy kitchen; there was a large scullery, a larder and all necessary offices, cobwebbed and musty; also two rooms which could be used as living rooms. The glass-paneled doors of both these rooms opened out into the back garden, which was in worse condition and more choked up with weeds, and rank grass, and monstrous creepers than the ground in front of the house; two greenhouses were at the extreme end, and there were some trees dotted about, but whether they were fruit trees it was impossible to say without a closer examination.


“I don’t think,” said my wife, “we will go over the garden just now. It looks as if it was full of creeping things.”


“The rooms we have seen are not much better, Maria.”


“They are not, indeed; I never saw a place in such a dreadful state.”


I was more than ordinarily depressed. As a rule these expeditions invariably had a dispiriting effect upon me, but I had never felt so melancholy as I did on this occasion. I made no inquiry into my wife’s feelings; I considered it best that she should work out the matter for herself; the chances of my emerging a victor from the contest in which we were engaged would be all the more promising.


We ascended to the hall, and then I observed to my wife that we had forgotten to examine the stabling and the wine cellar; we had even neglected the coal cellars.


“We won’t bother about them today,” she said, and despite my despondency I inwardly rejoiced.


I had also learned to prepare myself for the trials of this house-hunting. In my side pocket were two flasks, one containing water, the other brandy. I had often grown faint during our wanderings, and a sup of brandy now and then had kept up my strength. I saw that my wife was lower spirited than usual, and I mixed some spirits and water in the tin cup attached to one of the flasks. She accepted the refreshment eagerly, and I took a larger draught myself, and was much cheered by it.


“It always,” said my wife, in a brighter tone, “makes one feel rather faint to look over a house which has been empty a long time, especially a house which is so far away from – from any others.”


“It is almost as if we were in a grave,” I observed.


“How can you say such dreadful things!” she retorted. “If I were a man I should have more courage.”


There were three rooms on the ground floor, each of considerable dimensions, and all in shocking dilapidation. The paper had peeled off the walls, and was hanging in tattered strips to the ground; quantities of plaster had dropped from the ceilings, and here and there the bare rafters were exposed; there were holes in the flooring; the grates were cracked, the hearths broken up.


“A hundred pounds,” I observed, “would not go far toward making this house habitable.”


“It wouldn’t be half enough,” said my wife.


Upon quitting the dining room I inquired whether she wished to go any further.


“I am going,” she said stoutly, “all over the house.”


Upstairs we went to the first floor, where we found the rooms in a similar condition to those below.


“Disgraceful!” exclaimed my wife. “No wonder the landlord was indignant with the last tenant.”


In due course we found ourselves on the second floor, and we stood in a large room, the windows of which faced the garden in the rear. I had opened the door of this room with difficulty, and the moment we entered it slammed to, which I ascribed to the wind blowing through some broken panes. By this time I perceived plainly that my wife’s spirits were down to zero, and I was comforted by the reflection that looking over a house so wretched, so forlorn, so woebegone, would, after all we had gone through, be the last straw that would break the back of her determination to move. We had been in the house about half an hour, and nothing but her indomitable spirit had sustained her in the trying ordeal.


In the room in which we were now standing there were two bell-pulls; one was broken, the other appeared to be in workable condition. It was not to prove this, but out of an idle humor as I thought at the time – though I was afterward inclined to change my opinion, and to ascribe the action to a spiritual impulse – that I stepped to the unbroken bell-pull, and gave it a jerk. It is not easy to describe what followed. Bells jangled and tolled and clanged as though I had set in motion a host in of infernal and discordant tongues of metal, and had raised the dead from their graves to take part in the harsh concert, for indeed there seemed to be something horribly fiendish, in the discord, which was at once hoarse, strident, shrill, and sepulchral, and finally resolved itself into a low, muffled wail which ran through the house like a funereal peal. With the exception of our own voices and footsteps and the slamming of the doors we had opened and shut, these were the only sounds we had heard, and they brought a chill to our hearts.


“How awful!” whispered my wife.


I nodded, and held up my hand. The last echo of the bells had died away, and now there came another sound, so startling and appalling that my wife clutched me in terror.


“My God!” she cried; “someone is coming upstairs!”




 



•   VI   •

The Answer to the Bell






We stood transfixed with fear.


As I have said, we were on the second floor, and the sound which now filled us with apprehension proceeded from the lower part of the house. It was very faint, and I judged – though in such circumstances but small reliance could be placed upon any judgment I may have formed – that if human feet produced it they must have been encased in soft shoes or slippers. It has ever since been to me a matter for wonder how a sound so fine could have reached our ears from that distance. It must have been that our senses, refined instead of dulled by the despair which held us spellbound, were preternaturally sharpened to catch the note of warning which at any other time would have been inaudible.


At the moment, therefore, of my wife’s frenzied exclamation I inferred that the feet had left the kitchen and were on the stairs leading from the basement to the hall. If my surmise was correct there were still two flights of stairs to ascend before the full horror of the incident would be revealed to us.


I have described the impression produced upon me when we first turned into Lamb’s Terrace, of being, as it were, cut off from the world. There was not an inhabited house near us. We had not seen a human being in the thoroughfare, and, as the prospect, from the windows of the room in which we now stood, stretched across a bare and desolate waste of ground, there was absolutely no hope of any helpful response being made to our appeals for assistance.


The possibilities of the peril in which we had placed ourselves presented themselves vividly to my agitated mind. The house, having been for so many years deserted by its proper tenant, might have become the haunt of desperate characters who would shrink from no deed, however ruthless, to secure their safety; who might even hail with satisfaction the intrusion of respectable persons who had unconsciously put themselves in their power. Supposing that these evil-doers were concealed in the lower rooms when we entered, they could rob and murder us with little fear of discovery. But there was also the consoling reflection that they might be in the house with no sinister designs, and that their only anxiety now was to escape from a building into which they had made an unlawful entrance. This would soon be put to the proof. If, when they were on the landing of the ground floor, we heard the street door open and shut, the fears which oppressed us would be dispelled, and we should be able to breathe freely.


I perceived that my wife was animated by a similar hope, and we both strained our ears in the endeavor to follow with our terrified senses the progress of the sound.


It ceased awhile on the ground floor, and we listened in agonized suspense for the click of a latch and the harsh creak of rusty hinges, but no such comforting sounds reached our ears, and presently the dead silence was broken by the soft pit-pat of footsteps on the stairs leading to the first floor. My wife’s hold upon me tightened.


“We are lost!” she moaned. “What shall we do – oh, what shall we do?”


I had no weapon about me with the exception of a small penknife, which was practically useless in such an encounter as that in which I expected soon to be engaged. A peaceful citizen like myself had no need to carry weapons. I looked around the room for one. There was not an article of furniture in it – not a stick. I would have given the world for an axe or a piece of iron with which I could have made some kind of defense. We were absolutely helpless and powerless, and it was my terror that made me certain that we were threatened by more than one enemy. To go from the room and meet the persons who were advancing toward us would be an act of madness, and would in all probability but hasten our fate. We must remain where we were, and wait for events; no reasonable alternative was open to us.


Pat, pat, pat, came the sound to our ears; nearer, nearer, nearer; not boldly, as if those from whom it proceeded were engaged upon an open and honest mission, but stealthily and covertly, as though they desired all knowledge of their movements to be concealed from their victims.


The footsteps had now reached the landing of the first floor and, after another deathlike pause, commenced to ascend the stairs which led directly to us.


“Can’t you do something, Edward?” whispered my agonized wife, wringing her hands. “Can’t you lock the door?”


It is strange that the fact of the door being unlocked had not occurred to me before. I rushed to it instantly, and a sigh of intense relief escaped me at finding the key in the lock. I turned it like lightning, and we were so far safe. Then my wife flew to the window, and, throwing it open, began to scream for help – that is to say, she would have screamed if she had had the power, but her voice was almost frozen in her throat, and the sounds that issued from her were of a ravenlike hoarseness, and could have traveled but a few yards; too short a distance in our lonely situation to be of any practical value. Soon I added my shouts to her hoarse scream. They were sent forth to a dead world; to our frantic appeals no answer was made.


Meanwhile, occupied as I was, I could still pay some attention to what was passing on the stairs that led to the room. I had indulged in a faint hope that our cries would alarm those without, and would induce them to forego their murderous attack upon us, but the stealthy pat, pat, pat of the footsteps continued, and were now in the middle of the staircase; there could be but a few more stairs to ascend. Still another hope remained – that when the footsteps reached the second landing they would proceed onward to the top of the house. This last hope, like those which had preceded it, was not fulfilled. Nearer, nearer, nearer they approached, until they were close to the door; then there was another pause; no further sounds were heard.


My impression now was that the villains who had a design against us – for by this time I entertained no doubt of their diabolical purpose, and that we were in the direst peril – were making preparations to carry it into effect. Presently they would try the handle of the door, and, discovering that it was locked, would burst it open and spring upon us.


A long and awful silence ensued, during which the agonizing question occupied my mind, what was being done outside the door? The torture of the suspense was maddening; the silence was more harrowing than the footsteps themselves had been. I was soon to receive an appalling answer to the question.


The door – notwithstanding my firm belief that I had securely locked it – slowly and noiselessly opened. My heart beat wildly, but I held myself ready, so far as lay in my poor power, to meet the attack with which we were threatened. And now the door stood wide open, and I saw no form of man or woman. But gradually there shaped itself in the air the outline of a female shape, a shadow, which as I gazed grew more distinct, and yet was never quite vivid to my sight. It was the figure of a young girl, poorly dressed, with carpet slippers on her feet. Her hair was hanging loose, and the tattered remnants of a cap attached to it was an indication that her station in life was – or more properly speaking, had been – that of a domestic servant. Her face was white and wan, and her large gray eyes were fixed mournfully upon me. There was a dead beauty in their depths which seemed to speak of glowing hopes of youth prematurely blasted and destroyed, and, though the features of the apparition were but airy outlines, I could not fail to perceive that in a bygone time they had been comely and prepossessing.


More terrible than any form of living man or woman was this appalling spectacle as it stood, silent and still, upon the threshold. Had the bell I rang summoned it from the grave? For what purpose had it come? What did it require of me? It is probable that I should have mustered courage to ask some such questions as these, and indeed I was aware that my lips were moving, but no sound issued from them – my voice was gone; I could not utter an audible sound.


For several minutes, as it seemed to me, though it could not have been so long, did I continue to gaze upon the figure. I had directed a brief glance at its feet, but when my eyes traveled up to its face they became magnetized, as it were. The spell was broken by a movement on the ground, not proceeding from the apparition of the girl. I looked down, and there, gliding past the upright spectral figure, I saw creeping toward me a skeleton cat.


It was veritably a skeleton, and was to my sight as impalpable as the young girl. Through its skin, almost bare of hair, its bones were sharply outlined. It was black; its ears were pointed, its eyes were yellow, its mouth was open, showing its sharp teeth.


This second apparition added to my horror, which grew deeper and deeper as the cat, with gliding motion, approached me. Had its paws left upon the ground a bloody imprint I could not have been more awe-stricken. It paused a few inches from me, where it crouched motionless so long as I remained so. When I moved it accompanied me, and when I stopped it stopped, waiting for a mandate from me to set it in motion.


Raising my eyes to the door I discovered to my amazement that the figure of the girl had vanished. Nerving myself to the effort, I stepped softly into the passage and gazed along and at the staircases above and below me, but saw no movement of substance or shadow. Returning to the room I was irresistibly impelled by a desire to convince myself whether the cat which had accompanied me to and fro was as palpable to touch as to sight. Kneeling to put this to the test I found myself kneeling on my wife’s dress. So engrossed had I been in the astounding apparitions that I had paid no attention to her, and now I saw that she had fainted. Before devoting myself to her I passed my hand over the cat and came in contact with nothing in the shape of substance. It was truly a specter, and I beheld it as clearly as I beheld the body of my wife lying at my side.


I took my flask from my pocket and bathed my wife’s forehead, and poured a few drops of brandy and water down her throat, and I was presently relieved by seeing her eyes open. She closed them again immediately, and said, in a whisper:


“Is it gone?”


Anxious to learn what she had seen – for I inwardly argued that I might myself be the victim of a strange delusion – I met her inquiry by asking:


“Is what gone, Maria?”


“The girl,” she murmured; “that dreadful figure that came into the room?”


“Look for yourself,” I said.


It was not without apprehension that I made the request, and I nervously followed the direction of her eyes.


“It is not in the room,” she sighed. “But, Edward, who opened the door?”


“The wind blew it open, most likely.”


“You locked it, Edward! I heard you turn the key in the lock.”


“I thought I did, but I must have been mistaken. Terrified as we were, how could we trust the evidence of our senses? And do you suppose there’s a lock in the house in proper order?”


“It must have been my fancy. Did you see nothing?”


How should I answer her? Revive her terror by telling her that she was under no delusion, but that the spectral figure of the young girl had really presented itself; or, out of kindness to her, strive to banish her fears by a pardonable falsehood?


Before I decided how to act I felt it necessary to ascertain whether the cat lying in full view to me was visible to her.


“Maria,” I said, “take the evidence of your senses. Look round the room – at the door, at the walls, at the ceiling, on the floor – and tell me what you see.”


With timid eyes she obeyed, and glanced in every direction, not omitting the spot upon which the skeleton cat was lying.


“I don’t see anything, Edward.”


“Does not that prove that the figure you spoke of was a trick of the imagination?”


“You actually saw nothing?”


“Nothing.”


All this time she had been sitting on the floor, keeping tight hold of me. I assisted her to her feet; she was so weak that she could hardly stand.


“For Heaven’s sake!” she said “do not let us remain in the house another minute.”


I was as anxious to leave as she was, and had I been alone I should have rushed downstairs in blind haste, but I had to attend to my wife. The power of rapid motion had deserted her, and when we were about to pass through the passage she shrunk back, fearing that the apparition of the young girl was lurking there. She experienced the same fear as we descended the stairs, and clung to me in terror when we approached an open door. I was grateful that the apparition of the cat – which followed us faithfully down to the hall – was invisible to her; if it had not been she would have lost her senses again, and it would have been hard work for me to carry her out, as she is by no means of a light weight.


The question which now agitated me was whether the cat would come into the streets with us, or would return to the resting place which should have been its last. It was soon and plainly answered.


I opened the street door, and stood upon the threshold. The cat stood there also. I paused to give it the opportunity of returning, but it evinced no desire to do so. I went down the stone steps to the front garden; the cat accompanied me. I walked through the front garden out of the gate, straight into Lamb’s Terrace, and thence across the wretched wastes of ground into more cheerful thoroughfares; and the skeleton cat was by my side the whole of the time.


The evidence of civilized life by which we were now surrounded restored Maria’s spirits; she found her tongue.


“Why did you stop on the doorstep, Edward?” she asked.


“I had to lock the street door,” I answered.


“We will not take that house, my dear,” she said.


“No, we will not take it.”


Some unaccustomed note in my voice struck her as strange.


“Is anything the matter with you?” she asked.


“No,” I replied, glancing at the cat, “nothing.”


“What are you looking at? Why are your eyes wandering so?”


“My dear,” I said, with an attempt to speak in a lively tone, and failing dismally, “I must be a bit unstrung, that is all.”


She accepted my explanation as satisfactory.


“No wonder,” she said; “I would not go through such another trial for all the money in the world.”





 



•   VII   •

I Make Some

 Singular Experiments






For a little while we walked along in silence, and then I asked my wife whether she would ride or walk home.


“I should prefer to walk,” she said; “it is early, and the air is fresh and reviving. Things look all the brighter now we are out of that horrible place. A walk will do us good.”


I made no demur, though I was curious to see what the skeleton cat would do when we entered an omnibus full of people. It would experience a difficulty in finding a place on the floor of the ‘bus, and there would be no room for it to stretch itself comfortably on the seats. I wished to ascertain, also, whether among a number of strangers there would be one to whom it would make itself visible. I peered into the faces of the passers-by with this thought in my mind, but I saw no expression of surprise in them, notwithstanding that the cat seemed to touch their legs in brushing past. Again and again did I turn my eyes away from the apparition; and again and again, looking down at my feet, I beheld it as clearly as if it were an actual living example of its species. Once we got into a crowd and I hoped that I had lost it. No such luck; it evinced no disposition to leave me.


“Edward,” said my wife, “I am sure you are not well. I have tired you out with this eternal looking over houses to let. You have been very patient with me” – she pressed my arm affectionately – “and I will try and make it up to you. I know you never really wished to move.”


“I never wished it, Maria.”


“And you have gone through all this for my sake. I don’t like to give up a thing once I have set my mind on it, – you know that of old, my dear, – but the experiences of this morning will last me a lifetime; so I will give this up.”


“The idea of moving?” I asked in a dull voice. “You give it up altogether?”


“Yes, altogether. We will remain in our old house.”


It is a singular confession to make, but this proclamation of the victory I had gained afforded me no satisfaction. I had no wish to move; my earnest desire was to remain where we were; but with the infernal cat gliding by my side, I could think of nothing but the haunted house in Lamb’s Terrace which we had just quitted. In that house was the spectral figure of the girl who, by spiritual means, had opened a door I had locked, and presented herself to me. She was now alone. I had deprived her of a companion who, for aught I knew, might have been a solace to her. It was as if I had been guilty of a crime; as if I had condemned her to solitude. But it was folly to torment myself with such reflections. What had I to do with the incidents of this eventful day? I was a passive instrument, and was being led by unseen hands. More pertinent to ask what was the portent of the apparitions, and why the supernatural visitation was inflicted upon me, although to these questions I could expect no answer. Involuntarily I stooped to assure myself once more that the cat was but a shadow.


“What are you stooping for?” inquired my wife.


“I thought I had dropped my handkerchief.”


“It is here, in your pocket.” She took it out and handed it to me.


“I was mistaken,” I muttered.


She held up her sunshade and hailed a passing hansom, saying energetically, and with a troubled look at me, “We will ride home.”


I did not object. I think if she had said “We will fly home,” I should have made an attempt to fly, so absolutely was I, for the time, deprived of the power of deciding my own movements. I did not see the cat spring into the cab, but directly we were seated, there it lay crouched in front of us; and when the driver pulled up at our house there it was waiting for the street door to be opened.


“Lie down and rest yourself for an hour,” said my wife, with deep concern in her voice.


“No,” I replied, “I will smoke a pipe in the garden.”


With wifely solicitude she filled my pipe for me, and held a lighted match to the tobacco. I puffed up, thanked her with a look, and went into the garden accompanied by the cat.


In the part of London in which we live there are pleasant gardens attached to many of the houses, and our little plot of ground is by no means to be despised. It is some ninety feet in length, is divided in the center by a broad graveled space, and has a graveled walk all around it; and here when the weather permits, my wife and I frequently sit and enjoy ourselves. I am also the proud possessor of a greenhouse, which, as well as the borders and beds I have laid out, is in summer and autumn generally bright with flowers, of which I am very fond; and into this greenhouse I walked to smoke the green fly, which was doing its worst for my pelargoniums. There are a couple of trees in my garden, and birds’ nests in them. The birds were flitting among the branches, and I looked at the cat, wondering whether it would spring after its feathered victims.


It took no notice of them, nor they of it. I remained in the greenhouse ten or twelve minutes, and then it occurred to me to make an experiment. With a swift and sudden motion I left the greenhouse and pulled the door behind me, shutting the cat inside. I walked toward the center of the garden, and the animal I thought I had cunningly imprisoned glided on at my side. Doors shut and locked, and doubtless stone walls, presented no greater obstacle to the creature than the air I breathed.


I sat down on the garden seat and smoked and pondered, and was aroused by a soft purring at my feet, and the contact of a furry body against my legs. I uttered an exclamation, and, looking down, saw our own household cat – a tortoise-shell tabby – rubbing against me. Now, thought I, there will be a fight. But there was nothing of the kind. I felt convinced that the skeleton cat saw our tortoise-shell cat, and presently I was quite as convinced that the flesh and blood reality was unconscious of the presence of the disembodied spirit.


I made another experiment. I went stealthily into the kitchen, and filled a saucer with milk. This saucer I took into the garden and put upon the gravel before the two cats.


“You must be hungry,” I said aloud to the spectral figure, with a feeble attempt at jocularity. “Lap up.”


It made no movement. With a look of gratitude at me our tabby lapped up the whole of the milk, and licked the saucer dry.


My wife came out and, seeing what I had done, smiled.


“Are you feeling better?” she asked solicitously.


“There is nothing whatever the matter with me,” I said, with an unreasonable show of irritation.


She wisely made no reply, and I was once more left alone with my supernatural companion.


Thus passed the day, and I was glad when the hour arrived for Bob Millet to make his appearance. He came punctually and was cordially received by my wife.


“You are in time for tea, Mr. Millet,” she said, shaking hands with him. “I want you to feel that you are really welcome here.”


“Indeed I do feel so,” said Bob, gratified by this reception, which I fancy he hardly expected.


They made a good meal, but though my wife had thoughtfully prepared a dish of which I was very fond – a tongue stewed with raisins – I ate very little.


“No appetite, Ned?” said Bob.


I shook my head gloomily.


“He is out of sorts, Mr. Millet,” said my wife, “and I am delighted you are here to cheer him up. He has me to thank for his low spirits; it is all because of my stupid wish to leave the house in which we are as comfortable as we could reasonably hope to be. I have worried him to death, almost, dragging him about against his will – though he has never complained – from morning till night for I don’t know how long past. He is not half the man he was; he doesn’t eat well and he doesn’t sleep well, and I am to blame for it.”


She was ready to cry with remorse, and I felt ashamed of myself for not having the strength to battle with the delusion which surely would not torture me forever.


I patted her on the shoulder, and put on a more cheerful countenance. She brightened up instantly, and then Bob asked whether we had been to 79 Lamb’s Terrace.


“Yes, we have,” said my wife, “and I am truly thankful that we got out of it safely.”


“Ah!” said Bob, lifting his eyes.


“You were right, Mr. Millet,” said my wife, “the house is haunted.”


“Oh,” said Bob, “I only told you what I had heard. For my part, I don’t even know where Lamb’s Terrace is.”


“Take my advice, Mr. Millet, and don’t try to know. The less you see of the place the better it will be for you.”


“Why?”


“Because it is haunted,” she replied with emphatic shakes of her head, “and I am much obliged to you for putting us on our guard.”


“Then you saw something?”


My wife looked at me.


“Tell him what you fancy you saw,” I said.


“It was not fancy,” she rejoined; “I have been thinking over it during the day, and the more I think, the more I am convinced that I did see – what I saw.”


“I should like to hear about it,” said Bob.


“You shall.”


And she told him all; of our going over the house till we got to the room on the second floor, of my pulling the bell, of the sounds we had heard proceeding from the basement and approaching nearer and nearer till they were outside in the passage, of my locking the door, of the door opening of its own accord, and of the appearance on the threshold of the specter of a young girl, and, finally, of her fainting away.


“It was only my obstinacy,” she said, “that took us up to the top of the house. Edward was quite ready to leave it before we had been in the place two minutes, but I insisted upon going into all the rooms, and I was properly punished for it. I was frightened enough, goodness knows, before I fainted, for I was chilled all over by what I had already seen, and I ought to have been satisfied; but you know what women are, Mr. Millet, when they take a fancy into their heads.”


“There, Bob,” said I, “there’s a confession to make; not many women would say as much.”


Bob smiled, and said, “You are too hard on yourself. We are much of a muchness – men and women alike; there is nothing to choose between us.”


“You are very good to say so, Mr. Millet.”


“When you recovered from your faint,” said Bob, “was the figure still there?”


“No, it was gone.”


“And you did not see it again?”


“No, thank God!”


“Did you see it?” asked Bob, turning to me. “He says he didn’t,” said my wife, quickly replying for me, “but—”


“But,” I added, “she does not believe me.”


“How can I believe you,” said my wife reproachfully, “when the very moment before I swooned away I saw your eyes almost starting out of your head with fright.”


“Oh, well,” I said, “I suppose I have as much right to fancy things as you.”


“Of course you have, and it was very considerate of you to deny that you saw anything. He is the best husband in the world, Mr. Millet, and if he thinks I don’t appreciate him he is mistaken.”


“Now, my dear,” I said soothingly, “you know I don’t think anything of the sort; if I am the best husband in the world, so are you the best wife in the world. What do you say to our going in for the flitch of bacon?”


“It is all very well to make a laughing matter of it,” said my wife seriously. “I will ask Mr. Millet this plain question. He may say, like you, that it is all fancy; but pray how does he account for the opening of a locked door?”


“I told you,” I interposed before Bob could speak, “that I must have been mistaken in supposing I had locked it.”


“Very good. But the door was shut if it was not locked.”


“I don’t deny that it was.”


“How did it come open, then?”


“I told you that, too,” I replied. “The wind.”


“What wind?”


“The wind from the window through the broken panes.”


She turned to Bob triumphantly. “What do you think of that, Mr. Millet? When we go into the room the door slams, and my husband says it slams because of the wind through the window. I accept that as reasonable, but is it reasonable to suppose that the same wind that blows a door shut from the inside of a room should blow it open from the outside?”


“Well, no,” said Bob, with a sly look at me; “I should say it was not reasonable.”


I was fairly caught. My wife’s logic was too much for me.


“And now,” said she, “as I know it will worry him if I go on talking about it, I will leave you two gentlemen together while I go and look after some affairs. You will spend the evening with us, Mr. Millet?”


“With much pleasure,” he said.


“And I beg your pardon,” she said, “for having misjudged you. I did think that you and my husband were in a plot together to set me against the house, and I did not think it was nice behavior in a gentleman who was paying me his first visit. I told my husband as much last night before we went to sleep, and he stood up for you like the true friend he is; and now I am glad to say I have found out my mistake. I hope you will forgive me.”


“There is nothing to forgive,” said Bob, in the kindest and gentlest tone imaginable. “All that you have said and thought and done was most fair and reasonable, and I ought to be thankful for the little misunderstanding, if it has given you a better opinion of me.”




 



•   VIII   •

I Take Bob

 into My Confidence






“A sensible woman,” said Bob, gazing after my wife; and then, in a more serious tone, “Ned, is it all true?”


“Every word of it.”


“About the phantom of the girl?”


“Yes, about the phantom of the girl. Frightfully, horribly true!”


“You saw it?”


“I did; and I would swear it was no trick of imagination.”


“And the door opened, as your wife has described?”


“It did, and I will swear that that was no trick of the imagination.”


We had moved our chairs and were sitting by the open window, from which stretched the bright prospect of the flowers in my garden; there was a space of some three feet between our chairs as we sat facing each other, and on this space lay the skeleton cat.


“There is something more,” I said. “Look down here.” I pointed to the cat.


“Well? I am looking.”


“What do you see?”


“Nothing.”


“Absolutely nothing?”


“Nothing, except the carpet.”


“Bob, would you judge me to be a man possessed of a fair amount of common sense?”


“Certainly.”


“Not likely to give way to fads and fancies?”


“Certainly.”


“Caring, as a rule, more for the prosaic than the romantic side of things?”


“I should say that, without doubt.”


“And you would say what is true of me, up to the present moment. I prefer the plain bread-and-butter side of life, and though I hope I have a proper sympathy for my fellow-creatures, I am not given to extravagant sentiment. I am putting this description of myself in very plain words, because I really want you to understand me as I am.”


“I think I do understand you, Ned.”


“I have never had a nightmare,” I continued, “and, as a rule, my sleep is dreamless. It is true that my rest has been a little disturbed lately by my wife’s wish to move, but the few restless nights I have passed from this reason are quite an exception. To sum myself up briefly and concisely, I claim to be considered a healthy human being in mind and body.”


“It is not I, Ned, who would dispute that claim.”


“I have told you that the spectral figure of the girl appeared to me. A doctor would at once declare it to be a delusion of the senses. If my wife informed the doctor that she also saw it, he would reply that she also was suffering under a delusion, and he would attempt to explain it away on the ground of sympathy between us. But the opening of the door could be no delusion; it was tight shut, and the key was incontestibly turned in the lock; and yet it opened to admit the specter. The doctor would smile at this, and ask incredulously, ‘Is it necessary for the entrance of an apparition, that a door should be open, when it possesses the power of passing through material obstacles?’ It does possess such a power, Bob; I have tested and proved it. Now, what I have been coming to is this. My wife saw one apparition; I saw two.”


“Two?” exclaimed Bob, regarding me more intently.


“Yes, two. One, the girl, vanished; the other, the cat, remained.”


“In Heaven’s name what are you talking about?”


“I am relating an absolute fact. By the side of the girl appeared the apparition of a skeleton cat, which accompanied me from the house, which glided along the streets at my side, which entered my own house with me, and which now lies here, on this little space of carpet between us, on which you see – nothing. Now, Bob, tell me at once that I am mad.”


“I shall tell you nothing of the kind; I must have a little time to consider. What kind of reading do you indulge in? Sensation stories?”


“I chiefly read the newspapers.”


“Digestion good, Ned?”


“In perfect condition; for the last ten years I have not had a day’s bad health.”


“All that is in your favor.”


“Thank you. I see that you are taking a medical view of my case.”


“Indeed, I am not; I only want to think it out for myself. You can actually see the cat?”


“There it lies, its yellow eyes fixed on my face.”


“Touch it.”


I stretched forth my hand and passed it over and through the apparition.


“Does it reply by any sign?”


“By none.”


“And yet it moves?”


“When I move. Otherwise it remains motionless, in a state of expectation, as it appears to me.”


“I don’t quite understand, Ned.”


“It is difficult to understand, but it seems to be waiting for something in the near or distant future. It relieves me to unburden my mind to you, Bob. I do not intend to confide in my wife; it would frighten her out of her life, and in the kindness of her heart she would try to make me disbelieve the evidence of my own senses. Therefore not a word about this to her. I hear her singing; she is coming back to us, and she is singing to make me cheerful. Why, Maria,” I said, as she entered the room, “what have you got your hat on for? Are you going out for a walk?”


“I am,” she replied briskly, “and you two gentlemen are coming with me. It is now half-past seven, and if you will be so good as not to raise any objection I propose to treat you to the theater.”


“A good idea,” said Bob Millet, in a tone as lively as her own.


“No tragedies,” she continued, “a play that we can have a good laugh over; we have had enough of tragedies today, and I don’t intend they shall get the best of me. We will go to the Criterion, where you always get a proper return for your money, and I hope you won’t object to the pit, Mr. Millet?”


“I assure you,” said Bob, with grave humor, “that when I sit in the pit I shall consider myself one of the aristocracy. Your wife is a capital doctor, Ned.”


Very willingly I fell in with the thoughtful proposition, and as Maria insisted upon paying all the expenses out of her private purse I allowed her to do so, knowing that it would give her pleasure.


We arrived at the Criterion before the raising of the curtain and we saw a laughable comedy most admirably acted, which afforded us great enjoyment. I may say that the circumstance of the skeleton cat not accompanying us was the mainspring of my enjoyment. Could it have been, after all, an illusion? Was it really possible that the apparitions I had seen were the creations of my fancy? Bob whispered to me once:


“Has it accompanied us?”


“No,” I whispered back, “I see nothing of it.”


When we were outside the theater, and were ready to depart our separate ways, Bob said:


“Will you come and spend an hour with me tomorrow evening, Ned?”


“Yes, he will,” said my wife; “it will do him good. It does not do, Mr. Millet, for a man to mope too much at home.”


So I consented, and we shook hands, and wished each other good-night.




 



•   IX   •

I Pay Bob Millet a Visit






I was naturally curious when I arrived home to see if the cat was there. It was. It did not meet me at the street door, but it lay on the spot on which I had left it a few hours previously. Of course this distressed me, but I did not betray my uneasiness to my wife. I had at least cause for thankfulness in the silent announcement made by the apparition that it was not its intention to accompany me to every place I visited.


We had our supper and went to bed; and it was an additional comfort to me when I found that it did not follow us to our bedroom.


It was not likely, after such an exciting day, that I should pass a good night. My rest was greatly disturbed; and at about three o’clock I was wide awake. My wife was sleeping soundly. I rose quietly, thrust my feet in my slippers, and went downstairs to the dining-room. There lay the cat with its eyes wide open.


“You infernal creature,” I cried, holding the candle so that its light fell upon the specter, “what are you here for? What do you want me to do? Why do you not go back to your grave and leave me in peace?”


I asked these questions slowly, and paused between each, with an insane notion that an answer might be given to them. No answer was vouchsafed, and I recognized the folly of my expectation. The peculiarity of the apparition was that its eyes never seemed to be closed, as the eyes of other cats are when they are in repose. It appeared to be ever on the watch, but what it was watching for was a sealed mystery to me. In a moment of exasperation I raised my hand against it threateningly; it did not move. I went no further than this, feeling that it would be cowardly to strike at a shadow. I returned to my bedroom, and after tossing about for an hour fell into a disturbed sleep.


Bob lived at Canonbury, and had given me directions to take a North London train, his station being about half a mile from his lodgings.


All the day the cat had remained in the dining-room, but when I was leaving the house on my visit to Bob, it rose and followed me.


“Do you intend to favor me with your company?” I asked. “Very well, come along.”


And come along it did, to the train I took, got into the carriage with me, and emerged from it at the Canonbury station, where I found Bob waiting for me on the platform.


“I have brought another visitor with me, Bob,” I said, “but I can assure you it has accompanied me without any invitation.”


“Is it here, then?” he asked, following the direction of my eyes.


“Yes, Bob, it is here.” And as we walked to the old-fashioned house in which he rented one room at the top, I remarked, “Is it not singular that it did not come to the theater with me last night, and that it should accompany me now upon this friendly visit to you?” Bob nodded. “I am beginning to have theories about it,” I continued, “and one is, that something will occur tonight in connection with the haunted house in Lamb’s Terrace.”


“Do not get too many fancies into your head, old fellow,” said Bob.


“I will not get more than I can help, but ideas come without any active prompting or wish of my own; I am like a man who is being driven, or led.”


Bob’s one room was by no means uncomfortable; it served at once for his living and bedroom, but the bed he occupied being a folding bed, and the washstand he used being enclosed, it did not present the appearance of a bedroom. There were shelves on the walls containing a large number of books; four or five of these were on the table.


“Now, sir or madam,” said I to the cat, “what do you think of Bob’s residence, and what can we do to make you comfortable?”


The cat glided to the hearthrug and stretched itself upon it; I wrested my attention from the unpleasant object.


“I am very well off here,” said Bob; “the landlady cooks my meals for me, and allows me to have them downstairs. I am at the top of the house, and there is a fine view from the roof; I often smoke for an hour there. You see that door in the corner; it is a closet, with a fixed flight of steps leading to the roof; in case of fire I should be safe. Sit in the armchair, Ned, and let us reason out things. I have been thinking a great deal about you today, and talking about you, too.”


“That was scarcely right, Bob.”


“Don’t be afraid; you were not mentioned by name, and the gentleman I conversed with is blind. That is the reason, very likely, why he believes in what he does not see.”


“A friend of yours?”


“A dear friend; a poor gentleman who has suffered, and who bears his sufferings with a resignation which can only spring from faith. I told you yesterday that I had been married and that I lost my wife. The gentleman I speak of is the son of my dead wife’s sister, who is herself a widow. My wife’s family were gentlefolk, who had fallen from affluence, not exactly into poverty, but into very poor circumstances. Ronald Elsdale – the name of my nephew – is a tutor; he was not born blind; the affliction came upon him gradually, and was accelerated by over study in his boyish days. Four years ago he could see, and when blindness came upon him he was fortunately armed, and able to obtain a fair living for himself and his widowed mother by tutoring. He is an accomplished musician, and frequently obtains remunerative engagements to play. He speaks modern languages fluently, is well up in the sciences, has read deeply, and is altogether as noble and sweet a gentleman as moves upon the earth.”


Bob spoke with enthusiasm, and it was easy to perceive that he had a sincere love for Mr. Ronald Elsdale.


“In every way so accomplished and admirable,” I said, “and with such a misfortune hanging over him, he needs a wife to look after him.”


“His mother does that,” Bob replied, “with tender devotion, and Ronald will never marry unless – but thereby hangs a tale, as Shakspere says. He is not the only man who cherishes delusions.”


“Ah! he has delusions. I hope they are more agreeable than mine. How is it, Bob, that you have had time for so much talk today with your nephew?”


“This is Thursday, and Mr. Gascoigne closes his office on Thursdays at two o’clock, so I have had a few hours at my disposal, which have been partly employed in talking with Ronald and partly in studying your case.”


“Explain.”


“I have been looking up apparitions,” said Bob, pointing to the books upon the table.


I did not trouble myself to examine them; it did not seem to me that the books would be of much service in my case; the facts themselves were sufficiently strong and stern, and I mentally scouted the idea that printed matter would enable me to get rid of the apparition that haunted me.


“It is clear to me,” I said, “that you think I am laboring under some hallucination, and that I see the specter, now lying on the hearthrug, with my mental and not my actual vision. Very well, Bob; a difference of opinion will not alter the facts.”


“The awkward part of it is,” said Bob, “that all evidence is against you.”


I nodded toward the books on the table, and said, “All such evidence as that.”


“Yes, but you must not forget that cleverer heads than ours have occupied years of their lives in sifting these matters to the bottom.”


“In trying to sift them, Bob.”


“Well, in trying to sift them; but they give reasons for the conclusions they arrive at which it would be difficult, if not impossible, for men like ourselves to argue away.”


“There are two strong witnesses on my side,” I remarked; “one is myself, the other is my wife. Bear in mind that we both saw the apparition of the girl; there was no collusion between us beforehand, and if, in our fright, our imaginations were already prepared to conjure up a phantom of the air, it is hardly possible that that phantom should, without previous concert, assume exactly the same form and shape; nor was there any after conspiracy between us as to the manner in which this phantom was to be dressed. Now, my wife has described to me the dress of the girl, the shreds of a cap sticking to her hair, the frock of faded pink, the carpet slippers, the black stockings, and I recognize the faithfulness of these details, which presented themselves to me exactly as they did to her. Granted that one mind may be laboring under a delusion, it is hardly possible that two minds can simultaneously be thus imposed upon. Answer that, Bob.”


“Sympathy,” he replied.


“The word I used yesterday evening, when I was imagining what the doctors would say upon my case; it is an easy way to get out of it, but it does not satisfy me. I suppose you have come across some curious cases in looking up apparitions?”


“Some very curious cases. Here is one in which a door, not only locked but bolted, plays a part. A great Scotch physician relates how a person of high rank complains to him that he is in the habit of being visited by a hideous old woman at six o’clock every evening; that she rushes upon him with a crutch in her hand, and strikes him a blow so severe that he falls down in a swoon. The gentleman informs the physician that on the previous evening, at a quarter to six o’clock, he carefully locked and double bolted the door of the room, and that then he sat down in his chair and waited. Exactly as the clock strikes six the door flies wide open – as the door in Lamb’s Terrace did, Ned – and the old woman rushes in and deals him a harder blow than she was in the habit of doing, and down he falls insensible. ‘How many times has this occurred?’ asks the physician. ‘Several times,’ is the reply. ‘On any one of these occasions,’ says the physician, ‘have you had a companion with you?’  ‘No,’ the gentleman replies, ‘I have been quite alone.’ The physician then inquires at what hour the gentleman dines, and he answers, five o’clock, and the physician proposes that they shall dine the next day in the room in which the old woman makes her appearance. The gentleman gladly consents; they dine together as agreed upon, and the physician – who is an agreeable talker – succeeds apparently in making his host forget all about the apparition. Suddenly, the clock on the mantelpiece is heard striking six. ‘Here she is, here she is!’ cries the gentleman, and a moment afterward falls down in a fit.”


“Very curious,” I said, “and how does the wise physician account for the delusion?”


“By the gentleman having a tendency to apoplexy.”


“There is, generally,” I observed, “a weak spot or two in this kind of story. Does it say in the account that the door was locked and bolted when the gentleman and the physician dined together, and that the door flew open upon the appearance of the old lady?”


“No, it does not say that.”


“The omission of the precaution to lock the door,” I said, “is fatal, for the absence of that visible and material manifestation deprives the physician of the one strong argument he could have brought forward. Had the door been locked and bolted, and had the old woman appeared without its flying open, the physician could have said to the gentleman, ‘You see, the door remains fastened, as we fastened it before we sat down to dinner; you imagined that it flew open, and there it remains shut, a clear proof that the old woman and her crutch is but a fevered fancy.’ That would have disposed of this gentleman at once.”


“Quite so,” said Bob.


“You will, I suppose, admit that if the locked door had opened in the physician’s presence, it would have been a sign that some spiritual power had been exercised for which he could not so readily have accounted?”


“Yes, I should admit that.”


“Admit, then, that as my wife and I – two witnesses, each uninfluenced by the other – saw the locked door in Lamb’s Terrace fly open, that that is an evidence of the exercise of a spiritual power.”


Bob laughed a little awkwardly. “You have made me give evidence against myself,” he said.


Here there came a knock at the door, and Bob calling “Come in,” the landlady of the house made her appearance.


“Mr. Elsdale is downstairs,” she said, “and was coming up, when I told him you had a friend with you, and he sent me to ask whether he would be intruding.”


Bob looked at me inquiringly.


“Not so far as I am concerned,” I said; “I should very much like to make your nephew’s acquaintance.”


“Ask Mr. Elsdale to come up,” said Bob; and the landlady departed.


“I have more than a passing fancy to see your nephew,” I said; “you tell me he has delusions; what he says in our discussion, which I don’t propose to drop when he joins us, may be of interest.”


As I spoke Ronald Elsdale entered the room.


“My nephew, Ronald Elsdale,” said Bob, introducing us. “My old friend, Mr. Emery.”


As we shook hands my attention was diverted to an incident which, insignificant as it might appear, struck me as very singular; the skeleton cat had risen from the hearthrug and was now standing at Ronald Elsdale’s feet, looking up into his face.




 



•   X   •

Ronald Elsdale

 Gives Opinions






Something more singular than this next attracted my attention. Ronald Elsdale, blind as he was, inclined his head to the ground and seemed to be returning the gaze of the cat. “Can it be possible,” I thought, “that this man, physically blind, and this cat, invisible to all eyes but mine, are conscious of each other’s presence?” I put this to the test.


“You appear to be listening for something,” I said.


“Did you bring a dog with you?” he asked. “My uncle, I know, keeps neither cat nor dog.”


“No,” I replied, “I brought no dog.”


“Then I must be mistaken,” he said, and he felt his way to the seat he was in the habit of occupying in Bob’s room. The cat lay at his feet.


I was prepossessed in the young man’s favor the moment I set eyes upon him. He was tall and fair, a true Saxon in feature and complexion. There was an engaging frankness in his manner, and his bearing was that of a gentleman. He aroused my curiosity by a habit he had of closing his eyes when any earnest subject occupied his mind. He closed them now as he sat upon his chair, and when he opened them he said, in a singularly gentle voice, “My uncle has told you I am blind, Mr. Emery?”


“Yes,” I replied; “I sincerely sympathize with you.”


“Thank you. It is a great misfortune; but there are compensations. There are always compensations, Mr. Emery, even for the worst that can happen to a man.”


“It is good if one can think so,” I remarked. “As a rule men are not patient when things are not as they wish.”


“It is not only useless to repine,” was his reply, “it is foolish, and morally weak. For, admitting that there is such a principle as divine justice, we must also admit a divine interposition even in the small matters of human life. I should not speak so freely if my uncle had not told me of his early association with you, and of the friendly and affectionate greeting he received from you after a separation of nearly forty years. I look upon you already as a friend.”


“I am glad to hear you say so; we will seal the compact.”


I pressed his hand once more, and he responded as I would have wished him to respond.


“I knew you would like each other,” said Bob.


“When I closed my eyes just now,” resumed Ronald Elsdale, “it was because of the impression I had that there was some other living creature in the room beside ourselves.”


Bob and I exchanged glances, and Bob said:


“We three are the only living creatures within these four walls of mine.”


“Of course, of course. Mr. Emery said so, and it is not likely he would deceive me. Blind people, Mr. Emery, are generally very suspicious; it follows naturally upon their affliction. Seeing nothing, they doubt much, and are ever in fear that they are being imposed upon and deceived. I am happy to say this is not the case with me; where I have not a fixed opinion I generally believe what is told me.”


A pang of self-reproach shot through me as he spoke. Here was I, in my very first interview with this frank and ingenuous young gentleman, deliberately deceiving him. Bob, also, did not seem quite at his ease. He was playing with his lower lip, always an indication in him of mental disturbance.


“You said something just now,” I observed, with a wish to change the subject, “about compensations for misfortune, and I infer that you have compensations for yours. But it must cause you regret?”


“It does, but I do not fret, I do not take it to heart; I accept the inevitable. The proper use of the higher intelligence with which we are gifted is to reason calmly upon all human and worldly matters which touch us nearly. Those who can thus reason have cause for gratitude; and I have cause. Compensations? Yes, I have them. Difficult to describe, perhaps, because they are spiritual; inspired by faith or self-delusion, which stern materialists declare are one and the same thing.”


“Your uncle and I,” I said, “were having a discussion upon delusions when you entered.”


“In continuation” – he turned to Bob; he seemed to know always where the person he was addressing was standing or sitting – “in continuation of the discussion we were having this afternoon?”


“Yes,” said Bob, “and we do not quite agree.”


“My uncle is a skeptic,” said Ronald, “he does not believe in miracles.”


“You do?” I inquired.


“Undoubtedly. It will be a fatal day for the world when faith in miracles is dead. Do not do my uncle an injustice, Mr. Emery; I never heard him speak as he spoke this afternoon when we were discussing this subject, and it almost seemed to me as if he were desirous of arguing against himself. Do you require absolute visible proof before you believe?”


“Not always,” I replied, with my eyes on the spectral cat. “I am forced to believe in some things which are not visible to other eyes than mine.”


“I do not quite understand you,” said Ronald thoughtfully. “It is, at the best, but a half-hearted admission, and, regarding you in the light of a friend, as I do Uncle Bob, I would like to break down the barrier.”


“Try,” I said anxiously.


He was silent for a moment or two, considering.


“My uncle, this afternoon, in the attempt to support his argument, brought forward some instances of spectral illusions such as that of a man who was in the habit of seeing in his drawing room a band of figures, dressed in green, who entertained him with singular dances; and he instanced other illusions of a like nature. These are waking fancies, produced either by a disordered mind or a disordered body; they are of the same order as dreams.



At dead of night imperial Reason sleeps,

And Fancy, with her train, her revel keeps.




So by day, when the mind is disturbed by such fancies, does imperial reason sleep. For my own part I make no attempt to dispute the facts of these cases. They have been brought forward by physicians in proof of certain functional and scientific facts, and by wise treatment suffering mortals have been won from madness. In this respect they have served a good purpose; but materialists, and persons who now fashionably call themselves agnostics, seize upon these illustrations in proof that mortal life is of no more value, and means no more, than the life of a flower or the growth of a stone, and that when we die we are blotted out spiritually and materially forever. In their eyes we are so many pounds of flesh and blood; there is nothing divine, nothing spiritual in us; we are surrounded by no mystery. ‘Miracles!’ they cry. ‘Stories for children; fables to tickle, amuse, and delude!’ What we see and feel is, what we do not see and feel is not and cannot be. If this view were universal what would become of religion? The high priests of God, under whichever banner they preach, insist upon our accepting miracles, and they are right in thus insisting. You laugh at faith and destroy it, and in its destruction you destroy comfort and consolation; you destroy salvation. God is a miracle. Because we do not see him are we not to believe in him? Are we not to believe in the resurrection? Then farewell to the sublime solace that lies in the immortality of the soul. There is a road to Calvary called the Via Dolorosa, and there pilgrims kneel and see a miracle in every stone; there, hearts that are crushed with sorrow tarry, and go away blessed and comforted for the struggle of years that yet lies before them.”


His voice was deep and earnest, his handsome face glowed with enthusiasm. I touched his hand, and a sweet, pathetic smile came to his lips.


“Mr. Elsdale,” I said, “I thank you from my heart. May I venture to ask if you believe in spiritual visitations?”


“Believing what I believe,” he replied, “I must believe in them.”


“You have spoken,” I continued, “of receiving comfort and consolation from such belief. Do you think that a man who is not, to his own knowledge, interested or involved in something which, for the sake of argument, I will call a crime, may receive a spiritual visitation which compels him to take an active part in it?”


“Not in the crime,” asked Ronald, “in the discovery of it, I suppose you mean?”


“Yes. In the discovery of it.”


“I think,” said Ronald, “that a man who is not in any way connected with it may be made an agent in its discovery.”


We had some further conversation on the subject, and at the expiration of an hour or so Ronald Elsdale took his departure, and expressed the hope that we should meet again, to which hope I cordially responded.


As he stood with his hand on the handle of the door, the cat, which had risen when he rose, stood at his feet.


“Are you going with him?” I mentally asked. “You are quite welcome.”


A troubled expression crossed Ronald’s face, and he made a motion with his hand as if to dispel it. Then he left the room, but the cat remained.




 



•   XI   •

Bob Relates

 Some Particulars






I listened to the blind gentleman’s footsteps as he slowly descended the stairs, and I asked Bob if he considered it safe to allow his nephew to go home unaccompanied.


“Quite safe,” replied Bob. “When a man loses the sense of sight he acquires other senses which have not been precisely defined; he seems to have eyes at his fingers’ ends. And Ronald prefers to be alone.”


“Can you account,” I inquired, approaching a subject which I knew was in Bob’s mind, and to which he was unwilling to be the first to refer, “for his impression that there was another presence in the room beside ourselves?”


“I cannot,” said Bob curtly; “nor can you.”


“I do not pretend that I can; but it has set me thinking. Would you object to let me into the secret of the delusion under which he labors?”


“There can be no harm in my doing so,” he replied, after a pause. “In a certain way it is a love story, of which I believe Ronald has seen the end, a belief which is not shared by him. The incidents are few, and he sets store upon them, as most young men do who have been in love. It commenced about six years ago, when Ronald, fagged with overwork, went for a summer ramble on the Continent. He spent a few days in Paris, and then took the morning train to Geneva. It is a long travel from Paris to Geneva, and to anyone not cheerfully inclined a wearisome one. A happy spirit is required to enjoy a dozen hours boxed up in a railway carriage, but probably this day was to Ronald the happiest, as it was certainly the most eventful, in his life. For traveling in that train were a young lady and her father, a widower, I believe, though upon this point I cannot speak with certainty, nor can I tell you the gentleman’s name, for the reason that Ronald has never mentioned it to me. The lady’s was Beatrice, and that is all I know. In the course of that eventful day Ronald found opportunity to make himself of service to the young lady, but his attentions did not appear to be as agreeable to the father as they were to the daughter. It could not be doubted that she accepted them very readily, and that Ronald was as attractive to her as she was to him. From what I have gathered I should say that it was a case of love at first sight on both sides. Ronald, as you have seen, is a handsome young fellow, who would be likely to win favor with ladies all the world over, and at the time I am speaking of he was not oppressed by the fear of losing his sight.


“When they were within a short distance of Geneva he asked Beatrice at which hotel they were going to put up, and she replied that she did not know. He inquired of her father, and that gentleman said he had not made up his mind.


“‘I hope we shall meet again,’ said Ronald to Beatrice. ‘Where do you go from Geneva?’


“‘To Chamounix, of course,’ she replied. ‘I have never been in Switzerland before. Have you?’


“‘Oh, yes,’ he said. And then he described to her some of the most beautiful spots in Switzerland, and you may be sure that those beautiful spots were the places he intended to visit, and for which he had taken a circular ticket.


“‘Perhaps I shall see you in Chamounix,’ he said. ‘Do you remain long in Geneva?’


“She could not inform him, and he had perforce to live on hope; for, to a fishing inquiry he put to Beatrice’s father as to their probable length of stay in Geneva, the reply he received was that no definite plan of travel had been laid out. They might remain in Geneva a week or a fortnight, or they might leave it the next day. Even at this early stage of his acquaintanceship with Beatrice, Ronald discovered that her father did not wish to be intruded upon by strangers. It was dark when the train stopped at the Geneva station, and all Ronald’s offers of assistance with the luggage were refused. However, he had the satisfaction, when he shook hands with Beatrice and wished her goodnight, of receiving from her something more than a careless pressure, and he marched to his hotel with the determination not to lose sight of her.


“It was his intention to go to Cluses by rail, and thence by diligence to Chamounix. ‘They will take a carriage, of course,’ he thought, ‘but we shall travel on the same day and arrive in Chamounix the same evening.’


“I have no doubt that he dreamt of Beatrice that night, and that, in his fancy, he saw her fair face in the depths of the beautiful lake the next morning. But that is all he saw of her in Geneva, for though he made diligent search and most industrious inquiries he could not discover the hotel at which Beatrice and her father were staying.


“I know,” continued Bob, “that you have formed a favorable opinion of Ronald, but still you can have no idea of the stability of his character and of certain traits in it which distinguish him from most men. Once let an idea take firm possession of him and it is next to impossible to dislodge it. He dwells upon it, strengthens it by self-argument, and begets a strong faith in it. He is not easily discouraged and he seldom gives way to despair; he is, in a word, extraordinarily tenacious, and he was tenacious in this, the first serious love affair in his life. As he has expressed it to me, he felt that fate had brought him and Beatrice together, and that fate would not separate them. These are comfortable convictions; they rob life of many small miseries. Thus strengthened and fortified, Ronald continued his search for Beatrice in Geneva, and was not dashed because of the non-success that attended it. On the third day he determined to go on to Chamounix, and if they were not there to wait for their arrival. In so small a village as Chamounix Beatrice’s father could scarcely hope to conceal his daughter from Ronald’s eyes. On he went, and discovered that he was before them. There is but one road from Cluses to Chamounix, and from three to six o’clock on the afternoon of every successive day there was no more indefatigable pedestrian on that road than Ronald Elsdale. At length his patience was rewarded. An hour before the diligence was due he saw on the road which crosses the Arve a carriage, in which were seated Beatrice and her father. He did not wish to be seen by them so early on their arrival and he stepped out briskly before them to the Chamounix village. Their carriage drew up at the Hotel d’Angleterre and in the course of half an hour they left the hotel for a stroll. The moment they were out of sight he entered and engaged a room, and maneuvered to have his seat at the dinner table placed next to theirs. They were greatly surprised to see him, and I need scarcely say that of the two Beatrice was by far the better pleased. Such chance meetings, however, as these between tourists on the Continent are common enough, and, as Ronald is unmistakably a gentleman, Beatrice’s father could not but receive him politely. In the course of conversation over the dinner table Beatrice informed Ronald that they intended to remain in Chamounix for at least a week.


“‘We are not quite sure,’ said Beatrice’s father quickly.


“‘Oh, yes, we are,’ said Beatrice. ‘It was a binding promise.’


“He made a grimace, but did not reply.


“I mention these small matters,” said Bob, breaking off here, “so that you may rightly understand the attitude adopted by the elder gentleman toward my nephew, and it certainly seems to be not open to doubt that he did not regard Ronald with a favorable eye.


“In the course of that week at Chamounix some understanding must have been arrived at by the young people which caused them to consider themselves engaged, but I believe there was nothing absolutely definite between them at the time. Beatrice and her father left Chamounix for Lucerne, and Ronald followed; but he was as unsuccessful in his endeavors to find them in Lucerne as he had been in Geneva. He went from place to place in the hope of meeting them, and it was not until a fortnight had elapsed that he had the happiness of tracking them to Como. To make short of a long story, Beatrice’s father could no longer affect ignorance of the feelings which existed between Ronald and Beatrice, and in a conversation with Ronald he expressed open disapproval of my nephew’s attentions. The only effect this opposition had upon Ronald was to deepen his love for Beatrice, and it appeared to be the same with the young lady. In one of the interviews between the gentlemen, Beatrice’s father did not hesitate to declare that Ronald was following his daughter for her money, which Ronald indignantly denied, the truth being that he had no idea that Beatrice was in any way an heiress; and, except that she was a lady, and her father a gentleman, he was entirely ignorant of their social position.


“From this point of Ronald’s story, what I have to relate must be conveyed in more general terms. I gather that when the tour was ended the young people met occasionally and corresponded; and also that every obstacle that he could devise was placed in their way by Beatrice’s father. Thus passed twelve months or so, at the end of which time the young lady mysteriously disappeared; and all Ronald’s efforts to trace her were of no avail. It was in the midst of this trouble that his sight began to fail him, and then it was that he was assailed by the doubt whether, threatened with blindness, he had any right to marry. Had it not been for this impending visitation he had sufficient confidence in his prospects to warrant him in setting up a home to which he could bring a wife. But now all was changed, and the best he could hope for was that his exertions would enable him to support himself and his mother in fair comfort. If he had known how to communicate with Beatrice he would have explained this frankly to her, but he did not know where to address her; and consequently Beatrice’s father was thus far master of the situation. As you have seen, Ronald was not spared the affliction; the most experienced specialists could do nothing for him; he finally lost his sight, and I am afraid there is no hope of his regaining it.


“Misfortunes never come singly, and they did not come singly to Ronald. About a year after blindness fell upon him he heard that Beatrice was dead, and that before her death she had been for some time in London. If her love for him had been lasting and sincere it was strange that, being in London, she had made no effort to see him and had not even written to him. There would have been no difficulty in her doing one or the other, because she was acquainted with his address; and here comes in one of his delusions. Notwithstanding her silence he believes that she was faithful to him. Upon this you may reasonably ask, ‘Why, then, did he himself not endeavor to meet her – why did he discontinue his efforts to ascertain where she was living?’ His answer is that he could not offer her a home, that he dared not ask her to share his lot, and that it was his duty to set her free entirely. There is a lack of logic in the method of his reasoning. By his own action he wishes her to believe herself in no way bound to him, and at the same time he believes that she is faithful to the vows they exchanged. Lovers are seldom logical, and my nephew is no exception to the rule.


“But this is a trifling delusion in comparison with one I am now about to mention.


“Beatrice did not die a natural death. Retiring to rest one night, apparently in good health, she was found dead in her bed the next morning. Bear in mind that I do not vouch for the exact correctness of the particulars I am giving you. Ronald has always been exceedingly reticent upon the subject, and it is only from chance observations that have fallen from him that I have gathered and put together what I am now relating. She met her death by asphyxiation. Putting out the gas before getting into bed she must have accidentally turned it on again, for her room was filled with its fumes. In the face of all this, what will you think of my nephew when I tell you that he is under the delusion that Beatrice still lives?”


With the spectral cat in full view of me, I replied:


“Seeing what I see, I cast no doubt upon any man’s delusions. It is warm here, Bob, let us go on the roof; perhaps this lady here would like a mouthful of fresh air.”





 



•   XII   •

A House on Fire






Bob’s phantom visitor and my faithful companion had no objection to the tiles, in which it may have found an endearing memory of old associations. Bob had fixed a couple of seats to the roof, where we sat and chatted and smoked, and enjoyed the usual prospect of chimney pots and attic windows. Sitting upon that height, accompanied by the spectral cat, reminded me in an odd way of one of Cruikshank’s pictures, and I made an observation to this effect to Bob.


“It is rather weird,” he said, “and especially in this light.”


The sun had set, and in the skies we saw the reflection of the yellow glare from the shops of crowded neighborhoods. Our conversation was confined within narrow limits because of the one engrossing subject which occupied my mind, and as we had pretty well threshed that out, and there was nothing particularly new to say about it, we fell into occasional silences, which suited the mood I was in. During one of these silences I observed what appeared to be an unusual restlessness in the cat. Instead of sitting quietly at my feet it crept backward and forward, and at length paused at a little distance from me, with its face to the west. I described these movements to Bob, and remarked that it seemed to be expecting something.


“I wish with all my heart,” was his reply, “that we could find some other subject to talk about than this wretched creature.”


“I wish so, too; but I don’t see how it is possible till it bids me farewell. I no longer possess a will of my own, but am led or driven as if I were a machine.”


“Keep cool, Ned. I am not going to argue with you any more about the spiritual existence of your apparition. I accept it, and almost wish that it were as plain to my eyes as it is to yours. But what I want you to do, old fellow, while this visitation is upon you, is to keep cool. For less cause than you have, men have gone mad. That is an unusual glare in the sky; it can hardly be the reflection of gaslights.”


He extended his hand to the west – the direction in which the spectral cat was looking.


“Do you see any connection,” I asked, “between that glare and the attention which the apparition is bestowing upon it?”


“No,” replied Bob.


“I do. That is the reflection of a house on fire.”


As the words passed my lips the cat glided up to me, and I could almost have deluded myself into the belief that it plucked at my trousers. This, of course, from so unsubstantial and impalpable a figure could not have been; but it is certain that by its motion it made me understand that I must not remain idle on the roof of Bob’s house – that there was a fire in the distance, and that I must go to it.


I obeyed the voiceless command.


“Come!” I said to Bob.


“Where to?”


“To the fire, in which my spectral friend is taking the greatest possible interest.”


Bob shrugged his shoulders. “It must be a long way off.”


“We shall find it. Come!”


There was no excitement in the immediate neighborhood as we walked along in the direction of the fire, being guided by the glare in the sky. A few persons turned their eyes upward, and, remarking that there was a fire somewhere, passed on. Their indifference arose from the circumstance that they were in no danger; I could not help reflecting upon the selfishness of human nature which causes men to look unmoved upon tragedies in which they themselves are not involved. Being anxious to reach the spot quickly I called a cab, which in half an hour conveyed us to the corner of Stanmore Street, West. This was as far as the driver could go, the street being deluged with water, and blocked with fire engines and firemen. It had been a serious conflagration while it lasted, but the efforts made by the brigade to confine it to the house in which it broke out were successful. This one building, however, was completely gutted, even in that short space of time, and the enthralling incident in connection with it which was upon every man’s tongue was that a gentleman had perished in the flames. From the remarks that reached my ears I gathered that the house had been let out as chambers, and that when the fire arose there were no other persons in it except the housekeeper and the gentleman who lived on the first floor. The housekeeper was saved; the gentleman was burned to death.


As I stood pondering, Bob at my side, the spectral figure of the cat at my feet, Bob asked, “Well, Ned, where’s the connection?”


“Wait,” I replied, rather irritably.


A woman, supported by two female friends, passed us. She was crying, and wringing her hands, and I learned that she was the housekeeper who had been saved. Instinctively I followed her, and my visible and invisible companions accompanied me. It was not a difficult matter to elicit from the housekeeper all the information it was in her power to impart. The gentleman who had met with so untimely an end was a single man, with few friends and no relations.


“I don’t think,” said the housekeeper, “that he had a brother, or a sister, or a cousin in the world; leastways, so far as I know, no one ever came to see him who had any claim upon him. He was a quiet gentleman, and didn’t give no trouble. What do you want to know, sir? Was he very rich? All I can say is he always paid his way, and always seemed to have plenty and to spare. His name? Mr. Alfred Warner, sir. Are you a friend of his?”


“No,” I replied – for it was I who had asked the questions to which she had replied – “I was not acquainted with him.”


“What name did she say?” asked Bob, in a whisper.


“Mr. Alfred Warner,” I said.


Bob caught his breath, and said, “That’s strange! It is the name of the gentleman who put into our hands No. 79 Lamb’s Terrace.”


“There is the connection, Bob,” I said. “What do you say now to the spectral cat and its having urged us to come to this fire?”


“What can I say, except that it is most bewildering and mysterious?”


“Do you think I am still laboring under a delusion?”


“No, I do not.”


“It was not without a motive,” I said, “that I asked your nephew this evening whether he believed that a man who is not interested in something which, to make myself fairly clear, I called a crime, might receive a spiritual visitation which compelled him to take an active part in its discovery. His reply was that he did believe such a thing could be. I believe it, too, more than ever now, after this strange fire; and I believe, also, that there is a crime involved in it, and that I – whether by design or accident I will not pretend to say – shall be instrumental in its discovery. My memory does not deceive me, does it, Bob? You told me yesterday that the gentleman who has met his death in that fire, Mr. Alfred Warner, when he placed 79 Lamb’s Terrace in your employer’s hands to let, did not mention the name of his last tenant.”


“Yes, I told you so,” Bob answered, “and there seemed to be no reason why we should ask for it.”


“So that it is probable,” I continued, “that there is not a disinterested person in London to whom we could go to obtain the name of the last tenant.”


“Not that I am aware of,” said Bob.


I looked at my watch. It was ten o’clock. “If we went to your nephew’s house, do you think we should find him up?”


“Very likely.”


“I am going there, Bob. I have a question to ask him.”


He put no opposition in my way. A kind of stupefaction appeared to have come over him. We drove to the residence of Ronald Elsdale, and found him up; his mother had gone to bed. As we entered his room, I observed again an uneasy expression flash into his face, and I saw his blind eyes turn toward the spectral cat.


“Only yourselves?” he inquired.


I left it to Bob to reply, and he said, “Only ourselves.”


“It is very odd,” said Ronald, “but I have the same impression that I had when I entered my uncle’s room this evening, that there is somebody or something else present. It is useless trying to account for it.” Then he asked, “Is there anything you wish to know?”


“It is a late hour to visit you,” I said; “but I have a reason, which I cannot at present explain, for asking you where the young lady to whom you were attached lived when she was in London?”


He turned his troubled face toward his uncle, who said, “It is not an idle question, Ronald. I should like you to answer it.”


“She may not have lived there all the time she was in London,” said Ronald; “but I heard where it is supposed she met her death. It was in the Northwestern district – Lamb’s Terrace, No. 79.”


“Thank you,” I said.


We wished him good-night, and left the house.




 



•   XIII   •

I Take the Haunted House






I was too much excited to go home by train, though I knew that my wife would be waiting up for me. I felt the need of physical motion; the idea of sitting down in a railway carriage, and being compelled to keep still because of the people with which at this time of night it was sure to be filled, was unendurable. The confinement and the close air would stifle me. The advantage of walking through streets more or less crowded is that you can be alone if you choose. Every person you meet or pass is so wrapt up in his own affairs that no notice is taken of you. You may wave your arms, flourish your stick or umbrella, mutter to yourself, even talk aloud, without attracting conspicuous attention. An idle fellow or two might think you eccentric – that is all. In a railway carriage or an omnibus such license and freedom are impossible; you cannot shift your seat without drawing all eyes upon you, in a certain sense you become the property of other passengers, who would be likely to regard you with alarmed suspicion, and would probably conclude that you were an escaped lunatic. In such circumstances you are deprived of the power of devoting yourself to the one absorbing subject which occupies your mind.


“I shall walk home,” I said to Bob.


He nodded, as though he understood why at so late an hour I deliberately inflicted upon myself a good four mile tramp. For a quarter of that distance we proceeded in silence, and only then did it occur to me that Bob was coming out of his way. I made an observation to this effect.


“If you don’t object to my company,” he said, “I shall be glad to walk with you.”


“What do you think of it all?” I asked.


“I don’t know what to think,” was his reply.


“No delusion, eh, Bob?” I said, in a tone of sarcastic triumph. “You will not hunt up any more cases of spectral illusions to prove that I am on the road to madness.”


“No, Ned. Don’t harp upon my lack of faith; the doubts I entertained were reasonable doubts after all. It is altogether a most awful mystery, but I accept it, and place myself at your service. Heaven only knows if I can be of any assistance to you, but it may be that even the renewal of our old friendship, and our coming together after a separation of forty years, are not due to chance. If so, I stand within the charmed circle.”


“It was not by chance we met, Bob; in the smallest incident that has occurred in connection with that house – which I can see now with my mind’s eye, dark, silent, spirit-haunted – I perceive the hand of fate. You can be of service to me.”


“In what way?”


“I wish to take the house in Lamb’s Terrace!”


A startled exclamation escaped his lips, but he said immediately afterward, as if in apology, “Yes, Ned, yes.”


“I should say, rather, that I wish to have the refusal for a certain time of taking it for a term of years. This can be managed, I think, through you, and the death of your client may make it easier than it would otherwise have been. Say to your employer that I have not made up my mind whether it will suit me, and that I want a few weeks for consideration. Pending my decision, I will pay three months’ rent, and at the expiration of that period, if I do not then take it for a term of years, it will be open to another tenant. I have no doubt that Mr. Gascoigne has some sort of provisional power in the matter, and that he will be glad of the chance there is in my offer of securing a permanent and responsible tenant. Will you undertake to carry this through?”


“Yes.”


“Then you may as well walk all the way home with me, and I will write a check tonight, which you can give to Mr. Gascoigne in the morning. There is another thing which I must seriously consider. On the two occasions today when we and your nephew, and this specter of Fate gliding at my heels, were together, he was troubled by the fancy that I had brought some creature with me of which we made no mention. Is this new to you, or has your nephew expressed himself to a like effect on other occasions?”


“It is quite new to me. Ronald has never had such a fancy before.”


“The natural conclusion, therefore, is that he was conscious of the presence of this apparition, without being able to define its nature. There is here a chain of psychological circumstances which would not be admissible in a court of law, but which I, with my strange experiences, cannot but believe to be of supreme importance. I have an odd impression upon me that the mysterious adventure in which I am engaged has lasted for some considerable time, whereas scarcely two days have elapsed since my introduction to beings of another world. I seem to be familiarized with mysterious incident, and I am so prepared that I doubt if anything would astonish me. Reflect, Bob, upon the links of a chain which is dragging me on, and which is not yet completely formed. Fate directs my steps, through the agency of my wife, to the office of Mr. Gascoigne; link number one. You, my old schoolfellow, whom I never thought to meet again, are employed in that office; link number two. My wife, against my wish, insists upon looking at a house to let in Lamb’s Terrace, which I am certain will not suit us; link number three. These three links, to perfectly disinterested observers, would appear to be the result of the merest chance. We know that it is not so; we know that there is here at work a supernatural agency, every step in which is directed by an unseen power. You renew your old friendship with me, and accompany us home, and there you attempt to dissuade us from having anything to do with the house in Lamb’s Terrace. Your kindly efforts are thrown away; link number four. You may ask me here how this seemingly trivial incident can be made into a link. My answer is that you are the uncle of Ronald Elsdale, and that when we left Mr. Gascoigne’s office, had you not followed us and accepted my invitation to accompany us home, the natural probability is that I should not at the present moment have known of the existence of your nephew, who stands now a foremost stone in this monument of mystery. My wife and I visit the haunted house, and there we behold two apparitions, only one of which makes itself visible to her. I perceive two reasons for this. The first is, that she shall be so horrified by what she sees as to give up all idea of taking the house, and perhaps of ever going near it again. The second is, that I am the person appointed to carry this dark mystery to its as yet unknown end. The apparition of the girl and the cat form link number five. I visit your house this evening, and make the acquaintance of Ronald Elsdale; link number six. On this occasion, and on the occasion of my seeing him again in his own house an hour ago, he has a troubled consciousness of a spiritual presence – the presence of the specter now gliding at our feet; link number seven. The eighth link is fashioned from the circumstance that the young lady whom Ronald Elsdale loved and loves is said to have met her death in the house in Lamb’s Terrace.”


“You have reasoned all this out,” said Bob, “in a most wonderful way.”


“It is not I who reason it out. I am conscious of the extent of my own natural powers, and it would be impossible for me to bring forward these links and to logically connect them were I not spiritually directed. What is occupying my mind just now is the question whether I ought to take Ronald Elsdale into my confidence without waiting for further developments?”


Bob’s reply was very humble. “Whatever you decide upon, Ned, will be right. The fatalist never doubts that the least incident in his life could have been otherwise than it is.”


“Truly,” I said, “I am in the position of a fatalist, and once a step is decided upon I shall not hesitate to take it, and shall not question its wisdom. By tomorrow morning the question will be answered for me.”


My wife opened the street door for us.


“Why, who would have thought of seeing you, Mr. Millet!” she exclaimed. “But come in, come in; there’s a bit of supper for you. Now, you two keeping together at this time of night shows what friends you must have been when you were boys. I hope you’ve had a pleasant evening.”


“Rather an exciting one,” I said. “We have been at a fire.”


“A fire! Where?”


“In Stanmore Street; a long way from here.”


“No one hurt, I hope?”


“An unfortunate gentleman lost his life in the fire. It is rather curious, Maria, that this gentleman should have been the owner of the house we looked over in Lamb’s Terrace yesterday.”


The news made her grave. “There is nothing but trouble connected with that dreadful place,” she said. “But there, I don’t want to think of it. I’d have given a good deal never to have set foot in it.”


Before Bob left I wrote out the check for Mr. Gascoigne, and when I went to bed I was kept awake for a long time by thinking whether I ought to take Ronald Elsdale immediately into my confidence. I fell asleep with this question in my mind, and when I awoke in the morning I decided that it would be first advisable that I should ascertain some particulars of the last tenant, and of the death of the young lady, Beatrice. It was not an easy task I now set myself, and I felt that there was little chance of success, if I attempted it unaided. Desultory inquiries could lead to no satisfactory result, and I therefore determined to enlist the services of a private inquiry agent. Casting my mind over the most likely person to assist me, I recollected that a friend some years ago had need of the services of such a person, and had employed one Mr. Dickson, with good effect. Looking through the columns of a morning paper I saw Mr. Dickson’s advertisement; and at eleven o’clock I set out for his office, which was situated in Arundel Street, Strand. On my doorstep I confronted a telegraph boy with a telegram for me. It was from Bob, and it ran as follows:




ARRANGED HOUSE, LAMB’S TERRACE; YOURS FOR THREE MONTHS.




My interview with Mr. Dickson was soon over. I explained to him what I wanted done, and he undertook the commission for a specified sum. It was arranged that he should give me his report in writing, and he promised to set about the inquiry without delay.


“Will it lead to anything further?” he asked.


“It is quite probable,” I replied; “but at present this is all I require of you.”


Two days afterward I received his report.




 



•   XIV   •

A Meager Report

 from the Inquiry Agent







Sir: From inquiries I have made I am enabled to give you certain information respecting the matter you placed in my hands.


The uncompleted term of the lease of the house, 79 Lamb’s Terrace, was transferred, about nine years ago (not six or seven as you gave me to understand), to a gentleman of the name of Nisbet. At the time that this transfer was made the principal landlord was abroad – I believe in Australia – and his business affairs were in the hands of a firm of solicitors whose address I have not taken the trouble to ascertain, as it does not come within the limit of my instructions. Any information you wish upon this, or any other points which you did not mention in our interview, I shall be happy to obtain for you.

Mr. Nisbet’s family, at the time he entered into possession of 79 Lamb’s Terrace consisted of himself and his stepdaughter Beatrice – he being her mother’s second husband. Beatrice’s mother died four months after her marriage with Mr. Nisbet, and by her will she left the bulk of her fortune to her daughter, and only a small portion of it to her husband. He was appointed guardian to Beatrice, and in the event of her death her fortune was to revert to him.


Should you desire to become acquainted with the precise terms and phraseology of the will, you can do so at Somerset House.


The young lady inherited £60,000 invested in consols. From the interest of this sum Mr. Nisbet was to receive £1000 a year for his guardianship of his stepdaughter; and £200 per annum was apportioned to the young lady for pin money. The remaining portion of the interest was to accumulate until the young lady was twenty-one years of age, when she was to come into possession of it and the original capital. I have glanced through the will, and it appears to be carefully and sensibly worded, and devoid of complications.


According to my information, Mr. Nisbet was deeply affected by the death of his wife, and he sought consolation in foreign travel. The consequence was that he and his stepdaughter spent much of their time abroad, and the house in Lamb’s Terrace was occupied but a few weeks every year. About four years ago they returned to London, with the intention, as I learn, of remaining here some time.


Their domestic affairs, however, do not appear to have gone on smoothly; they had difficulties with servants, and after a while were left with only one, a young woman who, I should judge, was willing to make herself generally useful, and was rather more amiable than the majority of her class; otherwise she would not have remained. Keeping house under such circumstances presented few attractions, and they were contemplating taking up their permanent residence on the Continent when a calamity occurred which frustrated this intention and broke up the establishment.


The young lady, going to bed, turned off the gas in her room, as she supposed, and went to sleep.


Certain conjectures must be taken into account. If she had turned out the light and taken away her hand at once, there would have been no escape of gas. Whether, after the light was out, she carelessly or willfully turned on the tap again, or whether she got up in the night and did so, cannot be proved at this distance of time, because there was no witness of the incident with the exception of herself. Next morning she was found dead in her bed, having been suffocated by the fumes of the escaped gas.


There was an inquest, and the evidence given of the cause of death was accepted as conclusive. Mr. Nisbet shut up the house in Lamb’s Terrace, and left England. Having no instructions to ascertain where he is at the present time, I have made no inquiries.


By the terms of his wife’s will he came into possession of his stepdaughter’s fortune.


I enclose a newspaper, containing an account of the inquest, and I shall be happy to prosecute the inquiry in any further direction you desire.


“Yours obediently,


James Dickson.”




Although this report was not so full as I expected it to be, I had no cause of complaint against Mr. Dickson. He had kept strictly within the limit of his instructions, which he had taken down in writing from my lips, and he had lost no time; I had, therefore, reason to be satisfied with him. I turned my attention to the account of the inquest.




 



•   XV   •

What the Inquest Revealed







An inquest was held yesterday at the Hare and Hounds on the body of Beatrice Lockyer, a young lady residing with her stepfather at 79 Lamb—s Terrace, who met her death by suffocation. The coroner said this was a sad case, the deceased being young and apparently in good health on the night of the occurrence. The facts appeared to be very simple, and the jury would have little difficulty in arriving at a verdict. The first witness called was Mr. Nisbet, the deceased—s stepfather, who gave his evidence with manifest distress.


“What is your name?”


“Oliver Nisbet.”


“Profession?”


“None. I live on my means.”


“What relation do you bear to the deceased?”


“She was my stepdaughter.”


“Her age?”


“Twenty last birthday.”


“Is her mother living?”


“No, she died four years ago.”


“How long were you married?”


“A few months only.”


“At the time of her mother—s death the deceased was sixteen years old?”


“Yes.”


“Did her death affect the deceased in any particular way?”


“She was deeply grieved at the loss, but apart from this natural feeling there was no change in her.”


“Have you observed any change in her during the last few days or weeks?”


“No; we had had domestic worries with servants, such as happen to most housekeepers in London, but they had passed away, and as we had determined to reside abroad we regarded them rather with amusement. We looked forward to an easier life in a foreign country.”


“On the night of your stepdaughter—s death, at what hour did she retire to her room?”


“At a little after ten.”


“Who was in the house besides yourselves?”


“No one.”


“You had a servant left. What became of her?”


“It was arranged that she should remain in our service on the Continent, and we sent her on before us.”


“Where to?”


“To Lucerne. I had taken a châlet in Vitznau, and she was to proceed there to see to the rooms, and to await our arrival.”


“How is it that you and the deceased remained in the house when there were no servants in it?”


“It was against my desire. I wished my daughter to go to a hotel, but she refused. She said we could manage very well at home. She had an aversion to English hotels, and was never happy in one. As we were to leave London the next day, I humored her.”


“Can you give us any explanation of the cause of her aversion to our hotels?”


“She was in the habit of saying that they were so different to Continental hotels – so stiff and formal. But I do not think that was quite the reason. She was nervously distrustful of herself in the society of strangers, and was, I regret to say, of a melancholy disposition.”


“Had this been always the case with her?”


“From her childhood, her mother used to tell me. For years past I have endeavored to bring her to a more cheerful frame of mind by travel and constant change of scene, but I fear my efforts were wasted.”


“Was her mother of a similar disposition?”


“Yes. It is a natural inference that it was inherited.”


“How did you pass the day before her death?”


“We breakfasted together in the morning – a simple breakfast, which she herself got ready – and then I went into the city to complete the arrangements for our journey, and to settle my monetary affairs. This occupied several hours. At six o—clock I returned home, with the intention of taking her out to dinner; but she had a little dinner prepared for us, and said she would enjoy it much more than dining out. After dinner we chatted, and she played upon her zither.”


“Cheerful airs?”


“No; but she was a very sweet player, and whether her music was sad or bright, it was a pleasure to listen to it.”


“Have you at any time observed a disposition in her to commit suicide?”


“Never; and I never heard her utter a word to indicate that she was tired of life.”


“Was her general health good?”


“Yes, fairly good; she suffered a little from headaches, but she has had no serious illness in my experience of her.”


“Describe your movements on the morning of her death.”


“I rose at about eight o—clock, and employed an hour in packing my bags. We were to leave the house for the station at half-past ten. At nine o—clock I listened, and did not hear her move. I was not surprised at this, because she was a late riser and frequently overslept herself. During our travels we have lost trains from this cause. I went to her room, and knocked and called, and, receiving no answer, opened the door, and was immediately driven back by the fumes of gas. Dreading a calamity, I rushed in and threw the window open; then I saw my dear daughter lying motionless upon her bed. I was educated in the medical profession, though I do not follow it. I made a hasty examination of her condition and, fearing the worst, I ran for Dr. Cooper. He accompanied me back to the house, and confirmed my fears.”


“Her bedroom door was unlocked?”


“It was; she would never lock it, being, I think, afraid of fire. It was hard to reason her out of any of her fancies. I frequently expostulated with her upon her dislike to fresh air. I tried to induce her to keep her bedroom window open a little from the top, but I could not persuade her that it was unhealthy to sleep in a close room.”


“That is all the information you can give us?”


“I know nothing further.”


Dr. Cooper—s evidence tallied with that already given. He had been called to the deceased by Mr. Nisbet, who had come to him in a state of great agitation, and whom he had accompanied immediately to Lamb—s Terrace, arriving at the house too late to be of any service. The unfortunate young lady had been dead for hours, and the cause of death was indisputable.


There were no other witness and after a brief summing up a verdict was returned of death by misadventure.





I gathered from the account that the case had excited very little interest and attention, and was soon over and forgotten.


This is all I learned from the report of Mr. Dickson and the account of the inquest.


The bare facts were clear enough to the ordinary mind, that is to say, to the mind that had no profound motive to urge it to look beneath the surface. They were clear enough to me, but not in any sense satisfactory. It appeared to my judgment that the inquest was hurried over, that statements had been accepted which should have been the subject of more searching examination, and that any person deeply interested in the case would have asked questions which did not seem to have occurred to coroner and jury. My own experience had led me to the conclusion that at these hasty inquests many important matters of detail which might have a vital bearing on the verdict are altogether overlooked. The coroners have too much to do, too many inquiries to make in the course of a few hours; the jury, dragged from their occupations without adequate remuneration, are only anxious to get the matter over and return to their businesses and homes. There should be some better method of procedure in these important investigations if it is desired that justice shall be properly served, and for my part I was stirred by an uneasy consciousness that in this instance justice had been hoodwinked. How, indeed, could I have felt differently with the specter cat lying at my feet, and looking up into my face?


The silent monitor was an irresistible force. Although the death of Beatrice Lockyer did not personally concern me, and I had no direct interest in discovering whether she died by fair means or foul, I was impelled onward by the conviction that I should never be freed from this supernatural visitation until the truth was brought to light.


It was evening when I received and read the report of the inquiry agent and the account of the inquest, and I had made no appointment to meet Bob. On the chance of finding him at home, I took the train to Canonbury, leaving a message with Maria that if he called during my absence he was to remain till I returned. Accompanied by my spectral companion, I mounted Bob’s staircase, and he, hearing my footsteps, received me on the landing.


“I half expected you,” he said, casting his eyes downward.


“It is with me, Bob,” I said, answering the look. “Have you seen your nephew today?”


“No,” he replied. “I should not be surprised if he pops in tonight. You have some news?”


“Mr. Dickson has sent me certain particulars relating to the death of the young lady, whose name, as you will see, is Beatrice Lockyer. I should like to go through them with you, and to hear what strikes you as having a suspicious bearing on the case.”


I handed him the papers I had brought with me, and he read them carefully.


“I doubt,” he said, when he had finished, “whether Ronald knows to this day that Beatrice was not Mr. Nisbet’s daughter.”


“Would he not have read the account of the inquest?” I inquired.


“He could not read it himself; he was blind at the time, recollect; and I know no one who would have inflicted upon him the pain of making him acquainted with the sorrowful details. I am convinced that these published particulars have not come to his knowledge.”


“Point out weak and suspicious points, Bob.”


“She was not his daughter,” said Bob.


“Exactly. And therefore there was no reason why he should have had any strong affection for her.”


“I suppose,” said Bob, “that we had best take the worst view of anything that suggests itself.”


“I don’t intend to soften anything down,” I replied. “At present we are doing no one an injustice, and I am inclined to accept the most terrible suggestion without shrinking. We need not give it a name, Bob. If it is in your mind as it is in mine, let it rest there till the time arrives to proclaim it aloud.”


Bob nodded and said, “There was a large fortune. £60,000 is a tempting bait.”


“Observe,” I remarked, “that at the inquest no allusion is made to the fact that Mr. Nisbet would so largely benefit by the death of his stepdaughter.”


“It is singular, Ned. Could it have been willfully suppressed?”


“If so it was suppressed by only one man – the man who has obtained possession of the fortune. Who else at the inquest could have known anything about it? Not the coroner, certainly, or it would have been mentioned; certainly not the jury, to whom the unfortunate young lady and her stepfather were absolute strangers. Mr. Nisbet, as it appears to me, had the game entirely in his hands, and could play it as served him best. There was no one to question him or his motives, not a soul to come forward to verify or falsify anything he cared to say. He and Beatrice were alone together in this great city, cut off, as it were, from all mankind. There is no mention of the name of a single friend. On the night of her death only he and she were in the house, in that lonely, wretched house which my stupid wife had set her heart upon.”


“It must have been in a better state then than it is now.”


“Granted; but there are large grounds attached to the house, and there was not even a fitful gardener employed to keep it in order, who could come forward and say, ‘I will tell you what I know.’”


“Are you sure of that, Ned?” asked Bob.


“Ah! It is a suggestion that must not be lost sight of. There is the value of talking a thing over in an open way. At all events, no such man makes his appearance. Now, does it stand to reason that a lady and gentleman of ample means would willingly bury themselves in such a place? If the man had been straight minded and right minded, would he not have insisted on taking a young lady whom he calls his daughter into more comfortable quarters? He is her guardian, her protector, she has no one else to depend upon, she has no friend in whom she can confide. Although, as you say, the house must have been in a better condition then than it is now, is it at all likely that, without some sinister motive, Mr. Nisbet should have deliberately selected a residence in so cheerless a locality? He says she was averse to society. We have only his word for that. From the little concerning her which Ronald Elsdale has imparted to you it does not appear that she was disinclined to make pleasant acquaintances. Why did not her stepfather give her opportunities of doing so? On the contrary, he regards with aversion even the slight advances which a gentleman like Ronald, with everything in his favor, pays her on a legitimate occasion. Is that in his favor?”


“It tells against him distinctly.”


“Your nephew describes her as a young lady of singular attractions. What does such a lady naturally look forward to? Would it not be to marriage, to a home of her own? But, that accomplished, all chance of Mr. Nisbet coming into a fortune of £60,000 would be lost? Here we find the motive spring of his actions. It was for this, probably, that he married the mother. So dark are the thoughts that keep cropping up in my mind that I ask myself, ‘How did the mother meet her death?’”


I had worked myself into a state of great excitement, and I was now restlessly pacing Bob’s little room.


“Even without this evidence,” I continued, pointing to the apparition of the cat, “I should suspect his motives. With such evidence I am almost ready to condemn him unheard. The arguments I bring forward seem to me reasonable and conclusive, and so far as lies in my power I will bring the matter to its rightful issue.”


“I cannot blame you,” said Bob, “and, as I have already told you, I will assist you if I can. The difficulty is, where to commence. You have no starting point.”


“I have. The house in Lamb’s Terrace. I shall put your courage to the test before I leave you tonight; but I will speak of that presently. There is another circumstance I wish to refer to with respect to Mr. Nisbet’s evidence at the inquest. He speaks of the one domestic who remained in their service after the others had left, or had been discharged.”


“Why do you say discharged?”


“It has only at this moment occurred to me. Things suggest themselves as I ventilate the subject which I did not think of at first. We may be able to find one of these servants who left of their own accord, or were turned away. Keeping to this one domestic who remained faithful to them, the probability is that it was an English girl of humble origin. This being so, it is still more probable that she knew nothing of foreign countries and foreign travel; and that she could speak no language but her own.”


“Well?”


“Mr. Nesbit says he sent her on to Lucerne before the day on which he intended to start with Beatrice, and that she was to proceed to Vitznau from Lucerne to attend to the rooms he had taken there. Was that not a curious thing to do, and was it likely that an ignorant London domestic could be expected to reach the place without mishap.”


“It was a strange proceeding.”


“It is more than strange. If we could lay hands upon that girl we might learn something useful. If we can find her people—” I paused; there were footsteps on the stairs, and I knew, from the care that was being taken in ascending, that it was Ronald Elsdale who was coming up. I opened the door for him, and gave him good-evening. I observed again the look of discomposure on his face as he entered the room; again I saw him turn his eyes downward to the spot upon which the cat was lying. He made no reference, however, to the fancy which oppressed him, but brushed his hand across his forehead, as he had done before.


“I am glad you are here, Mr. Emery,” he said. “I wished to ask you something. Why did you want to know where the young lady lived whom, but for my blindness, I should have asked to be my wife?”


I paused a moment before I spoke. I felt that the time had not arrived to take him fully into my confidence.


“I beg you will not press me,” I said; “I had a reason, but I cannot disclose it at present.”


“You will someday?”


“Yes, I promise you.”


“Thank you. I have been thinking of it a great deal, and I felt that you did not ask the question out of idle curiosity.”


“I did not. And now, if you will deal more generously to me than it may appear I am dealing to you, I should like to ask another question or two concerning her – if,” I added, “the subject is not too painful to you.”


He turned to his uncle, who said, “Yes, answer the questions, Ronald.”


“I will do so freely,” he said.


“I assure you,” I commenced, “that I am impelled by a strong and earnest motive, and that before long you shall know all that is passing in my mind. When you met her on the Continent, did she give you the impression that she was of a morbid or melancholy temperament?”


“Not at all. She was always cheerful and animated.”


“Was she averse to society? Did she show that it was distasteful to her?”


“Oh, no. With modesty and discretion she seemed glad to converse with people whose manners were agreeable and becoming.”


“She had a favorite instrument, had she not, upon which she was fond of playing?”


“You seem to know a great deal about her, Mr. Emery. Her favorite instrument was the zither.”


“Have you heard her play upon it?”


“Yes, and her touch was sweet and beautiful.”


“Would you say that her inclination was to play sorrowful or somber airs?”


“By no means. The zither does not lend itself to boisterous music, there is a tenderness in the instrument which goes to the heart. Her taste lay in the direction of sweetness; but there was nothing sorrowful or somber in her playing.”


These questions answered, I succeeded in changing the subject of conversation, and Ronald stopped with us an hour, and then took his departure, saying before he left, “I rely on your promise, Mr. Emery.”


When he was gone I said to Bob, “False in one thing, false in all. Mr. Nisbet’s evidence at the inquest was a tissue of fabrications. Now, Bob, I am going to put you to the test. The house in Lamb’s Terrace is mine for three months. Will you spend a night or two with me there?”


He looked up, rather startled at the proposition; but any uneasiness he may have felt passed away almost immediately.


“Yes,” he replied. “When?”


“Not tomorrow night. It would not be fair. You have to get to the office on the following morning, and a night of unrest may interfere with your duties. Your Sundays are free. Let us fix Saturday night.”


“Very well, Ned. What explanation will you give to your wife?”


“I shall exercise a pardonable deceit upon her. On Saturday afternoon you and I will be supposed to be going to Brighton for a blow. She will raise no objection and we may depend upon her not disturbing us. Untold gold would not tempt her into that house again.”


“I will join you,” said Bob, in a serious tone. “I should not like you to be alone there.”


So it was arranged, and I bade him good-night.




 



•   XVI   •

In 79 Lamb’s Terrace






As I supposed, my wife was entirely agreeable to the seaside excursion, and professed herself delighted at the idea.


“You should go about more,” she said. “Too much moping at home is bad for a man. We don’t notice the changes that take place in ourselves, but others do.”


“You have noticed some change in me?” I asked.


“I have. You are not half the man you used to be; your good spirits seem to have quite deserted you, and you keep looking about you in a most suspicious way.”


“Tell me, Maria, in what particular way?”


“Well, as if you were afraid somebody was going to pick your pocket, or as if you fancied you had a shadow for a companion. My opinion is that you have not got over that unfortunate visit we paid to the house in Lamb’s Terrace.”


“Have you got over it?”


“No, and never shall. I can’t keep my thoughts away from the place, and I often feel as if something was dragging me to the house again, though a second visit would be the death of me.”


“Never be tempted, Maria; don’t go near the neighborhood. We both need change of scene to clear the cobwebs away. When I come back from Brighton you shall run off to the seaside for a day or two; you can easily get a lady friend to keep you company, especially if I pay all the expenses.”


“Why should we not go together?”


“Because in each other’s society we should brood over the frightful adventure we had. Change of company, Maria, as well as change of scene; that is what will do us good.”


This conversation proved that my wife had not succeeded in forgetting the adventure, and had only refrained from speaking of it out of consideration for me. Her confession that she sometimes felt as if she was being dragged to the house against her will rather alarmed me, and I determined to adopt some means to send her from London for longer than a day or two. It would be beneficial to her, and would leave me free to act.


Before the hour arrived upon which Bob and I were to set out upon our pretended holiday, I paid a second visit to the inquiry agent, Mr. Dickson, and commissioned him to ascertain for me:


First. The name of the servant girl who was sent to Switzerland by Mr. Nisbet; where her family lived; when she returned from the Continent.


Second. The names and residences of the other servants in Mr. Nisbet’s employ who had discharged themselves.


Third. Where Miss Beatrice Lockyer was buried.


Fourth. Any particulars he could gather relating to the death of Miss Beatrice’s mother.


Fifth. Where Mr. Nisbet was living at the present time.


Mr. Dickson informed me that these inquiries could scarcely be answered in less than a couple of weeks, and I left them in his hands, requesting him to use expedition.


Contrary to my expectation I received a letter from him on Saturday morning, in which he informed me that he was enabled to give me imperfect answers to three of my questions.


First. The name of the servant girl who was sent to Switzerland was Molly Brand. She had no parents, and the people she lived with when she entered Mr. Nisbet’s service had emigrated. At that time she had a little sister dependent upon her, a child of some six years of age. This child had presumably been taken by Molly’s friends to Australia, but upon this point, and upon the point of the child’s age, he could not speak with any certainty. He had not yet succeeded in obtaining any traces of Molly from the time of her departure from London, and could not therefore say whether she had returned or where she was.


Second. From what he could gather Mr. Nisbet had had no other servants in his employ.


Third. The young lady was not buried. She was cremated at Woking.


To these scanty particulars was attached a memorandum to the effect that he was cramped by a limit I had mentioned as to the amount of the expenses to be incurred in his investigation. It was a measure of prudence I had adopted, for I was not inclined to give him quite a free hand, but it seemed to be fated that my desires to reach the heart of the mystery should be continually baffled by meeting with closed doors, and I now determined to be more liberal in my instructions. I wrote to Mr. Dickson to this effect, inwardly marveling as I wrote the letter that, in a matter in which I did not appear to be in any way personally interested, I should be impelled into a reckless course of expenditure. But, casting my eyes downward, I saw the phantom cat at my feet, and I felt that I should not be released from this frightful companion until my task was completed.


“Rest content,” I said to the specter; “I will pursue it to the end.”


There was no sign, no movement from it. Waiting for the development of events, it was ever on the watch. If, like Poe’s raven, it had uttered but a word, it would have been a relief to me, for nothing could intensify the terror of the dread silence it preserved. There was within me a conviction that a moment would arrive when it would take some action toward the unraveling of the mystery, but in what shape this action would display itself was to me unfathomable.


At one o’clock Bob called for me, and I bade Maria good-bye.


“Now, mind you enjoy yourselves,” she said; “and take good care of him, Mr. Millet.”


“I will do that,” said Bob, rather guiltily.


He was not an adept in deception, but my wife had no suspicion that we were deceiving her, and we took our departure in peace, each of us provided with a Gladstone bag, Bob’s being the bulkier of the two. In mine my wife had placed, in addition to toilet necessaries, two flat bottles, one containing brandy, the other port wine, and the usual packet of sandwiches which the middle-class feminine mind deems a positive essential for a railway journey. Bob had also provided himself with food and liquids, and thus furnished we started upon our expedition.


On our road we discussed the information I had received from Mr. Dickson, each item of which strengthened our suspicion of foul play. The strongest feature in confirmation of this suspicion was the cremation of the body of the unfortunate young lady. We would not for one moment admit that Mr. Nisbet was an enthusiast on the subject of cremation, but accepted the course he had adopted as damning evidence against him. I mention it to show to what lengths the prejudiced mind will go in arriving at a conclusion upon an open matter; but, apart from this consideration, we certainly had ample reason for the strong feelings we entertained. A hasty inquest held by incompetent persons, the acceptance of conclusive statements from the party most interested in the young lady’s death, the falsehoods of which he already stood convicted, and other falsehoods which I had little doubt would be in a short time discovered, pointed one and all to a miscarriage of justice. Bob no longer disputed the conclusions at which I arrived, but accepted them with gloomy avidity.


Needless to say that we did not set out upon our expedition without the society of my spectral familiar, and that we were both in a state of nervous excitement as to what would occur. Bob had never been in the neighborhood of Lamb’s Terrace, and its desolate appearance surprised him. Dismal and forlorn as was its aspect on the occasion of my first introduction to the region, it was still more so now. This sharpened accentuation of its desolate condition was probably caused by the knowledge I had since gained, and by the vagaries of our beautiful London climate. When we stated from home there was the promise of a tolerably fine day, but during the last half hour the sky had become overcast and dreary mists were gathering.


“Cheerful, isn’t it, Bob?” I said.


“Do you mean to tell me,” was his response, “that having come so far on your first visit, your wife did not immediately abandon the idea of taking a house in such a locality?”


“Whatever may have been in her mind,” I replied, “she certainly insisted upon finding the house and going over it. It was offered to us at half the value of a house of such dimensions, and did you ever know a woman sufficiently strong minded to resist a bargain? I do not believe she would have had the courage to complete the arrangement, but she went quite far enough.”


We turned down the narrow lane and skirted the dilapidated wall till we arrived at our destination. As we walked through the front garden entrance, choked up with its weeds and rank grass, and ascended the flight of steps, I asked Bob how he felt.


“It is impossible not to feel depressed,” he answered; “but you will not find me fail you, Ned. We will go through what we have undertaken.”


“Well said. We shall get along all right till Monday morning. There was a little furniture in one or two of the rooms, and I do not suppose it has been removed. When my wife was here we only examined the front room on the second floor; the rooms I have not seen may be habitable. I expect we shall have to go out and buy some necessaries. What have you got in your bag?”


“You shall see presently.”


The cat entered the house with us, but it did not remain with us in the lobby. I saw it pass down to the basement, and it gave no sign of expectation that I should accompany it.


“That’s a comfort,” I remarked.


I had to explain my meaning to Bob, and he seemed to regard the departure as a significant commencement of our enterprise. We did not follow our spectral companion to the basement, but proceeded upstairs to the apartments I had already seen. In all, with the exception of the front room on the second floor, in which I had rang the bell which summoned the apparitions, there was some furniture left, and Bob expressed his astonishment that it had not been removed or sold by the last tenant.


“It would have been a simple matter,” he said, “to call in a broker, who would very soon have cleared the house of every stick in it.”


“He must have had his reasons,” I observed. “Perhaps his coming into possession of a large fortune made him careless of these trifles.”


“They are not exactly trifles,” said Bob, who was better able than I to speak on the subject. “A broker would give at least fifty pounds for what is on this floor. The wonder is that the place has not been robbed.”


We had not yet reached the second floor, and we now ascended to the room in which my wife and I had met with our appalling experience. Before entering it we examined the back rooms, and in one, a bedroom, we found two beds, which we determined to occupy for the night. Bob, having lived a bachelor life for many years, now showed his handiness. He examined the stove, to see that the register was up, and then he opened his Gladstone bag, the contents of which surprised me. He produced first a bundle of wood, then a remarkable case which contained within its exceedingly limited space a kettle with a folding handle, a gridiron, two tin pannikins, knives, forks, and spoons, and a spirit lamp, fitting in each other.


“Bravo, Bob,” I said; “living alone has taught you something.”


He smiled, and proceeded to further surprise me, fishing out a loaf of bread, tea, sugar, a tin of condensed milk, sausages, salt, pepper, a revolver, a pack of cards, and a Bible – a motley collection of articles.


“A bachelor’s multum in parvo,” (“much in little; there is more than meets the eye”) he said, adding, as he touched the revolver, “wouldn’t be bad for the bush. We are short of two things, coal and water. But look here – we are in luck. A scuttle nearly full. There will be no water in the house fit to drink. We shall have to go and market, but there will not be so much to get in as I expected.”


With the manner of a man accustomed to attend to his wants he knelt down and burned some paper and wood in the grate, and the draught being all right, laid the fire, but did not set light to it. Rising, he expressed a wish to see the front room.


It was, as before, quite bare and empty, and Bob said it looked as if it had not been furnished. The bell ropes were there, one broken, the other in a workable condition. I laid my hand on the unbroken cord, and cast an inquiring glance at Bob.


“Yes,” he said, “pull it.”


He threw the door wide open, and stood with his back to it, to prevent its closing. He held his revolver in his hand, his finger on the trigger. I gave the rope a smart tug, and, as on the previous eventful occasion, it was followed by the jangle of a host of discordant bells. The sounds died away in a low wail, and we waited in silent apprehension. But this time there was no response to the call; it was answered only by a dead silence. The feeling of relief I experienced was shared by Bob, though, curiously enough, there was an expression of disappointment in his face.


“Of course it is better as it is,” he said, “but I expected something very different. Where is your apparition, Ned?”


“I cannot tell you. Thank Heaven, it is not in sight!”


“Perhaps this is an end of the matter.”


“You are wrong, Bob; there is more to come before we finally leave the house.”


“We will wait for it, then,” he said, and I saw that he was beginning again to believe that I had been under the spell of a delusion. “And now, as we have determined to remain here two nights, we had best go and get in the things we want to make us comfortable. I will empty my bag to carry back what we purchase, and if what we leave behind us is carried away we shall know that human, and not supernatural, agency is at work. Come along, old fellow.”


We left the house and no spectral apparition accompanied us. Bob’s spirits rose, and I confess that I myself was somewhat shaken by the desertion of my familiar.


We had to go some distance before arriving at a line of shops, and not wishing to attract attention I purposely selected those which lay apart from the principal thoroughfares. Our principal difficulty was water, and this we carried back with us in a zinc bucket I purchased. The shopkeeper stared at us when I asked him to fill it, but he did not refuse, and, furnished with all we required, we returned to Lamb’s Terrace, and ascended to the room we intended to occupy for the night. By this time it was dark, and we lit the fire and saw to the beds. Then we prepared a meal, and were fairly jolly over it. Every few minutes one of us went into the passage and listened, but we were not disturbed by any sounds from below or above. It had been my intention to search the various rooms for some chance clew relating to the last tenant, but it was too late and dark to carry it out; I therefore postponed it till the morning. Bob proposed a game of cards, and we sat down to cribbage, which we played till ten o’clock. Under such circumstances it was rather a lugubrious amusement, but it was better than doing nothing. After the game we drank hot brandy and water out of the pannikins, and prepared for bed. The lock of the door was in workable order, and for a wonder the key was there. We turned it, undressed, put out the light, and wished each other goodnight.


“If your good wife had the slightest suspicion of our proceedings,” said Bob drowsily, “she would never forgive me. I have an odd Robinson Crusoe-ish feeling upon me, as though the civilized world were thousands of miles away.”


I answered him briefly, and soon heard him breathing deeply. For my part I could not get to sleep so easily. For a long time I lay awake, closing my eyes only to open them and gaze upon the monstrous, uncouth shadows which the dying fire threw upon the walls and ceiling. At length, however, I closed my eyes and did not open them again till, as I judged from the circumstance of the fire being quite out, some hours had passed. It was not a natural awakening; I was aroused by the sound of something moving in the lower part of the house.




 



•   XVII   •

Barbara






I sat up in bed, and quickly lit a candle. Bob was sleeping soundly, and I saw nothing in the room to alarm me; I was quite prepared to greet once more the apparition of my faithful companion, but as the cat was not in sight I inferred that it was contented with its quarters in the basement. On a small table by Bob’s side lay his revolver, ready to his hand, and even in this moment of apprehension I smiled at the idea of my friend – the most humane man in the world – possessing so murderous an instrument. I was thankful, however, that he had brought it; powerless as it would be against spectral foes it inspired me with confidence. I slid from my bed, seized the pistol, stepped to the door and listened. My movements aroused Bob, as I intended they should, and he jumped up.


“Who’s there?” he cried, clapping his hand on the table. “What’s the matter?”


“Hush,” I said, “make no noise. Your pistol’s all right; I’ve got it. Slip on your clothes, and come and keep watch while I get into mine. There’s someone – or something – downstairs.”


He was soon ready and he took his station by the door while I dressed myself.


“I don’t hear anything,” he said, when I joined him.


“All is quiet just now, Bob, but I was not mistaken. I am positive I heard it.”


“What was it like?”


“Like somebody moving softly about, wishing not to be heard.”


“Rats or mice, perhaps. I shouldn’t wonder if the lower part of the house is full of them.”


I caught his arm. “Listen, Bob.”


With our ears close to the door, we both caught the sound of a stealthy movement below.


“There it is,” he whispered, and I felt his arm tremble in my grasp. A moment afterward he said, “We are trapped.”


“Don’t lose your nerve,” I responded, in as cheerful a tone as I could command; “we must see it through, now we are here. I am sorry I brought you, Bob; the next time I come, I will come alone.”


“Indeed you shall not, Ned,” he replied, “and I am ashamed of my weakness. I was prepared for something of the sort, and here am I showing the white feather. I am all right now, old fellow.”


“Bravo! Take your pistol; I brought a weapon with me.”


It was a thick flat strip of iron, tapered at one end, which I used at home to open cases, and which, unknown to my wife, I had secreted about me. Bob nodded as I produced it.


“A formidable weapon,” he said, “but useless against apparitions; we may have more formidable foes to contend with, however, and it is as well to be provided. It would be foolhardy to leave the room. We should have to carry a candle, and it might be dashed from our hands; the darkness would be horrible. We are safer where we are.”


“We will not go out yet, Bob. The sound has ceased. Take a nip of brandy, and give me one.”


This dialogue was carried on at intervals. We paused in the middle of sentences, and finished them as though it was our customary method of pursuing a conversation. In the fever of our senses we lost sight of the natural order of things, and the shadows created by the flickering light appeared to be in harmony with the position in which we were placed. The silence – as dread in its mysterious possibilities as threatening sounds would have been – continuing, Bob rekindled the fire, and we remained quiescent for an hour and more. Bob looked at his watch.


“It is past two, Ned.”


“Yes. I have been thinking over what is best to be done.”


“Have you decided?”


“I have, but I hardly like to propose it to you.”


“I am ready for anything,” he said, divining my wish. “Every moment that we are shut up here grows more oppressive.”


“My feeling. We are fairly strong men, and are well armed. Have you the courage to explore the house with me?”


He straightened himself and replied, “Let us set about it at once.”


We adopted every reasonable precaution. We each carried a candle, and held pistol and iron bar in our right hands, firmly resolved to use them promptly in case we were attacked. Throwing open the door we stepped into the passage.


So far as we could judge from the evidence of our senses, there was not a movement in the house which did not proceed from ourselves. Slowly and cautiously I led the way downstairs, and when we reached the hall I unlocked the street door and left it ajar, thus affording a readier means of escape should the need for flight present itself. In our progress we entered and examined every room on the three floors, and saw no spiritual or material foe. Then we descended to the basement.


As I touched the handle of the kitchen door I fancied I heard a faint sound, and looking at Bob I gathered from the expression on his face that he also was impressed by a similar fancy.


“What do you think it is?” I asked in a whisper.


“It sounds like soft breathing,” he replied, in a voice as low as my own.


We paused a while, and then, receiving from Bob a silent approval, I gently pushed the door and we entered. We had not been beguiled by our fancies. In the extreme corner of the kitchen we observed a huddled heap of clothes and coverings, from beneath which issued the low breathing of a person asleep. Treading very softly we drew near to the spot, and to our astonishment beheld – no form of ruffian or bloodthirsty marauder, but the form of a child, deep in slumber.


It was a girl whose age appeared to be eleven or twelve. She was undressed, and was lying upon some strips of old carpet; other strips of old carpet and the clothes she had taken off comprised her bed coverings. Her face was not clean, but there dwelt upon it, even in her sleep, a pathetic expression of want and suffering. There was a loneliness and helplessness in the figure of this young child slumbering unprotected in such a place which stirred me to pity. Her tangled hair lay loose across her face, and her eyelids were swollen, as if she had been weeping before the angel of sleep brought ease and oblivion to her troubled heart; one little naked arm had released itself from its wrappings, and lay exposed; it was thin, and sharp, and pointed, and the tale of woe it told accentuated the pity I felt for the child.


Bob put his pistol in his pocket, and I buttoned my coat over my weapon.


“Nothing to scare us here,” he said.


“No, indeed,” I replied. “See, Bob – there are three boxes of matches which look as if they have been carried in her little hands for hours. She has been trying to sell them, perhaps, to get a bit of supper. Poor soul! What brings her to this dismal, haunted hole?”


“No other roof to cover her,” suggested Bob.


So engrossed had I been in the contemplation of the pathetic figure that I had not noticed another figure crouching close to it. It was the apparition of the skeleton cat, seemingly keeping guard over the child. The moment my eyes fell upon it Bob knew from my startled movement what it was I beheld.


“It is there, Ned,” he said quietly.


“Yes, it is there, and this child has some connection with the mystery which hangs over this house.”


He did not dispute with me. The hour, the scene, and all that had passed, were favorable to my opinion, and he accepted it without question or remonstrance. The presence of the apparition, although it was not evident to his senses, disturbed him more than it disturbed me. I was by this time accustomed to it, and the feeling of horror with which it had at first inspired me was now replaced by a feeling of agitated curiosity as to the issue of the mission upon which I was convinced we were both engaged. There was not the slightest doubt in my mind that its presence by the side of the sleeping child, in conjunction with our discovery of the child herself, was an indication that I had advanced another step toward the unraveling of the mystery.


The latter part of our conversation had been carried on in our natural voices, our desire being to arouse the child from her slumbers. As, however, she still slept on, I knelt by her side and laid my hand upon her shoulder. Even then she did not awake, and it was not till I had shaken her – which I need scarcely say I did with a gentle hand – that she opened her eyes. With a terrified scream she started up, and then she plunged down again, and hiding her face in her clothes, began to shake and sob.


“We are not going to hurt you, my child,” I said. “We are your friends. You have nothing to fear from us.”


“I ain’t got no friends,” she sobbed, “and I ain’t done no ’arm. Oh, please, please, let me go away!”


“Where to?” I asked.


“I don’t know, I don’t know,” she sobbed. “Please don’t do nothink to me, and let me go away.”


“You shall go away if you like,” I said, to soothe her, “but you must dress yourself first, you know.”


“I will this minute, sir, if you’ll only let me alone. Oh, my! oh, my! What shall I do, what shall I do?”


“You shall be let alone – you shall do exactly what you want to do. Only believe, my child, that we are really your friends and that we want to help you. You went to bed hungry, did you not?”


“Yes, I did, sir. I ’ad three boxes of matches, and I couldn’t sell ’em, though I tried ever so. I’ve been all day at it, and nobody’d buy a box or give me a ha’penny.”


“Been all day at it,” I said, the tears starting to my eyes at the infinite pathos in the girl’s voice; “you have been hungry all day?”


“Yes, sir, I ’ave,” she answered plaintively. “I’m used to it. A boy give me a bit of bread this morning, and nothink else ’as passed my mouth all the blessed day.”


“He was a good boy to be so kind to you.” I turned to Bob. “Would you mind going upstairs alone, Bob, and bringing down some bread and butter and sausage. Then the little girl will believe that we wish to be as good to her as the boy was this morning.”


Bob did not hesitate. All his fears had vanished, and he hastened from the kitchen, and soon returned with food and a cup of cold tea. Meanwhile I continued to speak to the child in my kindest tones, and she mustered courage to peep at me two or three times, and each time, I was pleased to observe, with renewed confidence. Once she asked why I had asked the gentleman if he wouldn’t mind going upstairs alone, and I replied that my friend was rather timid because the house was so lonely.


“It is, sir,” she said upon this; “it’s awful!”


“In what way, my dear?” I inquired, but she closed her lips, firmly, and did not answer. I did not urge her, deeming it prudent not to press her until her confidence in us was completely won.


“Now, my dear,” I said upon Bob’s return, “sit up and eat this. The tea is cold, but we will give you a cup of hot tea presently if you care to have it. And see – I will buy your matches of you. Here is sixpence for them.”


Her eyes, with wonder in them, were raised to mine, and her hot fingers closed over the coin, as she tremblingly sat up in her wretched bed, and wiped her tears away with her naked arm.


“Thank yer, sir,” she murmured, and she began to eat and drink. Never in my life have I beheld a human being devour food so eagerly and ravenously, and she made no pause till she had drained the cup and disposed of every crumb.


“Do you feel better?” I asked, with a smiling nod at her.


“Ever so much, sir; thank yer kindly,” she said humbly and gratefully. “I’m good for another day.”


“And for many more after that,” I said. “I dare say we shall be able to do something for you if you are a good girl.”


“I ain’t bad, sir,” she said, with an imploring look; “don’t believe that I am. I never forgit what Molly sed—” she stopped with a sudden gasp. “You ain’t come from ’er, ’ave yer, sir?”


“From Molly, my dear? No, we have not come from her. Who is Molly?”


“My sister, sir,” she replied with a sigh; “the only one, I ain’t got no other brothers or sisters.”


“You have a mother and father, my dear?”


“No, sir, there was only Molly and me.”


“Some relatives, surely?”


“No, sir, not as I knows on.”


“Have you no home, my dear?”


“No, sir, ‘xcept this, unless you turn me out of it.”


“If we do turn you out of it, my child, it will be to put you in a better one.”


“Don’t, sir; oh, please don’t!” she cried.


“Not put you in a more comfortable home, my dear?” I asked in surprise.


“I don’t want a more comfortable one, sir, till Molly comes back. If she don’t find me ’ere, where’s she to look for me, and ’ow am I to know? I ’ope you won’t turn me away; I do ’ope it, sir!”


“There, there, my dear,” I said, “you need not distress yourself. Depend upon it we will do nothing that you do not wish done, and that is not for your good. We will see about it all presently. Where is your sister?”


“That’s wot I want to know, sir; that’s wot I want to find out. Oh, wot wouldn’t I give if I knew where Molly was!”


There was pregnant matter here for me to think about. The child did not want to find another home till her sister came back. Came back where? To this Heaven-forsaken house. It was here that Molly would come to look for the poor little waif. The conclusion was that Molly knew something of the house, was familiar with it, else she would not expect to find her young sister in it. Was it a reasonable conclusion that she knew something of the last tenant, and could give me some information concerning him? I did not pursue the subject with the little girl in this direction, deeming it best to await a more advantageous opportunity for learning what I desired to know.


“What was it Molly said to you that you will never forget?” I asked.


“She said, Molly did, ‘Look ’ere, Barbara, mind you’re good, and mind you allus keep good. If you don’t you shan’t be no sister of mine.’ That’s wot I won’t forgit as long as ever I live. But O Molly, Molly, why don’t you come back? Why don’t you come back!”


The imploring earnestness of this appeal powerfully affected me, and I gazed pitifully at poor Barbara, from whose eyes the tears were streaming. That when she put her hands up to her eyes, she should keep her little fist tightly clenched, touched me to the heart; the little silver piece was her shield against hunger, for a few hours at least, and she clung to it instinctively through all her grief. I waited till she was calmer before I said:


“Dress yourself quickly, Barbara, and come upstairs with us. There’s a nice fire there, and I want to talk to you about Molly. We will try and find her for you, and you shall not be hungry again. Will you trust me?”


“Yes, sir, I will; no one could speak kinder, and you’re not the sort of gentleman to take me in. Perhaps you won’t mind telling me ’ow long you’ve been ’ere. I didn’t know there was anybody in the house but me.”


“We came only a few hours ago, Barbara,” I answered, “and I have been here but once before.”


“Wot did you come the first time for, sir?”


“The house is to let, and I thought of taking it.”


“To live in, sir?”


“Yes, to live in.”


“But you’re never going to, sir?”


“No, I am not going to.”


“I should say yer wouldn’t,” she muttered. “Who would, I’d like to know? What did you come for this time, sir?”


“I will tell you more when you’re dressed,” I said. “It will be warmer and nicer upstairs. Be as quick as you can.”


Bob and I went out of the kitchen while Barbara put on her ragged garments, in which she looked a truly miserable object; Bob patted her cheek, and I took her hand and led her upstairs, the cat following at our heels. I noticed that she kept her eyes closed most of the time, and that when she lifted her lids she did so timorously and apprehensively, but I refrained at present from asking her the reason of this. It was only when we were in the room which we had selected for our sleeping apartment that she opened her eyes and kept them open.


“Now, Barbara,” I said, putting a chair by the fireside for her, “sit down there, and warm yourself; then we will talk.”


She sat down obediently, and spread out her thin hands to the comforting flame, and with a kind of wonder watched Bob as he put the kettle on and prepared to make the tea. He poured out a cup, and put in milk and sugar liberally, and gave it to her. She thanked him and drank it, saying when the cup was empty, “That’s good, sir.”


“Are you ready to talk, Barbara?” I asked.


“Yes, if you please, sir.”


“I am going to ask you a good many questions, and perhaps they’ll lead to good.”


“I’ll answer all I can, sir.”


“So you sleep in this house regularly, Barbara?”


“Yes, sir; I ain’t got no other place. Where else’d I go to, I’d like to know?”


“How long have you lived here?”


“I can’t tell you that, sir; it must be years and years.”


“Since the house has been untenanted, perhaps?”


“Unwhat, sir?”


“I mean, Barbara, since it has been empty?”


“I dessay, sir. I know one thing – it was three weeks to a day after Molly went away that I first come ’ere, and I’ve ’ardly missed a night all the time. There was twice I couldn’t git in for the snow, and I was ‘most perished. When I did git in I was that numbed and froze that I could ’ardly move, but I knew I was done for if I didn’t stir my pegs, so I put some sticks on the ’earthstone and set fire to ’em, and little by little I got thawed. It was touch and go with me then, sir, but I managed to dodge ’em that time. I don’t know as I’d ’ave cared much one way or the other if it ’adn’t been for Molly. Once there wos a gal she knew that throwed ’erself in the water, and she sed to me, sed Molly, ‘It wos a wicked thing to do, Barbara,’ she sed. ‘There’s ’eaven,’ sed Molly, ‘and there’s ’ell,’ she sed. ‘If we do good things we go to ’eaven, if we do wicked things we go to the other place.’ It’s the way Molly used to talk to me that’s kept me up over and over agin.”


I had made up my mind not to interrupt Barbara even when she wandered from the subject in which I was most interested. By doing so I might lose valuable suggestions to be gathered from her chance words, and I naturally wished to hear everything it was in her power to impart. Impatient as I was to learn more of Molly – who evidently was imbued with a strong sense of duty, and whose story, I felt convinced, had a direct connection with the mystery I was endeavoring to solve – I recognized the advantage of leading gradually up to it. It was by far the wisest plan to allow her to ramble on in her own way, and not to startle her by abrupt questions.


“Why did you not light the fire in the stove, Barbara?”


“I wosn’t sech a mug as that, sir,” she replied with a faint dash of humor. “When smoke comes out of the chimney of a empty ’ouse the peeler sez, ‘Ho, ho!’ and in he pops to find out who’s done it. Wot’d become of me then, I’d like to know? They’d ’ave made precious short work of me.”


“And you have not lit a fire in a stove all the time you have been here.”


“Never once, sir.”


“How did you manage for coals, Barbara?”


“Well, sir, when I first come, there was a lot of coal in the cellar, and I used it all up. It lasted ever so long, but there was a end to it. Then I begun on the furniture and odd bits of sticks I found inside the house and out. Sometimes when it was dark and rainy I foller the coal wagons, and pick up wot drops from the sacks. Then there’s dead branches; I’ve got ’arf a cupboardful downstairs.”


“What time did you come” – I hesitated at the word – “home tonight?”


“Past one, I think, sir. I kep’ out late trying to sell my matches, but I ’ad to give it up for a bad job.”


“It was you we heard moving about?”


“Did I make a noise, sir? I don’t, ’ardly ever, but I s’ppose I wos desp’rate, being so ’ungry, and thinking wot I should do tomorrer for grub. I wosn’t long gitting my clothes off, cos I wanted to git to sleep quick and forgit everythink and everybody – everybody but Molly. I’m ’appy when I’m asleep, sir.”


“Poor child! Do you mean to tell me, Barbara, that all these years you have never once been found out, that all these years you have come and gone from the house without being seen.”


“Yes, sir, as fur as I know. If I ain’t clever in nothink else I’ve been clever in that. Oh, but the way I’ve had to dodge, and the tricks I’ve played! They’d fill a book if they wos took down. Allus coming ’ome late at night, looking about me, and turning another way if anybody wos near; allus very careful when I went out agin, peeping round corners, and ’iding quick if I ’eerd a step. Eyes, sir! I can see a mile off. Ears, sir! I could ’ear a blade o’ grass whisper.”


“You have had a hard life, my dear,” I said, taking her hand. Despite her ragged clothes she looked more comfortable now. There was no wolf tearing at her vitals for food. This, and the warmth of the fire, the excitement of the conversation, the consciousness that we were her friends, and the novelty of such an association in a house in which she had not heard the voice of a human being during all the years she had slept and starved in it, had caused her cheeks to glow and her eyes to sparkle.


“Yes, sir, there’s no denying it’s ’ard, but it’ll be all right when I see Molly agin.”


“You expected to do so long before now?”


“Oh, yes, sir, ever so long before. She can’t ’ave forgot me, she can’t ’ave forgot me! You don’t think that, do yer, sir?”


“I am sure she has not, my dear. She was always a good sister to you, from what you have told me, and always a good girl.”


“The best in all the wide world, sir. There’s nobody like ’er, I don’t care where you look. ‘I’m more than yer sister Molly,’ she sed, ‘I’m yer mother, and I’ll never, never turn from yer as long as I live.’”


“Tell me, Barbara. What was your sister?”


“A servant gal, sir. I’d like to be one.”


“Was she in a situation in London?”


“In course she wos, sir.”


“Where?”


“In this ’ouse, sir. That’s why I’m ’ere now.”


And that, thought I, looking down at the cat, is why I am here now. I glanced at Bob; the revelation that poor Barbara’s sister was in domestic service with the last tenant had brought a flush of expectation into his face.




 



•   XVIII   •

Molly






I continued the conversation.


“That must be a long time ago, Barbara?”


“Oh, yes, sir; ever so long ago.”


“What was the name of her master?”


“I don’t remember, sir.”


“If you heard it, would you remember it?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Was it Mr. Nesbit?”


“That’s the name, sir. ’E ’ad a daughter, sech a nice young lady, Molly told me.”


“Miss Beatrice Nesbit?”


“That’s ’er, sir. Molly was so fond of ’er, and she liked Molly, too.”


“Do you know, Barbara, what became of Miss Beatrice?”


“No, sir; do you?”


I evaded the question. “Can you read?” I asked.


“Large letters, when they’re wrote plain, sir.”


“You can’t read newspapers?”


“No, sir.”


“When Molly went away – we will speak about that presently – did nobody tell you that something had happened in this house?”


“No, sir; I didn’t speak about Molly or the ’ouse to nobody, and nobody spoke to me. Wot did ’appen, sir?”


“Never mind just now. It is for me to ask questions.”


“I beg yer pardon, sir.”


“No need, Barbara. Where and how did you live, my dear, while Molly was in service here?”


“It’s ’ard to say, sir. I lived anywhere and any’ow. If it ’adn’t been for Molly I don’t think I’d ’ave lived at all. She used to say, used Molly, ‘One day we’ll live together, Barbara. When yer grows up, per’aps Miss Beatrice ‘ll give yer a place with ’er. Then we shall be in the same ’ouse, and we’ll be as ’appy as the day’s long.’ The day ain’t come yet, sir.”


“When Molly worked here used you to come and see her?”


“On the sly, sir. Mr. Nesbit, Molly sed, wouldn’t allow no followers, and nobody else come to the ’ouse that didn’t ’ave no business there, so I ’ad to come unbeknown to ’im. One night I wos in the kitching when Molly ’eard ’im coming down. She ’id me quick be’ind the clothes ’orse, as ’ad some things drying. It was lucky for me and Molly that he didn’t ketch sight of me, or he’d ’ave bundled us both out. My ’eart wos in my mouth all the time.”


“You saw Mr. Nesbit?”


“Yes, sir; I peeped through the things and sor ’im.”


“A nice looking gentleman, Barbara?”


“Quite the other, sir; but ’e spoke smooth to Molly.”


“Did you ever see Miss Beatrice?”


“Once, sir, the same way, and I think she knew I wos ’iding, but she never sed nothink. She was the nicest looking young lady I ever sor.”


“Tell me about Molly going away.”


“She sed she was going into the country with ’er master and Miss Beatrice, and that she wouldn’t be away long. She give me some money, and promised to send me some more every week, but I ain’t ’eerd nothink of ’er from that day to this. There wos Mrs. Simpson, sir; she let me sleep in a corner of ’er room. She wos allus ’ard up, Mrs. Simpson wos, and two weeks after Molly wos gone she got into trouble, and went away, I don’t know where to, and I’d no place to put my ’ead in. I walked about the streets and slep’ in the park, and then I thought I’d come ’ere and wait for Molly. There wos nothink else for it, ‘cause Mrs. Simpson ’ad cut ’er lucky, and Molly wouldn’t know where else to look for me. It wos orfle lonesome ’ere at fust, and I wos frightened out of my life almost; but I got used to it after a bit, and it wos a slice of luck, wosn’t it, sir, that I found a place to sleep in without being arsked to pay no rent? Then there wos the coal cellar pritty well full of coals, and lots of wood to make a fire with. Daytime I’d go out selling matches, begging, doing anythink to make a honest penny, and it wosn’t easy to do that, I can tell yer. But ’ere I am, no better off and no wus since I begun, and never found out till tonight.”


“You must have managed very cleverly, Barbara.”


“Oh, they don’t make ’em much artfuller nor me,” said the poor girl rather proudly. It was a pitiful boast from one who had suffered such hardships, and who, after years of struggle, presented so lamentable an appearance. “I ain’t told yer all, though,” she continued eagerly. “I don’t keep no count of the days ‘xcept with bits of sticks – one stick, Monday, two sticks, Tuesday, three sticks, Wednesday, up to six sticks, Satterday, and then I know tomorrer’s Sunday, and I begin all over again. Weeks I don’t know ’ow to reckon, and that’s why I can’t tell ’ow long Molly’s been away. I dessay it was three months when a Satterday night come – not the last by a good many – and I got ’ome as ’ungry as ’ungry could be, and not a ha’penny to get grub with. So wot do I do but prowl about on the chance of finding somethink that’ll ’elp me on. Molly used to sleep in the basement, next to the kitching, and there’s a cupboard in the room. Wot ‘yer think I found in that there cupboard on the top shelf, that I ’ad to stand on two chairs to git to? A wooden money-box, sir, that rattled as I shook it up. There wos letters outside wrote large by Molly, ‘For Barbara.’ Yer might ’ave knocked me down with a feather when I sor it, and I did tumble off the chairs and ’urt myself, but I ’ad the money box in my ’and for all that. It wos locked, and there wos no key, but I soon prised it open, and there it was, ’arf full of coppers that Molly’d been saving up for me, else she wouldn’t ’ave wrote ‘For Barbara’ outside. Wosn’t that good of Molly, sir?”


“Indeed it was,” I replied.


“I counted it out – six and tenpence, no less, sir, and I kissed the box, and the writing, and the money too, and I only wanted Molly alongside of me to make me as ’appy as the day’s long. It lasted me a long while, that money did.”


“Did you ever find any more?” I asked.


“No, sir, though I looked everywhere for it.”


“Now, Barbara, can you tell me the name of the place your sister was going to with Mr. Nisbet and Miss Beatrice?”


“No, sir, she didn’t know ’erself, she sed, but she promised to write to me – in large letters – directly she got there.”


“Where did she say she would send the letter?”


“To the house that Mrs. Simpson lived in, sir.”


“You remained in that house two weeks after Molly went away?”


“Yes, sir.”


“And no letter came?”


“No, sir.”


“How can you be sure of that?”


“Mrs. Simpson didn’t git none for me, sir – I’m sure of that, ‘cause I know she wouldn’t deceive me. Why should she? It wouldn’t ’ave done ’er no good to keep it from me; and she wosn’t one of that sort. Then, sir, there wos the two postmen as used to leave the letters in the street. I made bold to arsk both of ’em about it, ‘Is there a letter for Barbara, wrote large, please?’ I sed to them every day, and they sed no, there wosn’t. ‘You won’t give it to no one else, will yer, please, when it comes?’ I sed to them and they sed they wouldn’t. After Mrs. Simpson wos gone I went to the street regularly, and ’ung about for the postmen, and arsked ’em if there wos a letter for Barbara, or if there’d been one, and they allus sed no, and that they’d keep it for me if they got ’old of it. But it never come, sir. I couldn’t ’ave done nothink else to make sure of it, could I, sir?”


“You could do nothing more, Barbara; and you were very clever in doing what you did. Did you understand from Molly that she was going abroad?”


“Abroad, sir!” exclaimed Barbara, in manifest astonishment.


“Out of England, I mean.”


“Oh, no, sir; she’d ’ave been sure to ’ave told me if she’d ’ad any idea of that. And she’d never ’ave done it, sir; she’d never ’ave gone so fur away from me!”


“I don’t think she would, Barbara, if she had known it. Did she tell you she was going alone first, and that her master and Miss Beatrice were to follow afterward?”


“No, sir, they wos to go all together.”


“Are you sure of that?”


“As sure as I can be, sir.”


“You have given me sensible answers to all my questions, my dear. I noticed when you came upstairs with us that you kept your eyes closed. I suppose you were sleepy.”


“It wasn’t that, sir.”


“What was the reason?”


“I was frightened, sir.”


“Of what?”


Barbara looked around timidly, and drew closer to the fire. “There’s shadders in this ’ere ’ouse,” she said, in a low tone.


“There are shadows everywhere, Barbara,” I answered, as Bob and I exchanged glances. “Tell us what you mean.”


“I can’t, sir; it’s beyond me. I ’eerd once, permiscuous like, that there wos a ’ouse somewhere in these parts as wos ’aunted, and I sed to myself, ‘It’s this one.’ Then I begun to feel shadders about. It’s months and months since I’ve come ’igher than the kitching; I’ve been frightened to. It’s allus as if somethink wos going to ’appen, and when you woke me up tonight I thought it ’ad.”


“You began to feel shadows about, Barbara?”


“Yes, sir.”


“But what have you seen?”


“Nothink, sir; but I know they’re ’ere.”


“Have you heard anything?”


“Only a shaking and rattling, sir.”


“When there was a wind blowing, Barbara. From your description that must have been what you heard. Some of the window sashes are loose, and of course, in a high wind, they would make a noise.” Barbara did not answer, but seemed dubious, and at the same time a little relieved. I glanced at the cat at my feet. “You have seen nothing tonight?”


“No, sir.”


“You see no shadows now?”


“No, sir.”


In these replies there was no such confirmation of my own strange experiences as I had expected, and hoped, to receive when she began to speak of shadows, and I ascribed her fears to the natural nervousness of a child living in a lonely house. They were no stronger than sensitive children living in comfortable homes, with parents and brothers and sisters around them, often suffer from. I had tired Barbara out with my string of questions; her eyelids were closing and opening; her head was nodding. In the silence that ensued she closed her eyes, and did not open them again. The child had fallen asleep.




 



•   XIX   •

Important Information






Bob and I conversed in whispers; but Barbara was sleeping so soundly that we might have spoken in our natural voices without fear of awaking her.


“What do you think of it, Bob?” I asked.


“I don’t know what to think,” he replied. “I only know one thing – that the child has spoken the truth.”


“Of that there is no doubt,” I said; “but what does it point to?”


He conveyed his answer in two words, “Foul play!”


I nodded.


“My own opinion, not newly formed, for I have had it all along; but what we have been told gives a new turn to it. And still,” I added fretfully, “we are in the dark. Where can we look for direction as to the next step to be taken?”


“Has it not occurred to you,” said Bob, “that it was singular that Mr. Nisbet should have had the body of his stepdaughter cremated instead of buried in the usual manner?”


“He may be an enthusiast on the subject of cremation,” I observed. “Many eminent men advocate such a disposal of the dead.”


“There is another answer to the question. We are both agreed that there has been foul play. If we are right, Mr. Nisbet, by having the body cremated, has effectually destroyed the most important evidence that could be sought against him.”


“The doctor testified at the inquest to the cause of the young lady’s death.”


“Ah, the doctor. The inquiry agent gave you his name, I believe?”


“He did. It is Cooper.”


“Might not something be gained from him?”


I caught at the suggestion.


“A good thought, Bob.”


“We do not know,” continued my shrewd adviser, “who this Dr. Cooper is, whether he is a practitioner of repute, and whether any relations of a confidential nature existed between him and Mr. Nisbet.”


“You are letting in light,” I said. “Go on.”


“So far as you have gone you are ignorant of this doctor’s standing. If he holds a good position, if he has an extensive practice, we shall obtain no assistance from him. No respectable medical man would run a risk for the sake of a bribe. As a rule, doctors are the kindest men in the world; but here and there you may meet with a backslider, or with one who has been careless in such a matter as this, or with one whose necessities lay him open to temptation. That is the extent of my suggestion; but it appears to me to be worth following up – on the off-chance, as sporting men say.”


“It shall be followed up,” I said. “Tomorrow I will make inquiries concerning him. And now we will get a little sleep. It is not likely we shall be disturbed again.”


We lay down in our clothes, and were awake betimes. But Barbara was up before us; and when we rose we found the room nicely tidied up, a bright fire burning, the kettle singing on the hob, and the table ready spread for breakfast.


“Bravo, Barbara,” I said. “You are a handy little girl.”


“I thought you’d like it done, sir,” she said; “and I moved about very quiet so as not to wake yer. I slep’ like a top, and I feel ever so much better than I did last night. But yer did give me a start, yer did, when yer come upon me in the kitching.”


“You are not sorry for it now?”


“I’m glad, sir. It was a reg’lar slice of luck.”


“You shall find it so. Any more shadows, Barbara?”


“No, sir. I never feel ’em in the daytime; it’s only at night that I’m afeerd.”


“We’ll put a stop to all that, my girl. Let us get breakfast over; I dare say you’re ready for it.”


“That I am, sir. I’m allus ready to tuck in.”


Despite the seriousness of our situation, we were quite a cheerful party. We had provided liberally, and we made a hearty meal, Barbara, to our mingled pity and admiration, proving herself a champion in that line. Had she been of colossal proportions instead of an attenuated mortal, literally all skin and bone, she could scarcely have eaten more. A full meal was a delightful novelty to her, and she greatly distinguished herself.


“I wouldn’t call the queen my aunt,” she declared, when we rose from the table, which we considered a very original remark, although its application was not exactly clear.


While she was clearing away the things and washing up, Bob and I had a consultation. It was decided that he should remain indoors with Barbara, and that I should go out to make inquiries for Dr. Cooper. During my absence it was his intention to thoroughly examine the house from top to bottom. He had the idea that he might light upon something that would furnish a clew; and as he had greater experience than I in untenanted houses, he was the better fitted for such a search.


It being Sunday, the facilities for seeking information were limited; but in the by-streets I found a common cigar shop open here and there, and I laid out a great many pennies without satisfactory result.


At length, however, I entered a poor little shop, which I was told had been established for several years. An elderly woman answered to my raps on the counter; and after spending sixpence with her, I led up to the important subject, and soon discovered that I was on the track. Dr. Cooper had lived in the neighborhood, not very far from her shop; but he had removed two or three years ago to another part of London. Was he a doctor in good practice? She could not say as to that. He was a poor man’s doctor, and gave advice and medicine for a shilling. He had a large family, and did not pay his way. Then his business could not have been a flourishing one? Not at all; he had run away in debt to everybody – to her among the number. But by accident she found out his new place of business, and had served him with a county court summons. He had run up a bill of twenty-five shillings with her, and he pleaded that he was not in a position to pay it. Judgment was given for her, and he was ordered to pay half a crown a month, which, he said, was the utmost he could afford. The trouble she had to get her money! She had to threaten him over and over again, and at last succeeded in obtaining what was due to her.


“A bad lot, sir,” she said. “Always drinking on the sly, and as fit to attend to sick people as my old cat there. If I was dying, and there was not another doctor in London, I wouldn’t call him in.”


Had she any objection to give me his address? Not the least objection. She ought to know it, as she had been there twenty times to get her money. It was in Theobald’s Row, South Lambeth, when she saw him last; she did not remember the number, but there were not many houses in the Row, and I should have no difficulty in finding it; “if he hasn’t run away again,” she added.


I left the shop, thanking the chance that had led me to it. In the information I had gained there was pregnant matter for thought. That a wealthy gentleman like Mr. Oliver Nisbet should call in such a man in a case of life and death was something more than strange; it was in the highest degree suspicious, and I felt confident that some information of importance to my mission was to be elicited from one whose necessities, as Bob had observed, might lay him open to the temptation of a bribe. South Lambeth was a long way from the north of London; but so anxious was I to lose no time, that I determined to proceed there at once.


With this intention I walked into the wider thoroughfares to look for a cab, and was about to hail one when a man walking quickly toward me, stopped as we came close to each other, and accosted me.


“Why, Mr. Emery,” he said, “I heard you were in Brighton.”


It was Mr. Dickson, the private inquiry agent.


“I am in London, as you see,” I replied. “Who told you I was in Brighton?”


“I learned it at your house two hours ago.”


I groaned inwardly, thinking of what was in store for me if my good wife discovered that I was deceiving her.


“Did you see my wife?”


“No, a servant answered the bell, and said you had run down to the seaside for the day.”


“I wished the business between us,” I said rather severely, “to be kept secret. What took you to my house, Mr. Dickson?”


“Oh, there was no fear of my saying anything about the commission you gave me. I did not even leave my name.” I breathed more freely. “I went to see you because I had something to tell you which I thought you would like to know immediately.”


“What is it?”


“Mr. Nisbet is in London,” replied Mr. Dickson.




 



•   XX   •

Dr. Cooper






I caught my breath. There was nothing strange in the information; for all I knew Mr. Nisbet might have been in London for years, as ignorant of my existence as, until lately, I had been of his; but the accidental discoveries of the last few hours seemed to me to be pregnant with important possibilities.


“I am glad you have lost no time in telling me,” I said. “How did you discover it?”


“Almost by accident. I have a partner, whose methods are of the quiet order, I being the active worker in our business, and it is he who made the discovery – almost by accident, as I have said. Nisbet is not a very uncommon name, but tack Oliver to it, and it becomes exceptional. Yesterday there arrived from the Continent a gentleman bearing those two names, and he is now at the Hôtel Métropole.”


This destroyed the hypothesis that Mr. Nisbet had been a constant resident in London since my introduction to the skeleton cat.


“From what part of the Continent?” I inquired.


“Lastly from Paris; but by way of Paris from any one of a hundred different places. Can you give me a personal description of the gentleman?”


“No,” I replied, “I have never seen him; but I can obtain it for you.”


“Do so, and let me have it as soon as possible. At present my partner is shadowing him, and he will not be lost sight of. You will never guess where I have just come from, Mr. Emery.”


“I shall be glad to hear.”


“In the course of such a business as ours,” said Mr. Dickson, “we become acquainted with strange things, which, as a rule, we keep to ourselves, secrecy being an integral part of our operations. Some cases take hold of us, some do not, and I confess that my curiosity – a human weakness, you know – has been excited in this particular case. So, after leaving your house, the idea entered my mind of strolling to Lamb’s Terrace and having a look at No. 79. That is where I have just come from.”


“You have not been inside the house,” I said, rather startled, as I thought of Bob and Barbara.


“How could I get inside,” he retorted, “without the key? What a melancholy, Heaven-forsaken place! I will tell you what occurred to me, if you like.”


“Yes, tell me.”


“Just the spot for a crime, thought I as I wandered about; just the spot to carry out a deep-laid scheme in comparative safety. I have no wish to pry into your secrets, Mr. Emery; but one cannot help what comes unbidden into one’s mind, and men engaged in such pursuits as mine are more open to suspicion than others. We see shadows behind locked doors, we work out theories in the dark, and sometimes we come upon unexpected results. However, it is no affair of mine, as my own personal interests are not involved in it.”


“If they were,” I hazarded, “you would follow it up.”


“Undoubtedly. I could not possibly evade the duty, with three such links as a sudden death, a cremation instead of a burial, and a vast fortune on the issue.”


“And if you were to add,” I thought, “the experiences I have gone through, you would be still less inclined to rest till the mystery was unraveled.” Aloud I said, “Do not let the matter flag for a few pounds. I am most anxious to work it out, if there is a possibility of doing so.”


“It shall not flag. The mischief of it is, the most important clews are destroyed. Only through the principal agent can the crime – if one has been committed – be brought to light.”


“Or through an accomplice,” I suggested.


“Quite so. But where to look for this accomplice – there lies the difficulty. Still it is the unexpected that often happens. Well, good-day, Mr. Emery; I hope to hear from you tomorrow.”


Theobald’s Row, South Lambeth, if not so desolate a neighborhood as Lamb’s Terrace, was sufficiently depressing in its general aspect to cause one to resolve to give it a wide berth unless special business called him to the spot. There were sad, melancholy railway arches which might serve for a chapter in a modern “Inferno”; there were timber yards stacked high with discolored lumber, which appeared to be piled up not for purposes of trade, but to add one more melancholy feature to a worn-out, dilapidated locality; there were working-men’s lodging houses, whose flat surface of stone walls resembled prisons in which every vestige of brightness in life was hopelessly entombed; there were rows of houses as hopeless and despairing, and as poverty-stricken and irremediably shabby; and there was the most leaden atmosphere of which even London could boast. The men, women, and children I saw there were in keeping with their surroundings; the youngsters were playing listlessly and with no heart in their games; the men smoked pipes and haunted street corners or wandered in and out the beer shops and public houses; the worn-faced women conversed jadedly and dispiritedly; and everywhere the spirit of discontent proclaimed itself. Even the dogs nosing the gutters were infected with the prevailing gloom.


In the center of Theobald’s Row, which consisted of sixteen small houses, eight on each side, and all of a flat dead level, I came upon Dr. Cooper’s place of business, a parlor window, with two large dust-covered bottles displayed therein, whose ghostly colors were green and red. Half a dozen ragged children were disporting themselves on the doorstep, and as I approached the shop a slatternly woman came to the door and swooped them all into the house. As she was turning to follow them I accosted her.


“Is Dr. Cooper at home?”


“What do you want of him?” she retorted.


“I wish to see him on a matter of business.”


I had stepped into the shop, and as I looked around at the nearly empty shelves, dotted here and there with a few miserable flyblown bottles, I thought that a man in search of health or of a remedy for a bodily ailment could not have found a more unlikely place for relief.


“Is it opening medicine?” said the woman. “I can serve you.”


“My business is not professional,” I replied.


She cast a suspicious glance at me, and I guessed that she supposed me to be a dun.


“It may be something of advantage to him,” I observed.


She brightened up instantly.


“My husband is not in,” she said; “but you may find him at the George.”


“At the George?”


“Or the Green Dragon,” she added.


“Where are they? Far from here?”


“Oh, no, not far; he has to keep himself handy in case he is called in anywhere. The George is at the corner of the next street, and the Green Dragon is at the opposite corner. If he is not at either of those places he is sure to be at the Britannia. Anybody will tell you where that is.”


As I walked to “the corner of the next street” I could not help smiling at the idea of Dr. Cooper being so considerate as to pass his time in a public house, within convenient hail of his place of business, in case he might be “called in anywhere”; but I pitied those who needed his assistance in a case of sickness. He was not at the George, and I was advised to try the Green Dragon; he was not at the Green Dragon, and I was advised to try the Britannia; and at the Britannia I found him.


He was a washed-out, weedy man, with an inflamed countenance, and when I presented myself he was in the act of clinking pewter pots with some boon companions, who, according to my judgment, were standing treat to him. He drained his pot to the dregs, and turned it upside down on the counter, with a thirsty air about him notwithstanding the long draught he had just taken. I am not a teetotaler, nor an advocate of teetotalism, but it has always been a matter of regret to me that the persevering search for enlightenment on the part of the British public at the bottom of pewter pots does not lead to more encouraging results.


At the moment of my entrance he and his companions were discussing a criminal case which had excited great interest and had largely occupied the newspapers for several days past. It was a supposed case of poisoning, and the person charged – it was a woman – had been acquitted after a long trial. Her husband had been the victim; but the medical evidence was inconclusive, and she had been given the benefit of the doubt. The woman and her husband had been on proved bad terms, and she had much to gain by his death. There was a man in the case, the woman’s lover, and there was a strong suspicion that he was implicated; but, guilty or not guilty, he was not arraigned because no direct evidence could be brought against him. Only on the previous night had the case been concluded, and the result was published in the Sunday morning’s papers, the jury having been locked up for eight hours before they arrived at their verdict.


“She’s escaped by the skin of her teeth,” said one of the topers. “If I’d been on the jury she’d have had the rope.”


“Law’s law,” said a half-tipsy Solon, “and justice is justice. I don’t believe in hanging a woman upon presumption. My opinion is that he poisoned himself to get rid of her.”


“That’s a queer way of getting rid of a nuisance,” was the reply. “Besides, there was no poison found in the body.”


“You’re all at sixes and sevens,” said a third speaker. “The doctors disagreed, and the weight of evidence was in favor of the woman. She’s as artful as you make ’em; but that’s no reason for hanging her.”


“The man was killed,” persisted the first speaker. “He didn’t die a natural death.”


“Nothing was proved,” said the third speaker, “and when nothing’s proved you can’t bring anyone in guilty. This is a free country, I believe.”


What struck me in the expression of these opinions – if opinions they could be called – was their utterly illogical bearing. It was like a lot of weathercocks arguing; and when the half-tipsy Solon said, “Ask the doctor,” they turned toward him, as though a direct question had been put to him, which he, as a weighty authority, could answer in a word, and thus settle the whole matter.


“What I say is,” said Dr. Cooper thirstily and with indistinct utterance, “that there are more ways of killing a man than one.”


“Ah,” they all observed in effect, “Dr. Cooper knows.”


What it was that Dr. Cooper knew with respect to the case was not very clear. What I knew, when I heard him speak, was that he was drunk. Quickly came to my mind the suggestion whether he would be of more service to me drunk than sober.


“Who’s going to stand treat?” he inquired, with a nervous fingering of his pewter pot.


“Your turn, doctor,” they said.


“If it’s my turn,” he replied pettishly, “you’ll have to wait.”


They laughed, and left him one by one. Then he asked for liquor across the counter; but the barman shook his head and devoted himself to ready-money customers. I saw my opportunity, and advancing toward him, asked if he would join me in a friendly glass.


“In a friendly glass,” he said, “I would join Old Nick himself.”


A declaration which, frank as it was, could scarcely be said to be a recommendation. It was a peculiar feature of Dr. Cooper’s tipsy condition that, although his speech was thick and somewhat indistinct, he did not slur or clip his words, which denoted that he still preserved some control over himself.


“Beer or whisky, doctor?” I asked.


“Whisky for choice,” he said. “Irish.”


Whisky it was, and Irish; I spilled mine on the floor, and filled my glass with water. Dr. Cooper dealt with his as he dealt with the beer; it was evidently not his habit to take two bites at a cherry.


“Another?” I suggested.


“You’re a gentleman,” he said.


When he had disposed of this second portion in a similar manner to the first, I opened the ball, and inwardly took credit to myself for rather artful tactics.


“I came down this way, doctor,” I said, “especially to see you.”


He seized my wrist with one hand, and put the other into his waistcoat pocket, removing it immediately, however, with a husky cough and an angry shake of his head.


“No, no, doctor,” I said, laughing, as he fumbled at my pulse, “I do not need professional advice today. The fact is, I have come to pay an old debt.”


He retained my hand, as though to prevent my escaping him.


“You’re one of the lot that has brought me down,” he growled. “How much is it, and how long has it been due?”


“It has been due a long time past,” I replied; “and the amount is two shillings, for two bottles of medicine and advice.”


“Are you sure it isn’t more?”


“Quite sure. I should have paid you before today, but when I went to your place – a long while ago, I must tell you – I found you had gone. You practiced in the north of London, you know.”


“I do know; I have reason to know. If I had got my rights I should not be as I am. I should be practicing in Belgravia, and driving in my carriage. I’ll take another whisky.” I nodded at the barman, who refilled the glass, which he instantly emptied again. “What do we slave for? What do we study for? What do we waste the midnight oil for? To be taken in, to be robbed and swindled, to have promises made to us that are never fulfilled.”


“Unfortunately,” I said, sympathizing with him, “it is the way of the world. It is the simple-minded and the honest that are defrauded.”


“You know how it is. Five shillings, you said.”


“No; it is two shillings I owe you.”


“Interest added, makes it three. You can’t object to that.”


“I don’t object; here is the money.”


He took it, and dropped it in his pocket. We had each of us only one disengaged hand, as he still kept hold of my wrist.


“A feeble pulse,” he said, shaking his head with tipsy gravity, “a very feeble pulse. Needs a stimulant.”


“Irish whisky?”


“Irish whisky,” he echoed; and disposed of his fourth glass, while I spilled mine as I had done before.


These rapid potations had the effect I desired; they weakened his self-control, they loosened his tongue.


“That was an interesting discussion you were having,” I observed, “when I came in. What was it you said? That there are more ways than one of killing a man. How true that is! But it is only those who are experienced in such matters that can speak with authority. Do you suspect, doctor, that the woman is guilty?”


“I will take my oath she is guilty.”


“But the fact of poison being administered was not absolutely established.”


He snapped his fingers. “That for being established! There are poisons and poisons; there are way and ways. Did you ever take a sleeping draught?”


“Never.”


“Well, when you want one, come to me, and I will give you something that will make you sleep so sound that you will never wake up again.”


“Declined with thanks. But would it not be discovered?”


“It might or it mightn’t. Suppose it is discovered that you died of an overdose. Then comes the question, who administered it? When a man suffers from insomnia he doses himself as a rule, and if he overdoes it he has only himself to blame. There’s the bottle at his bedside empty. There are the people who are interested – generally two, a man and a woman. If there are servants in the house they are asleep. What have they to do with it? The man, or the woman, does not wake up again. Now prove that the man, or the woman, who is left alive forced the sleeping draught down the other one’s throat. You can’t do it. I can tell you where you can buy some effervescent sleeping globules that you put in your mouth, and fall asleep while they are dissolving. One makes you sleep for six hours, two makes you sleep for ten hours, three makes you sleep for twenty, four makes you sleep forever. Some of us doctors have secrets that we keep to ourselves; make you as wise as we are, and where should we be? There was a case – I mention no names – of a man suffering under a painful disease which might run its course for months, perhaps years, before it prove fatal. Wife suggests that it would be a mercy to kill him, and so put him out of pain. A little syringe, a slight injection while the man is sleeping; it is done in a moment; the man is dead. The woman comes into a fortune, and marries her lover. Medical testimony, the disease from which the man has been suffering, and which must prove fatal some time or other. Quite natural. Everybody’s happy, and nothing more is heard of the matter. There are other ways. Charcoal, which English people don’t take to; escape of gas” – I caught my breath, but fortunately my sudden spasm passed unnoticed – “quite as easy, quite as natural. For one murder discovered, how many undiscovered? Work that out!”


“An interesting study for statisticians,” I said.


“If they had the facts before them; but they can’t get hold of them. There are liquid poisons that can be mixed with food, and are tasteless and colorless; they can be administered for months, and nobody the wiser. You may find a trace in the body after death, but not sufficient to account for what has taken place, not a twentieth part sufficient to account for it. There are others to weaken not only the body but the mind, to destroy memory, to make one oblivious of the past. Perfectly pleasant and painless. Now, what do you think of a man who knows what I know being in such a position as I am.”


“It is disgraceful,” I said.


“It is infamous. You are struggling, you are poor, you have a large family, you are fond of the pleasures of life. A person – again I mention no names – comes to you, and says such and such a thing – never mind what thing. This person is rich; you are in debt. I am only supposing a case, you know.”


“Of course.”


“The person says, there’s a sudden death in my house – an accident, say by charcoal, say by gas. A pure accident, most lamentable. A doctor’s testimony is required, for formality’s sake. Any doctor will do. You are in the neighborhood. Will you testify? Fee, so many guineas, and afterward a lift up in life, a chance to get along. As our national poet expresses it, ‘My poverty, but not my will, consents.’ You do no wrong; the person is a gentleman, and you take his word; you testify at the inquest, and all is smooth sailing. The affair is forgotten. You receive your few guineas, and you wait for the chance to get along in life, for the lift up that will bring you a lucrative practice. It never comes. The person shrugs his shoulders, contradicts you, jockeys you. What’s the consequence? Your suspicions are excited. The person inherits a great sum of money by the death. You ferret that out; your suspicions grow stronger. You go to the person, and you mention your suspicions. He says, ‘You are putting yourself in danger; if you have given false evidence, the law will make you suffer for it; you are a fool and a knave. Get out!’ You are bound to submit. What are your feelings toward the person who has treated you so shamefully? What would you do him if it was in your power?”


“I would certainly – supposing this not to be a hypothetical case—”


“Which it is,” interposed Dr. Cooper, “purely hypothetical.”


“Exactly. How could it be otherwise? But such conversations are most interesting to an outsider like myself. Supposing then, this not to be a hypothetical case, I would certainly be glad of any chance to be even with the person who has imposed upon me. Carrying the hypothesis further, what should you say became of the body of the – did you say a lady?”


“No, I don’t think I said a lady; but let it be a lady, for the sake of argument.”


“What became of the body – though that’s a stupid question, because, of course, it was buried in the usual way?”


“It might not have been. There’s such a thing as cremation.”


What turn the conversation would have taken after this startling observation it is out of my power to say, for the slatternly wife of the doctor made her appearance here, and told my tipsy companion that a patient required his immediate attention.


An hour afterward I was once more in Lamb’s Terrace.




 



•   XXI   •

Barbara Gives Us Some

 Valuable Information






“We thought you were lost,” said Bob, and Barbara looked up with a smile, a sign that she regarded me as a friend.


They had waited dinner for me, and I was surprised to see on the table quite an imposing array of crockery.


“Where does all this come from?” I asked.


“We have made discoveries,” replied Bob, giving me a significant look. “Barbara here had no idea what was in the house, which proves that she is not one of the prying kind. All sorts of things have been bundled out of sight in odd nooks and corners, crockery, cutlery, table linen, and goodness only knows what. We have made another room ready for Barbara to sleep in tonight; it is on the same floor as this, and she says she is not afraid.”


“Not a bit,” said Barbara, “now I ain’t in the ’ouse alone.”


“And she’s going to bed early,” added Bob.


“As soon as ever you tell me,” said Barbara.


The dinner they had prepared was not at all a bad one, and I was hungry enough to enjoy a much worse fare. To Barbara it was a veritable feast, and she did as much justice to it as she had done to the breakfast. The moment we finished she jumped up, and took the plates and dishes to her own room where she washed them up.


“You have something to tell me, Bob,” I said, taking advantage of her absence.


“I have. You have something in your budget, too.”


“Yes.”


“We will wait till Barbara has gone to bed; we can talk more freely then.”


“I have a question to ask her first,” I said.


“I also want a little information from her, the meaning of which you will understand when we are alone for the night.” The little girl entering at this moment, Bob turned his attention to her. “Barbara, was your sister fond of dress?”


“Lor’, sir,” answered Barbara. “Ain’t all gals fond of it? She used to say if she was a lady she’d allus dress in silk.”


“Do you recollect what frock she wore when you saw her last?”


“It was a cotton frock, sir – pink, with little flowers on it. Miss Beatrice give it to ’er.”


“You would know it again, I suppose, if you saw it?”


“In course I should know it, sir, ‘cause Molly’d be in it.”


“But it would be worn out by this time, Barbara.”


“Yes, sir, it would. I didn’t think of that.”


“Do you recollect the dress that Miss Beatrice wore when you saw her last?”


“I should think I do, sir; it was a beauty. A gray silk, it wos, with steel trimmin’s. She looked lovely in it, she did.”


Bob conveyed in a glance at me that he had no further questions to ask, and I took up the cue.


“You have a good memory, Barbara, and I dare say you can give me a description of Mr. Nisbet. You told us he was not a nice looking gentleman.”


“Not at all, sir, though he did ’ave a ’igh fore’ead. ’E ’ad a look like ice in his eyes.”


“What color were they?”


“A kind of cold blue; and ’e ’ad a red beard and mustache.”


“A tall gentleman, Barbara?”


“Yes, sir. ’E didn’t have no ’at on when ’e came into the kitching, and I sor that ’is ’ead wos bald in the middle, and was flattish at the top. As ’e looked round the kitching ’e put a pair of gold spectacles on, and when they wosn’t on ’is eye ’e was allus a-dangling ’em with ’is fingers, twiddling ’em about like.”


“You don’t seem to have liked his looks?”


“I didn’t, sir; there was something about ’im that made my ’eart’s blood run cold. I pitied Miss Beatrice, I did.”


“For any particular reason, Barbara?”


“Not as I knows on, sir, but I thought to myself, ‘I shouldn’t like to ’ave a father like that; I’d rather ’ave none at all.’”


“What did your sister Molly think of him?”


“She didn’t care for ’im no more than I did, but she didn’t say much about ’im. It’s my belief she wos frightened of ’im. She told me a funny thing once.”


“Yes?”


“She sed that sometimes when he looked at ’er she felt as if she couldn’t move or speak of her own accord. ‘Barbara,’ she sed to me, ’it’s my opinion that if ’e ordered me to go up to the roof and stand on the top of one of the chimbley pots I should go and do it without a single word.’ But he allus spoke soft to ’er, she sed.”


“Thank you, Barbara; and now it will be best for you to get to bed. Last night was a broken night, and you must be tired.”


Wishing us good-night the girl went to her room, and when I opened her door a few minutes afterward she was fast asleep.


Then, before asking Bob to speak of what was on his mind, I related my own adventures. He was greatly excited at my description of Dr. Cooper and the supposititious case he had put to me, and also at the news of Mr. Oliver Nisbet being in London.


“There’s never smoke without a fire,” he said. “Dr. Cooper was not drawing upon his imagination when he spoke about poisons and sleeping draughts, and of a poor doctor being called in to testify to a death of which he knew less than nothing. It happened, Ned! it happened; it fits in with what occurred in this house. He supplied the proof in the last words he spoke to you – ‘there’s such a thing as cremation.’ It is as clear as the noonday sun. Mr. Nisbet wanted a doctor’s certificate of death; he calls in Dr. Cooper and obtains what he requires, in the exact shape he desires, for the payment of a few guineas and the promise of a further reward which has never been fulfilled. What is the consequence? This wretched pettifogger bears an animosity against his employer, which may perhaps be turned to good account – though whether he babbles when sober as he does when he is in his cups remains to be seen. He must not be lost sight of.”


“He shall not be. I am thinking whether it will be advisable to put the inquiry agent on his track.”


“We can decide nothing as yet, but the thing is moving, that’s one comfort. Every day, almost every hour, some new feature seems to come to light. What are you doing?”


“Writing the description of Mr. Nisbet’s personal appearance with which Barbara supplied us. I promised to let Mr. Dickson have it as soon as possible, and I shall post it to him tonight. Now for your news, Bob.”


“Almost as important as yours. When you left us I commenced to make a thorough examination of the house, as I said I would. Barbara assisted me. I examined every room, every cupboard, and found a lot of things which had apparently been thrown away in haste. These discoveries gave point to an observation I have already made to you – that it is strange the last tenant did not call in a broker and dispose of articles for which he had no use, as he evidently had no intention of occupying the house. Barbara was much surprised at our discoveries, and I shouldn’t wonder, honest as I believe the child to be, if the idea occurred to her that she might have made use of the property from time to time to relieve her poverty. However, that is neither here nor there, and I may be doing Barbara an injustice. We had occupied some time in our search, when it became necessary to devote attention to the preparation of dinner, so I sent the girl away, and continued to poke about alone. It was well I did so, for I made what I conceive to be a startling discovery. On the floor above this there are two attics, presumably intended for servants’ bedrooms. There is a rather large landing, and in the wall of this landing I observed two low doors. Opening them, I found that they were cupboards for the receptacle of lumber; they extend far into the outer wall of the house. It was in one of these cupboards, at the extreme end, that I made my startling discovery. What kind of dress did Barbara say that Miss Beatrice wore when she last saw her?”


“A gray silk, with steel trimmings.”


Bob went to a corner of the room and brought forward a large bundle.


“Here it is.”


There it was, sure enough – a very beautiful dress, perfectly made, of expensive material.


“Observe,” said Bob, “this is not a dress which has served its day, and which it is at all probable the wearer voluntarily discarded. It is almost new, and could have been worn but a few times. I put this aside, and I produce every other article of a lady’s attire – silk stockings, shoes, petticoats, mantle, hat. I produce also a lady’s nightdress, and every other requisite – the outfit is complete. All these articles are in good condition; the stockings show no signs of wear, the shoes are nearly new, the mantle must have cost a fair sum of money. To whom did these clothes belong?”


“To Miss Beatrice.”


“Yes, to Miss Beatrice. What did Barbara say was her sister’s favorite dress?”


“A pink cotton, with little flowers on it.”


“Here it is.” He produced it. “And also every other article worn by a young woman in Molly’s station in life. Nightdress as well. The two outfits, complete in every particular. Now, a singular feature in this discovery is that these things were not thrust hurriedly and hastily into the cupboard. Each article that could be folded was carefully folded, and each costume was carefully packed and wrapped in thick brown paper. Time and attention has been devoted to the task, and there must have been an underlying motive in the care that was exercised in its accomplishment. What was this motive, and how are we to act? My firm opinion is that Mr. Nisbet’s hands are responsible for the packing of these clothes. Ordinarily a man could be careless of such things, and would not waste his time upon them. The conjectures that present themselves are so extraordinary that I cannot reduce them to order or reason, but I have an odd conviction – for which I can give you no explanation – that we are on the threshold of further disclosures. What is the next step, Ned?”


“There are several,” I replied, “and we will speak of them. First, let me tell you that it is my intention to keep watch on this house.”


“To reside here?”


“For a time. To eat, and drink, and sleep here, and to be absent from the house as little as possible.”


Bob interrupted me by asking if the apparition of the cat was in the room.


“It is on the hearthrug,” I replied, “seemingly waiting, as we are waiting, for developments.” Then I continued speaking of the realities of the position. “I suppose it would be too much to ask you to keep me company here this week, after your office work is over?”


“It is not too much to expect; I should have proposed it myself if you had not suggested it. Every evening, directly my work is done, I will come and join you.”


“You are a good fellow. I intend to be very careful in my movements, and, so far as possible, not to let it be known that the house is occupied. I do not wish Barbara to remain. We must find a home for her somewhere, and we must pledge her to secrecy. I would take her to my own house, but at present I do not consider it prudent to do so. My wife is an inquisitive woman, and something might leak out; besides, in order that my time may be perfectly free, I intend to send her into the country for a fortnight; she shall go tomorrow. I can easily find an excuse for not accompanying her. You lodge in a quiet part of London, and you have spoken in praise of your landlady. Would she, for a consideration, give Barbara board and lodging for a little while?”


“No doubt she would. In fact, I think she is looking for a girl to assist her in the house.”


“Very well. At what hour in the morning are you due at your office?”


“Half-past nine.”


“Then you will be able, if you leave here at about seven or half-past, to take Barbara to Canonbury, and get to the office in time.”


“Yes, I can do that, and in the evening I will join you.”


“Thanks. The next thing is about your nephew, Ronald. It appears to me to be almost an act of treachery to conceal from him what has occurred.”


“What good purpose would be served,” asked Bob, “by disclosing it to him? He is blind, and could not assist us. By and by, perhaps, he may be of use, though I do not see in what way; at present it would only distress him to let him into the secret.”


“We will wait, then; but I shall call upon him tomorrow and have a little chat with him about Mr. Nisbet. It will be a busy day for all of us, and I shall be absent from the house till evening, but you will find me here when you come. Another thing that is in my mind is whether there is any special motive for Mr. Nisbet’s return to London – any special motive, I mean, in relation to this mystery.”


“Impossible to say, Ned.”


“That is so. Well, we must wait. Now I think we have threshed matters out, and we will get to bed. I will just run out and post my letter to Mr. Dickson, and this exciting day’s work will be over.”


We were all up next morning before seven o’clock, and after a hasty breakfast I told Barbara of our plans with respect to her. She was quite willing, and expressed her gratitude; her only trouble was about her sister Molly, who, she said, might come to the house in search for her when she was absent. It was not difficult to set her mind at ease upon this point, and she departed with Bob in perfect contentment.


The first call I made – at ten o’clock – was upon Mr. Dickson. He had received my letter, and he informed me that the description I had given of Mr. Oliver Nisbet tallied exactly with that gentleman’s appearance. He had not ascertained from what part of the Continent Mr. Nisbet had come, but he had learned that he had been abroad for some time past. Our relations with each other being now on a more confidential footing, I spoke to him about Dr. Cooper, and instructed him to keep his eye on the pettifogger. From his office I proceeded to the residence of Ronald Elsdale, and opened up a conversation with him, leading artfully to the subject upon which I desired information.


“From certain events that have transpired lately,” I said, “I am curious to learn something more of his character. Were you aware at the time of your intimacy with him that his stepdaughter was heiress to a large fortune?”


No, he answered, he was not aware of it. From the manner in which they traveled he judged Mr. Nisbet to be a man of means, but he knew nothing further.


“Respecting his acquirements,” I said. “Was he of a scientific turn of mind?”


“He was fond of chemistry, I believe,” said Ronald, “and of experimentalizing. Your question brings to my mind a conversation which took place at table d’hôte when we were in Chamounix. It was on the subject of anaesthetics, and the effect of certain poisonous chemicals upon different temperaments. I fancy that Mr. Nisbet was at first disinclined to take part in the discussion, but a remark escaped him which was disputed by a person at the table, and he grew warm, and spoke with authority upon the subject, with which he was evidently familiar. It was the only occasion upon which I heard him speak freely, and I think he was not pleased at having been drawn into the conversation, for he stopped suddenly in the middle of a sentence, and left the room. Beatrice told me afterward that he was very clever in those matters, and that on occasions when she had passed a sleepless night from toothache or some other ailment, he had given her a draught which produced a good night’s rest. I recollect now that she related an incident which strangely interested me. She had been restless and in pain for two or three days, and her stepfather prescribed for her. When she awoke in the morning her pain had passed away, and she was quite well physically, but a singular thing happened to her. She had lost her memory. She could not recall what happened yesterday or the day before, and she said with a smile that it was with difficulty she remembered her name. Gradually her power of memory came back to her, and she recollected everything perfectly.”


“Did this occur to her again, Mr. Elsdale?”


“So far as I know it occurred only once. I suppose you will not tell me why you are asking these questions, Mr. Emery?”


“Not yet; and I am going to ask you two more. Do you believe that you will ever see the young lady again?”


“See her? No. How can I? You forget that I am blind. But I have the firmest belief that I shall come into association with her again.”


“In life?”


“In life,” he replied gravely.


“My other question is this. On former occasions, when we were in each other’s company, your uncle being present, you have had an impression that there was a dog, or some other living creature, in the room. Have you such an impression now?”


“No.” (I may mention that the apparition of the cat was not visible to me.) “I know, Mr. Emery, that you must think I am laboring under some hallucination, but I cannot help that. You must take me as you find me, and make the best, and not the worst, of me. I have an engagement with a pupil, and you will excuse me now.”


I had studied the timetables, and, it being twelve o’clock, it was safe for me to present myself to my poor deluded wife. On my way home I met with another adventure. There was a block of vehicles in the road, and cabs, omnibuses, and carts were waiting for the policeman’s instruction to proceed. In one of these cabs, a hansom, a gentleman was sitting whom I immediately recognized as Mr. Oliver Nisbet. He had a red beard and mustache, he had a high forehead, his eyes were of a cold blue, and he was impatiently dangling a pair of gold-rimmed eyeglasses between his fingers. The faithfulness of Barbara’s description rather startled me, and I should scarcely have been surprised if he had accosted me. But I was a stranger to him, and he took no notice of me; this gave me the opportunity of observing him closely, and I was confident that I was not mistaken. What particularly struck me was the steely blue of his eyes; there seemed to be a compelling power in them which strangely affected me, and I could not help thinking that I should not relish coming under their influence. The policeman stood aside, and the vehicles passed on. In a moment or two he was out of sight.


My wife opened the door for me, and kissed me affectionately.


“Have you enjoyed yourself?” she asked.


“Immensely,” I replied, with a guilty feeling.


“I am glad to hear it,” was her response, “though I must say, Edward, you don’t look much the better for the trip.”


“That is only your fancy, Maria. It has done me so much good that I want you to spend a couple of weeks in Brighton.”


“I shall be very glad of the change. When shall we start?”


“I cannot go with you,” I said, “as I have business to attend to in London. You can easily get a lady friend to accompany you, and I will be responsible for all the expenses. Maria, I insist upon it. You are pale, you are out of sorts, and the change will set you up. I intend to exercise my authority, and to insist upon it.”


“You are very kind; but—”


“I will have no ‘buts.’ It has to be done, and done it shall be.”


And I was so determined that done it was. I did not leave home till I had seen Maria and a lady friend off; then, and then only, did I look upon myself as free. If the necessity arose I could easily keep her away for a longer time than two weeks.


Once more I set my face toward Lamb’s Terrace, riding in a cab, and furnished with provisions, in the shape of a cooked ham, a supply of chops, bread, butter, tea, and everything that was necessary to victual the garrison. I took the things with me in a hamper, and at the corner of the desolate thoroughfare I discharged the cab, and carried the hamper to the house.


It is necessary here to mention what I did before I left the house in the morning. I can give no reason for my proceedings, and therefore I must content myself with relating what it was I did. The two dresses found in the attic cupboard I repacked carefully in their wrapping of brown paper, and replaced them in the cupboard. I locked the two rooms which had been occupied by Bob and me and Barbara, and I removed all traces of any persons having been in the house. Again, I say, I do not know why I adopted these apparently unnecessary precautions; I must have been mysteriously prompted, as I had been on other occasions in the course of my strange adventures.


I did not expect Bob for an hour, and I busied myself with arranging the supply of food I had brought with me. Then I went to the attic cupboard, with the intention of bringing down the women’s garments I had discovered there. To my astonishment they were gone. Some person had been in the house during my absence, and had taken them away.




 



•   XXII   •

Mr. Nisbet Visits

 Lamb’s Terrace






I had no doubt whatever that this person was Mr. Oliver Nisbet, who must have in his possession the means of access to the house. This being the case, the question of motive arose. It could not have been the value of the garments, which, to a man of fortune, was of small importance. The care which in the first instance had been taken to conceal them became now in my judgment of extreme significance; still more so the stealthy manner in which they had been removed. Mr. Nisbet had been in London comparatively but a few hours before he carried out a design the probable intention of which was to remove and destroy evidence which might in some way place him in peril. Likely enough he had come to London for this special purpose, fearing, as he was no longer the tenant, that the house would be let to strangers, into whose hands the clothing would naturally fall. Surely he would not have paid his stealthy visit to Lamb’s Terrace if he had not cause to dread exposure!


Bob, who presented himself punctually at the time he named, agreed with me in this view, and when I told him of my coming by chance upon Mr. Nisbet, and spoke of the impression he produced upon me, he looked disturbed. I asked the reason, and he answered:


“Well, Ned, I don’t mind confessing to you that I have a secret horror of Mr. Nisbet, and an unreasonable dread of him. I hardly think we two would be a match for him.”


I could not help smiling as I remarked, “There is not much chance of a personal encounter, Bob.”


“I am not so sure of that,” he said. “I am not so sure that he is not at this moment concealed in the house, the ins and outs of which he must be much better acquainted with than we are.”


“Concealed for the purpose of doing us an injury?” I inquired.


“Concealed,” he replied, “first to ascertain if any persons were in occupation and had any suspicions of the last tenant – in which case he would in all probability endeavor to get rid of those persons as he got rid of his unfortunate stepdaughter.”


“You forget, Bob, the gas is cut off.”


“Ned,” said Bob impressively, “my firm belief is that the young lady did not meet her death by asphyxiation caused by an escape of gas. True, we have no evidence of a crime having been committed; our suspicions go for nothing; your apparition of the cat goes for nothing; a third-rate lawyer would laugh them to scorn; but none the less do I believe that the lady my nephew loved was murdered by her stepfather. Your interview with Dr. Cooper strengthens these suspicions, the removal of the women’s clothing confirms them in my mind. And still, legally, we are no further advanced. Everything in this house belongs to the last tenant. He paid the rent regularly while he held the lease, and if he chose to leave his property here unprotected, it was his affair; and if, after a long absence from England, he returns and pays an early visit to the house, which is still practically without a tenant, for the purpose of taking possession of part of his property, he is still fairly within his right. Even supposing that there were a law to touch him – which there is not – he could easily explain the matter, and his explanation would be accepted without question.”


“Unless,” I interposed, “we stepped forward with what we know.”


“We know nothing, Ned, absolutely nothing. We should only bring ourselves into trouble, lay ourselves open to a criminal action for defamation, which the most skillful lawyer in the land could not successfully defend. What do you think I have done today?”


“I have not the least idea.”


“I asked my employer for a holiday, and I have got it. I have been slaving in his office for years without a single week’s vacation. He gave me the holiday, three or four weeks, at my option, and I intend to employ the time in remaining with you and assisting in the elucidation of this mystery, if it is ever to be arrived at.”


“You are a real friend; but, Bob, that is a nice idea of a holiday, after years of hard work.”


“Never mind. The mystery has got tight hold of me, and I don’t mean to leave it unless I am compelled by circumstances to do so. You have no objection to company and assistance, I suppose?”


“I am truly grateful for it.”


“You see,” said Bob earnestly, “I happen to be more closely connected with it than you are. You have no human relation with the parties in the affair, who, until quite lately, were complete strangers to you. I have some sort of connection with them through my nephew Ronald, whom I have seen today, and who, I may tell you, is troubled by the inquiries you have made of him. He has no notion of their tendency, but he felt that something is being concealed from him which he has a right to know. It is in his interests, and for his satisfaction, that I enter into a direct partnership with you. Have you succeeded in persuading your good wife to go to the seaside?”


“I have, and she will be away for at least for a fortnight; if necessary I shall insist upon her remaining at Brighton for a longer time.”


“So that we are free to set actively to work without interruption.”


“Yes, Bob. How about Barbara?”


“My landlady takes her upon trial. There will be no charge for board and lodging, and if she gives satisfaction she will get a shilling a week to commence with.”


“I am glad to hear it. And now to get back to your suspicions that Mr. Nisbet may be concealed in the house even while we are talking. He might endeavor to get rid of us, you said. When, and how?”


“When? In the dead of night, when we are sound asleep. How? Well, I put together these facts: Mr. Nisbet’s knowledge of dangerous chemicals, the narcotic which Ronald informed you he gave to his stepdaughter, and the significant conclusions which can be drawn from your conversation with Dr. Cooper. I propose, not this evening, tomorrow morning, that you, or we together, pay a visit to Dr. Cooper, and have an interview with him. He has a grievance against Mr. Nisbet; it might be turned to effect.”


“You suspect him of being an accomplice?”


“In a certain sense. What do they call it in law? Accessory after the fact. He might have known nothing at the time; the belief that his knowledge of poisonous narcotics – bear in mind his boast – had been used to a bad end may have come afterward.”


“But if he makes any admission it could be used against himself.”


“It could, but he may be able to prove his innocence of a guilty intention. However, that is a point for future consideration. A visit can do no harm. He is desperately poor, and a little bribe may tempt him; if we cannot worm anything out of him, we may out of his wife. Now, Ned, before I consent to sleep in this house I intend to search it thoroughly from roof to cellar.”


We carried out this proposal; we thoroughly examined every room, we made fast every door when we closed it behind us; and we discovered nothing. Our search over, we were quite convinced that we were the only persons in the house.


The following two hours were devoted to preparing supper, and while we were thus employed we discussed our movements for tomorrow. Bob insisted that Ronald Elsdale should be made acquainted with all that had transpired, and I consented. Our first visit in the morning was to be paid to the inquiry agent, our second to Dr. Cooper, our third to Ronald. Bob was thoroughly in earnest, and I perceived that his interest in the matter was now no less than my own.


I have already stated that the room we had selected was on the second floor, and that its windows faced the back garden. There were Venetian blinds to the window, and some of the slats were awry and loose from long neglect. For a reason which he did not explain Bob shaded the one candle which we had lighted, so that the fact of the apartment being occupied could not be quite clearly established from without. Several times Bob went to the window and cautiously peeped through the crooked slats.


“What for, Bob?” I asked.


“Just a fancy of mine,” he replied. “Is your apparition present?”


“It is not.”


The weather had suddenly changed, in fit accordance with the extraordinary vagaries of our beautiful climate. A fine night had set in, and there was a full bright moon. In the middle of a game of cribbage Bob rose once more, and stepped to the window and remained there.


“Don’t touch the candle, Ned,” he said, “and move cautiously. Come here quietly, so as not to give an observer outside any indication that human beings are in the room.”


I obeyed him, and presently was standing motionless by his side, peeping through the slats.


The garden was bathed in light. Standing in full view I saw a man facing our window, his eyes intently fixed in our direction in the endeavor to discover whether the apartment was inhabited.


“Can you see him plainly?”


“Quite plainly, Bob.”


“Who is it?”


“Mr. Oliver Nisbet.”


“Ah!”


And now a strange incident occurred, visible to me, but not to Bob. In the clear moonlight I saw the skeleton cat creeping toward the man who was watching. Slowly it advanced and fastened itself upon him, and climbed upward till it reached his shoulder. And there it squatted, its yellow eyes resting ominously on Mr. Nisbet’s face. He seemed to be perfectly unconscious of the presence of the apparition, but to me it was an unmistakable sign, more powerful than the strongest human proof, that the man had been guilty of a horrible crime. In silence we stood at the window for several minutes, and then Mr. Nisbet slunk away to the rear of the garden. He climbed the crumbling wall which encompassed it, and was gone.


“What do you say to that, Ned?” asked Bob.


I could not answer, so enthralled was I by the spiritual evidence of guilt of which I had been a witness. Bob looked at me inquiringly.


“Your face is as white as death,” he said. “Are you ill?”


“A moment, Bob,” I replied; and when I was sufficiently recovered I explained to him what I had seen. It stirred him as deeply as it had stirred me.


“If a shadow of doubt was in my mind,” he said, “it is dispelled. The villain must be brought to justice.”


“He shall be, if human effort can accomplish it. I will not rest till his guilt is brought home to him.”


We slept but little that night, and did not take our rest together. Fearful of consequences to which we could give no name, we slept and watched in turn, Bob’s pistol being handy for any emergency. Nothing further, however, occurred to disturb us. Early in the morning we breakfasted, and took our way to Mr. Dickson’s office.


“You received my message, then?” were his first words to me.


“What message?” I inquired.


“The one I sent to your house an hour ago. I knew it was safe to leave it, because your wife was in the country. Oh, we find out things without being told. It belongs to our business.”


“I did not sleep at home last night; I received no message.”


“It does not matter, now you are here. I have news for you. Yesterday Mr. Oliver Nisbet paid two visits to the house in Lamb’s Terrace.”


“You discovered that, did you?”


“I should be a bungler if I had not. We have never left him, and I will stake all I am worth that he had not the slightest suspicion that he was being watched. His first visit was made at two o’clock. He let himself into the house with a key, and remained there about an hour. He went in with his hands empty; he came out with his hands full. He carried a large parcel with him wrapped in brown paper, and this evidently was the motive for his first visit. We do not know what was in the parcel; he took it to his room in the Métropole, and left it there. His second visit was paid in the night, at half-past nine. He did not enter by the front door; indeed, he did not enter at all. He climbed over the back wall of the garden, and stood there, watching the back windows, for half an hour or so. Then he returned the same way as he came. From Lamb’s Terrace he went to Theobald’s Row, South Lambeth, and had an interview with a disreputable apothecary there of the name of Cooper. He calls himself a doctor, but I doubt whether he has a diploma. From Theobald’s Row, Mr. Nisbet returned to the Métropole, and left instructions to be called early. If you went to the hotel now you would not find him there.”


“He has fled!” I exclaimed.


“I do not know about that,” said Mr. Dickson, with a smile. “We will call it a departure. He has taken his departure.”


“Gone to another hotel?”


“Not in this country. He left for the Continent this morning by the early train.”


I stamped my foot impatiently. “Then he has escaped us!” I cried.


“He has not gone alone,” said Mr. Dickson calmly. “One of my officers went by the same train. I am right in my understanding that you do not mind a little extra expense?”


“Quite right.”


“The question of expense is frequently a puzzling matter with us, movements requiring an unauthorized expenditure of money sometimes occurring suddenly, when there is not time to consult our clients. If I had allowed Mr. Nisbet to leave the country unaccompanied he might have slipped through your fingers; in any event it would have been a great trouble, and have necessitated the expenditure of much more money, to pick up the broken threads. Many a good case has been spoiled by parsimony.”


“I understand that. Where has Mr. Nisbet gone to?”


“I cannot inform you yet. As far as Paris, certainly; but my impression is he goes farther. My officer will telegraph me from Paris, and will not leave him till he has reached his destination.”


I considered a moment, and then took Bob aside. “Will you accompany me to Paris?” I asked.


“With pleasure.”


I turned to Mr. Dickson. “Your officer will telegraph to you from Paris?”


“Yes.”


“If I wait here for information I shall lose a day. You could telegraph to me in Paris the address you receive from your officer?”


“There is no difficulty. You intend to follow?”


“I do. Give me the name of some central hotel in Paris where I can put up till I receive your telegram.”


“Hôtel de Bade, Boulevard des Italiens.”


“That will do. I have something to do here in London before I can start. I can get through my business in about an hour, perhaps a few minutes more. Bob, run out and bring two hansoms with smart horses.” Bob vanished. “Now, the best train, Mr. Dickson?”


“Let me see. It is not yet nine. Your business say an hour and twenty minutes. A train from Victoria, another from Charing Cross, at eleven. Could you catch one of these, whichever is the nearest for you?”


“Yes.”


“You arrive in Paris at seven this evening. Our man will reach there two hours and a half earlier. You may get a telegram from me at the Hôtel de Bade within an hour or so of your arrival.”


“Capital. Good-morning.”


The cabs were at the door, and I told Bob to drive with speed to my house, to pack up a bag for both of us expeditiously, and to meet me at Ronald Elsdale’s house at a little after ten. The cab was to remain there, and he was to detain his nephew till I joined him there. Pending my arrival he was to tell Ronald everything. I gave him a line to my servant, authorizing him to take what clothes were necessary for the journey.


“Double fare,” I said to both the cabmen, “if you drive at your fullest speed.”


The next moment Bob was driving to my house and I was on my way to Dr. Cooper.




 



•   XXIII   •

On the Track






Theobald’s Row was as depressing in the morning as it had been in the evening, and looked as if a bath would do it good. The working-men’s lodging houses bore even a more striking resemblance to prisons, and the men and women I passed looked as if they had been up all night, and had hurried out to their depressing occupations without having had recourse to soap and water. On the doorstep of Dr. Cooper’s shop the same half dozen children were playing the same games with pieces of broken crockery and dry mud, and bore no appearance of having been washed since I last set eyes on them. One of the children, catching sight of me, jumped up and ran into the shop, screaming:


“Here’s the gentleman, mother!” At which summons the slatternly woman immediately presented herself. It struck me that there was something aggressive in her aspect.


“Oh,” she said, in no amiable tone, “it’s you!”


“Yes,” I replied, “it is I.”


“And you call yourself a working man,” she exclaimed.


“I am not aware that I have done so.”


“So my husband told me last night; you are the man who called last night, and went to seek my husband at the Britannia. Don’t deny it.”


“I have not the least intention of doing so. You gave me the information where to see him.”


“So I did, and he said you pretended to be a working man. Now, a working man wouldn’t say, ’it is I’; he’d say ’it’s me.’ I have been brought pretty low, but I had fair schooling when I was young, and I know a working man from a gentleman.”


“Well,” I observed, “say that I am a gentleman; is that anything against me?”


“It is everything against you. I heard from my husband all that passed between you – as nearly as he could remember, in the state he was. When he’s in his cups his tongue runs too free, and you gave him rope enough. Perhaps you’re not a gentleman, after all. What do you say to detective?”


“I am not a detective,” I answered, with, I confess, a rather guilty feeling, for if I was not doing the work of a detective, what else was I doing? “For what reason on earth should a detective be running after your husband?”


“An admission!” she cried, and I saw that I had to do with a sharp woman. “Then you are running after him.” She folded her arms defiantly. “Now, what for?”


I smiled rather feebly as I said, “You would not believe me if I told you I have come to put something in his way.”


“You are right there. I should not believe you.”


“But it is the truth, nevertheless, and it will not serve me to talk it over with you. Can I see your husband?”


“You cannot see him.”


“Is he not at home?”


“He is not at home.”


“Will he be in soon?”


“He will not be in soon.”


There was no mistaking her meaning; she regarded me as an enemy, and it was her intention to be personally offensive.


“You do not wish me and your husband to meet?”


“You shan’t meet if I can help it.”


“Then you must have something to fear.”


This thrust, which I gave involuntarily – for I had no desire to hurt the poor woman’s feelings – drove the color from her face. She retreated a step, and stumbled over a child that was playing on the floor. The slight accident seemed to infuriate her; she angrily pushed the child away with her foot, and turned upon me like a tigress.


“What are you hunting us down for?” she cried. “Do you think I have not had trouble enough in my life? Driven here and there, with a pack of hungry children in rags, and tied to a man who expects me to keep a home and a family upon ten shillings a week! But he’s my husband for all that, and I’m not going to help you bring a deeper disgrace upon us. You came here yesterday to set a trap for him, with a lying story that you owed him a few pence which you were anxious to pay. God knows what you wormed out of him, for, clever as he is, he’s a fool when he pours the drink down his throat. I’ve warned him over and over again to be careful what he says; but I might as well have talked to a stone. He’s out of your reach now, at all events, and you’ll have a job to find him. I wish you joy of your task, you cowardly sneak!”


The passion of her defiance of me was wonderful to witness; but underlying this defiance was a terror which did not escape my observation.


“I came here,” I said gently, for her despair and her poverty inspired me with genuine pity, “in the hope that he would assist me in the discovery of a crime which has not been brought to light. If he is not implicated in it he would have earned a few pounds; if in any way he is involved in it, all I can say is, Heaven pity him – and you!”


My time was too precious to waste further words upon her, and I left the shop, and entered the cab which was waiting for me. Before I could close the door a man accosted me.


“I heard what passed inside the shop,” he said. “Make it worth my while, and I’ll tell you something about Dr. Cooper.”


“Jump in,” I answered; “I have no time to stop talking here.” I gave the driver Ronald Elsdale’s address, and we sped thitherward. “Now, what have you to say?”


“You want to know where the doctor is?” he commenced.


“I do.”


“Well, I can’t tell you that exactly, but I can put you on his track. It’s worth, I should say,” – he deliberated, and looked at me covertly to decide what he would be likely to screw out of me – “not less than half a crown.”


“I will give you that if you keep nothing back.”


“All right. Where’s the coin?”


“No, my friend,” I said, “I’ll have the goods before I pay for them.”


“You’re a sharp old file, but I’m out of work; It’s capital and labor, and we know who’s the grinder. Here was I, at six this morning, looking for work and not getting it. The doctor’s shop shut, it’s not the likes of him that catches worms. Back I come home at a quarter past seven, and there’s a telegraph boy banging at the doctor’s door. I help him bang, and out comes the doctor, doing up his buttons; takes the telegram, reads it, turns red and white, rushes into the house, rushes out in a brace of shakes, and scuds off. ‘What’s up?’ thinks I, and off I scuds after him; he’s too excited to notice. At St. George’s Hospital, walking up and down in a fume, and looking as if he’d knock everything and everybody into a cocked hat if he had his way, there’s a gentleman waiting for him, and a four-wheeler, with trunks atop, waiting for both of ’em. They have a hurried talk; I’m not near enough to hear what passes, but I get up to the cab as they step in. ‘Charing Cross Station,’ cries the gentleman to cabby. ‘Break your horse’s neck if you like; if I don’t catch the Continental train I’ll break yours.’ Off goes the cab, and then, what do you think? off goes another cab that I hadn’t noticed, after the first. I’ve got no money to pay for cabs, but having nothing better to do, and looking upon the move as a rum sort of move, I foots it to the station, and gets there at five minutes to eight. There they are, Dr. Cooper and his gentleman friend, as busy as bees, and there’s the bell ringing and porters shouting, and everything hurry scurry. Away they go through the gate, and off goes the train; and if all that ain’t worth half a dollar I’d like to know what is.”


“You shall have the money,” I said; “are you sure they both went away in the train?”


“I’m sure they didn’t comeback. I asked one of the porters what train that was. ‘Train for Paris,’ he said.”


“Did you see the man who went after them in the second cab?”


“Never caught sight of him in the cab or out of it.”


“But you saw the gentleman who met Dr. Cooper at the hospital.”


“Of course I did.”


“Was there anything peculiar in his appearance that you noticed particularly?”


“I noticed he had a red beard and mustache.”


“Did he wear spectacles?”


“He had a pair of gold eyeglasses that he was continually putting on and off.”


“You have earned the money. Here it is.”


He took the half crown, bawled to the driver to stop, jumped out of the cab, and was off.


At five minutes past ten my cab drew up at Ronald Elsdale’s house. Bob had been expeditious, and was there before me; he had even found time to tell Ronald everything. He informed me of this as he himself admitted me into the house.


“How did he take it?” I inquired.


“Very quietly,” Bob answered. “He did not interrupt me once, nor did he ask a single question. When I finished he said, ‘I must write letters to my pupils, telling them that there must be an unavoidable interruption in their lessons for a short time—’”


I did not follow Ronald’s excellent example of listening quietly, but interrupted Bob excitedly. “For what reason?” I asked.


“He intends to accompany us. I did not argue with him. When my nephew makes up his mind to a thing he is not to be turned from it. His mother is packing his bag now. I had no difficulty at your house. The maid showed me where your clothes were, and I bundled a lot of them into the Gladstone. Here is Ronald. Don’t oppose him; it will be quite useless.”


“Good-morning, Mr. Emery,” said the young man. “My uncle has related to me all the particulars of this strange affair, which we have not time to talk over now. You have heard of my intention to accompany you.”


“Yes.”


“I have taken it upon myself to send to my uncle’s house for the poor child, Barbara, and she will go with us, too. She has no clothes for such a trip, I understand, but my mother has found a few things that will do for her, and when we are in Paris we can buy whatever else she requires. She will not be an additional expense to you; I will pay for her.”


“We can arrange that when we are on the road,” I said, somewhat amazed at this unexpected addition to our party. “Do you really consider it necessary that she should accompany us?”


“Otherwise,” he replied, “I should not have ventured to send for her. Mr. Emery, we must not allow a chance to escape us; we must take advantage of everything that suggests or presents itself that is likely to assist us. I am blind; if Mr. Nisbet stood before me I should not know it. My uncle has not seen him; you are under the impression that you would be certain to recognize him, but there are thousands of men with red hair and gold eyeglasses. The only one of us who can be positive is Barbara.”


I saw that he was resolved, and that it would be useless to remonstrate. What struck me, also, was that he seemed already to have assumed the command of the expedition, and to have placed himself at the head of it. Undoubtedly he had the right to take the initiative, for if a foul deed had been committed it was the lady he loved who had been the victim.


“Mr. Elsdale,” I said, “I am satisfied with what you have done.”


“Thank you, Mr. Emery,” was his response. “There is here a mystery to be solved, a horrible wrong to be righted, a criminal to be brought to the bar of justice. I do not pretend to say that in so short a time I have reduced to order the terrible suggestions and possibilities that have presented themselves to my mind, but a man’s duty is before me, and I will perform it faithfully and inexorably. Mere worldly considerations do not weigh in the scale. Though I lived to be an old man with this mystery still unsolved, I would not relinquish it. I will pursue it unflinchingly to the end, if I walk the earth barefoot. To you has come a spiritual sign and a spiritual mandate, and, through you, it has come to me.” He drew me aside. “Is the apparition that first appeared to you in that ill-fated house visible to you? Is it here with us in the room?”


“It is not.”


“It will appear again; be sure that it will appear again; and when justice is satisfied it will disappear, and you will no longer be troubled by it.” He turned to Bob, and included him in the conversation. “Another reason why it is necessary and right that the little girl, Barbara, should accompany us is that we go not only to seek Mr. Nisbet, but to seek her sister. The young woman may have fallen under the spell of Mr. Nisbet’s evil influence; he may have made her his slave. If that is the case, the efforts of strangers like ourselves to enlist her on our side would be futile; the love she bore her sister may help us here.”


“You have entirely convinced me, Mr. Elsdale,” I said, honestly and sincerely. “Little Barbara’s aid may be invaluable to us.”


As I made this remark the child knocked at the door, and as the maidservant admitted her, Ronald’s mother entered the room and said that all was ready. I looked at my watch.


“We have barely time to catch the eleven o’clock train,” I said.


“Wot d’yer want of me, sir?” asked Barbara, whose appearance denoted that she had been summoned from household duties, without having had a moment given to her to tidy herself.


“We are going to take you for a trip, Barbara.”


“A trip! Where to, sir?”


“To Paris, Barbara.” The child gasped, and almost fell to the ground in her astonishment. “Don’t be frightened. A brave little girl like you will be glad to see foreign countries.”


Ronald’s mother was busy with the little girl, smoothing her hair and arranging her poor clothes. She had a child’s mantle, which she put on the girl, and a hat which made her look quite presentable. It was surprising what a few skillful touches achieved in poor little Barbara’s appearance.


“Foring countries, sir!” she exclaimed, making no resistance to what was being done. “But I can’t go, sir; I can’t go! I must wait in London for Molly.”


“We are going to try and find Molly, my dear.”


“To find Molly! Oh – oh!”


Her joy was so profound that she could not utter another word. And when Ronald Elsdale, after embracing his mother fondly, took Barbara’s hand and led her to the door, she yielded unresistingly. Away flew the cabs, and landed us at the railway station just in time to catch the eleven o’clock train. It was fortunate that we had only hand baggage with us, or we should have missed it. Within a few moments of our seating ourselves in the carriage we were speeding to Dover pier.




 



•   XXIV   •

We Arrive In Paris






As we traveled to the sea I narrated what had occurred in my quest for Dr. Cooper, and was allowed to do so without interruption. Bob was unusually silent in the presence of his nephew and Barbara, and this silence was, as it were, enforced by himself. Several times he seemed to be on the point of interrupting me for the purpose of asking questions, and on each occasion he pulled up short and said nothing. Neither did Ronald speak much. It would have been natural had he made some observations upon the reason of Dr. Cooper’s sudden departure in the company of Mr. Nisbet, and had he inquired whether I really believed the two men were traveling together. But respecting these matters he preserved absolute silence, and when he spoke it was upon any other subject than that of our all-engrossing mission. Barbara, also, had very little to say for herself – being altogether lost in the wonder of the adventure which was to introduce her to foreign countries – so we were not a very lively party as we were whirled to Dover. We were less inclined for liveliness when we were at sea, all of us, with the exception of Ronald, being prostrate and helpless, the passage being a bad one. With the earth beneath our feet we soon recovered, and were reconciled to life, though Barbara plaintively inquired if we couldn’t get back another way. Her appearance attracted a great deal of attention to us, of which we took no notice, being too deeply occupied with our own affairs. We were only twenty minutes late, and before eight o’clock we alighted at the Hôtel de Bade, where we engaged rooms, keeping Barbara as much out of sight as possible. The first thing we did was to go out and purchase a suitable outfit for the child at an immense establishment, the “Old England,” where everything in the way of dress could be obtained, and when she was arrayed in her attire she said she felt like a princess. Of course she was in a state of bewildered admiration at the lights of Paris, which she declared beat “a theayter,” and I have no doubt she thought either that she was dreaming or taking a part in a ravishing fairy story. Upon our return to the hotel I found a telegram awaiting me from Mr. Dickson, from which we learned that Mr. Nisbet and a gentleman who had accompanied him from London were at the Hôtel Chatham. The last words of the telegram were, “Do nothing till you hear from me again. If you make open inquiries you may ruin all.” This advice was sound but irritating, our mistaken impression being that by remaining idle, we were playing into the enemy’s hands. There was nothing else for it, however; we were bound to wait for further information and instruction. We sent Barbara to bed early, and bade her not to leave her room in the morning till we called for her; then we went out and paced the bright boulevards. As we strolled and chatted Ronald suggested that we ought to ascertain for ourselves whether Mr. Nisbet and Dr. Cooper were at the Hôtel Chatham; he had become very restless, and we endeavored in vain to argue him out of the idea. We only succeeded in prevailing upon him to allow Bob to go alone to the hotel, and find some excuse for looking over the book of arrivals in the office for the names of Nisbet and Cooper.


“Mr. Nisbet knows you,” I said to Ronald, “and if he should see you we may as well return at once to England, for we shall have put him on his guard and have brought about our own defeat. He may also have some idea of my appearance, either from seeing me without my being aware of it, or from the description given of me by Dr. Cooper, and there would be danger in my going to make inquiries. Your uncle is the safest party; Mr. Nisbet can know nothing of him, and if they meet his suspicions will not be aroused.”


Bob went by himself to the Hôtel Chatham, not without inward misgivings, for he knew but a few words of French, and Ronald’s assurance that the waiters and the managers could all speak English did not set him at his ease. However, he left us at the corner of Rue Daonou, making us promise not to wander away, in case he should not be able to find us upon his return, for he was distrustful of himself in the Paris streets, this being his first visit to the Continent. It was also my first visit, and I could not help thinking how poor a match for Mr. Nisbet Bob and I would have been without the assistance of Ronald Elsdale. Ronald was blind, it is true, but he could speak French and German fluently, and it was really he who guided us through the streets; he was familiar with every shop and building of note, and there was no fear of our losing our way in his company.


Bob was absent fifteen minutes or so, and he came back with the information that the name of Mr. Oliver Nisbet was on the books as having arrived this evening, but that he could not find the name of Cooper.


“Did you see anyone answering to their description?” asked Ronald.


“No one,” replied Bob.


“All the better,” I remarked.


“Why?” said Ronald. “Do you suppose they have any suspicion that they are being followed?”


“That is a question I cannot answer,” I said, “though the probability is that Mr. Nisbet believes himself safe, or he would hardly have gone to so central a hotel as the Chatham; but it is certain that they are proceeding with some degree of caution, or the name of Cooper would have been found in the arrival book. Has any idea suggested itself to you that would be likely to explain the reason of Mr. Nisbet choosing Dr. Cooper as a companion?”


“Many ideas have suggested themselves,” answered Ronald, “of which I have not yet spoken; but we will follow this one out, to see if we agree. You paid a visit to Dr. Cooper on Sunday evening, and, as his wife said to you this morning, he let his tongue run too freely. Her remark proves that some conversation must have passed between them as to your visit, and that Dr. Cooper recalled – not very distinctly perhaps – what it was he said. My belief is that this conversation took place in the presence of a third party, who was chiefly responsible for it.”


“Of a third party!” I exclaimed.


“The third party,” continued Ronald, “being Mr. Oliver Nisbet, who visited the Coopers on the following night. He must have had some motive for this visit, for it is not likely – after what you learned from Dr. Cooper’s lips of the feeling he entertained toward Mr. Nisbet – that this gentleman would have paid his accomplice a visit in which there was no direct motive. I speak of them as accomplices because there is no doubt in my mind on the point. Dr. Cooper was bribed to give a false death certificate, false for the reason that he was not in a position to give a true one, and for this service Mr. Nisbet paid him, and made promises (according to Dr. Cooper) which he did not fulfill. Whether these promises were or were not as Dr. Cooper hinted is of small moment in what we are discussing, the one thing certain being that Dr. Cooper labored under a sense of injury, and believed himself to have been wronged. It is more than probable that, in some way, Dr. Cooper conveyed this impression to Mr. Nisbet, and that he was aware of it. This must have occurred years ago, and shortly afterward Dr. Cooper loses sight of his employer, and has no means of communicating with him. If he had known where to write to him he would certainly have done so, in his state of poverty, and would most likely have thrown out some kind of threat. During this interval Mr. Nisbet keeps himself hidden from the man who has served him at a critical time; he has no use for him; all evidence of the crime (the nature of which has yet to be discovered) he has committed is destroyed, and there is only one person in the world who can throw the remotest suspicion upon him; that person is Dr. Cooper, and even he, if he dared take open action, would find himself implicated in the consequences. So matters rest for a considerable time, and we come now to the present. It is on Sunday only that you are informed by the private inquiry agent you employed that Mr. Nisbet had returned to London and was staying at the Métropole. Again crops up the hidden motive for his return. Was it to visit the house in Lamb’s Terrace in which the crime was committed? Was it to seek Dr. Cooper for the purpose of obtaining his assistance in a fresh crime to be committed on foreign soil? Conjecture only will assist us here, for we know nothing; but conjecture, put to a logical use, may lead to the right conclusion. I assert that Mr. Nisbet’s visit to London was expressly made either to go to Lamb’s Terrace or to see Dr. Cooper; certainly for one of these reasons, perhaps for both. When you learn that he is in London you are on your way to Dr. Cooper’s house; you find him; you have a singular conversation with him; you return home, and my uncle informs you of the discovery of the clothes he has found in the attic cupboard. That those clothes belonged to Beatrice and the servant cannot be disputed. On Monday morning, after my uncle leaves you to find a temporary home for poor little Barbara, you also leave the fated house several hours, and you take especial care to deposit the clothes in what you believe to be a place of safety; unfortunately, as it happened, in the place in which they were first discovered. Now, who knows of that place of deposit? You, my uncle, and Mr. Nisbet. During your absence Mr. Nisbet obtains easy admission to the house, goes straight to the attic cupboard, and bears away with him the garments which, by devious circumstantial evidence, might be a danger to him. While he is in the house some signs therein lead him to suspect that it is not absolutely untenanted, and he sets watch upon it in the night. Looking from the window of the room occupied by you and my uncle you see Mr. Nisbet standing in the garden in a watchful, observant attitude; and as he stands there the spectral monitor which has set this inquiry at work gives you a sign – an unmistakable sign from the spiritual throne of justice. Rank heresy or blind fatuity might misinterpret this sign; to you, to my uncle, to me, it is as clear as sunlight. It declared this man to be guilty of a horrible crime; it was like the writing on the wall. Satisfied or not, Mr. Nisbet leaves Lamb’s Terrace, and goes to South Lambeth to see Dr. Cooper, of whose movements during the years that have passed he has had full knowledge. Mr. Nisbet is not only a dangerous man and a criminal, he is a man of resource and powerful intellect, and such a man leaves little to chance. Closeted with Dr. Cooper and his wife, he hears of your visit to him the previous evening; he worms out of his accomplice all that the man can recollect of your conversation with him; and he scents danger. Now, as I have said, whether he went to Dr. Cooper in the first instance to obtain his assistance in a fresh crime on foreign soil is hidden from us, but I am convinced that what he learns during this interview induces him to expedite his movements. He bids Dr. Cooper hold himself in readiness, and wins the wife’s confidence by giving her money; thus they are both on his side. Were we and Dr. Cooper now in London you would worm nothing more out of him. Forewarned is to be forearmed, and his wife would see that he was not tampered with. When Mr. Nisbet leaves Dr. Cooper last night, he has not quite settled the order or time of his future movements, but considering the matter afterward he sees the advisability of getting out of England without delay. Hence his resolution to leave for the Continent this morning; hence his telegram to Dr. Cooper to meet him immediately for the purpose of catching the early train; hence the hurried and sudden departure, with the particulars of which we are acquainted. Have I made myself clear?”


“Quite clear.”


“He does not suspect that he is being followed; he does not suspect that his departure is known; least of all does he suspect that I am taking part in the hunt. But at the same time he recognizes the necessity of caution, and that is why Dr. Cooper is traveling under an assumed name.”


A question was trembling on my tongue; it was whether, in the light of all that had been disclosed to him, the delusion he labored under with respect to Beatrice was now dispelled; but I feared to pain him, and I did not give utterance to the question.


“Do you not think,” he said, “that Mr. Dickson has been rather remiss in not giving you the name and address of the agent who traveled, unknown to Mr. Nisbet, from London with him?”


“I wish he had done so,” I replied, “for then we could have some conversation with him tonight, which might have been of service to us. The telegram he sent me is a long one, and perhaps I shall have a letter from him in the morning.”


This proved to be the case. In it Mr. Dickson acknowledged that it would have been as well if he had given me the name and address of his agent in his telegram; the name was Rivers, his address Hôtel Richmond. He had not heard from Mr. Rivers, he said, but when he did he would communicate to me everything the letter contained of any importance. I went at once to the Hôtel Richmond, which was not more than five minutes’ walk from the Hôtel de Bade, and inquired for Mr. Rivers, and I took Ronald with me as interpreter, leaving Bob to look after Barbara.


“M. Rivers?” said the waiter, “but he has departed.”


“When?”


“This morning early. He slept but one night.”


“Do you know where he has gone?”


“No, I do not know; I will ask the manager.”


The manager did not know. After his coffee and roll M. Rivers had paid his bill and given up his room. Did he leave in a cab? No, he left on foot, carrying his bag with him. Perhaps he went to a railway station? Ah, it was possible. Perhaps he was still in Paris. Ah, it was possible. If M. Rivers returned to the hotel, would the manager give him my card with a few words in pencil on it, asking him to come immediately to the Hôtel de Bade? M. Rivers should have the card, yes, with much pleasure. And so, good-morning.


I half expected to receive a letter from my wife, demanding an explanation of my running away, but there was none for me.


And now, nothing would satisfy Ronald but that Bob should go to the Hôtel Chatham, to ascertain if Mr. Nisbet was still there. He went and returned, we waiting for him as before at the corner of the Rue Daonou. Mr. Nisbet had left the hotel.


“I spoke to a fool of a waiter,” said Bob, “who thought he could speak English, and that is all I could get out of him.”


Ronald walked off at once to the hotel, and, knowing it would be useless to remonstrate, we followed him through the courtyard and into the office. There he entered into a conversation in French with a clerk. Yes, M. Nisbet and his friend had partaken of the usual first meal of the Frenchman, and had paid his bill and given up his room. Did they expect him to return? No, they did not. Had he and his friend occupied one room? Yes, a room with two beds. Did they leave on foot or in a cab? In a cab. For a railway station? Possibly. Did the clerk know for which railway station? He did not; he would inquire, if it was of importance. It was of great importance – would he kindly inquire. The concierge was questioned. He did not know for which railway station. The waiters were questioned. They did not know for which railway station. And so, good-morning again. Thus were we left aground, as it were, with nothing but broken threads in our hands. Mr. Nisbet and Dr. Cooper had escaped us.




 



•   XXV   •

We Come to a Halt






The indefinite replies to our questions at the two hotels rendered us helpless. It was not even certain whether the men we were pursuing had left Paris, and Bob privately threw out to me an uncomfortable suggestion that Mr. Nisbet might have discovered we were watching him, and was turning the tables by watching us. Ronald was not in hearing when this was said; he was in a state of extreme agitation; and we were careful to do or say nothing to excite him. Despite his perturbation, however, he was the only one of our party whose reasoning on the position of affairs was fairly logical, and who made a sensible attempt to arrive at a probable sequence of events. Sitting down in the courtyard of the Hôtel de Bade for the purpose of discussing matters, Bob and I proceeded to plunge them into further confusion by our wild conjectures, and Ronald, after listening to us in silence for a few minutes, brought us to order.


“All this talk is useless,” he said; “let us argue like reasonable beings. The first thing we have to decide is whether Mr. Nisbet and his confederate have left Paris. What is your opinion?”


“I have none,” I said.


“I am in the same predicament,” said Bob.


“But we can be logical, at all events,” said Ronald. “Compelled for a time to remain idle and in the dark, we can put flint and steel together in the endeavor to produce a light. I am inclined to the belief that they are no longer in the city. For what reason should they change hotels? Whatever may be the cause of their sudden association they would certainly wish to keep their movements quiet, and they would frustrate their wish by flitting from one hotel to another. From what I learned, Mr. Nisbet has paid frequent visits to Paris, and as his name appears frequently on the books of the Hôtel Chatham it is natural to suppose he has been in the habit of putting up there. If he had any fear that he was being followed, he would not yesterday have gone to an hotel where he was well known, but would have chosen another which was not in the center of the city, and where he would be less open to observation. The time they left the hotel favors the conclusion that they were bound for a railway station, and this conclusion is strengthened by the early departure of Mr. Rivers, whose occupations have made him more methodical than ourselves. We are apprentices in the craft; he is an expert. The inquiry agent in London has doubtless telegraphed him of our arrival here, and where we are staying – in which case he would have called upon us long before now. Yes, the tracked and the tracker are no longer in the city.”


“You have convinced me,” said Bob, and I also recorded my conviction.


“The point to determine is,” continued Ronald, “for what place they are bound. No person in Paris can assist us. Our only hope is in Mr. Dickson. Let us wire to him at once.”


He and I went off straightway to the telegraph office, where we dispatched a message to Mr. Dickson. Bob remained in the hotel with Barbara, in order to receive a possible caller, who, it is needless to say, did not make his appearance. The answer to our telegram was that Mr. Dickson had received no information from his agent Rivers, that he had every confidence in his man, and that the moment he heard from him he would send us another wire. Meanwhile, we were to remain where we were, at the Hôtel de Bade. Nothing further reached us until nine o’clock at night, and then a welcome telegram, to the effect that the party were on their way to Lucerne, whither we had better follow them by the earliest train. “Put up at Hôtel National,” were the concluding words of the message. Upon studying the railway trains we found that nothing was to be gained by starting in the night, and early the following morning we were on the road to Lucerne. At the Hôtel National a telegram from Mr. Dickson awaited us, instructing us to remain at the hotel until we heard from Mr. Rivers, whom we might now consider in direct communication with us, and before many hours had passed we received a note from that gentleman. “Take the boat” (wrote Mr. Rivers) “to Tell’s Platte. I am stopping at the Hôtel-Pension zur Tellsplatte, and shall be happy to see you there. From, indications we have reached the terminus.” This was agreeable news, and seemed to hold out the promise that we had at length tracked Mr. Nisbet down. We wasted no time, but took the first boat, and were presently steaming down the enchanting lake, the beauties of which perhaps only one of us thoroughly enjoyed, the little girl Barbara. “Oh,” she sighed, “if Molly’s ’ere, I don’t wonder she never came back to London.” It was three in the afternoon when we landed at Tell’s Platte. We were in no mood for sightseeing, and did not therefore visit the chapel, but ascended the hill that led to the hotel, where we found Mr. Rivers waiting for us.


He came forward to greet us, a short, wiry man, with clean-shaved face, browned with exposure to the sun, and a bright eye. He addressed me by name.


“Mr. Emery?”


“Yes.”


“May I ask the name of the gentleman who is doing business for you in London?”


“Mr. Dickson.”


“Have you anything you can show me from him?”


I produced telegrams and letters, and he looked over them and returned them to me.


“Quite right, sir. My employer told me there were four in your party. It is always necessary to make sure in such an affair as ours. We have a sharp gentleman to deal with, and there’s no saying what tricks he might be up to, and what he knows or doesn’t know. I am Mr. Rivers.”


As I shook hands with him, I started, and he looked at me suspiciously.


“Anything the matter?” he inquired suspiciously.


“No,” I replied, “nothing, nothing.”


I introduced Ronald and Bob to him, and then Barbara.


“I’ve a little girl at home,” he said in a kind tone, laying his hand on Barbara’s head, “just your age and build.” Then addressing me, “I have arranged rooms for you here. Very moderate – six francs a day; they must make a reduction for the girl.”


“You anticipate that we shall remain here some time,” I said.


“Until the business is finished, I expect. I should have liked a more retired spot, and perhaps it would have been as well if there were not so many of you; but that can’t be helped, I suppose. There is no other place we could all have stopped at, and as we are to work together we must keep together. I will show you your rooms, and after you have had a wash we gentleman will have a chat, while Barbara can run about and amuse herself. By the way, you will be asked for your names. Don’t give your own; I haven’t given mine; never throw away a chance.”


I must explain what caused me to start as I shook hands with Mr. Rivers. From the time we left London I had not seen the spectral cat, and I had an idea that it had taken its leave for good. But at that moment, casting my eyes to the ground, there was the apparition in full view. Much as it had troubled me during the first days of our acquaintanceship I had by this time grown accustomed to it, and no longer regarded it with fear and aversion. In stating that I was glad to see it now, I am stating the truth, for it was to me an assurance that we had “reached the terminus,” as Mr. Rivers expressed it in his note, and that we had been led in the right direction.


“Now we can have our chat,” said Mr. Rivers, as we left the hotel together. “According to present appearances we have plenty of time before us, and nothing certainly can be done today. Whether anything at all can be done remains to be seen. Sometimes in an inquiry of a delicate nature we come to a block, and the next step depends entirely upon chance; it may be so in this case. I had best commence by telling you my position in the affair, and it will do no harm if I am quite frank with you. First and foremost, then, I am totally ignorant of what it is you wish to discover. My employer calls me into his private room, and gives me certain instructions. ‘A gentleman has just arrived from the Continent,’ he says, ’and is stopping at the Métropole. You will take him in hand, and keep close watch upon his movements. You are not to leave him a moment, and you are not for one moment to lose sight of him.’ We generally hunt in couples when instructions like those are given, because it isn’t possible for one man to keep watch day and night, so while I was in London on the job I had a comrade, and we divided the watch so that we could get some sleep. I asked my employer if the instructions were to be carried out to the strict letter. ‘To the strict letter,’ he answered. ‘Suppose the gentleman suddenly goes abroad?’ I asked. ‘You are to follow him,’ he answered. That was the reason of my sudden disappearance from London, without having had time to consult my employer. I went alone, without my comrade; I did not feel warranted in incurring double expenses, and I thought I could manage the affair by myself when we were out of England. I was right, as it has turned out. Mr. Nisbet is here with another gentleman, and has taken up his quarters in a house about two miles away, which he has inhabited on and off for several years.”


“Is that your idea of shadowing a man,” asked Ronald, “when you are instructed not to lose sight of him for a moment and to keep close watch upon all his movements?”


“Begging your pardon, sir,” replied Mr. Rivers, not the least ruffled by the rather sharp manner in which the question was asked, “a man can do no more than his best, and I have done that. Then he must be guided by circumstances. Keeping a watch upon a man in London is one thing; keeping watch upon him in a village like this is another. There is no place in the world in which a man can lose himself so easily, if he is inclined that way, as London. I tell you, it’s a difficult job to carry out properly, to keep your eye on a man in a large city, with its windings and turnings and crowds of people pushing this way and that. He gives you the slip when you least expect it, and there’s the labor of days and weeks thrown away. It is quite a different matter here. A man comes and a man goes, and he can’t keep his coming and going from the few people there are about. There are no cabs and omnibuses, no crowds to worry you and put you off the scent. When he moves from one spot to another he has to make preparations; he has to walk along unfrequented roads where he is in full sight of anyone interested in him. There are other drawbacks which one who knows the ropes has to reckon with. He can’t keep watch here as he does in a large city; if he prowls and sneaks about, if he’s seen haunting a particular spot for days, if he shadows a particular house and keeps his eye on it continually, he draws notice to himself. People ask what for? It comes to the ears of the man he’s observing who, in turn, shadows him, and there’s his apple cart upset. Another consideration. Strike a man in a street in London, and a crowd collects. Strike a man on the head here when he’s prowling up and down a lonely road, and no one sees it. Down he goes like a stone, and he can be done to death, and his body hidden in a hundred holes – and who’s the wiser? That couldn’t well be done, I grant you, to man, woman, or child who lives here; the absence is remarked, and the relations don’t rest till they’ve found out what has become of the missing one. It’s different with a stranger, who stops a day or so, or a week or so, and then, without a word, disappears. So long as he’s here the hotel keeper takes an interest in him, because of the bill; the moment he’s gone he’s forgotten, and it’s make way for the next. I’ve been employed on some difficult jobs in my time, and I’m not sure that this is not going to beat the record.”


“What makes you think so?” inquired Ronald.


“I don’t like the looks of the gentleman for one thing,” replied Mr. Rivers, “and for the second thing I don’t like the little I’ve found out about him since I’ve been here. But that’s running ahead of my story. I’ll get back to the London part of it, and make a finish of that. I suppose that is necessary, for my employer has written to me to put myself into your hands entirely, and to tell you everything I know. Well, in London a remarkable thing happened. There’s a house in Lamb’s Terrace – 79’s the number – that is almost as lonely as any house round about us now. On the first day I shadowed Mr. Nisbet he paid three visits to Lamb’s Terrace, and it was as much as I could do to keep myself out of his sight. I succeeded, though, because I was on my guard, and he never set eyes on me. The first visit he paid he did nothing more than reconnoiter; I put a reason to that. There happened to be an old man poking about the ground there for bits of rags and bones, and Mr. Nisbet didn’t seem to relish his company. So, after reconnoitering ten or fifteen minutes, and as the old rag-picker didn’t seem as if he was going to leave in a hurry, Mr. Nisbet cut his lucky, and walked out of the neighborhood. On his second visit there was no one in sight, and Mr. Nisbet, looking carefully around, took a key from his pocket, and let himself in. He remained in the house half an hour by my watch, and he came out with a bundle. There was something suspicious in that, I thought, but it was not my business to inquire into it. My instructions were clear, and I couldn’t go beyond them. Besides, what call had I to tap the gentleman on the shoulder and say, ‘I’ll trouble you to tell me what you have under your arm?’ I should only have got myself in trouble, because our concern is a private one, and we haven’t got the law to back us up. He took the bundle with him to the Métropole and left it there. He paid his third visit to Lamb’s Terrace in the night, and this time he didn’t go into the house. He didn’t go to the front at all, but made his way to the back, and scrambled over the wall. He kept in the garden there, which is just choked up with weeds, for a precious long time, and all he did was to look up at the windows. I thought his going into an empty house in daylight and bringing out a bundle was queer, but I thought this last move a good deal queerer, for he kept quite still, and never took his eyes off the windows. When he’d had his fill he scrambled back over the wall and came away. From there he went straight to Theobald Row, South Lambeth, and knocked at the door of a chemist’s shop kept by a doctor. The name over the shop window was Cooper. He stayed there an hour, and then returned to the Métropole. On the morning we left London I hadn’t the ghost of an idea that he intended to start for Paris, and I followed him out of the Métropole to St. George’s Hospital, outside of which he met the gentleman who has traveled with him to this place. I watched them pretty narrowly when we were on the steamer, but I didn’t venture into the same carriage with them when we traveled by rail. On the steamer and in Paris, and wherever I could keep my eyes on them, they seemed pretty thick, and I fancied once or twice that they didn’t quite agree with each other. Whenever they talked it was away from people, and I knew that it was not accidental that they should always choose spots where they couldn’t be overheard. On those occasions I wouldn’t risk discovery by going near them, but watched them from a distance, and once or twice I saw Mr. Nisbet look at his companion in a way that made me think, ‘I shouldn’t like to meet you on a dark road, my friend, and for you to know that I was shadowing you.’ There was a cold glitter in his eyes which might easily mean murder, and that is what makes me say again to you, gentlemen, that we shall have to be very careful in what we do in this part of the world.”




 



•   XXVI   •

A Good Night’s Work






“Is that all you have to tell us,” inquired Ronald, “of what came to your knowledge in London and on your journey here?”


“That is all,” replied Mr. Rivers.


“Since you took up your quarters in this hotel what have you discovered?”


“Nothing more than I have already told you – that Mr. Nisbet lives in a house about two miles away. I have been expecting your arrival, and my orders are that I place myself at your service. The command is in your hands now.”


“Have you seen the house?”


“No.”


“From whom did you obtain your information?”


“From one of the waiters here, who is ready enough to talk about everything and everybody in the place. I pumped him cautiously, and learned a lot that I didn’t care to hear and a little that I did.”


“Do you speak French and German?”


“I can just make myself understood, and the waiter can just make himself understood in English. He is anxious to know more of our language, as he intends to go to London and make his fortune, so I have been teaching him a bit. We are very good friends already, François and I.”


“Is that his name?”


“I don’t know; I call all foreign waiters François.”


“I suppose you have not discovered whether Mr. Nisbet lives alone?”


“I haven’t got as far as that; I thought it advisable to leave it to you gentlemen. It stands to reason that there must be someone in the house to do the domestic work. I have an idea, if you care to listen to it.”


“We will listen to everything that is likely to assist us.”


“This is likely to do so. François will wait upon us at dinner. One of you, Mr. Emery for choice – you have a solid look about you, sir, if you don’t mind my saying so – is an hotel keeper in London, and when François gets to London, if you haven’t a vacancy in your own establishment, you will be able to assist him to obtain a situation in another. That will be a sufficient bribe, and it will insure our being waited upon properly as long as we remain here.”


“I will play the part with pleasure,” I said. “It is a good idea.”


So it was arranged, and at dinner François waited upon us with neatness and dispatch, having received a hint from Mr. Rivers as to my supposed vocation in London. In his hearing I dropped a hint or two which I perceived he caught up in praise of his politeness and dexterity, and I saw that, thus encouraged, he would be of service to us. He was also led to understand from our conversation that it was our intention to make a stay here of several days, and in this and other ways we endeavored to lead up to the success of our scheme. It would have been unwise, however, in my opinion, to make any sudden and specific inquiries respecting Mr. Nisbet; I felt that we could not proceed too carefully, and I determined to leave these inquiries till the following day.


Meanwhile we had a difficulty with Ronald. Dinner over, he announced his intention of walking to Mr. Nisbet’s house in our company, and it was long before we could dissuade him.


“Why should I not go?” he asked.


“Why should you go?” I asked in return. “You can do nothing until we have laid our plans. If it should happen that Mr. Nisbet sees you, all our labor is thrown away. It is right that the house should be reconnoitered without delay, but for us to do that in a body would be inviting defeat. Mr. Rivers and I will undertake this alone, and you must remain here with your uncle and Barbara.”


He consented unwillingly, and we were about to set forth when Barbara plucked my sleeve.


“Well, my child?” I said.


“If yer going to see Molly, sir,” she said, with tears in her eyes, “won’t yer take me with yer?”


The fears that oppressed me with respect to her sister rendered this imploring appeal of solemn import.


“We don’t know that we shall see Molly, my dear,” I said gravely. “We must look about us first before we can decide what to do. I am afraid Mr. Nisbet is not a good man, and we must be very careful. You must leave everything to us, Barbara.”


“Yes, sir, in course I must do that. But if yer do see Molly, yer’ll give ’er my love, won’t yer, and arks ’er if I can come to ’er?”


“If we see her, my dear, we will be sure to tell her all about you.”


“She will be surprised, won’t she, sir?”


“Yes, Barbara, yes,” I said, and I left her with a heavy heart.


On the road it occurred to me that, in keeping Mr. Rivers in complete ignorance of the nature of our suspicions respecting Mr. Nisbet, I might be placing difficulties in our way, and weakening the assistance he was ready to give us. Therefore I enlightened him to some extent, being careful to make no mention of the supernatural visitants which had made me take up the matter.


“What I have related,” I said in conclusion, “is under the seal of confidence, and is not to be mentioned unless the mystery is brought to light. Just at this moment I confess to feeling dispirited; the web of conjecture is so slight that I am oppressed by the feeling that we may, after all, be following a will-o’-the-wisp, and that there is no ground for the suspicions that have led me on.”


“That is one way of putting it,” observed Mr. Rivers, “but as you suspect that a crime has been committed, would it not be a relief to you to find that there is no ground for the suspicion?” I was at a loss to reply to this question, and he proceeded. “It may be due to the occupation I follow, but I generally place the worst construction upon these matters. If I were otherwise inclined, I should place the worst construction upon this, and my belief is that Mr. Nisbet has been guilty of nothing less than murder. Every circumstance in the case points to the conclusion, which is strengthened by the impression he has produced upon me. He is a man capable of any desperate deed, or I am no judge of character. I am obliged to you for the confidence you have placed in me; it certainly renders me less powerless in the assistance I may be able to render. I have a starting point, you see. Just at present there are two questions in my mind to which we must endeavor to find an answer. First, what has become of the girl Molly? I should know how to work her if I could lay hands on her. Second, what is the meaning of the association of Mr. Nisbet and Dr. Cooper? To their former association, when Mr. Nisbet and his stepdaughter were living in Lamb’s Terrace, where the poor lady met her death, there is an absolutely plain answer. Mr. Nisbet wanted a death certificate from a doctor who was imperfectly acquainted with the facts, and he paid Dr. Cooper to supply it. This certificate being accepted at the inquest, and the body cremated, Mr. Nisbet was safe. In the absence of proof, of what practical value would mere suspicion be? He could snap his fingers at it. But the circumstance of his taking Dr. Cooper suddenly and unexpectedly from London, and of the doctor being in his house at this moment, puzzles me.”


“Mr. Nisbet requires his assistance again,” I suggested.


“That is the natural inference, and we have to discover the exact nature of this required assistance. If bold measures are necessary we must adopt them.”


“I am ready. Have you any theory as to Molly?”


“I can think of more than one. The girl was young at the time of the lady’s death; Barbara is by no means bad looking; Molly was pretty, I dare say; she was poor, she was ignorant; Mr. Nisbet may have taken a fancy to her—”


I interrupted him. “No, Mr. Rivers, I cannot entertain the theory that Molly consented to become Mr. Nisbet’s mistress.”


“I will not force it upon you,” said he dryly, “but perhaps I am a better judge of human nature than yourself. However, we shall soon discover something; we shall not be kept long in the dark.”


We had little difficulty in finding the house inhabited by Mr. Nisbet, and its appearance deepened my apprehensions. In saying that we found the house I am not quite exact, for a high wall surrounded it, and only the gables could be seen. This wall was of surprising extent, and could have occupied not less than an acre of ground. It was of stone, and might have been built round a prison. We walked cautiously around it, keeping close in its shadow and prepared at any moment to stroll carelessly away in the event of an inmate issuing from either of the gates – one in the front, the other in the rear – which afforded ingress to it.


Night had fallen, and there was no moon, so that we were comparatively safe from observation, but this did not make us less cautious in our movements. We were waging our silent battle with a wary foe, and to be taken unaware would be fatal to us.


There was no other house near the building. At no great distance were towering ranges of rock and tree which intensified the gloom of the habitation. Retreating to a hillock we ascended it, and from that height perceived lights in some of the upper windows.


“A pleasant residence,” said Mr. Rivers, with a slight shiver. “One can imagine any deed of darkness being perpetrated within those walls. Hush! Don’t move!”


I saw the reason for the caution. The hill on which we stood faced the gate in the rear of the house, and as Mr. Rivers laid hold of me and whispered in my ear, this gate was slowly opened and a form issued from it. I could not at that distance distinguish whether it was the form of a man or a woman; what I could distinguish was that the figure paused a moment or two and seemed to peer within the grounds. Then, closing the gate with an appearance of caution, the figure came into the open, and limped away.


“Step softly,” whispered Mr. Rivers, and taking me by the hand we followed the figure, which we presently discerned to be that of an old woman, who walked as if she were lame. I stepped almost as softly as my companion, and we succeeded in approaching close to her without being observed. She was carrying something in her hands, covered with a white cloth. Night’s shadows befriended us, and it was evident that the woman had no notion that she was being followed. Mr. Rivers did not speak, nor did I. We must have walked half a mile when the woman stopped before a wretched hut, which she entered without knocking.


“We must see what she’s up to,” whispered Mr. Rivers. “She belongs to Mr. Nisbet’s house, and has crept away in secret. It is my opinion we’re in luck.”


Stealing round the hut we came to a window at the back over which there was no curtain, so that, although the glass was to some extent obscured by dust and mud, we could see what was passing within. On the ground lay a gaunt man, and by his side on a low stool sat a girl about twelve years of age, as nearly as I could judge. The girl had jumped up at the entrance of the old woman, but the man appeared to be too weak to raise himself. This was proved by the woman kneeling by him on one side and the girl kneeling by him on the other; by their united efforts they lifted him into a sitting posture, and then the woman removed the white cloth from the article she had carried from Mr. Nisbet’s house; it was a large dish filled with food, and though she had come some distance the ascending steam proclaimed that it was still warm. The woman fed him with a spoon, and presently drew from a capacious pocket a bottle of red wine; he ate sparely, but he drank with avidity. When he had finished the girl partook of the food, and the eager way in which she ate reminded me of the night we found little Barbara in Lamb’s Terrace. There was a pathos in the scene that touched me to the heart, but of course I could not hear what was said by the poor actors therein.


We waited till the old woman left the hut; she took the empty dish and the white cloth with her. When she came out we followed her back to Mr. Nisbet’s house, which she entered by the back gate, adopting similar precautions to those which had marked her departure from it.


“A winning move,” said Mr. Rivers in a tone of satisfaction as we retraced our steps to the Hôtel-Pension zur Tellsplatte.


“In what way?” I asked, for though I was impressed by what I had witnessed, I did not at the moment see in what way it could be turned to our advantage.


“The food and wine were stolen from Mr. Nisbet,” replied Mr. Rivers, “and in that wretched hut we shall obtain the key to his house. We have done a good night’s work.”


During our absence Ronald and Bob had not been idle. By promising François pecuniary assistance to enable him to reach the paradise of waiters, they had won him completely over, and he had disclosed everything he knew relating to Mr. Nisbet’s domestic affairs, and to the estimation in which he was held. He was not in favor, it appeared; he kept himself aloof from everybody in the place, and lived the life of an eccentric and a recluse. Reputed to be rich, he had not been known to do a single act of kindness to the poor peasantry in the district. There had been an explosion in a mine, there had been a conflagration, a neighboring village had been inundated, and he did not contribute a franc to the relief of the sufferers. Some people declared that he possessed “the evil eye,” and that he could “will” misfortune upon those who offended him. As for his establishment, it consisted of himself, a young female, who was said to be daft, and an old woman who acted as cook and general housekeeper. The old woman’s name was Bernstein, the young woman’s was not known. She had not been seen for years outside the walls of the house. When Mr. Nisbet went away Mme. Bernstein was left in charge of the establishment, and neither then nor at any other time was any person admitted inside the grounds. Food and wine were taken in at the gates, by the master himself when he was at home, by Mme. Bernstein when he was absent. This was the sum total of the information which had been elicited from François.


After hearing this we related to Bob and Ronald our own adventure, and then we fell to discussing the next step to be taken, and Ronald urged that an endeavor should be made to obtain admission to the house.


“It will be dangerous to attempt such a thing,” said Bob, “while Mr. Nisbet and Dr. Cooper are there. François tells us that the master is sometimes seen out searching for herbs or specimens. If he continues the practice it is likely that Dr. Cooper will accompany him on these expeditions. Then will be the time.”


“My opinion is,” I said, “that, before we attempt so bold a move, we shall win Mme. Bernstein over to our side.”


“I undertake to accomplish that,” said Mr. Rivers, “and not later than tomorrow night. But first let us have François in. I should like to get something more out of him.”


François was summoned, and wine was ordered. When he brought the bottle in, Mr. Rivers held a conversation with him. Was he acquainted with Mme. Bernstein? No, he was not, but he had heard something of her brother. Ah, she had a brother? Yes, a poor fellow very near death’s door, and without a sou in the world. She had a little niece also, the brother’s child. Where did they live? He described the hut to which Mme. Bernstein had taken the food and wine. Was Mme. Bernstein kind to them? He did not know – he had not heard; nobody took any trouble about them; the child begged of passing tourists, but she got very little, not enough to keep body and soul together. François could tell us nothing more.


Before we went to bed we decided to keep watch on Mme. Bernstein the next night, and to be guided by what occurred. Needless to say that Barbara was not present at this discussion. She was too young to be admitted fully into our confidence. We kept ourselves very quiet during the following day, and when night set in the four of us set out for Mr. Nisbet’s house. Ronald insisted upon accompanying us, and we could not but submit.




 



•   XXVII   •

A Word with Mme. Bernstein






Nothing of importance happened on the way. We passed one or two stragglers who did not speak to us, and who, in the darkness of the night, could have seen very little of us; we, on our part, were more watchful, and though we exchanged but few words nothing escaped our attention. It behooved us to be thus careful, because there was the risk of our coming into contact with our common foes, Mr. Nisbet and Dr. Cooper. In silence we reached the gloomy wall which surrounded the building, and, marshaled by Mr. Rivers, took up our posts of observation. Rivers and I were together on the hill in the rear of the house, Ronald and his uncle were some dozen yards off. They were to keep their eyes on us, and to observe certain signals which had been arranged upon. Very nearly at the same moment as on the previous night, the gate was slowly opened, and Mme. Bernstein appeared, carrying a dish covered with a white cloth. She paused at the open gate, and peered this way and that, to make sure that she was not seen, and then she closed the gate softly, and proceeded in the direction of the hut. We followed her warily at a safe distance; she reached the hut and entered it, and gave the man and the child food and wine, Rivers and I watching them through the uncurtained window at the back of the hut.


The meal finished, the old woman kissed the child, and issued from the hut. All her movements were in accordance with our anticipation, and this being so, a certain plan we had agreed upon was immediately acted upon. Ronald and his uncle remained behind, the intention being that they should make an endeavor to get into conversation with either the sick man or the child, or with both, and to extract from them some information of Mr. Nisbet’s establishment which might assist our operations. Rivers and I played our part in the plan by following Mme. Bernstein. Midway between the hut and Mr. Nisbet’s house Rivers nudged me, and we quickened our steps. Hearing the sound the old woman stopped, and we also stopped. After listening a moment or two she fancied she was deceived, and she hobbled on again, we following with rapid steps. Again she paused, and gave a scream as we came close to her. Putting his hand on her shoulder, Rivers said:


“Do you speak English, Mme. Bernstein?”


“Yes, a little,” she replied, trembling in every limb. “Do not hurt me – I am an old woman; I have no money.”


“You speak English very well,” said Rivers. “We will not harm you. It is only that we wish to have a word with you. We do not want money; we have money to give, if you would like to earn it. Do you understand?”


“Yes, sir, I understand that you will not hurt an old woman, and that you have money to give.”


I ought here to explain that the English Mme. Bernstein spoke was by no means so clear and grammatical as I set it down, but I find myself unable to reproduce her peculiar method and idioms, and consider it best, therefore, to put what she said plainly before the reader. We understood each other, and that was the main point.


“But it must be earned. Do not tremble so; we are not robbers; we are officers of the law. What have you under that cloth? A basin, empty. You took it from the house full. You can be punished for that, Mme. Bernstein. The master did not give you the food, he did not give you the wine. You stole them, Mme. Bernstein.”


Overcome with terror she fell upon her knees, and implored us to spare her; she had taken the food to save a little child from starvation; she had never done it before—


Rivers interrupted her. “You do it every night, madame.” Which plunged her into deeper despair.


Still keeping her sensible that she was in our power, and that we would have her punished if she did not do as we bade her, Rivers succeeded in pacifying her to some extent.


“There are four of us,” he said, when she rose from the ground; “two are here, two are with your brother and his child, who without our aid will starve if you are put in prison or can no longer rob your master of food. It is with you, madame; you can save or ruin them, you can save or ruin yourself.”


“What is it that I shall do?” she quavered. “Tell me, and I will do it.”


“That is as it should be,” said Rivers, “and you shall be rewarded. We must know everything about the master you serve. We are here from England for that purpose, and he must not be told that you have spoken with us. You will swear it by the cross which is hanging from your neck.”


She lifted the black wooden cross to her lips, and kissed it. “I swear it, sir,” she said. “He shall not be told; he shall not know. But if you keep me here now he will discover it without being told. He will be waiting for supper, and I shall not be there to serve it. He will come and look for me, and then it will be ruin for me and you. He is a hard man, a bad man, a wicked man, and I hate him.”


“That pleases me,” said Rivers blithely. “Why do you remain in his service?”


“Should I not starve if I went away? I get my food, and I save it and give it to my dying brother and the little child. That is something. Do not keep me here too long. Englishmen are rich; you have a watch. What hour is it?”


“Half past ten,” said Rivers.


“At eleven they have supper. If I am not in the house—”


“You shall be there. Let us walk on, Mme. Bernstein. In ten minutes we shall reach the gate, and he will not know. Does he go to bed late?”


“Sometimes at twelve, sometimes at one; it is not certain.”


“At what hour last night?”


“At twelve.”


“Keep watch, madame, tonight, and when he goes to his room and the house is quiet, you will come out to us, and we will talk.”


“Yes, I will come.”


“By the back gate, madame; we shall be on the hill. Do not forget – you shall be rewarded, And do not forget that you have sworn upon the cross. Here, to commence with, are two francs, to prove that we are in earnest, and are men of our word.”


She clutched the coins eagerly, and said in a whisper: “We are near the house – do not speak loud, or he will hear us. There is something strange and terrible. You shall be told of it. I will come when they sleep.”


We did not accompany her to the gate. She glided forward, opened it quietly, and disappeared.


“Now, Mr. Emery,” said Rivers, “can you find your way alone to the hut?”


“Yes, it is a straight road.”


“Go, and bring your friends here. There is strength in numbers. Something strange and terrible, she said. We have not come a moment too soon. Hurry back quickly.”


I wasted no time, and soon reached the hut. Ronald and Bob were within; I heard them talking to the little girl. When I tapped at the door and called to them, they joined me immediately, and hearing that they were to return with me they spoke a few parting words to the child, and promised to call and see her again. I briefly related what had passed between ourselves and Mme. Bernstein, and asked if they had obtained any information.


“None,” replied Bob, “that is likely to assist us. Some general expressions of dislike toward Mme. Bernstein’s employer, of whom they seem to stand in some sort of fear – that is all. Neither the man nor the child has ever been inside the house. But we made friends with them, and that might have served us with Mme. Bernstein if you had not already enlisted her. Everything seems to depend upon what will occur during the next twenty-four hours.”


We found Rivers lying on his back on the hill, with his hands clasped behind his head.


“I have been watching the windows,” he said, “and making a mental map of the house. All the bedrooms seem to be situated at the back; the ordinary living rooms are in front. See – there is a light in only one of the rooms; there was a light in that room last night. It burns steadily, and without flickering; the room is occupied, but no shadow has appeared on the blind, nor has the light been shifted. Someone is sleeping there, and sleeping undisturbed. If we stopped here till daylight we should probably find that light still burning. Afraid to sleep in the dark, denoting a nervous organization. Ah, observe. Two rooms have just been entered; each person, entering, carried in a candle with him; the lights shift and waver; there are shadows on the blinds. One is the shadow of Mr. Nisbet, the other the shadow of Dr. Cooper; their bedrooms adjoin. Rather restless those shadows. We have the advantage of them; we can see them, they cannot see us lying here in black darkness. I am in my element, and can work out theories. I have done the same in country places in England, and the theories I have worked out there have led to very useful conclusions. Isn’t there a German or French story of a man who sold his shadow to the devil? I can imagine occasions when our friend Mr. Nisbet would gladly sell his, for shadows are sometimes incriminating witnesses. Those men do not seem in a hurry to get to bed. One has gone into the other’s room; the flaring of the candle shows that he has left his door open. The shadows of the two men are now in one room. They walk up and down in their slippers – of that you may be sure. There is something so secret and mysterious going on in the house – which might be a prison or a private lunatic asylum – that the principal conspirators are careful to make no noise. They have no wish to disturb the sleeper in the third room, which, by a stretch of the fancy, we might suppose to be occupied by a dead person. By the way, did Dr. Cooper have time to bring his slippers with him from London? I should say not; therefore he is wearing a pair of Mr. Nisbet’s or is walking in his stocking feet. Now they stop, now they walk about again, and now – yes, now they go into the room which the first man left. Science has been busily at work of late years, but it has not yet discovered a means of bringing sound to our ears as this glass which I am holding brings the figures of those men near to my eyes. There is the telephone, but you cannot carry a telephone about with you in a little pocket case. I dare say the discovery will be made one of these days. Mr. Nisbet is a couple of inches taller than Dr. Cooper, and as they are now standing quite still I know which is one, and which the other; therefore I shall presently know which is Mr. Nisbet’s bedroom, and which Dr. Cooper’s. If we could only hear what they are saying to each other! Speaking in whispers, of course – again for the reason that they do not wish to disturb the sleeper in the third room. Mme. Bernstein will inform us who it is who sleeps there. What do you say – a man or a woman?”


The question was addressed to us, and we expressed our inability to answer it.


“I say a woman,” continued Rivers, who was certainly in his element, as he had declared, “and until Mme. Bernstein favors us with her company we remain in ignorance as to who the woman is. Our little Barbara’s sister? Perhaps. But Barbara describes her sister as being a lively young person, and no lively young person lies sleeping there. How do I arrive at that conclusion? Impossible to say. Mental cerebration, if you like. We work out plots as novelists do, or rather, they work out themselves. Concentration is the agent. The same process leads me to the conclusion that the conspirators yonder are walking and talking noiselessly because of their fear of being overheard. The same process leads me to the conclusion that they are quietly discussing an important and dangerous matter. How did Mr. Nisbet’s stepdaughter meet her death? Asphyxiation caused by an escape of gas while sleeping in a bedroom almost hermetically sealed. But there is no gas in these parts, and their light is supplied by oil and candle. Therefore they are deprived of that means of causing death. What are they doing now? The shorter of the two, Dr. Cooper, holds something up to the light. The object is too small to be discerned at this distance, but I take it to be a vial. Not a wine bottle, nor a bottle containing brandy or whisky. A small vial. And now Mr. Nisbet hands his co-conspirator a wineglass; he holds that up also; the shadow is reflected on the blind, and you can see by the shape that it is not a tumbler. The vial in one hand, the wineglass – it may be a medicine glass – in the other, Dr. Cooper is pouring a few drops from the vial into the glass. He counts the drops; I can’t see his lips move, but unless I am dreaming he is counting the drops. He puts down the vial, and Mr. Nisbet takes the glass from him. To drink? No. He dips his finger into the liquid, and puts that finger to his lips. He stands still a while; he is deliberating. Is it satisfactory, Mr. Nisbet? If it is, and you need a sleeping draught, drink it off, and wish your companion good-night. You do nothing of the kind. You come to the window; you draw aside the blind; you open the window.”


“We shall be seen,” whispered Bob, in great alarm.


“We are as safe,” said Rivers calmly, “as if we wore caps that rendered us invisible, as in the fairy tale. As they stand side by side at the window, the position of the light enables me to see them clearly. They are Mr. Nisbet and Dr. Cooper. Provoking! What is it that Mr. Nisbet has just done? Why did you move, you fool of a doctor? But I guess what he did. He emptied the glass out of the window. Of course, of course; that was it. They have been making a chemical experiment, testing a liquid – to what end? Mr. Nisbet peers into the dark grounds, he stares straight at the hill upon which we are lying. Don’t stir a finger. It is curious that criminals almost invariably overlook some slight circumstance which supplies the clew to their conviction. It has been so in thousands of cases. The window is closed, the blind is pulled down. See the shadows of the men as they approach and retreat, growing to monstrous proportions, dwindling to nearly natural size. The shadows of Fate. I suppose by this time the conference is at an end. It is. They separate. Each is in his own room. Ah, I see which room is occupied by Mr. Nisbet, and which by Dr. Cooper. The doctor gets into bed first. Out goes his light. Sleep the sleep of the just, doctor, if you can. Mr. Nisbet lingers; his is the greater stake. He is the principal, his companion is the tool. Take care, the pair of you; the dogs are on your track. Mr. Nisbet puts out his light; all the windows are masked except the window of the third room. Good-night, good-night.”


These ingenious theories filled me with wonder, and I accepted them as if they were proved testimony; and I am positive, from the remarks made by Bob and Ronald, that they also accepted them as I did. Rivers chuckled, and said:


“It is a fine art, and we become masters only by long study. Now for Mme. Bernstein. She will not keep us waiting long.”


She did not. In a few minutes the gate was opened, and the old woman appeared.




 



•   XXVIII   •

Mme. Bernstein Reveals






Rivers went forward to meet her, and taking her hand, led her to where we were standing. Dark as it was I saw that she was greatly agitated, and the increase of our party did not lessen her agitation.


“You perceive,” Rivers commenced, “that it is as I said. There are four of us, and we are determined to know the truth about your master and what is going on in that gloomy house, which, as I just remarked to my friends, resembles a prison.”


“I will tell you everything,” said Mme. Bernstein, her voice shaking with fear. “Why should I not, when you have promised to reward me? I have done nothing wrong.”


“Do not speak so sharply to her,” said Ronald to Rivers; “you frighten her.” Then he turned to the old woman, and spoke to her in French, and his manner was so kind and his voice so gentle that she soon forgot her fears. “You shall be well rewarded,” he said to her; “I promise you on the honor of a gentleman. We have left a little money with your brother and his pretty little girl, and tomorrow we will send a doctor to see him. If it were day instead of night you would know that I am blind, and you would trust me.”


“I trust you now, sir,” said Mme. Bernstein. “But this gentleman” – indicating Rivers – “speaks to me as if I had committed a crime. I will answer you anything. It is because I am poor that I have served M. Nisbet, and if I have taken a little bit of food for my dying brother and the child I hope you will protect me from the anger of M. Nisbet. He is a hard man; he would have no mercy.”


“We will protect and befriend you,” said Ronald. “Have no fear. My friends here do not understand French very well, so we will converse now in English. Express yourself as well as you can; we all wish to hear what you have to say, and we all are kindly disposed toward you. Mr. Rivers, you are so much more experienced than ourselves that the command must be left in your hands, but I beg you to moderate your tone when you address madame.”


“With all the pleasure in life,” said Rivers cheerfully. “Bless your heart, madame, you need not be frightened of me; if I speak sharp it’s only a way I’ve got. Don’t you take any notice of it, but begin at the beginning, and go straight on. How long have you been in service here?”


“Ever since M. Nisbet first came,” replied Mme. Bernstein. “It is years ago – I don’t know how many – and he bought the house, and wanted a woman to look after it. When he goes away to England or France I attend to everything.” She stopped here, as if at a loss how to proceed.


“We shall get to the bottom of things all the quicker,” said Rivers, “if I ask you questions. Has there been any other person besides yourself in Mr. Nisbet’s service?”


“No one else – it is I alone who have served him.”


“Does he live here alone?”


“Oh, no. When he first came he brought a lady with him.”


“And she is still in the house?”


“Oh, yes; she is still in the house, poor lady!”


Instinctively we all turned our eyes to the window which Rivers had declared to be the window of the room occupied by a lady – even Ronald’s sightless eyes were turned in that direction.


“That is her bedroom?” Rivers asked.


“Yes, it is there she sleeps.”


“Hold hard a bit,” he cried. “She is awake.”


The occupant of the room had moved the light, and we saw her shadow on the blind. We looked up in silence, expecting that something strange would occur. I cannot explain the cause of this impression, but in subsequent conversation with my companions they confessed that they had experienced the same feeling of expectation as myself. What did occur was this: The blind was pulled up, and the window opened, and by the window stood a female figure in a white nightdress, stretching out her arms toward us. It was not possible that she could see us, but her imploring attitude seemed like an appeal to us to save her from some terrible danger, and it powerfully affected me.


I put my finger to my lips, to warn Bob and Rivers against uttering any exclamation of surprise, and I placed myself in such a position that Mme. Bernstein could not see what we saw. Presently the female’s arms dropped to her side, and she sank upon a chair by the window, and sat there while Rivers continued his examination.


“Why do you say ‘poor lady’?” asked Rivers. “Is she suffering in any way?”


“She is much to be pitied,” replied Mme. Bernstein. “So young and beautiful as she is!”


“But explain, madame. You speak in enigmas. Does your master oppress her? Is he cruel to her?”


“I do not know. She does not complain, but I would not trust him with a child of mine.”


“Is she his child, then?”


“Oh, no; but he has authority over her. He has never struck her, he has never spoken a harsh word to her; still I would not trust him.”


“We shall get at it presently, I suppose,” said Rivers impatiently. “What is the lady’s name?”


“Mlle. Mersac.”


“Her Christian name?”


“I have not heard it, all the years I have been in the house. There was no reason why I should hear it. Mlle. Mersac – is not that a sufficient name?”


“It must content us for the present. If she is not his daughter she is doubtless some relation?”


“It cannot be – he has himself declared that she is not. I ventured one day – it is now a long time ago – to ask him, and he answered me angrily, and bade me attend to my duties, and nothing more. He repented a little while afterward; and came to me and inquired why I had put the question to him. ‘It was a thought, sir,’ I said. ‘Can you see any likeness between us?’ he asked. I answered no, and there is no likeness. She is fair, he is dark; there is not the least resemblance between them.”


“May we say that she is afflicted?”


“Sorely afflicted. She has no memory, she seems to have no mind. From one day to another she cannot recollect. Each day is new to her; she has no memory. Even her own name is strange to her. When my master is here I see her only in his presence, and am not allowed to speak to her. When he is absent I see more of her; it is necessary; she has no one else to attend to her. But even then she utters but a very few words. Once only did we have a conversation while the master was away. It was against his commands, but I could not help it. He gives his orders what I shall do during his absence, and I am to do those things, and nothing more. To give her her meals, to give her her medicine, not to allow her to pass the gates. For years she has not been outside those walls.”


“You are wandering, madame. Once you had a conversation with her. Inform us what was said.”


“I pitied her, and asked her whether she had no friends she wished to see. ‘Friends!’ she said, and looked at me wonderingly. ‘The world is dead!’ I could have shed tears, there was such misery in her voice. I addressed her by her name. ‘Mersac!’ she exclaimed. ‘Who is Mlle. Mersac?’  ‘But, mademoiselle,’ I said, ‘it is yourself.’  ‘Are you sure of that?’ she asked. ‘Why, yes,’ I answered, ‘it is certain.’ She shuddered and said, ‘I had dreams, I think, when I was a child, but I am an old woman now.’  ‘Mademoiselle,’ I cried, ‘you are young, you are beautiful!’  ‘It is you who are dreaming,’ she said, ‘I am an old woman. The world is dead. This house is my tomb!’ That is all that passed; she would not speak another word. If I had dared, if I had not been poor and had known what to do and how it was to be done, I would have tried to find her friends, for what hope of recovery is there for her in such a place as this? For me who have not long to live – I am seventy-five – it does not matter. I have lived here all my life, and I shall die here; there is no other place for me to die in, and I am content that it should be so. But even I had my bright years when I was a young woman. I had a lover, I had a husband, I had children; they are all dead now, and but for my dying brother and his little girl I am alone. I was not so beautiful as mademoiselle; I was not a lady as she is. That is plainly to be seen. At her time of life she should be bright and happy; she should have a lover; she should have friends, companions. They might wake her up, for though she is not dead she might as well be.”


The old woman spoke very feelingly, and I patted her on the shoulder.


“Thank you,” she said, as though I had bestowed a gift upon her.


“She is a French lady?” questioned Rivers.


“Oh, no; she is English.”


“English! But her name is French.”


“It may not be hers. She is perhaps sent here to be forgotten. It is sad, very sad!”


“Apart from this loss of memory, from this forgetfulness of herself, is she in health?”


“She is strong, she is well otherwise. It is only her mind that is gone. She gripped my hand once; it was the grip of a strong young girl. She is lithe, she is well formed. If I had been like her when I was her age I should have been proud. I brought some flowers to the house one day. ‘Who are these for?’ my master asked. ‘I thought mademoiselle would like them,’ I answered. He frowned, and taking them in his hands crushed them and threw them to the ground. ‘That is not part of your duties,’ he said. I brought no more flowers. There are some strange things, some things I cannot understand. Do you come to help the poor lady? Are you related to her?”


“We are not related to her, but we will help her if it is in our power.”


“Heaven will reward you for it.”


“What do you mean by saying there are strange things, things you cannot understand?”


“For one – why does the master say she will not live, when, but for her loss of memory, she is strong and well?”


“Oh, he says that, does he?”


“Yes, and he has brought a friend with him now, a celebrated doctor, because, as I heard him say, she is sinking. What does that mean?”


“Ah,” said Rivers, in a significant tone which we understood, “what does that mean, indeed? It means mischief, Mme. Bernstein.”


“It is what I think. Now I have opened my heart I do not care what happens to me. This celebrated doctor that he has brought from England with him is no better than my master is. They are a pair. But what can she do against them alone?”


“She is no longer alone, madame,” said Ronald, with a strange earnestness in his voice. “The lady is beautiful, you say. Very fair?”


“As fair as a lily, sir.”


“You can tell me the color of her eyes.”


“They are blue as a summer sky, and there is sometimes a light as sweet in them.”


“What would be her age, in your opinion, madame?”


“Not more than twenty-four, and though she suffers so, she sometimes looks like a maid of eighteen.”


“When your master is absent he leaves medicine for her to take? He places this medicine in your charge? Is it a liquid?”


“It is a liquid.”


“And its color, madame?”


“White.”


“Is it clear? Has it a sediment?”


“It is perfectly clear, like water?”


“How often does she take it?”


“Once every day, in the evening.”


“Does she take it willingly?”


“Quite willingly.”


There was a brief silence here, and I observed Ronald pass his hands across his eyes. It was he who was asking these questions, and Rivers did not interpose.


“Mme. Bernstein, did you ever taste this medicine?”


“Ah, sir, you make me remember what I had forgotten. I am old; forgive me. It was this, also, that was in my mind when I said there were strange things I could not understand. It happened two years ago. Mademoiselle had left nearly half the dose in the glass, and had gone to bed. I took it up and tasted it; it was as water in my mouth, and – I do not know why – I drank what remained. ‘It is not likely to harm me,’ I thought, ‘for it does not harm mademoiselle.’ I went to bed and slept soundly. In the morning when I awoke it was with a strange feeling. I had some things to do; I could not remember what they were. I dressed myself and sat in my chair as helpless as a babe. The clock struck more than once, and still I sat there, trying to think what it was I had to do. At last the clock struck twelve, and I started to my feet, as though I had just woke out of a waking sleep, and went about my work as usual.”


Ronald did not continue his questions; his attention seemed to be drawn to another matter; his head was bent forward, in the attitude of listening.


I do not recollect what it was that Rivers said at this point, but he had spoken a few words when Ronald cried:


“Be silent!”


His voice was agitated, and the same feeling of expectation stole upon me as I had experienced before the female in her white nightdress opened her bedroom window and stretched out her arms toward us.


“Mme. Bernstein,” said Ronald then, “the young lady we have been speaking of is a musician.”


“Yes, sir.”


“She plays in the night sometimes.”


“I have heard her, sir, on two or three occasions.”


“The instrument she plays on is the zither.”


“Yes, sir.”


“She is playing at the present moment.”


“If you say so, sir. My hearing is not so good as yours.”


“It is Beatrice who is playing,” said Ronald, and his tone now was very quiet. “I knew she was not dead, and that we should meet again.”




 



•   XXIX   •

Dr. Cooper Is Impressed.






These startling words caused us to throw aside the restraint we had placed upon our movements. We darted forward to the gate, from which spot we could just catch the faint sounds of music. The truth burst upon me like a flash of light. The mystery of Beatrice’s supposed death was made clear to me, and the unspeakable villainy of which Mr. Nisbet was guilty was revealed. But alas for poor Barbara, who was eagerly waiting to embrace her sister Molly!


Mme. Bernstein joined us at the gate, and cautioned us to be careful not to speak aloud. We removed to a safe distance, and were about to discuss our plans and decide upon our course of action when Ronald settled the matter for us.


“Mme. Bernstein,” he said, addressing her, “the lady is a dear friend of mine; she was to have been my wife. A foul wrong has been done to her, and Providence has directed our steps here to save her. We must enter that ill-fated house tonight.”


“Tonight!” she exclaimed.


“Now – this moment,” said Ronald, with decision.


“But the danger—”


“We are four men to two,” said Ronald. “If I place my hands on one of the monsters I will account for him, blind as I am. We are armed, and no danger threatens us. An innocent lady’s life is in peril; she lies at the mercy of wretches who have no heart or conscience, and a moment’s delay may be fatal. You shall be well paid for the service, madame—”


“It is not that I shall be well paid,” she interrupted. “I have a heart, I have a conscience. It is because the master is a dangerous man. But you shall have your way; the Just God will help you. Tread softly; make no noise.”


“Mr. Elsdale is right,” whispered Rivers to me as we followed Mme. Bernstein. “Strike the iron while it’s hot. There’s a surprise in store for two scoundrels tonight.”


We succeeded in making our entrance without awaking the enemy.


“What now shall be done?” asked Mme. Bernstein.


Ronald answered her. “Mlle. Mersac – it is not her name, but that matters little – has no aversion to you, madame?”


“None, none,” she replied eagerly.


“You will go to her room, and remain with her till you hear from us. If she is awake, encourage her to sleep. She must know nothing till daylight. Should it be needed call to us for assistance.”


“Yes, yes.”


“You will show us the rooms in which your master and his friend from London sleep, and you will then leave us.” Ronald turned to us. “I and my uncle will keep watch outside Mr. Nisbet’s door; if he comes out to us I shall know how to deal with him. You, Mr. Rivers and Mr. Emery, will introduce yourselves to Dr. Cooper, and endeavor to force a confession from him. If he will not speak – well, you are a match for him. Bind him, so that he shall be unable to move; then join us, and we will make Mr. Nisbet secure. He must administer no more stupefying drugs to his stepdaughter; his power over her is at an end. Have you any objection to my plan, Mr. Rivers?”


“None. It is the best that can be adopted. Let us set about it.”


With noiseless footsteps we ascended the stairs to the sleeping apartments, Mme. Bernstein leading the way. She pointed out the rooms to us. “That is the master’s; that is his friend’s.” Then she left us, and went to Beatrice’s room. Bob and Ronald took their station outside Mr. Nisbet’s door and I observed that Bob held his revolver in his hand. No indication reached us that we had disturbed the inmates.


“It is our turn, now,” Rivers whispered to me. “I think I know how to manage our customer.”


He tried the door, and finding it locked, smiled as he said, “Locks himself in. Doesn’t trust his host. A good sign.” He did not knock, but kept fumbling at the handle, in order to attract Dr. Cooper’s attention. Presently succeeding, we heard the doctor get out of bed.


“Who is there?” he asked softly, his ear at the door.


“Let me in,” Rivers replied, in a whisper. “I have something to say to you. Why do you lock your door?”


Had Rivers spoken above a whisper Dr. Cooper would have detected him, but whispers are very much alike, and it is not easy to distinguish a man’s voice by them.


“Wait a moment,” said Dr. Cooper from within. “I will strike a light.”


This accomplished, he opened the door, which, as we glided in, Rivers quickly closed and locked. Dr. Cooper had retreated from the door, and stood, holding the candle above his head. With an exclamation of alarm he let the candle slip from his hand, and we were in darkness.


“What a clumsy fellow you are!” exclaimed Rivers in a jocose tone. “Light it again, Mr. Emery. I have got Dr. Cooper quite safe.”


And I saw, when I had picked up the candle and lighted it, Dr. Cooper standing quite still, with his arms pinned to his sides from behind by Rivers. I placed the candle out of the doctor’s reach, and Rivers released him.


Dr. Cooper was in his nightshirt, and presented anything but a pleasant picture. Rivers, on the contrary, had an airy lightness about him which was new to me. His eyes shone, and he rubbed his hands together, as if he were taking part in a peculiarly agreeable function. On a table by the bedside were a glass and a bottle of whisky, half empty. Rivers put the bottle to his nose.


“Scotch,” he said. “I always drink Scotch myself.”


“Who are you?” Dr. Cooper managed to say. “What do you want?”


“All in good time, doctor,” replied Rivers. “It’s no good commencing in the middle of the game. You haven’t the pleasure of my acquaintance yet, but you know this gentleman.”


“I have seen him once before,” said Dr. Cooper, with a troubled glance at me.


“And I am positive you must have enjoyed his society. He proves that he enjoyed yours by his anxiety to renew the intimacy. He is a private gentleman, I am a private detective, and we have come a long way to see you. But you will catch cold standing there with only your shirt on. Will you get into your clothes or into bed before we have our chat. You would like to dress? You shall. Softly, softly. I will hand you your clothes, taking the precaution to empty your pockets first.”


“By what right—”


“Steady does it, doctor. If you talk of rights we shall talk of wrongs. That’s a sensible man. On go the trousers, on goes the waistcoat, on goes the coat, and we’re ready for business. Now, how shall it be? Friends or foes? You don’t answer. Very good. We’ll give you time. Take a chair, and make yourself comfortable. No, doctor, no; don’t take your whisky neat; as an experienced toper myself I insist upon putting a little water into it. And we’ll pour half the spirit back into the bottle. Moderation and economy – that’s the order of the day. You can’t make up your mind to speak. Very well; we’ll see if we can loosen your tongue. I intend to make a clean breast of it, and you may feel disposed presently to follow a good example. Give me your best attention, I am going to open the case, and if I make mistakes I’m open to correction. Some few years ago there lived in the north of London a gentleman – we’ll be polite, if nothing else – a gentleman and his stepdaughter, name of the gentleman Nisbet, name of the stepdaughter Beatrice. The house they inhabited was in Lamb’s Terrace, and a gentleman of means could not have selected a more desolate locality to reside in. Miss Beatrice’s mother was dead, and in her will she appointed her second husband – she couldn’t very well appoint her first, doctor – guardian to her child, with a handsome provision for the maintenance and education of the young lady. The bulk of her fortune she left to her daughter, who was to come into possession of it when she was of age. It was a large fortune, some fifty or sixty thousand pounds, I believe, and I wish such a bit of luck had fallen to my share, but we can’t all be born with silver spoons in our mouths, can we, doctor? That this fortune should have been left to the lady instead of the gentleman annoyed and angered him, and he determined to have the fingering of it. Now, how could that be managed? There was only one way, according to his thinking, and that was, to get rid of the lady, because it was set down in the will that, in the event of the young lady’s death before she came of age, the money should revert to him. He laid his plans artfully, but there was a flaw in them, as you will presently confess. I don’t pretend to understand how it was that he set about compassing his desire in the crooked way he did. Perhaps he found the young lady hard to manage; because he had some sort of sneaking feeling for her, perhaps he thought it would not be half so bad if he got rid of someone else in her place; and so contrived that it should be believed it was his own stepdaughter who was dead, instead of a poor, friendless young girl of her own age and build.”


Dr. Cooper shifted uneasily in his chair, and an expression of amazement stole into his face.


“I see that I am interesting you. This poor friendless girl was in his service in Lamb’s Terrace at the time, her name, Molly. So what did this Nisbet do but send his stepdaughter from the house, and take a ticket for her to some part of the Continent, precise place unknown, but doubtless where she was pretty well out of the world. He was to follow her, and they were to live in foreign parts. Meanwhile the poor girl Molly was left in the London house, and on the morning of his intended departure was found dead, not in her own bed, but in the young lady’s, with the young lady’s clothes on and about her. The cause of death was said to be asphyxiation by an escape of gas in the young lady’s bedroom. The Nisbets kept no society in London, and had no friends or acquaintances, so there was no one to dispute his statement that it was his stepdaughter who was dead. Now, he knew, that an inquest would have to be held, and that a certificate of the cause of death would have to be produced, so what does he do but go to a miserable wretch of a doctor or apothecary living or starving – the latter, I suspect – in the neighborhood of Lamb’s Terrace, and by plausible words and bribe induce him to give this necessary death certificate. Name of doctor, Cooper. Fire away, doctor, if you’ve anything to say.”


“It has been done again and again,” said Dr. Cooper, sucking his parched lips. “But I can’t speak till I’ve had a drink.”


“Here it is,” said Rivers, mixing a glass, sparing with the whisky and liberal with the water, and handing it to the wretched man. “Don’t swallow it all at once; moisten your lips with it now and then.”


“It has been done again and again,” repeated Dr. Cooper. “A doctor is called in who has not attended the patient; he sees that the cause of death is unmistakable, and he gives the certificate. It is not a crime.”


“I am not so sure of that,” said Rivers, in a dry tone. “Anyway it is too late now to prove the true cause of poor Molly’s, death, for the body has been cremated.”


“It was not a case of illness,” continued Dr. Cooper; “no doctor had been in the house to see the girl before that morning, and I only did what any other doctor would have done.”


“You did,” corrected Rivers, “what no respectable doctor would dream of doing.”


“I was in debt,” pursued Dr. Cooper, “I was in trouble on all sides, I had a large family to support, and no food to give them. He came to me, and I was glad to earn a pound or two. I had never seen him before that morning, I had never even heard of him. What is this story you are telling me of another girl being put into his daughter’s bed? It is false; I do not believe it.”


“It is true,” I said, “and it can be proved, for the young lady lives.”


“May I drop dead off this chair if I knew it!” cried Dr. Cooper, with trembling outstretched hands. “How was I to know it when I had never seen the lady, when I had never seen the girl, when I had never seen him before that morning?”


Notwithstanding the feeling of loathing with which he inspired me, I had no doubt that he was speaking the truth, and that he was not implicated in the conspiracy. He presented a pitiable and degrading spectacle as he sat trembling and writhing in his chair.


“I will go on to the end,” said Rivers, “and you will find that you have something else to explain. The inquest was held, and you gave false evidence at it.”


“You can’t prove that it was false,” said Dr. Cooper. “There is no body to exhume, and there is no one to give evidence against me. You may be right in the other parts of the story, but you will never be able to prove yourself right in this. I know sufficient of the law to know that no crime can be brought home to me for which I can be made to suffer.”


“Perhaps you do know the law,” said Rivers dryly, and I fancied that he felt himself at a disadvantage here, “and perhaps you don’t. One thing is certain. You may escape, but there is no possibility of escape for the infernal scoundrel you have served, and who has brought you over from London to assist him in some other diabolical scheme.”


“Stop a minute,” exclaimed Dr. Cooper, bending forward and fixing his bloodshot eyes on Rivers’ face. “Didn’t I see you on the boat?”


“It is more than probable,” answered Rivers, with a sly chuckle, “for I was there.”


“You followed us?”


“Every step of the way. If you had looked for me you would have seen me on the train. What do you say now? Are we friends or foes?”


“Friends,” cried Dr. Cooper eagerly. “Friends. I am on your side. I will conceal nothing.”


Was it my fancy that there was a movement in the wall between the room we were in and that occupied by Mr. Nisbet? It must have been, I thought, for upon looking more closely I saw nothing to confirm the fancy, and I ascribed it to the fever and excitement of the scene of which I was a witness.


“You are wise,” said Rivers, “though I take it upon myself to declare that, with or without your assistance, we can bring his guilt home to him. There are others in the house as well as ourselves. Two of our friends are at this moment stationed outside Mr. Nisbet’s door. He is doomed, if ever man was. If he knows a prayer it is time for him to say it.”




 



•   XXX   •

Mr. Nisbet Takes

 a Decided Step






“The evidence, then, you gave at the inquest,” continued Rivers, “whether false or true (you see I am not disposed to be hard on you), was conclusive, and doubtless you were well paid for it. In the eyes of the law Mr. Nisbet’s stepdaughter was dead, and he came into her fortune. The simplicity of the whole thing would be amusing if it were not tragic. But his task was not yet finished. He had committed an error of judgment in killing the wrong woman; the lady whom he had robbed of her fortune still lived, and it was imperative that he should get rid of her. He must have been in fear of detection, or he would have adopted some violent and summary measures to compass his objects. Being fearful of consequences he determined to kill her slowly, and it was also necessary that he should destroy her memory, that he should make her mind a blank, for if by any chance the news of the tragedy which had taken place in Lamb’s Terrace reached her knowledge the game would be lost. According to the way I reason it out he hoped that the drugs he administered to her would cause her to die a presumably natural death, but the lady was obstinate, and refused to die as he wished. At length, weary of waiting, he calls you in to assist him.”


“You are on the wrong track,” said Dr. Cooper. “I have never seen the lady.”


“You are in your right senses, I presume,” said Rivers. “The lady happens to be in this house.”


“In this house?”


“Do you wish us to believe you have not seen her?”


“On my honor, I have not seen her.” At this reference to his honor a queer smile crossed Rivers’ lips. “There is a female here, as I was given to understand by Mr. Nisbet, one of his domestics, who was indisposed. But I have seen no one except Mr. Nisbet and an old woman who cooks for him, and with whom I have not exchanged a single word. Mr. Nisbet informed me that he wanted my assistance in certain chemical experiments he intended to make in Switzerland, and I consented to accompany him. It was a sudden proposition, and I had to make up my mind on the spur of the moment. When I first made his acquaintance he promised to assist me and set me up in a good way of business, but after the inquest I lost sight of him, and his promises were not fulfilled. Coming upon me suddenly a week ago in London, he said if I would assist him that he would fulfill his old promises. I would have come with him without this assurance. I was doing no business in London, and I was in debt; I have always been in debt everywhere; I am the most unfortunate wretch in existence. Now you have the truth of it.”


“What were you and Mr. Nisbet doing tonight before you went to bed?”


“What do you mean?”


“It is a plain question. You and he were together in this room. You poured some drops from a vial into a glass. Mr. Nisbet took the glass from you, dipped his finger into it, and tasted the stuff; then he threw the contents of the glass out of the window.”


“You know everything,” gasped Dr. Cooper, falling back in his chair in consternation.


“You are not far out. What were you doing? What was in the vial?”


“A deadly poison. The drops I poured into the glass would put an end to a man’s life in a few seconds, and it would be next to impossible to discover the cause of death.”


“An interesting experiment. If it would put an end to a man’s life it would put an end to a woman’s. Are you a double-dyed knave, or an egregious fool? Do you not see the crime your accomplice was meditating?”


“I am not his accomplice,” cried Dr. Cooper in a violent tone. “He told me he wanted to try it upon some animals.”


“A likely story. This deadly poison was to be administered to his stepdaughter. He paved the way by informing the old woman in this house that the young lady is sinking fast. He is caught in his own trap. Where is the vial?”


“Mr. Nisbet has it.”


At this moment I saw confirmed the fancy I had entertained of a movement in the wall between the bedrooms. A panel was softly and noiselessly pushed, and Mr. Nisbet’s face appeared. It was of an ashen whiteness; he must have overheard every word of the conversation. As his eyes met mine he swiftly retreated; the panel closed, and then came the sound of the snap of a lock.


“What was that?” cried Rivers, starting up.


I told him hurriedly what I had seen, and he went to the wall and examined it.


“It is a cunning contrivance,” he said, “and is hidden somewhere in these wide headings.” He pushed against the wall without effect. “You, too,” he added grimly to Dr. Cooper, “might never have left the house alive. Let us finish the night’s work. You will come out with us. Leave the door open, and set that chair against it, in case he slips in here, and tries to make his escape. We will take the law into our own hands. I never travel without the darbies.”


He took a pair of handcuffs from his pocket, and put them back with a satisfied smile.


We joined Ronald and Bob in the passage, and questioned them. Mr. Nisbet had made no attempt to open his door, but Bob had peeped through the keyhole a few minutes after he had taken up his station, being attracted by the glimmering of a light in the room, which he accepted as a proof that Mr. Nisbet was awake. By means of this light he had obtained a partial view of the room, but before he could catch sight of Mr. Nisbet the keyhole was masked from within, and he could see nothing more.


“Mr. Nisbet!” Rivers called out as he rapped smartly at the door.


We listened for an answer, but received none, and Rivers repeated his summons several times in vain. No movement within the room reached our ears. We did not make more noise than was absolutely necessary, but it brought Mme. Bernstein out, to whom Ronald explained what we were doing, and hoped we were not alarming Beatrice.


“Oh, no,” said Mme. Bernstein, “she is sleeping like an angel.”


Did she know her lover was near her, I thought, and that she was saved from the dread peril with which she had been threatened? The mysterious adventure which had led up to the present strange scene in a foreign land warranted such a thought. Little, indeed, do we know of the unseen world by which we are surrounded, little do we understand of the occult influences which direct the most pregnant actions of our lives. Often during the past twenty-four hours had I looked toward the ground in the anticipation of seeing the spectral figure which had prompted every step I had taken in this mystery, but I had seen nothing of it, and I was tempted to believe, its mission being accomplished, that it had left me forever. Though a more fitting place might be found to mention it, I may state here that my impression was correct. From that day to this, when in my London home I am engaged in writing the particulars of the mysterious crime which, through the agency of the supernatural visitation, I was the means of bringing to light, I have never set eyes on the supernatural apparition.


I return now to my companions, who, in the silence of Mr. Nisbet, were debating what it was best to do. If we burst open the door of his bedroom we should awake Beatrice, and the shock might produce serious consequences.


“He may have escaped by the window,” suggested Bob.


Rivers shook his head. “He could not do so without breaking his limbs. This floor is some distance from the ground, and a dead straight wall stretches down the back of the house.”


“There may be other panels in the walls of his room opening in other directions.”


“That is more likely. It is stupid to wait here and do nothing. I have picked a lock before tonight. Here goes.”


Down he plumped on his knees, and set to work with his own knife and ours which we handed him. One or another of us held a candle to the keyhole while he worked. It was a long job and a tough job, and he was at it for thirty or forty minutes, but he managed it at last.


“Be prepared for a rush,” he said, in a tone of warning, as he slowly pushed the door open.


No such experience awaited us. The door was wide open, and we stood together on the threshold.


“He has left the candle alight, at all events,” said Rivers. “Follow me, and look out.”


We entered the room close upon each other’s heels.


Leaning back in an armchair by the table was Mr. Nisbet. His eyes were closed, and we were face to face with the murderer. His features were perfectly calm and composed.


“How can he sleep so peacefully at such a moment as this?” whispered Bob.


“Yes,” said Rivers, stepping forward, “he sleeps peacefully.”


Dr. Cooper also stepped forward, and put his ear to Mr. Nisbet’s mouth, and his hand to his heart.


“Dead?” asked Rivers.


“Dead,” replied Dr. Cooper.


Rivers lifted from the carpet an empty vial which had fallen from the dead man’s hand, and held it up to the doctor with a questioning look. Dr. Cooper nodded.


•   •   •   •   •   •   •

But little more remains to be told.


Beatrice was taken back to England, and under medical care recovered her memory. But she recollects very little of the years she passed in peril of her life. The chief part of her fortune was saved, and she and Ronald are married. Barbara is in their service. The poor child suffered much when the truth was revealed to her, but time healed her sorrow, and she has a happy home.


Dr. Cooper disappeared from London, and none of us knew, or cared to know, what became of him. Ronald provided for Mme. Bernstein.


My good wife and I live in our old home. We never intend to move. Nothing in the world could tempt Maria to enter an empty house. Between ourselves and Mr. and Mrs. Elsdale exists a firm friendship, and we, seldom without Bob, are frequently together; but we never refer to the strange incidents which have ended so happily.




•   THE END   •
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•      •

The Turn of the Screw






The story had held us, round the fire, sufficiently breathless, but except the obvious remark that it was gruesome, as, on Christmas eve in an old house, a strange tale should essentially be, I remember no comment uttered till somebody happened to say that it was the only case he had met in which such a visitation had fallen on a child. The case, I may mention, was that of an apparition in just such an old house as had gathered us for the occasion – an appearance, of a dreadful kind, to a little boy sleeping in the room with his mother and waking her up in the terror of it; waking her not to dissipate his dread and soothe him to sleep again, but to encounter also, herself, before she had succeeded in doing so, the same sight that had shaken him. It was this observation that drew from Douglas – not immediately, but later in the evening – a reply that had the interesting consequence to which I call attention. Someone else told a story not particularly effective, which I saw he was not following. This I took for a sign that he had himself something to produce and that we should only have to wait. We waited in fact till two nights later; but that same evening, before we scattered, he brought out what was in his mind.


“I quite agree – in regard to Griffin’s ghost, or whatever it was – that its appearing first to the little boy, at so tender an age, adds a particular touch. But it’s not the first occurrence of its charming kind that I know to have involved a child. If the child gives the effect another turn of the screw, what do you say to two children—?”


“We say, of course,” somebody exclaimed, “that they give two turns! Also that we want to hear about them.”


I can see Douglas there before the fire, to which he had got up to present his back, looking down at his interlocutor with his hands in his pockets. “Nobody but me, till now, has ever heard. It’s quite too horrible.” This, naturally, was declared by several voices to give the thing the utmost price, and our friend, with quiet art, prepared his triumph by turning his eyes over the rest of us and going on: “It’s beyond everything. Nothing at all that I know touches it.”


“For sheer terror?” I remember asking.


He seemed to say it was not so simple as that; to be really at a loss how to qualify it. He passed his hand over his eyes, made a little wincing grimace. “For dreadful – dreadfulness!”


“Oh, how delicious!” cried one of the women.


He took no notice of her; he looked at me, but as if, instead of me, he saw what he spoke of. “For general uncanny ugliness and horror and pain.”


“Well then,” I said, “just sit right down and begin.”


He turned round to the fire, gave a kick to a log, watched it an instant. Then as he faced us again: “I can’t begin. I shall have to send to town.” There was a unanimous groan at this, and much reproach; after which, in his preoccupied way, he explained. “The story’s written. It’s in a locked drawer – it has not been out for years. I could write to my man and enclose the key; he could send down the packet as he finds it.” It was to me in particular that he appeared to propound this – appeared almost to appeal for aid not to hesitate. He had broken a thickness of ice, the formation of many a winter; had had his reasons for a long silence. The others resented postponement, but it was just his scruples that charmed me. I adjured him to write by the first post and to agree with us for an early hearing; then I asked him if the experience in question had been his own. To this his answer was prompt. “Oh, thank God, no!”


“And is the record yours? You took the thing down?”


“Nothing but the impression. I took that here” – he tapped his heart. “I’ve never lost it.”


“Then your manuscript—?”


“Is in old, faded ink, and in the most beautiful hand.” He hung fire again. “A woman’s. She has been dead these twenty years. She sent me the pages in question before she died.” They were all listening now, and of course there was somebody to be arch, or at any rate to draw the inference. But if he put the inference by without a smile it was also without irritation. “She was a most charming person, but she was ten years older than I. She was my sister’s governess,” he quietly said. “She was the most agreeable woman I’ve ever known in her position; she would have been worthy of any whatever. It was long ago, and this episode was long before. I was at Trinity, and I found her at home on my coming down the second summer. I was much there that year – it was a beautiful one; and we had, in her off-hours, some strolls and talks in the garden – talks in which she struck me as awfully clever and nice. Oh yes; don’t grin: I liked her extremely and am glad to this day to think she liked me too. If she hadn’t she wouldn’t have told me. She had never told anyone. It wasn’t simply that she said so, but that I knew she hadn’t. I was sure; I could see. You’ll easily judge why when you hear.”


“Because the thing had been such a scare?”


He continued to fix me. “You’ll easily judge,” he repeated: “you will.”


I fixed him too. “I see. She was in love.”


He laughed for the first time. “You are acute. Yes, she was in love. That is she had been. That came out – she couldn’t tell her story without it’s coming out. I saw it, and she saw I saw it; but neither of us spoke of it. I remember the time and the place – the corner of the lawn, the shade of the great beeches and the long, hot summer afternoon. It wasn’t a scene for a shudder; but oh—!” He quitted the fire and dropped back into his chair.


“You’ll receive the packet Thursday morning?” I inquired.


“Probably not till the second post.”


“Well then; after dinner—”


“You’ll all meet me here?” He looked us round again. “Isn’t anybody going?” It was almost the tone of hope.


“Everybody will stay!”


“I will – and I will!” cried the ladies whose departure had been fixed. Mrs. Griffin, however, expressed the need for a little more light. “Who was it she was in love with?”


“The story will tell,” I took upon myself to reply.


“Oh, I can’t wait for the story!”


“The story won’t tell,” said Douglas; “not in any literal, vulgar way.”


“More’s the pity then. That’s the only way I ever understand.”


“Won’t you tell, Douglas?” somebody else inquired.


He sprang to his feet again. “Yes – tomorrow. Now I must go to bed. Good night.” And, quickly, catching up a candlestick, he left us slightly bewildered. From our end of the great brown hall we heard his step on the stair; whereupon Mrs. Griffin spoke. “Well, if I don’t know who she was in love with, I know who he was.”


“She was ten years older,” said her husband.


“Raison de plus – at that age! But it’s rather nice, his long reticence.”


“Forty years!” Griffin put in.


“With this outbreak at last.”


“The outbreak,” I returned, “will make a tremendous occasion of Thursday night;” and everyone so agreed with me that, in the light of it, we lost all attention for everything else. The last story, however incomplete and like the mere opening of a serial, had been told; we hand-shook and “candle-stuck,” as somebody said, and went to bed.


I knew the next day that a letter containing the key had, by the first post, gone off to his London apartments; but in spite of – or perhaps just on account of – the eventual diffusion of this knowledge we quite let him alone till after dinner, till such an hour of the evening, in fact, as might best accord with the kind of emotion on which our hopes were fixed. Then he became as communicative as we could desire and indeed gave us his best reason for being so. We had it from him again before the fire in the hall, as we had had our mild wonders of the previous night. It appeared that the narrative he had promised to read us really required for a proper intelligence a few words of prologue. Let me say here distinctly, to have done with it, that this narrative, from an exact transcript of my own made much later, is what I shall presently give. Poor Douglas, before his death – when it was in sight – committed to me the manuscript that reached him on the third of these days and that, on the same spot, with immense effect, he began to read to our hushed little circle on the night of the fourth. The departing ladies who had said they would stay didn’t, of course, thank heaven, stay: they departed, in consequence of arrangements made, in a rage of curiosity, as they professed, produced by the touches with which he had already worked us up. But that only made his little final auditory more compact and select, kept it, round the hearth, subject to a common thrill.


The first of these touches conveyed that the written statement took up the tale at a point after it had, in a manner, begun. The fact to be in possession of was therefore that his old friend, the youngest of several daughters of a poor country parson, had, at the age of twenty, on taking service for the first time in the schoolroom, come up to London, in trepidation, to answer in person an advertisement that had already placed her in brief correspondence with the advertiser. This person proved, on her presenting herself, for judgement, at a house, in Harley Street, that impressed her as vast and imposing – this prospective patron proved a gentleman, a bachelor in the prime of life, such a figure as had never risen, save in a dream or an old novel, before a fluttered, anxious girl out of a Hampshire vicarage. One could easily fix his type; it never, happily, dies out. He was handsome and bold and pleasant, off-hand and gay and kind. He struck her, inevitably, as gallant and splendid, but what took her most of all and gave her the courage she afterwards showed was that he put the whole thing to her as a kind of favour, an obligation he should gratefully incur. She conceived him as rich, but as fearfully extravagant – saw him all in a glow of high fashion, of good looks, of expensive habits, of charming ways with women. He had for his town residence a big house filled with the spoils of travel and the trophies of the chase; but it was to his country home, an old family place in Essex, that he wished her immediately to proceed.


He had been left, by the death of their parents in India, guardian to a small nephew and a small niece, children of a younger, a military brother, whom he had lost two years before. These children were, by the strangest of chances for a man in his position – a lone man without the right sort of experience or a grain of patience – very heavily on his hands. It had all been a great worry and, on his own part doubtless, a series of blunders, but he immensely pitied the poor chicks and had done all he could; had in particular sent them down to his other house, the proper place for them being of course the country, and kept them there, from the first, with the best people he could find to look after them, parting even with his own servants to wait on them and going down himself, whenever he might, to see how they were doing. The awkward thing was that they had practically no other relations and that his own affairs took up all his time. He had put them in possession of Bly, which was healthy and secure, and had placed at the head of their little establishment – but below stairs only – an excellent woman, Mrs. Grose, whom he was sure his visitor would like and who had formerly been maid to his mother. She was now housekeeper and was also acting for the time as superintendent to the little girl, of whom, without children of her own, she was, by good luck, extremely fond. There were plenty of people to help, but of course the young lady who should go down as governess would be in supreme authority. She would also have, in holidays, to look after the small boy, who had been for a term at school – young as he was to be sent, but what else could be done? – and who, as the holidays were about to begin, would be back from one day to the other. There had been for the two children at first a young lady whom they had had the misfortune to lose. She had done for them quite beautifully – she was a most respectable person – till her death, the great awkwardness of which had, precisely, left no alternative but the school for little Miles. Mrs. Grose, since then, in the way of manners and things, had done as she could for Flora; and there were, further, a cook, a housemaid, a dairywoman, an old pony, an old groom and an old gardener, all likewise thoroughly respectable.


So far had Douglas presented his picture when someone put a question. “And what did the former governess die of? – of so much respectability?”


Our friend’s answer was prompt. “That will come out. I don’t anticipate.”


“Excuse me – I thought that was just what you are doing.”


“In her successor’s place,” I suggested, “I should have wished to learn if the office brought with it—”


“Necessary danger to life?” Douglas completed my thought. “She did wish to learn, and she did learn. You shall hear tomorrow what she learnt. Meanwhile, of course, the prospect struck her as slightly grim. She was young, untried, nervous: it was a vision of serious duties and little company, of really great loneliness. She hesitated – took a couple of days to consult and consider. But the salary offered much exceeded her modest measure, and on a second interview she faced the music, she engaged.” And Douglas, with this, made a pause that, for the benefit of the company, moved me to throw in – 


“The moral of which was of course the seduction exercised by the splendid young man. She succumbed to it.”


He got up and, as he had done the night before, went to the fire, gave a stir to a log with his foot, then stood a moment with his back to us. “She saw him only twice.”


“Yes, but that’s just the beauty of her passion.”


A little to my surprise, on this, Douglas turned round to me. “It was the beauty of it. There were others,” he went on, “who hadn’t succumbed. He told her frankly all his difficulty – that for several applicants the conditions had been prohibitive. They were, somehow, simply afraid. It sounded dull – it sounded strange; and all the more so because of his main condition.”


“Which was—?”


“That she should never trouble him – but never, never: neither appeal nor complain nor write about anything; only meet all questions herself, receive all moneys from his solicitor, take the whole thing over and let him alone. She promised to do this, and she mentioned to me that when, for a moment, disburdened, delighted, he held her hand, thanking her for the sacrifice, she already felt rewarded.”


“But was that all her reward?” one of the ladies asked.


“She never saw him again.”


“Oh!” said the lady; which, as our friend immediately left us again, was the only other word of importance contributed to the subject till, the next night, by the corner of the hearth, in the best chair, he opened the faded red cover of a thin old-fashioned gilt-edged album. The whole thing took indeed more nights than one, but on the first occasion the same lady put another question. “What is your title?”


“I haven’t one.”


“Oh, I have!” I said. But Douglas, without heeding me, had begun to read with a fine clearness that was like a rendering to the ear of the beauty of his author’s hand.






 




•   I   •








I remember the whole beginning as flights and drops, a little see-saw of the right throbs and the wrong. After rising, in town, to meet his appeal, I had at all events a couple of very bad days – found myself doubtful again, felt indeed sure I had made a mistake. In this state of mind I spent the long hours of bumping, swinging coach that carried me to the stopping-place at which I was to be met by a vehicle from the house. This convenience, I was told, had been ordered, and I found, toward the close of the June afternoon, a commodious fly in waiting for me. Driving at that hour, on a lovely day, through a country to which the summer sweetness seemed to offer me a friendly welcome, my fortitude mounted afresh and, as we turned into the avenue, encountered a reprieve that was probably but a proof of the point to which it had sunk. I suppose I had expected, or had dreaded, something so melancholy that what greeted me was a good surprise. I remember as a most pleasant impression the broad, clear front, its open windows and fresh curtains and the pair of maids looking out; I remember the lawn and the bright flowers and the crunch of my wheels on the gravel and the clustered treetops over which the rooks circled and cawed in the golden sky. The scene had a greatness that made it a different affair from my own scant home, and there immediately appeared at the door, with a little girl in her hand, a civil person who dropped me as decent a curtsey as if I had been the mistress or a distinguished visitor. I had received in Harley Street a narrower notion of the place, and that, as I recalled it, made me think the proprietor still more of a gentleman, suggested that what I was to enjoy might be something beyond his promise.


I had no drop again till the next day, for I was carried triumphantly through the following hours by my introduction to the younger of my pupils. The little girl who accompanied Mrs. Grose appeared to me on the spot a creature so charming as to make it a great fortune to have to do with her. She was the most beautiful child I had ever seen, and I afterwards wondered that my employer had not told me more of her. I slept little that night – I was too much excited; and this astonished me too, I recollect, remained with me, adding to my sense of the liberality with which I was treated. The large, impressive room, one of the best in the house, the great state bed, as I almost felt it, the full, figured draperies, the long glasses in which, for the first time, I could see myself from head to foot, all struck me – like the extraordinary charm of my small charge – as so many things thrown in. It was thrown in as well, from the first moment, that I should get on with Mrs. Grose in a relation over which, on my way, in the coach, I fear I had rather brooded. The only thing indeed that in this early outlook might have made me shrink again was the clear circumstance of her being so glad to see me. I perceived within half an hour that she was so glad – stout, simple, plain, clean, wholesome woman – as to be positively on her guard against showing it too much. I wondered even then a little why she should wish not to show it, and that, with reflection, with suspicion, might of course have made me uneasy.


But it was a comfort that there could be no uneasiness in a connection with anything so beatific as the radiant image of my little girl, the vision of whose angelic beauty had probably more than anything else to do with the restlessness that, before morning, made me several times rise and wander about my room to take in the whole picture and prospect; to watch, from my open window, the faint summer dawn, to look at such portions of the rest of the house as I could catch, and to listen, while, in the fading dusk, the first birds began to twitter, for the possible recurrence of a sound or two, less natural and not without, but within, that I had fancied I heard. There had been a moment when I believed I recognised, faint and far, the cry of a child; there had been another when I found myself just consciously starting as at the passage, before my door, of a light footstep. But these fancies were not marked enough not to be thrown off, and it is only in the light, or the gloom, I should rather say, of other and subsequent matters that they now come back to me. To watch, teach, “form” little Flora would too evidently be the making of a happy and useful life. It had been agreed between us downstairs that after this first occasion I should have her as a matter of course at night, her small white bed being already arranged, to that end, in my room. What I had undertaken was the whole care of her, and she had remained, just this last time, with Mrs. Grose only as an effect of our consideration for my inevitable strangeness and her natural timidity. In spite of this timidity – which the child herself, in the oddest way in the world, had been perfectly frank and brave about, allowing it, without a sign of uncomfortable consciousness, with the deep, sweet serenity indeed of one of Raphael’s holy infants, to be discussed, to be imputed to her and to determine us – I felt quite sure she would presently like me. It was part of what I already liked Mrs. Grose herself for, the pleasure I could see her feel in my admiration and wonder as I sat at supper with four tall candles and with my pupil, in a high chair and a bib, brightly facing me, between them, over bread and milk. There were naturally things that in Flora’s presence could pass between us only as prodigious and gratified looks, obscure and roundabout allusions.


“And the little boy – does he look like her? Is he too so very remarkable?”


One wouldn’t flatter a child. “Oh Miss, most remarkable. If you think well of this one!” – and she stood there with a plate in her hand, beaming at our companion, who looked from one of us to the other with placid heavenly eyes that contained nothing to check us.


“Yes; if I do—?”


“You will be carried away by the little gentleman!”


“Well, that, I think, is what I came for – to be carried away. I’m afraid, however,” I remember feeling the impulse to add, “I’m rather easily carried away. I was carried away in London!”


I can still see Mrs. Grose’s broad face as she took this in. “In Harley Street?”


“In Harley Street.”


“Well, Miss, you’re not the first – and you won’t be the last.”


“Oh, I’ve no pretension,” I could laugh, “to being the only one. My other pupil, at any rate, as I understand, comes back tomorrow?”


“Not tomorrow – Friday, Miss. He arrives, as you did, by the coach, under care of the guard, and is to be met by the same carriage.”


I forthwith expressed that the proper as well as the pleasant and friendly thing would be therefore that on the arrival of the public conveyance I should be in waiting for him with his little sister; an idea in which Mrs. Grose concurred so heartily that I somehow took her manner as a kind of comforting pledge – never falsified, thank heaven! – that we should on every question be quite at one. Oh, she was glad I was there!


What I felt the next day was, I suppose, nothing that could be fairly called a reaction from the cheer of my arrival; it was probably at the most only a slight oppression produced by a fuller measure of the scale, as I walked round them, gazed up at them, took them in, of my new circumstances. They had, as it were, an extent and mass for which I had not been prepared and in the presence of which I found myself, freshly, a little scared as well as a little proud. Lessons, in this agitation, certainly suffered some delay; I reflected that my first duty was, by the gentlest arts I could contrive, to win the child into the sense of knowing me. I spent the day with her out of doors; I arranged with her, to her great satisfaction, that it should be she, she only, who might show me the place. She showed it step by step and room by room and secret by secret, with droll, delightful, childish talk about it and with the result, in half an hour, of our becoming immense friends. Young as she was, I was struck, throughout our little tour, with her confidence and courage with the way, in empty chambers and dull corridors, on crooked staircases that made me pause and even on the summit of an old machicolated square tower that made me dizzy, her morning music, her disposition to tell me so many more things than she asked, rang out and led me on. I have not seen Bly since the day I left it, and I dare say that to my older and more informed eyes it would now appear sufficiently contracted. But as my little conductress, with her hair of gold and her frock of blue, danced before me round corners and pattered down passages, I had the view of a castle of romance inhabited by a rosy sprite, such a place as would somehow, for diversion of the young idea, take all colour out of storybooks and fairy-tales. Wasn’t it just a storybook over which I had fallen a-doze and a-dream? No; it was a big, ugly, antique, but convenient house, embodying a few features of a building still older, half replaced and half utilised, in which I had the fancy of our being almost as lost as a handful of passengers in a great drifting ship. Well, I was, strangely, at the helm!





 




•   II   •








This came home to me when, two days later, I drove over with Flora to meet, as Mrs. Grose said, the little gentleman; and all the more for an incident that, presenting itself the second evening, had deeply disconcerted me. The first day had been, on the whole, as I have expressed, reassuring; but I was to see it wind up in keen apprehension. The postbag, that evening – it came late – contained a letter for me, which, however, in the hand of my employer, I found to be composed but of a few words enclosing another, addressed to himself, with a seal still unbroken. “This, I recognise, is from the headmaster, and the headmaster’s an awful bore. Read him, please; deal with him; but mind you don’t report. Not a word. I’m off!” I broke the seal with a great effort – so great a one that I was a long time coming to it; took the unopened missive at last up to my room and only attacked it just before going to bed. I had better have let it wait till morning, for it gave me a second sleepless night. With no counsel to take, the next day, I was full of distress; and it finally got so the better of me that I determined to open myself at least to Mrs. Grose.


“What does it mean? The child’s dismissed his school.”


She gave me a look that I remarked at the moment; then, visibly, with a quick blankness, seemed to try to take it back. “But aren’t they all—?”


“Sent home – yes. But only for the holidays. Miles may never go back at all.”


Consciously, under my attention, she reddened. “They won’t take him?”


“They absolutely decline.”


At this she raised her eyes, which she had turned from me; I saw them fill with good tears. “What has he done?”


I hesitated; then I judged best simply to hand her my letter – which, however, had the effect of making her, without taking it, simply put her hands behind her. She shook her head sadly. “Such things are not for me, Miss.”


My counsellor couldn’t read! I winced at my mistake, which I attenuated as I could, and opened my letter again to repeat it to her; then, faltering in the act and folding it up once more, I put it back in my pocket. “Is he really bad?”


The tears were still in her eyes. “Do the gentlemen say so?”


“They go into no particulars. They simply express their regret that it should be impossible to keep him. That can have only one meaning.” Mrs. Grose listened with dumb emotion; she forbore to ask me what this meaning might be; so that, presently, to put the thing with some coherence and with the mere aid of her presence to my own mind, I went on: “That he’s an injury to the others.”


At this, with one of the quick turns of simple folk, she suddenly flamed up. “Master Miles! – him an injury?”


There was such a flood of good faith in it that, though I had not yet seen the child, my very fears made me jump to the absurdity of the idea. I found myself, to meet my friend the better, offering it, on the spot, sarcastically. “To his poor little innocent mates!”


“It’s too dreadful,” cried Mrs. Grose, “to say such cruel things! Why, he’s scarce ten years old.”


“Yes, yes; it would be incredible.”


She was evidently grateful for such a profession. “See him, Miss, first. Then believe it!” I felt forthwith a new impatience to see him; it was the beginning of a curiosity that, for all the next hours, was to deepen almost to pain. Mrs. Grose was aware, I could judge, of what she had produced in me, and she followed it up with assurance. “You might as well believe it of the little lady. Bless her,” she added the next moment – “look at her!”


I turned and saw that Flora, whom, ten minutes before, I had established in the schoolroom with a sheet of white paper, a pencil and a copy of nice “round O’s,” now presented herself to view at the open door. She expressed in her little way an extraordinary detachment from disagreeable duties, looking to me, however, with a great childish light that seemed to offer it as a mere result of the affection she had conceived for my person, which had rendered necessary that she should follow me. I needed nothing more than this to feel the full force of Mrs. Grose’s comparison, and, catching my pupil in my arms, covered her with kisses in which there was a sob of atonement.


None the less, the rest of the day, I watched for further occasion to approach my colleague, especially as, toward evening, I began to fancy she rather sought to avoid me. I overtook her, I remember, on the staircase; we went down together, and at the bottom I detained her, holding her there with a hand on her arm. “I take what you said to me at noon as a declaration that you’ve never known him to be bad.”


She threw back her head; she had clearly, by this time, and very honestly, adopted an attitude. “Oh, never known him – I don’t pretend that!”


I was upset again. “Then you have known him—?”


“Yes indeed, Miss, thank God!”


On reflection I accepted this. “You mean that a boy who never is—?”


“Is no boy for me!”


I held her tighter. “You like them with the spirit to be naughty?” Then, keeping pace with her answer, “So do I!” I eagerly brought out. “But not to the degree to contaminate—”


“To contaminate?” – my big word left her at a loss.


I explained it. “To corrupt.”


She stared, taking my meaning in; but it produced in her an odd laugh. “Are you afraid he’ll corrupt you?” She put the question with such a fine bold humour that, with a laugh, a little silly doubtless, to match her own, I gave way for the time to the apprehension of ridicule.


But the next day, as the hour for my drive approached, I cropped up in another place. “What was the lady who was here before?”


“The last governess? She was also young and pretty – almost as young and almost as pretty, Miss, even as you.”


“Ah, then, I hope her youth and her beauty helped her!” I recollect throwing off. “He seems to like us young and pretty!”


“Oh, he did,” Mrs. Grose assented: “it was the way he liked everyone!” She had no sooner spoken indeed than she caught herself up. “I mean that’s his way – the master’s.”


I was struck. “But of whom did you speak first?”


She looked blank, but she coloured. “Why, of him.”


“Of the master?”


“Of who else?”


There was so obviously no one else that the next moment I had lost my impression of her having accidentally said more than she meant; and I merely asked what I wanted to know. “Did she see anything in the boy—?”


“That wasn’t right? She never told me.”


I had a scruple, but I overcame it. “Was she careful – particular?”


Mrs. Grose appeared to try to be conscientious. “About some things – yes.”


“But not about all?”


Again she considered. “Well, Miss – she’s gone. I won’t tell tales.”


“I quite understand your feeling,” I hastened to reply; but I thought it, after an instant, not opposed to this concession to pursue: “Did she die here?”


“No – she went off.”


I don’t know what there was in this brevity of Mrs. Grose’s that struck me as ambiguous. “Went off to die?” Mrs. Grose looked straight out of the window, but I felt that, hypothetically, I had a right to know what young persons engaged for Bly were expected to do. “She was taken ill, you mean, and went home?”


“She was not taken ill, so far as appeared, in this house. She left it, at the end of the year, to go home, as she said, for a short holiday, to which the time she had put in had certainly given her a right. We had then a young woman – a nursemaid who had stayed on and who was a good girl and clever; and she took the children altogether for the interval. But our young lady never came back, and at the very moment I was expecting her I heard from the master that she was dead.”


I turned this over. “But of what?”


“He never told me! But please, Miss,” said Mrs. Grose, “I must get to my work.”





 




•   III   •








Her thus turning her back on me was fortunately not, for my just preoccupations, a snub that could check the growth of our mutual esteem. We met, after I had brought home little Miles, more intimately than ever on the ground of my stupefaction, my general emotion: so monstrous was I then ready to pronounce it that such a child as had now been revealed to me should be under an interdict. I was a little late on the scene, and I felt, as he stood wistfully looking out for me before the door of the inn at which the coach had put him down, that I had seen him, on the instant, without and within, in the great glow of freshness, the same positive fragrance of purity, in which I had, from the first moment, seen his little sister. He was incredibly beautiful, and Mrs. Grose had put her finger on it: everything but a sort of passion of tenderness for him was swept away by his presence. What I then and there took him to my heart for was something divine that I have never found to the same degree in any child – his indescribable little air of knowing nothing in the world but love. It would have been impossible to carry a bad name with a greater sweetness of innocence, and by the time I had got back to Bly with him I remained merely bewildered – so far, that is, as I was not outraged – by the sense of the horrible letter locked up in my room, in a drawer. As soon as I could compass a private word with Mrs. Grose I declared to her that it was grotesque.


She promptly understood me. “You mean the cruel charge—?”


“It doesn’t live an instant. My dear woman, look at him!”


She smiled at my pretension to have discovered his charm. “I assure you, Miss, I do nothing else! What will you say, then?” she immediately added.


“In answer to the letter?” I had made up my mind. “Nothing.”


“And to his uncle?”


I was incisive. “Nothing.”


“And to the boy himself?”


I was wonderful. “Nothing.”


She gave with her apron a great wipe to her mouth. “Then I’ll stand by you. We’ll see it out.”


“We’ll see it out!” I ardently echoed, giving her my hand to make it a vow.


She held me there a moment, then whisked up her apron again with her detached hand. “Would you mind, Miss, if I used the freedom—”


“To kiss me? No!” I took the good creature in my arms and, after we had embraced like sisters, felt still more fortified and indignant.


This, at all events, was for the time: a time so full that, as I recall the way it went, it reminds me of all the art I now need to make it a little distinct. What I look back at with amazement is the situation I accepted. I had undertaken, with my companion, to see it out, and I was under a charm, apparently, that could smooth away the extent and the far and difficult connections of such an effort. I was lifted aloft on a great wave of infatuation and pity. I found it simple, in my ignorance, my confusion, and perhaps my conceit, to assume that I could deal with a boy whose education for the world was all on the point of beginning. I am unable even to remember at this day what proposal I framed for the end of his holidays and the resumption of his studies. Lessons with me indeed, that charming summer, we all had a theory that he was to have; but I now feel that, for weeks, the lessons must have been rather my own. I learnt something – at first certainly – that had not been one of the teachings of my small, smothered life; learnt to be amused, and even amusing, and not to think for the morrow. It was the first time, in a manner, that I had known space and air and freedom, all the music of summer and all the mystery of nature. And then there was consideration – and consideration was sweet. Oh, it was a trap – not designed, but deep – to my imagination, to my delicacy, perhaps to my vanity; to whatever, in me, was most excitable. The best way to picture it all is to say that I was off my guard. They gave me so little trouble – they were of a gentleness so extraordinary. I used to speculate – but even this with a dim disconnectedness – as to how the rough future (for all futures are rough!) would handle them and might bruise them. They had the bloom of health and happiness; and yet, as if I had been in charge of a pair of little grandees, of princes of the blood, for whom everything, to be right, would have to be enclosed and protected, the only form that, in my fancy, the after-years could take for them was that of a romantic, a really royal extension of the garden and the park. It may be, of course, above all, that what suddenly broke into this gives the previous time a charm of stillness – that hush in which something gathers or crouches. The change was actually like the spring of a beast.


In the first weeks the days were long; they often, at their finest, gave me what I used to call my own hour, the hour when, for my pupils, tea-time and bed-time having come and gone, I had, before my final retirement, a small interval alone. Much as I liked my companions, this hour was the thing in the day I liked most; and I liked it best of all when, as the light faded – or rather, I should say, the day lingered and the last calls of the last birds sounded, in a flushed sky, from the old trees – I could take a turn into the grounds and enjoy, almost with a sense of property that amused and flattered me, the beauty and dignity of the place. It was a pleasure at these moments to feel myself tranquil and justified; doubtless, perhaps, also to reflect that by my discretion, my quiet good sense and general high propriety, I was giving pleasure – if he ever thought of it! – to the person to whose pressure I had responded. What I was doing was what he had earnestly hoped and directly asked of me, and that I could, after all, do it proved even a greater joy than I had expected. I dare say I fancied myself, in short, a remarkable young woman and took comfort in the faith that this would more publicly appear. Well, I needed to be remarkable to offer a front to the remarkable things that presently gave their first sign.


It was plump, one afternoon, in the middle of my very hour: the children were tucked away and I had come out for my stroll. One of the thoughts that, as I don’t in the least shrink now from noting, used to be with me in these wanderings was that it would be as charming as a charming story suddenly to meet someone. Someone would appear there at the turn of a path and would stand before me and smile and approve. I didn’t ask more than that – I only asked that he should know; and the only way to be sure he knew would be to see it, and the kind light of it, in his handsome face. That was exactly present to me – by which I mean the face was – when, on the first of these occasions, at the end of a long June day, I stopped short on emerging from one of the plantations and coming into view of the house. What arrested me on the spot – and with a shock much greater than any vision had allowed for – was the sense that my imagination had, in a flash, turned real. He did stand there! – but high up, beyond the lawn and at the very top of the tower to which, on that first morning, little Flora had conducted me. This tower was one of a pair – square, incongruous, crenelated structures – that were distinguished, for some reason, though I could see little difference, as the new and the old. They flanked opposite ends of the house and were probably architectural absurdities, redeemed in a measure indeed by not being wholly disengaged nor of a height too pretentious, dating, in their gingerbread antiquity, from a romantic revival that was already a respectable past. I admired them, had fancies about them, for we could all profit in a degree, especially when they loomed through the dusk, by the grandeur of their actual battlements; yet it was not at such an elevation that the figure I had so often invoked seemed most in place.


It produced in me, this figure, in the clear twilight, I remember, two distinct gasps of emotion, which were, sharply, the shock of my first and that of my second surprise. My second was a violent perception of the mistake of my first: the man who met my eyes was not the person I had precipitately supposed. There came to me thus a bewilderment of vision of which, after these years, there is no living view that I can hope to give. An unknown man in a lonely place is a permitted object of fear to a young woman privately bred; and the figure that faced me was – a few more seconds assured me – as little anyone else I knew as it was the image that had been in my mind. I had not seen it in Harley Street – I had not seen it anywhere. The place, moreover, in the strangest way in the world, had, on the instant, and by the very fact of its appearance, become a solitude. To me at least, making my statement here with a deliberation with which I have never made it, the whole feeling of the moment returns. It was as if, while I took in – what I did take in – all the rest of the scene had been stricken with death. I can hear again, as I write, the intense hush in which the sounds of evening dropped. The rooks stopped cawing in the golden sky and the friendly hour lost, for the minute, all its voice. But there was no other change in nature, unless indeed it were a change that I saw with a stranger sharpness. The gold was still in the sky, the clearness in the air, and the man who looked at me over the battlements was as definite as a picture in a frame. That’s how I thought, with extraordinary quickness, of each person that he might have been and that he was not. We were confronted across our distance quite long enough for me to ask myself with intensity who then he was and to feel, as an effect of my inability to say, a wonder that in a few instants more became intense.


The great question, or one of these, is, afterwards, I know, with regard to certain matters, the question of how long they have lasted. Well, this matter of mine, think what you will of it, lasted while I caught at a dozen possibilities, none of which made a difference for the better, that I could see, in there having been in the house – and for how long, above all? – a person of whom I was in ignorance. It lasted while I just bridled a little with the sense that my office demanded that there should be no such ignorance and no such person. It lasted while this visitant, at all events – and there was a touch of the strange freedom, as I remember, in the sign of familiarity of his wearing no hat – seemed to fix me, from his position, with just the question, just the scrutiny through the fading light, that his own presence provoked. We were too far apart to call to each other, but there was a moment at which, at shorter range, some challenge between us, breaking the hush, would have been the right result of our straight mutual stare. He was in one of the angles, the one away from the house, very erect, as it struck me, and with both hands on the ledge. So I saw him as I see the letters I form on this page; then, exactly, after a minute, as if to add to the spectacle, he slowly changed his place – passed, looking at me hard all the while, to the opposite corner of the platform. Yes, I had the sharpest sense that during this transit he never took his eyes from me, and I can see at this moment the way his hand, as he went, passed from one of the crenelations to the next. He stopped at the other corner, but less long, and even as he turned away still markedly fixed me. He turned away; that was all I knew.
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It was not that I didn’t wait, on this occasion, for more, for I was rooted as deeply as I was shaken. Was there a “secret” at Bly – a mystery of Udolpho or an insane, an unmentionable relative kept in unsuspected confinement? I can’t say how long I turned it over, or how long, in a confusion of curiosity and dread, I remained where I had had my collision; I only recall that when I re-entered the house darkness had quite closed in. Agitation, in the interval, certainly had held me and driven me, for I must, in circling about the place, have walked three miles; but I was to be, later on, so much more overwhelmed that this mere dawn of alarm was a comparatively human chill. The most singular part of it in fact – singular as the rest had been – was the part I became, in the hall, aware of in meeting Mrs. Grose. This picture comes back to me in the general train – the impression, as I received it on my return, of the wide white panelled space, bright in the lamplight and with its portraits and red carpet, and of the good surprised look of my friend, which immediately told me she had missed me. It came to me straightway, under her contact, that, with plain heartiness, mere relieved anxiety at my appearance, she knew nothing whatever that could bear upon the incident I had there ready for her. I had not suspected in advance that her comfortable face would pull me up, and I somehow measured the importance of what I had seen by my thus finding myself hesitate to mention it. Scarce anything in the whole history seems to me so odd as this fact that my real beginning of fear was one, as I may say, with the instinct of sparing my companion. On the spot, accordingly, in the pleasant hall and with her eyes on me, I, for a reason that I couldn’t then have phrased, achieved an inward revolution – offered a vague pretext for my lateness and, with the plea of the beauty of the night and of the heavy dew and wet feet, went as soon as possible to my room.


Here it was another affair; here, for many days after, it was a queer affair enough. There were hours, from day to day – or at least there were moments, snatched even from clear duties – when I had to shut myself up to think. It was not so much yet that I was more nervous than I could bear to be as that I was remarkably afraid of becoming so; for the truth I had now to turn over was, simply and clearly, the truth that I could arrive at no account whatever of the visitor with whom I had been so inexplicably and yet, as it seemed to me, so intimately concerned. It took little time to see that I could sound without forms of inquiry and without exciting remark any domestic complication. The shock I had suffered must have sharpened all my senses; I felt sure, at the end of three days and as the result of mere closer attention, that I had not been practised upon by the servants nor made the object of any “game.” Of whatever it was that I knew nothing was known around me. There was but one sane inference: someone had taken a liberty rather gross. That was what, repeatedly, I dipped into my room and locked the door to say to myself. We had been, collectively, subject to an intrusion; some unscrupulous traveller, curious in old houses, had made his way in unobserved, enjoyed the prospect from the best point of view and then stolen out as he came. If he had given me such a bold hard stare, that was but a part of his indiscretion. The good thing, after all, was that we should surely see no more of him.


This was not so good a thing, I admit, as not to leave me to judge that what, essentially, made nothing else much signify was simply my charming work. My charming work was just my life with Miles and Flora, and through nothing could I so like it as through feeling that I could throw myself into it in trouble. The attraction of my small charges was a constant joy, leading me to wonder afresh at the vanity of my original fears, the distaste I had begun by entertaining for the probable grey prose of my office. There was to be no grey prose, it appeared, and no long grind; so how could work not be charming that presented itself as daily beauty? It was all the romance of the nursery and the poetry of the schoolroom. I don’t mean by this, of course, that we studied only fiction and verse; I mean I can express no otherwise the sort of interest my companions inspired. How can I describe that except by saying that instead of growing used to them – and it’s a marvel for a governess: I call the sisterhood to witness! – I made constant fresh discoveries. There was one direction, assuredly, in which these discoveries stopped: deep obscurity continued to cover the region of the boy’s conduct at school. It had been promptly given me, I have noted, to face that mystery without a pang. Perhaps even it would be nearer the truth to say that – without a word – he himself had cleared it up. He had made the whole charge absurd. My conclusion bloomed there with the real rose-flush of his innocence: he was only too fine and fair for the little horrid, unclean school-world, and he had paid a price for it. I reflected acutely that the sense of such differences, such superiorities of quality, always, on the part of the majority – which could include even stupid, sordid headmasters – turns infallibly to the vindictive.


Both the children had a gentleness (it was their only fault, and it never made Miles a muff,) that kept them – how shall I express it? – almost impersonal and certainly quite unpunishable. They were like the cherubs of the anecdote, who had – morally, at any rate – nothing to whack! I remember feeling with Miles in especial as if he had had, as it were, no history. We expect of a small child a scant one, but there was in this beautiful little boy something extraordinarily sensitive, yet extraordinarily happy, that, more than in any creature of his age I have seen, struck me as beginning anew each day. He had never for a second suffered. I took this as a direct disproof of his having really been chastised. If he had been wicked he would have “caught” it, and I should have caught it by the rebound – I should have found the trace. I found nothing at all, and he was therefore an angel. He never spoke of his school, never mentioned a comrade or a master; and I, for my part, was quite too much disgusted to allude to them. Of course I was under the spell, and the wonderful part is that, even at the time, I perfectly knew I was. But I gave myself up to it; it was an antidote to any pain, and I had more pains than one. I was in receipt in these days of disturbing letters from home, where things were not going well. But with my children, what things in the world mattered? That was the question I used to put to my scrappy retirements. I was dazzled by their loveliness.


There was a Sunday – to get on – when it rained with such force and for so many hours that there could be no procession to church; in consequence of which, as the day declined, I had arranged with Mrs. Grose that, should the evening show improvement, we would attend together the late service. The rain happily stopped, and I prepared for our walk, which, through the park and by the good road to the village, would be a matter of twenty minutes. Coming down stairs to meet my colleague in the hall, I remembered a pair of gloves that had required three stitches and that had received them – with a publicity perhaps not edifying – while I sat with the children at their tea, served on Sundays, by exception, in that cold, clean temple of mahogany and brass, the “grown-up” dining-room. The gloves had been dropped there, and I turned in to recover them. The day was grey enough, but the afternoon light still lingered, and it enabled me, on crossing the threshold, not only to recognise, on a chair near the wide window, then closed, the articles I wanted, but to become aware of a person on the other side of the window and looking straight in. One step into the room had sufficed; my vision was instantaneous; it was all there. The person looking straight in was the person who had already appeared to me. He appeared thus again with I won’t say greater distinctness, for that was impossible, but with a nearness that represented a forward stride in our intercourse and made me, as I met him, catch my breath and turn cold. He was the same – he was the same, and seen, this time, as he had been seen before, from the waist up, the window, though the dining-room was on the ground-floor, not going down to the terrace on which he stood. His face was close to the glass, yet the effect of this better view was, strangely, only to show me how intense the former had been. He remained but a few seconds – long enough to convince me he also saw and recognised; but it was as if I had been looking at him for years and had known him always. Something, however, happened this time that had not happened before; his stare into my face, through the glass and across the room, was as deep and hard as then, but it quitted me for a moment during which I could still watch it, see it fix successively several other things. On the spot there came to me the added shock of a certitude that it was not for me he had come there. He had come for someone else.


The flash of this knowledge – for it was knowledge in the midst of dread – produced in me the most extraordinary effect, started, as I stood there, a sudden vibration of duty and courage. I say courage because I was beyond all doubt already far gone. I bounded straight out of the door again, reached that of the house, got, in an instant, upon the drive, and, passing along the terrace as fast as I could rush, turned a corner and came full in sight. But it was in sight of nothing now – my visitor had vanished. I stopped, I almost dropped, with the real relief of this; but I took in the whole scene – I gave him time to reappear. I call it time, but how long was it? I can’t speak to the purpose today of the duration of these things. That kind of measure must have left me: they couldn’t have lasted as they actually appeared to me to last. The terrace and the whole place, the lawn and the garden beyond it, all I could see of the park, were empty with a great emptiness. There were shrubberies and big trees, but I remember the clear assurance I felt that none of them concealed him. He was there or was not there: not there if I didn’t see him. I got hold of this; then, instinctively, instead of returning as I had come, went to the window. It was confusedly present to me that I ought to place myself where he had stood. I did so; I applied my face to the pane and looked, as he had looked, into the room. As if, at this moment, to show me exactly what his range had been, Mrs. Grose, as I had done for himself just before, came in from the hall. With this I had the full image of a repetition of what had already occurred. She saw me as I had seen my own visitant; she pulled up short as I had done; I gave her something of the shock that I had received. She turned white, and this made me ask myself if I had blanched as much. She stared, in short, and retreated on just my lines, and I knew she had then passed out and come round to me and that I should presently meet her. I remained where I was, and while I waited I thought of more things than one. But there’s only one I take space to mention. I wondered why she should be scared.
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Oh, she let me know as soon as, round the corner of the house, she loomed again into view. “What in the name of goodness is the matter—?” She was now flushed and out of breath.


I said nothing till she came quite near. “With me?” I must have made a wonderful face. “Do I show it?”


“You’re as white as a sheet. You look awful.”


I considered; I could meet on this, without scruple, any innocence. My need to respect the bloom of Mrs. Grose’s had dropped, without a rustle, from my shoulders, and if I wavered for the instant it was not with what I kept back. I put out my hand to her and she took it; I held her hard a little, liking to feel her close to me. There was a kind of support in the shy heave of her surprise. “You came for me for church, of course, but I can’t go.”


“Has anything happened?”


“Yes. You must know now. Did I look very queer?”


“Through this window? Dreadful!”


“Well,” I said, “I’ve been frightened.” Mrs. Grose’s eyes expressed plainly that she had no wish to be, yet also that she knew too well her place not to be ready to share with me any marked inconvenience. Oh, it was quite settled that she must share! “Just what you saw from the dining-room a minute ago was the effect of that. What I saw – just before – was much worse.”


Her hand tightened. “What was it?”


“An extraordinary man. Looking in.”


“What extraordinary man?”


“I haven’t the least idea.”


Mrs. Grose gazed round us in vain. “Then where is he gone?”


“I know still less.”


“Have you seen him before?”


“Yes – once. On the old tower.”


She could only look at me harder. “Do you mean he’s a stranger?”


“Oh, very much!”


“Yet you didn’t tell me?”


“No – for reasons. But now that you’ve guessed—”


Mrs. Grose’s round eyes encountered this charge. “Ah, I haven’t guessed!” she said very simply. “How can I if you don’t imagine?”


“I don’t in the very least.”


“You’ve seen him nowhere but on the tower?”


“And on this spot just now.”


Mrs. Grose looked round again. “What was he doing on the tower?”


“Only standing there and looking down at me.”


She thought a minute. “Was he a gentleman?”


I found I had no need to think. “No.” She gazed in deeper wonder. “No.”


“Then nobody about the place? Nobody from the village?”


“Nobody – nobody. I didn’t tell you, but I made sure.”


She breathed a vague relief: this was, oddly, so much to the good. It only went indeed a little way. “But if he isn’t a gentleman—”


“What is he? He’s a horror.”


“A horror?”


“He’s – God help me if I know what he is!”


Mrs. Grose looked round once more; she fixed her eyes on the duskier distance, then, pulling herself together, turned to me with abrupt inconsequence. “It’s time we should be at church.”


“Oh, I’m not fit for church!”


“Won’t it do you good?”


“It won’t do them—!” I nodded at the house.


“The children?”


“I can’t leave them now.”


“You’re afraid—?”


I spoke boldly. “I’m afraid of him.”


Mrs. Grose’s large face showed me, at this, for the first time, the far-away faint glimmer of a consciousness more acute: I somehow made out in it the delayed dawn of an idea I myself had not given her and that was as yet quite obscure to me. It comes back to me that I thought instantly of this as something I could get from her; and I felt it to be connected with the desire she presently showed to know more. “When was it – on the tower?”


“About the middle of the month. At this same hour.”


“Almost at dark,” said Mrs. Grose.


“Oh no, not nearly. I saw him as I see you.”


“Then how did he get in?”


“And how did he get out?” I laughed. “I had no opportunity to ask him! This evening, you see,” I pursued, “he has not been able to get in.”


“He only peeps?”


“I hope it will be confined to that!” She had now let go my hand; she turned away a little. I waited an instant; then I brought out: “Go to church. Goodbye. I must watch.”


Slowly she faced me again. “Do you fear for them?”


We met in another long look. “Don’t you?” Instead of answering she came nearer to the window and, for a minute, applied her face to the glass. “You see how he could see,” I meanwhile went on.


She didn’t move. “How long was he here?”


“Till I came out. I came to meet him.”


Mrs. Grose at last turned round, and there was still more in her face. “I couldn’t have come out.”


“Neither could I!” I laughed again. “But I did come. I have my duty.”


“So have I mine,” she replied; after which she added: “What is he like?”


“I’ve been dying to tell you. But he’s like nobody.”


“Nobody?” she echoed.


“He has no hat.” Then seeing in her face that she already, in this, with a deeper dismay, found a touch of picture, I quickly added stroke to stroke. “He has red hair, very red, close-curling, and a pale face, long in shape, with straight, good features and little, rather queer whiskers that are as red as his hair. His eyebrows are, somehow, darker; they look particularly arched and as if they might move a good deal. His eyes are sharp, strange – awfully; but I only know clearly that they’re rather small and very fixed. His mouth’s wide, and his lips are thin, and except for his little whiskers he’s quite clean-shaven. He gives me a sort of sense of looking like an actor.”


“An actor!” It was impossible to resemble one less, at least, than Mrs. Grose at that moment.


“I’ve never seen one, but so I suppose them. He’s tall, active, erect,” I continued, “but never – no, never! – a gentleman.”


My companion’s face had blanched as I went on; her round eyes started and her mild mouth gaped. “A gentleman?” she gasped, confounded, stupefied: “a gentleman he?”


“You know him then?”


She visibly tried to hold herself. “But he is handsome?”


I saw the way to help her. “Remarkably!”


“And dressed—?” 


“In somebody’s clothes. They’re smart, but they’re not his own.”


She broke into a breathless affirmative groan. “They’re the master’s!”


I caught it up. “You do know him?”


She faltered but a second. “Quint!” she cried.


“Quint?”


“Peter Quint – his own man, his valet, when he was here!”


“When the master was?”


Gaping still, but meeting me, she pieced it all together. “He never wore his hat, but he did wear – well, there were waistcoats missed! They were both here – last year. Then the master went, and Quint was alone.”


I followed, but halting a little. “Alone?”


“Alone with us.” Then, as from a deeper depth, “In charge,” she added.


“And what became of him?”


She hung fire so long that I was still more mystified. “He went too,” she brought out at last.


“Went where?”


Her expression, at this, became extraordinary. “God knows where! He died.”


“Died?” I almost shrieked.


She seemed fairly to square herself, plant herself more firmly to utter the wonder of it. “Yes. Mr. Quint is dead.”
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It took of course more than that particular passage to place us together in presence of what we had now to live with as we could – my dreadful liability to impressions of the order so vividly exemplified, and my companion’s knowledge, henceforth – a knowledge half consternation and half compassion – of that liability. There had been, this evening, after the revelation that left me, for an hour, so prostrate – there had been, for either of us, no attendance on any service but a little service of tears and vows, of prayers and promises, a climax to the series of mutual challenges and pledges that had straightway ensued on our retreating together to the schoolroom and shutting ourselves up there to have everything out. The result of our having everything out was simply to reduce our situation to the last rigour of its elements. She herself had seen nothing, not the shadow of a shadow, and nobody in the house but the governess was in the governess’s plight; yet she accepted without directly impugning my sanity the truth as I gave it to her, and ended by showing me, on this ground, an awe-stricken tenderness, an expression of the sense of my more than questionable privilege, of which the very breath has remained with me as that of the sweetest of human charities.


What was settled between us, accordingly, that night, was that we thought we might bear things together; and I was not even sure that, in spite of her exemption, it was she who had the best of the burden. I knew at this hour, I think, as well as I knew later what I was capable of meeting to shelter my pupils; but it took me some time to be wholly sure of what my honest ally was prepared for to keep terms with so compromising a contract. I was queer company enough – quite as queer as the company I received; but as I trace over what we went through I see how much common ground we must have found in the one idea that, by good fortune, could steady us. It was the idea, the second movement, that led me straight out, as I may say, of the inner chamber of my dread. I could take the air in the court, at least, and there Mrs. Grose could join me. Perfectly can I recall now the particular way strength came to me before we separated for the night. We had gone over and over every feature of what I had seen.


“He was looking for someone else, you say – someone who was not you?”


“He was looking for little Miles.” A portentous clearness now possessed me. “That’s whom he was looking for.”


“But how do you know?”


“I know, I know, I know!” My exaltation grew. “And you know, my dear!”


She didn’t deny this, but I required, I felt, not even so much telling as that. She resumed in a moment, at any rate: “What if he should see him?”


“Little Miles? That’s what he wants!”


She looked immensely scared again. “The child?”


“Heaven forbid! The man. He wants to appear to them.” That he might was an awful conception, and yet, somehow, I could keep it at bay; which, moreover, as we lingered there, was what I succeeded in practically proving. I had an absolute certainty that I should see again what I had already seen, but something within me said that by offering myself bravely as the sole subject of such experience, by accepting, by inviting, by surmounting it all, I should serve as an expiatory victim and guard the tranquillity of my companions. The children, in especial, I should thus fence about and absolutely save. I recall one of the last things I said that night to Mrs. Grose.


“It does strike me that my pupils have never mentioned—”


She looked at me hard as I musingly pulled up. “His having been here and the time they were with him?”


“The time they were with him, and his name, his presence, his history, in any way.”


“Oh, the little lady doesn’t remember. She never heard or knew.”


“The circumstances of his death?” I thought with some intensity. “Perhaps not. But Miles would remember – Miles would know.”


“Ah, don’t try him!” broke from Mrs. Grose.


I returned her the look she had given me. “Don’t be afraid.” I continued to think. “It is rather odd.”


“That he has never spoken of him?”


“Never by the least allusion. And you tell me they were ‘great friends’?”


“Oh, it wasn’t him!” Mrs. Grose with emphasis declared. “It was Quint’s own fancy. To play with him, I mean – to spoil him.” She paused a moment; then she added: “Quint was much too free.”


This gave me, straight from my vision of his face – such a face! – a sudden sickness of disgust. “Too free with my boy?”


“Too free with everyone!”


I forbore, for the moment, to analyse this description further than by the reflection that a part of it applied to several of the members of the household, of the half-dozen maids and men who were still of our small colony. But there was everything, for our apprehension, in the lucky fact that no discomfortable legend, no perturbation of scullions, had ever, within anyone’s memory, attached to the kind old place. It had neither bad name nor ill fame, and Mrs. Grose, most apparently, only desired to cling to me and to quake in silence. I even put her, the very last thing of all, to the test. It was when, at midnight, she had her hand on the schoolroom door to take leave. “I have it from you then – for it’s of great importance – that he was definitely and admittedly bad?”


“Oh, not admittedly. I knew it – but the master didn’t.”


“And you never told him?”


“Well, he didn’t like tale-bearing – he hated complaints. He was terribly short with anything of that kind, and if people were all right to him—”


“He wouldn’t be bothered with more?” This squared well enough with my impression of him: he was not a trouble-loving gentleman, nor so very particular perhaps about some of the company he kept. All the same, I pressed my interlocutress. “I promise you I would have told!”


She felt my discrimination. “I dare say I was wrong. But, really, I was afraid.”


“Afraid of what?”


“Of things that man could do. Quint was so clever – he was so deep.”


I took this in still more than, probably, I showed. “You weren’t afraid of anything else? Not of his dressed—?”


“His effect?” she repeated with a face of anguish and waiting while I faltered.


“On innocent little precious lives. They were in your charge.”


“No, they were not in mine!” she roundly and distressfully returned. “The master believed in him and placed him here because he was supposed not to be well and the country air so good for him. So he had everything to say. Yes” – she let me have it – “even about them.”


“Them – that creature?” I had to smother a kind of howl. “And you could bear it?”


“No. I couldn’t – and I can’t now!” And the poor woman burst into tears.


A rigid control, from the next day, was, as I have said, to follow them; yet how often and how passionately, for a week, we came back together to the subject! Much as we had discussed it that Sunday night, I was, in the immediate later hours in especial – for it may be imagined whether I slept – still haunted with the shadow of something she had not told me. I myself had kept back nothing, but there was a word Mrs. Grose had kept back. I was sure, moreover, by morning, that this was not from a failure of frankness, but because on every side there were fears. It seems to me indeed, in retrospect, that by the time the morrow’s sun was high I had restlessly read into the facts before us almost all the meaning they were to receive from subsequent and more cruel occurrences. What they gave me above all was just the sinister figure of the living man – the dead one would keep a while! – and of the months he had continuously passed at Bly, which, added up, made a formidable stretch. The limit of this evil time had arrived only when, on the dawn of a winter’s morning, Peter Quint was found, by a labourer going to early work, stone dead on the road from the village: a catastrophe explained – superficially at least – by a visible wound to his head; such a wound as might have been produced – and as, on the final evidence, had been – by a fatal slip, in the dark and after leaving the public house, on the steepish icy slope, a wrong path altogether, at the bottom of which he lay. The icy slope, the turn mistaken at night and in liquor, accounted for much – practically, in the end and after the inquest and boundless chatter, for everything; but there had been matters in his life – strange passages and perils, secret disorders, vices more than suspected – that would have accounted for a good deal more.


I scarce know how to put my story into words that shall be a credible picture of my state of mind; but I was in these days literally able to find a joy in the extraordinary flight of heroism the occasion demanded of me. I now saw that I had been asked for a service admirable and difficult; and there would be a greatness in letting it be seen – oh, in the right quarter! – that I could succeed where many another girl might have failed. It was an immense help to me – I confess I rather applaud myself as I look back! – that I saw my service so strongly and so simply. I was there to protect and defend the little creatures in the world the most bereaved and the most loveable, the appeal of whose helplessness had suddenly become only too explicit, a deep, constant ache of one’s own committed heart. We were cut off, really, together; we were united in our danger. They had nothing but me, and I – well, I had them. It was in short a magnificent chance. This chance presented itself to me in an image richly material. I was a screen – I was to stand before them. The more I saw, the less they would. I began to watch them in a stifled suspense, a disguised excitement that might well, had it continued too long, have turned to something like madness. What saved me, as I now see, was that it turned to something else altogether. It didn’t last as suspense – it was superseded by horrible proofs. Proofs, I say, yes – from the moment I really took hold.


This moment dated from an afternoon hour that I happened to spend in the grounds with the younger of my pupils alone. We had left Miles indoors, on the red cushion of a deep window-seat; he had wished to finish a book, and I had been glad to encourage a purpose so laudable in a young man whose only defect was an occasional excess of the restless. His sister, on the contrary, had been alert to come out, and I strolled with her half an hour, seeking the shade, for the sun was still high and the day exceptionally warm. I was aware afresh, with her, as we went, of how, like her brother, she contrived – it was the charming thing in both children – to let me alone without appearing to drop me and to accompany me without appearing to surround. They were never importunate and yet never listless. My attention to them all really went to seeing them amuse themselves immensely without me: this was a spectacle they seemed actively to prepare and that engaged me as an active admirer. I walked in a world of their invention – they had no occasion whatever to draw upon mine; so that my time was taken only with being, for them, some remarkable person or thing that the game of the moment required and that was merely, thanks to my superior, my exalted stamp, a happy and highly distinguished sinecure. I forget what I was on the present occasion; I only remember that I was something very important and very quiet and that Flora was playing very hard. We were on the edge of the lake, and, as we had lately begun geography, the lake was the Sea of Azof.


Suddenly, in these circumstances, I became aware that, on the other side of the Sea of Azof, we had an interested spectator. The way this knowledge gathered in me was the strangest thing in the world – the strangest, that is, except the very much stranger in which it quickly merged itself. I had sat down with a piece of work – for I was something or other that could sit – on the old stone bench which overlooked the pond; and in this position I began to take in with certitude, and yet without direct vision, the presence, at a distance, of a third person. The old trees, the thick shrubbery, made a great and pleasant shade, but it was all suffused with the brightness of the hot, still hour. There was no ambiguity in anything; none whatever, at least, in the conviction I from one moment to another found myself forming as to what I should see straight before me and across the lake as a consequence of raising my eyes. They were attached at this juncture to the stitching in which I was engaged, and I can feel once more the spasm of my effort not to move them till I should so have steadied myself as to be able to make up my mind what to do. There was an alien object in view – a figure whose right of presence I instantly, passionately questioned. I recollect counting over perfectly the possibilities, reminding myself that nothing was more natural, for instance, than the appearance of one of the men about the place, or even of a messenger, a postman or a tradesman’s boy, from the village. That reminder had as little effect on my practical certitude as I was conscious – still even without looking – of its having upon the character and attitude of our visitor. Nothing was more natural than that these things should be the other things that they absolutely were not.


Of the positive identity of the apparition I would assure myself as soon as the small clock of my courage should have ticked out the right second; meanwhile, with an effort that was already sharp enough, I transferred my eyes straight to little Flora, who, at the moment, was about ten yards away. My heart had stood still for an instant with the wonder and terror of the question whether she too would see; and I held my breath while I waited for what a cry from her, what some sudden innocent sign either of interest or of alarm, would tell me. I waited, but nothing came; then, in the first place – and there is something more dire in this, I feel, than in anything I have to relate – I was determined by a sense that, within a minute, all sounds from her had previously dropped; and, in the second, by the circumstance that, also within the minute, she had, in her play, turned her back to the water. This was her attitude when I at last looked at her – looked with the confirmed conviction that we were still, together, under direct personal notice. She had picked up a small flat piece of wood, which happened to have in it a little hole that had evidently suggested to her the idea of sticking in another fragment that might figure as a mast and make the thing a boat. This second morsel, as I watched her, she was very markedly and intently attempting to tighten in its place. My apprehension of what she was doing sustained me so that after some seconds I felt I was ready for more. Then I again shifted my eyes – I faced what I had to face.




 




•   VII   •








I got hold of Mrs. Grose as soon after this as I could; and I can give no intelligible account of how I fought out the interval. Yet I still hear myself cry as I fairly threw myself into her arms: “They know – it’s too monstrous: they know, they know!”


“And what on earth—?” I felt her incredulity as she held me.


“Why, all that we know – and heaven knows what else besides!” Then, as she released me, I made it out to her, made it out perhaps only now with full coherency even to myself. “Two hours ago, in the garden” – I could scarce articulate – “Flora saw!”


Mrs. Grose took it as she might have taken a blow in the stomach. “She has told you?” she panted.


“Not a word – that’s the horror. She kept it to herself! The child of eight, that child!” Unutterable still, for me, was the stupefaction of it.


Mrs. Grose, of course, could only gape the wider. “Then how do you know?”


“I was there – I saw with my eyes: saw that she was perfectly aware.”


“Do you mean aware of him?”


“No – of her.” I was conscious as I spoke that I looked prodigious things, for I got the slow reflection of them in my companion’s face. “Another person – this time; but a figure of quite as unmistakeable horror and evil: a woman in black, pale and dreadful – with such an air also, and such a face! – on the other side of the lake. I was there with the child – quiet for the hour; and in the midst of it she came.”


“Came how – from where?”


“From where they come from! She just appeared and stood there – but not so near.”


“And without coming nearer?”


“Oh, for the effect and the feeling, she might have been as close as you!”


My friend, with an odd impulse, fell back a step. “Was she someone you’ve never seen?”


“Yes. But someone the child has. Someone you have.” Then, to show how I had thought it all out: “My predecessor – the one who died.”


“Miss Jessel?”


“Miss Jessel. You don’t believe me?” I pressed.


She turned right and left in her distress. “How can you be sure?”


This drew from me, in the state of my nerves, a flash of impatience. “Then ask Flora – she’s sure!” But I had no sooner spoken than I caught myself up. “No, for God’s sake, don’t! She’ll say she isn’t – she’ll lie!”


Mrs. Grose was not too bewildered instinctively to protest. “Ah, how can you?”


“Because I’m clear. Flora doesn’t want me to know.”


“It’s only then to spare you.”


“No, no – there are depths, depths! The more I go over it, the more I see in it, and the more I see in it the more I fear. I don’t know what I don’t see – what I don’t fear!”


Mrs. Grose tried to keep up with me. “You mean you’re afraid of seeing her again?”


“Oh no; that’s nothing – now!” Then I explained. “It’s of not seeing her.”


But my companion only looked wan. “I don’t understand you.”


“Why, it’s that the child may keep it up – and that the child assuredly will – without my knowing it.”


At the image of this possibility Mrs. Grose for a moment collapsed, yet presently to pull herself together again, as if from the positive force of the sense of what, should we yield an inch, there would really be to give way to. “Dear, dear – we must keep our heads! And after all, if she doesn’t mind it—!” She even tried a grim joke. “Perhaps she likes it!”


“Likes such things – a scrap of an infant!”


“Isn’t it just a proof of her blessed innocence?” my friend bravely inquired.


She brought me, for the instant, almost round. “Oh, we must clutch at that – we must cling to it! If it isn’t a proof of what you say, it’s a proof of – God knows what! For the woman’s a horror of horrors.”


Mrs. Grose, at this, fixed her eyes a minute on the ground; then at last raising them, “Tell me how you know,” she said.


“Then you admit it’s what she was?” I cried.


“Tell me how you know,” my friend simply repeated.


“Know? By seeing her! By the way she looked.”


“At you, do you mean – so wickedly?”


“Dear me, no – I could have borne that. She gave me never a glance. She only fixed the child.”


Mrs. Grose tried to see it. “Fixed her?”


“Ah, with such awful eyes!”


She stared at mine as if they might really have resembled them. “Do you mean of dislike?”


“God help us, no. Of something much worse.”


“Worse than dislike?” – this left her indeed at a loss.


“With a determination – indescribable. With a kind of fury of intention.”


I made her turn pale. “Intention?”


“To get hold of her.” Mrs. Grose – her eyes just lingering on mine – gave a shudder and walked to the window; and while she stood there looking out I completed my statement. “That’s what Flora knows.”


After a little she turned round. “The person was in black, you say?”


“In mourning – rather poor, almost shabby. But – yes – with extraordinary beauty.” I now recognised to what I had at last, stroke by stroke, brought the victim of my confidence, for she quite visibly weighed this. “Oh, handsome – very, very,” I insisted; “wonderfully handsome. But infamous.”


She slowly came back to me. “Miss Jessel – was infamous.” She once more took my hand in both her own, holding it as tight as if to fortify me against the increase of alarm I might draw from this disclosure. “They were both infamous,” she finally said.


So, for a little, we faced it once more together; and I found absolutely a degree of help in seeing it now so straight. “I appreciate,” I said, “the great decency of your not having hitherto spoken; but the time has certainly come to give me the whole thing.” She appeared to assent to this, but still only in silence; seeing which I went on: “I must have it now. Of what did she die? Come, there was something between them.”


“There was everything.”


“In spite of the difference—?”


“Oh, of their rank, their condition” – she brought it woefully out. “She was a lady.”


I turned it over; I again saw. “Yes – she was a lady.”


“And he so dreadfully below,” said Mrs. Grose.


I felt that I doubtless needn’t press too hard, in such company, on the place of a servant in the scale; but there was nothing to prevent an acceptance of my companion’s own measure of my predecessor’s abasement. There was a way to deal with that, and I dealt; the more readily for my full vision – on the evidence – of our employer’s late clever, good-looking “own” man; impudent, assured, spoiled, depraved. “The fellow was a hound.”


Mrs. Grose considered as if it were perhaps a little a case for a sense of shades. “I’ve never seen one like him. He did what he wished.”


“With her?”


“With them all.”


It was as if now in my friend’s own eyes Miss Jessel had again appeared. I seemed at any rate, for an instant, to see their evocation of her as distinctly as I had seen her by the pond; and I brought out with decision: “It must have been also what she wished!”


Mrs. Grose’s face signified that it had been indeed, but she said at the same time: “Poor woman – she paid for it!”


“Then you do know what she died of?” I asked.


“No – I know nothing. I wanted not to know; I was glad enough I didn’t; and I thanked heaven she was well out of this!”


“Yet you had, then, your idea—”


“Of her real reason for leaving? Oh yes – as to that. She couldn’t have stayed. Fancy it here – for a governess! And afterwards I imagined – and I still imagine. And what I imagine is dreadful.”


“Not so dreadful as what I do,” I replied; on which I must have shown her – as I was indeed but too conscious – a front of miserable defeat. It brought out again all her compassion for me, and at the renewed touch of her kindness my power to resist broke down. I burst, as I had, the other time, made her burst, into tears; she took me to her motherly breast, and my lamentation overflowed. “I don’t do it!” I sobbed in despair; “I don’t save or shield them! It’s far worse than I dreamed – they’re lost!”
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What I had said to Mrs. Grose was true enough: there were in the matter I had put before her depths and possibilities that I lacked resolution to sound; so that when we met once more in the wonder of it we were of a common mind about the duty of resistance to extravagant fancies. We were to keep our heads if we should keep nothing else – difficult indeed as that might be in the face of what, in our prodigious experience, was least to be questioned. Late that night, while the house slept, we had another talk in my room; when she went all the way with me as to its being beyond doubt that I had seen exactly what I had seen. To hold her perfectly in the pinch of that, I found, I had only to ask her how, if I had “made it up,” I came to be able to give, of each of the persons appearing to me, a picture disclosing, to the last detail, their special marks – a portrait on the exhibition of which she had instantly recognised and named them. She wished, of course – small blame to her! – to sink the whole subject; and I was quick to assure her that my own interest in it had now violently taken the form of a search for the way to escape from it. I encountered her on the ground of a probability that with recurrence – for recurrence we took for granted – I should get used to my danger; distinctly professing that my personal exposure had suddenly become the least of my discomforts. It was my new suspicion that was intolerable; and yet even to this complication the later hours of the day had brought a little ease.


On leaving her, after my first outbreak, I had of course returned to my pupils, associating the right remedy for my dismay with that sense of their charm which I had already found to be a thing I could positively cultivate and which had never failed me yet. I had simply, in other words, plunged afresh into Flora’s special society and there become aware – it was almost a luxury! – that she could put her little conscious hand straight upon the spot that ached. She had looked at me in sweet speculation and then had accused me to my face of having “cried.” I had supposed I had brushed away the ugly signs; but I could literally – for the time, at all events – rejoice, under this fathomless charity, that they had not entirely disappeared. To gaze into the depths of blue of the child’s eyes and pronounce their loveliness a trick of premature cunning was to be guilty of a cynicism in preference to which I naturally preferred to abjure my judgement and, so far as might be, my agitation. I couldn’t abjure for merely wanting to, but I could repeat to Mrs. Grose – as I did there, over and over, in the small hours – that with their voices in the air, their pressure on one’s heart and their fragrant faces against one’s cheek, everything fell to the ground but their incapacity and their beauty. It was a pity that, somehow, to settle this once for all, I had equally to re-enumerate the signs of subtlety that, in the afternoon, by the lake, had made a miracle of my show of self-possession. It was a pity to be obliged to re-investigate the certitude of the moment itself and repeat how it had come to me as a revelation that the inconceivable communion I then surprised was a matter, for either party, of habit. It was a pity that I should have had to quaver out again the reasons for my not having, in my delusion, so much as questioned that the little girl saw our visitant even as I actually saw Mrs. Grose herself, and that she wanted, by just so much as she did thus see, to make me suppose she didn’t, and at the same time, without showing anything, arrive at a guess as to whether I myself did! It was a pity that I needed once more to describe the portentous little activity by which she sought to divert my attention – the perceptible increase of movement, the greater intensity of play, the singing, the gabbling, of nonsense and the invitation to romp.


Yet if I had not indulged, to prove there was nothing in it, in this review, I should have missed the two or three dim elements of comfort that still remained to me. I should not for instance have been able to asseverate to my friend that I was certain – which was so much to the good – that I at least had not betrayed myself. I should not have been prompted, by stress of need, by desperation of mind – I scarce know what to call it – to invoke such further aid to intelligence as might spring from pushing my colleague fairly to the wall. She had told me, bit by bit, under pressure, a great deal; but a small shifty spot on the wrong side of it all still sometimes brushed my brow like the wing of a bat; and I remember how on this occasion – for the sleeping house and the concentration alike of our danger and our watch seemed to help – I felt the importance of giving the last jerk to the curtain. “I don’t believe anything so horrible,” I recollect saying; “no, let us put it definitely, my dear, that I don’t. But if I did, you know, there’s a thing I should require now, just without sparing you the least bit more – oh, not a scrap, come! – to get out of you. What was it you had in mind when, in our distress, before Miles came back, over the letter from his school, you said, under my insistence, that you didn’t pretend for him that he had not literally ever been ‘bad’? He has not literally ‘ever,’ in these weeks that I myself have lived with him and so closely watched him; he has been an imperturbable little prodigy of delightful, loveable goodness. Therefore you might perfectly have made the claim for him if you had not, as it happened, seen an exception to take. What was your exception, and to what passage in your personal observation of him did you refer?”


It was a dreadfully austere inquiry, but levity was not our note, and, at any rate, before the grey dawn admonished us to separate I had got my answer. What my friend had had in mind proved to be immensely to the purpose. It was neither more nor less than the circumstance that for a period of several months Quint and the boy had been perpetually together. It was in fact the very appropriate truth that she had ventured to criticise the propriety, to hint at the incongruity, of so close an alliance, and even to go so far on the subject as a frank overture to Miss Jessel. Miss Jessel had, with a most strange manner, requested her to mind her business, and the good woman had, on this, directly approached little Miles. What she had said to him, since I pressed, was that she liked to see young gentlemen not forget their station.


I pressed again, of course, at this. “You reminded him that Quint was only a base menial?”


“As you might say! And it was his answer, for one thing, that was bad.”


“And for another thing?” I waited. “He repeated your words to Quint?”


“No, not that. It’s just what he wouldn’t!” she could still impress upon me. “I was sure, at any rate,” she added, “that he didn’t. But he denied certain occasions.”


“What occasions?”


“When they had been about together quite as if Quint were his tutor – and a very grand one – and Miss Jessel only for the little lady. When he had gone off with the fellow, I mean, and spent hours with him.”


“He then prevaricated about it – he said he hadn’t?” Her assent was clear enough to cause me to add in a moment: “I see. He lied.”


“Oh!” Mrs. Grose mumbled. This was a suggestion that it didn’t matter; which indeed she backed up by a further remark. “You see, after all, Miss Jessel didn’t mind. She didn’t forbid him.”


I considered. “Did he put that to you as a justification?”


At this she dropped again. “No, he never spoke of it.”


“Never mentioned her in connection with Quint?”


She saw, visibly flushing, where I was coming out. “Well, he didn’t show anything. He denied,” she repeated; “he denied.”


Lord, how I pressed her now! “So that you could see he knew what was between the two wretches?”


“I don’t know – I don’t know!” the poor woman groaned.


“You do know, you dear thing,” I replied; “only you haven’t my dreadful boldness of mind, and you keep back, out of timidity and modesty and delicacy, even the impression that, in the past, when you had, without my aid, to flounder about in silence, most of all made you miserable. But I shall get it out of you yet! There was something in the boy that suggested to you,” I continued, “that he covered and concealed their relation.”


“Oh, he couldn’t prevent—”


“Your learning the truth? I dare say! But, heavens,” I fell, with vehemence, a-thinking, “what it shows that they must, to that extent, have succeeded in making of him!”


“Ah, nothing that’s not nice now!” Mrs. Grose lugubriously pleaded.


“I don’t wonder you looked queer,” I persisted, “when I mentioned to you the letter from his school!”


“I doubt if I looked as queer as you!” she retorted with homely force. “And if he was so bad then as that comes to, how is he such an angel now?”


“Yes indeed – and if he was a fiend at school! How, how, how? Well,” I said in my torment, “you must put it to me again, but I shall not be able to tell you for some days. Only, put it to me again!” I cried in a way that made my friend stare. “There are directions in which I must not for the present let myself go.” Meanwhile I returned to her first example – the one to which she had just previously referred – of the boy’s happy capacity for an occasional slip. “If Quint – on your remonstrance at the time you speak of – was a base menial, one of the things Miles said to you, I find myself guessing, was that you were another.” Again her admission was so adequate that I continued: “And you forgave him that?”


“Wouldn’t you?”


“Oh yes!” And we exchanged there, in the stillness, a sound of the oddest amusement. Then I went on: “At all events, while he was with the man—”


“Miss Flora was with the woman. It suited them all!”


It suited me too, I felt, only too well; by which I mean that it suited exactly the particularly deadly view I was in the very act of forbidding myself to entertain. But I so far succeeded in checking the expression of this view that I will throw, just here, no further light on it than may be offered by the mention of my final observation to Mrs. Grose. “His having lied and been impudent are, I confess, less engaging specimens than I had hoped to have from you of the outbreak in him of the little natural man. Still,” I mused, “they must do, for they make me feel more than ever that I must watch.”


It made me blush, the next minute, to see in my friend’s face how much more unreservedly she had forgiven him than her anecdote struck me as presenting to my own tenderness an occasion for doing. This came out when, at the schoolroom door, she quitted me. “Surely you don’t accuse him—”


“Of carrying on an intercourse that he conceals from me? Ah, remember that, until further evidence, I now accuse nobody.” Then, before shutting her out to go, by another passage, to her own place, “I must just wait,” I wound up.
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I waited and waited, and the days, as they elapsed, took something from my consternation. A very few of them, in fact, passing, in constant sight of my pupils, without a fresh incident, sufficed to give to grievous fancies and even to odious memories a kind of brush of the sponge. I have spoken of the surrender to their extraordinary childish grace as a thing I could actively cultivate, and it may be imagined if I neglected now to address myself to this source for whatever it would yield. Stranger than I can express, certainly, was the effort to struggle against my new lights; it would doubtless have been, however, a greater tension still had it not been so frequently successful. I used to wonder how my little charges could help guessing that I thought strange things about them; and the circumstance that these things only made them more interesting was not by itself a direct aid to keeping them in the dark. I trembled lest they should see that they were so immensely more interesting. Putting things at the worst, at all events, as in meditation I so often did, any clouding of their innocence could only be – blameless and foredoomed as they were – a reason the more for taking risks. There were moments when, by an irresistible impulse, I found myself catching them up and pressing them to my heart. As soon as I had done so I used to say to myself: “What will they think of that? Doesn’t it betray too much?” It would have been easy to get into a sad, wild tangle about how much I might betray; but the real account, I feel, of the hours of peace that I could still enjoy was that the immediate charm of my companions was a beguilement still effective even under the shadow of the possibility that it was studied. For if it occurred to me that I might occasionally excite suspicion by the little outbreaks of my sharper passion for them, so too I remember wondering if I mightn’t see a queerness in the traceable increase of their own demonstrations.


They were at this period extravagantly and preternaturally fond of me; which, after all, I could reflect, was no more than a graceful response in children perpetually bowed over and hugged. The homage of which they were so lavish succeeded, in truth, for my nerves, quite as well as if I never appeared to myself, as I may say, literally to catch them at a purpose in it. They had never, I think, wanted to do so many things for their poor protectress; I mean – though they got their lessons better and better, which was naturally what would please her most – in the way of diverting, entertaining, surprising her; reading her passages, telling her stories, acting her charades, pouncing out at her, in disguises, as animals and historical characters, and above all astonishing her by the “pieces” they had secretly got by heart and could interminably recite. I should never get to the bottom – were I to let myself go even now – of the prodigious private commentary, all under still more private correction, with which, in these days, I over-scored their full hours. They had shown me from the first a facility for everything, a general faculty which, taking a fresh start, achieved remarkable flights. They got their little tasks as if they loved them, and indulged, from the mere exuberance of the gift, in the most unimposed little miracles of memory. They not only popped out at me as tigers and as Romans, but as Shakespeareans, astronomers and navigators. This was so singularly the case that it had presumably much to do with the fact as to which, at the present day, I am at a loss for a different explanation: I allude to my unnatural composure on the subject of another school for Miles. What I remember is that I was content not, for the time, to open the question, and that contentment must have sprung from the sense of his perpetually striking show of cleverness. He was too clever for a bad governess, for a parson’s daughter, to spoil; and the strangest if not the brightest thread in the pensive embroidery I just spoke of was the impression I might have got, if I had dared to work it out, that he was under some influence operating in his small intellectual life as a tremendous incitement.


If it was easy to reflect, however, that such a boy could postpone school, it was at least as marked that for such a boy to have been “kicked out” by a schoolmaster was a mystification without end. Let me add that in their company now – and I was careful almost never to be out of it – I could follow no scent very far. We lived in a cloud of music and love and success and private theatricals. The musical sense in each of the children was of the quickest, but the elder in especial had a marvellous knack of catching and repeating. The schoolroom piano broke into all gruesome fancies; and when that failed there were confabulations in corners, with a sequel of one of them going out in the highest spirits in order to “come in” as something new. I had had brothers myself, and it was no revelation to me that little girls could be slavish idolaters of little boys. What surpassed everything was that there was a little boy in the world who could have for the inferior age, sex and intelligence so fine a consideration. They were extraordinarily at one, and to say that they never either quarrelled or complained is to make the note of praise coarse for their quality of sweetness. Sometimes indeed, when I dropped into coarseness, I perhaps came across traces of little understandings between them by which one of them should keep me occupied while the other slipped away. There is a naïf side, I suppose, in all diplomacy; but if my pupils practised upon me it was surely with the minimum of grossness. It was all in the other quarter that, after a lull, the grossness broke out.


I find that I really hang back; but I must take my plunge. In going on with the record of what was hideous at Bly I not only challenge the most liberal faith – for which I little care; but – and this is another matter – I renew what I myself suffered, I again push my way through it to the end. There came suddenly an hour after which, as I look back, the affair seems to me to have been all pure suffering; but I have at least reached the heart of it, and the straightest road out is doubtless to advance. One evening – with nothing to lead up or to prepare it – I felt the cold touch of the impression that had breathed on me the night of my arrival and which, much lighter then, as I have mentioned, I should probably have made little of in memory had my subsequent sojourn been less agitated. I had not gone to bed; I sat reading by a couple of candles. There was a roomful of old books at Bly – last-century fiction, some of it, which, to the extent of a distinctly deprecated renown, but never to so much as that of a stray specimen, had reached the sequestered home and appealed to the unavowed curiosity of my youth. I remember that the book I had in my hand was Fielding’s Amelia; also that I was wholly awake. I recall further both a general conviction that it was horribly late and a particular objection to looking at my watch. I figure, finally, that the white curtain draping, in the fashion of those days, the head of Flora’s little bed, shrouded, as I had assured myself long before, the perfection of childish rest. I recollect in short that, though I was deeply interested in my author, I found myself, at the turn of a page and with his spell all scattered, looking straight up from him and hard at the door of my room. There was a moment during which I listened, reminded of the faint sense I had had, the first night, of there being something undefineably astir in the house, and noted the soft breath of the open casement just move the half-drawn blind. Then, with all the marks of a deliberation that must have seemed magnificent had there been anyone to admire it, I laid down my book, rose to my feet and, taking a candle, went straight out of the room and, from the passage, on which my light made little impression, noiselessly closed and locked the door.


I can say now neither what determined nor what guided me, but I went straight along the lobby, holding my candle high, till I came within sight of the tall window that presided over the great turn of the staircase. At this point I precipitately found myself aware of three things. They were practically simultaneous, yet they had flashes of succession. My candle, under a bold flourish, went out, and I perceived, by the uncovered window, that the yielding dusk of earliest morning rendered it unnecessary. Without it, the next instant, I saw that there was someone on the stair. I speak of sequences, but I required no lapse of seconds to stiffen myself for a third encounter with Quint. The apparition had reached the landing half way up and was therefore on the spot nearest the window, where, at sight of me, it stopped short and fixed me exactly as it had fixed me from the tower and from the garden. He knew me as well as I knew him; and so, in the cold, faint twilight, with a glimmer in the high glass and another on the polish of the oak stair below, we faced each other in our common intensity. He was absolutely, on this occasion, a living, detestable, dangerous presence. But that was not the wonder of wonders; I reserve this distinction for quite another circumstance: the circumstance that dread had unmistakeably quitted me and that there was nothing in me there that didn’t meet and measure him.


I had plenty of anguish after that extraordinary moment, but I had, thank God, no terror. And he knew I had not – I found myself at the end of an instant magnificently aware of this. I felt, in a fierce rigour of confidence, that if I stood my ground a minute I should cease – for the time, at least – to have him to reckon with; and during the minute, accordingly, the thing was as human and hideous as a real interview: hideous just because it was human, as human as to have met alone, in the small hours, in a sleeping house, some enemy, some adventurer, some criminal. It was the dead silence of our long gaze at such close quarters that gave the whole horror, huge as it was, its only note of the unnatural. If I had met a murderer in such a place and at such an hour we still at least would have spoken. Something would have passed, in life, between us; if nothing had passed one of us would have moved. The moment was so prolonged that it would have taken but little more to make me doubt if even I were in life. I can’t express what followed it save by saying that the silence itself – which was indeed in a manner an attestation of my strength – became the element into which I saw the figure disappear; in which I definitely saw it turn, as I might have seen the low wretch to which it had once belonged turn on receipt of an order, and pass, with my eyes on the villainous back that no hunch could have more disfigured, straight down the staircase and into the darkness in which the next bend was lost.




 




•   X   •








I remained a while at the top of the stair, but with the effect presently of understanding that when my visitor had gone, he had gone: then I returned to my room. The foremost thing I saw there by the light of the candle I had left burning was that Flora’s little bed was empty; and on this I caught my breath with all the terror that, five minutes before, I had been able to resist. I dashed at the place in which I had left her lying and over which (for the small silk counterpane and the sheets were disarranged,) the white curtains had been deceivingly pulled forward; then my step, to my unutterable relief, produced an answering sound: I perceived an agitation of the window-blind, and the child, ducking down, emerged rosily from the other side of it. She stood there in so much of her candour and so little of her nightgown, with her pink bare feet and the golden glow of her curls. She looked intensely grave, and I had never had such a sense of losing an advantage acquired (the thrill of which had just been so prodigious,) as on my consciousness that she addressed me with a reproach. “You naughty: where have you been?” – instead of challenging her own irregularity I found myself arraigned and explaining. She herself explained, for that matter, with the loveliest, eagerest simplicity. She had known suddenly, as she lay there, that I was out of the room, and had jumped up to see what had become of me. I had dropped, with the joy of her reappearance, back into my chair – feeling then, and then only, a little faint; and she had pattered straight over to me, thrown herself upon my knee, given herself to be held with the flame of the candle full in the wonderful little face that was still flushed with sleep. I remember closing my eyes an instant, yieldingly, consciously, as before the excess of something beautiful that shone out of the blue of her own. “You were looking for me out of the window?” I said. “You thought I might be walking in the grounds?”


“Well, you know, I thought someone was” – she never blanched as she smiled out that at me.


Oh, how I looked at her now! “And did you see anyone?”


“Ah, no!” she returned, almost, with the full privilege of childish inconsequence, resentfully, though with a long sweetness in her little drawl of the negative.


At that moment, in the state of my nerves, I absolutely believed she lied; and if I once more closed my eyes it was before the dazzle of the three or four possible ways in which I might take this up. One of these, for a moment, tempted me with such singular intensity that, to withstand it, I must have gripped my little girl with a spasm that, wonderfully, she submitted to without a cry or a sign of fright. Why not break out at her on the spot and have it all over? – give it to her straight in her lovely little lighted face? “You see, you see, you know that you do and that you already quite suspect I believe it; therefore why not frankly confess it to me, so that we may at least live with it together and learn perhaps, in the strangeness of our fate, where we are and what it means?” This solicitation dropped, alas, as it came: if I could immediately have succumbed to it I might have spared myself – well, you’ll see what. Instead of succumbing I sprang again to my feet, looked at her bed and took a helpless middle way. “Why did you pull the curtain over the place to make me think you were still there?”


Flora luminously considered; after which, with her little divine smile: “Because I don’t like to frighten you!”


“But if I had, by your idea, gone out—?”


She absolutely declined to be puzzled; she turned her eyes to the flame of the candle as if the question were as irrelevant, or at any rate as impersonal, as Mrs. Marcet or nine-times-nine. “Oh, but you know,” she quite adequately answered, “that you might come back, you dear, and that you have!” And after a little, when she had got into bed, I had, for a long time, by almost sitting on her to hold her hand, to prove that I recognised the pertinence of my return.


You may imagine the general complexion, from that moment, of my nights. I repeatedly sat up till I didn’t know when; I selected moments when my room-mate unmistakeably slept, and, stealing out, took noiseless turns in the passage and even pushed as far as to where I had last met Quint. But I never met him there again; and I may as well say at once that I on no other occasion saw him in the house. I just missed, on the staircase, on the other hand, a different adventure. Looking down it from the top I once recognised the presence of a woman seated on one of the lower steps with her back presented to me, her body half bowed and her head, in an attitude of woe, in her hands. I had been there but an instant, however, when she vanished without looking round at me. I knew, none the less, exactly what dreadful face she had to show; and I wondered whether, if instead of being above I had been below, I should have had, for going up, the same nerve I had lately shown Quint. Well, there continued to be plenty of chance for nerve. On the eleventh night after my latest encounter with that gentleman – they were all numbered now – I had an alarm that perilously skirted it and that indeed, from the particular quality of its unexpectedness, proved quite my sharpest shock. It was precisely the first night during this series that, weary with watching, I had felt that I might again without laxity lay myself down at my old hour. I slept immediately and, as I afterwards knew, till about one o’clock; but when I woke it was to sit straight up, as completely roused as if a hand had shook me. I had left a light burning, but it was now out, and I felt an instant certainty that Flora had extinguished it. This brought me to my feet and straight, in the darkness, to her bed, which I found she had left. A glance at the window enlightened me further, and the striking of a match completed the picture.


The child had again got up – this time blowing out the taper, and had again, for some purpose of observation or response, squeezed in behind the blind and was peering out into the night. That she now saw – as she had not, I had satisfied myself, the previous time – was proved to me by the fact that she was disturbed neither by my re-illumination nor by the haste I made to get into slippers and into a wrap. Hidden, protected, absorbed, she evidently rested on the sill – the casement opened forward – and gave herself up. There was a great still moon to help her, and this fact had counted in my quick decision. She was face to face with the apparition we had met at the lake, and could now communicate with it as she had not then been able to do. What I, on my side, had to care for was, without disturbing her, to reach, from the corridor, some other window in the same quarter. I got to the door without her hearing me; I got out of it, closed it and listened, from the other side, for some sound from her. While I stood in the passage I had my eyes on her brother’s door, which was but ten steps off and which, indescribably, produced in me a renewal of the strange impulse that I lately spoke of as my temptation. What if I should go straight in and march to his window? – what if, by risking to his boyish bewilderment a revelation of my motive, I should throw across the rest of the mystery the long halter of my boldness?


This thought held me sufficiently to make me cross to his threshold and pause again. I preternaturally listened; I figured to myself what might portentously be; I wondered if his bed were also empty and he too were secretly at watch. It was a deep, soundless minute, at the end of which my impulse failed. He was quiet; he might be innocent; the risk was hideous; I turned away. There was a figure in the grounds – a figure prowling for a sight, the visitor with whom Flora was engaged; but it was not the visitor most concerned with my boy. I hesitated afresh, but on other grounds and only a few seconds; then I had made my choice. There were empty rooms at Bly, and it was only a question of choosing the right one. The right one suddenly presented itself to me as the lower one – though high above the gardens – in the solid corner of the house that I have spoken of as the old tower. This was a large, square chamber, arranged with some state as a bedroom, the extravagant size of which made it so inconvenient that it had not for years, though kept by Mrs. Grose in exemplary order, been occupied. I had often admired it and I knew my way about in it; I had only, after just faltering at the first chill gloom of its disuse, to pass across it and unbolt as quietly as I could one of the shutters. Achieving this transit, I uncovered the glass without a sound and, applying my face to the pane, was able, the darkness without being much less than within, to see that I commanded the right direction. Then I saw something more. The moon made the night extraordinarily penetrable and showed me on the lawn a person, diminished by distance, who stood there motionless and as if fascinated, looking up to where I had appeared – looking, that is, not so much straight at me as at something that was apparently above me. There was clearly another person above me – there was a person on the tower; but the presence on the lawn was not in the least what I had conceived and had confidently hurried to meet. The presence on the lawn – I felt sick as I made it out – was poor little Miles himself.




 




•   XI   •









It was not till late next day that I spoke to Mrs. Grose; the rigour with which I kept my pupils in sight making it often difficult to meet her privately, and the more as we each felt the importance of not provoking – on the part of the servants quite as much as on that of the children – any suspicion of a secret flurry or of a discussion of mysteries. I drew a great security in this particular from her mere smooth aspect. There was nothing in her fresh face to pass on to others my horrible confidences. She believed me, I was sure, absolutely: if she hadn’t I don’t know what would have become of me, for I couldn’t have borne the business alone. But she was a magnificent monument to the blessing of a want of imagination, and if she could see in our little charges nothing but their beauty and amiability, their happiness and cleverness, she had no direct communication with the sources of my trouble. If they had been at all visibly blighted or battered she would doubtless have grown, on tracing it back, haggard enough to match them; as matters stood, however, I could feel her, when she surveyed them with her large white arms folded and the habit of serenity in all her look, thank the Lord’s mercy that if they were ruined the pieces would still serve. Flights of fancy gave place, in her mind, to a steady fireside glow, and I had already begun to perceive how, with the development of the conviction that – as time went on without a public accident – our young things could, after all, look out for themselves, she addressed her greatest solicitude to the sad case presented by their instructress. That, for myself, was a sound simplification: I could engage that, to the world, my face should tell no tales, but it would have been, in the conditions, an immense added strain to find myself anxious about hers.


At the hour I now speak of she had joined me, under pressure, on the terrace, where, with the lapse of the season, the afternoon sun was now agreeable; and we sat there together while, before us, at a distance, but within call if we wished, the children strolled to and fro in one of their most manageable moods. They moved slowly, in unison, below us, over the lawn, the boy, as they went, reading aloud from a storybook and passing his arm round his sister to keep her quite in touch. Mrs. Grose watched them with positive placidity; then I caught the suppressed intellectual creak with which she conscientiously turned to take from me a view of the back of the tapestry. I had made her a receptacle of lurid things, but there was an odd recognition of my superiority – my accomplishments and my function – in her patience under my pain. She offered her mind to my disclosures as, had I wished to mix a witch’s broth and proposed it with assurance, she would have held out a large clean saucepan. This had become thoroughly her attitude by the time that, in my recital of the events of the night, I reached the point of what Miles had said to me when, after seeing him, at such a monstrous hour, almost on the very spot where he happened now to be, I had gone down to bring him in; choosing then, at the window, with a concentrated need of not alarming the house, rather that method than a signal more resonant. I had left her meanwhile in little doubt of my small hope of representing with success even to her actual sympathy my sense of the real splendour of the little inspiration with which, after I had got him into the house, the boy met my final articulate challenge. As soon as I appeared in the moonlight on the terrace he had come to me as straight as possible; on which I had taken his hand without a word and led him, through the dark spaces, up the staircase where Quint had so hungrily hovered for him, along the lobby where I had listened and trembled, and so to his forsaken room.


Not a sound, on the way, had passed between us, and I had wondered – oh, how I had wondered! – if he were groping about in his little mind for something plausible and not too grotesque. It would tax his invention, certainly, and I felt, this time, over his real embarrassment, a curious thrill of triumph. It was a sharp trap for the inscrutable! He couldn’t play any longer at innocence; so how the deuce would he get out of it? There beat in me indeed, with the passionate throb of this question, an equal dumb appeal as to how the deuce I should. I was confronted at last, as never yet, with all the risk attached even now to sounding my own horrid note. I remember in fact that as we pushed into his little chamber, where the bed had not been slept in at all and the window, uncovered to the moonlight, made the place so clear that there was no need of striking a match – I remember how I suddenly dropped, sank upon the edge of the bed from the force of the idea that he must know how he really, as they say, “had” me. He could do what he liked, with all his cleverness to help him, so long as I should continue to defer to the old tradition of the criminality of those caretakers of the young who minister to superstitions and fears. He “had” me indeed, and in a cleft stick; for who would ever absolve me, who would consent that I should go unhung, if, by the faintest tremor of an overture, I were the first to introduce into our perfect intercourse an element so dire? No, no: it was useless to attempt to convey to Mrs. Grose, just as it is scarcely less so to attempt to suggest here, how, in our short, stiff brush in the dark, he fairly shook me with admiration. I was of course thoroughly kind and merciful; never, never yet had I placed on his little shoulders hands of such tenderness as those with which, while I rested against the bed, I held him there well under fire. I had no alternative but, in form at least, to put it to him.


“You must tell me now – and all the truth. What did you go out for? What were you doing there?”


I can still see his wonderful smile, the whites of his beautiful eyes and the uncovering of his little teeth, shine to me in the dusk. “If I tell you why, will you understand?” My heart, at this, leaped into my mouth. Would he tell me why? I found no sound on my lips to press it, and I was aware of replying only with a vague, repeated, grimacing nod. He was gentleness itself, and while I wagged my head at him he stood there more than ever a little fairy prince. It was his brightness indeed that gave me a respite. Would it be so great if he were really going to tell me? “Well,” he said at last, “just exactly in order that you should do this.”


“Do what?”


“Think me – for a change – bad!” I shall never forget the sweetness and gaiety with which he brought out the word, nor how, on top of it, he bent forward and kissed me. It was practically the end of everything. I met his kiss and I had to make, while I folded him for a minute in my arms, the most stupendous effort not to cry. He had given exactly the account of himself that permitted least of my going behind it, and it was only with the effect of confirming my acceptance of it that, as I presently glanced about the room, I could say – 


“Then you didn’t undress at all?”


He fairly glittered in the gloom. “Not at all. I sat up and read.”


“And when did you go down?”


“At midnight. When I’m bad I am bad!”


“I see, I see – it’s charming. But how could you be sure I would know it?”


“Oh, I arranged that with Flora.” His answers rang out with a readiness! “She was to get up and look out.”


“Which is what she did do.” It was I who fell into the trap!


“So she disturbed you, and, to see what she was looking at, you also looked – you saw.”


“While you,” I concurred, “caught your death in the night air!”


He literally bloomed so from this exploit that he could afford radiantly to assent. “How otherwise should I have been bad enough?” he asked. Then, after another embrace, the incident and our interview closed on my recognition of all the reserves of goodness that, for his joke, he had been able to draw upon.




 




•   XII   •








The particular impression I had received proved in the morning light, I repeat, not quite successfully presentable to Mrs. Grose, though I reinforced it with the mention of still another remark that he had made before we separated. “It all lies in half-a-dozen words,” I said to her, “words that really settle the matter. ‘Think, you know, what I might do!’ He threw that off to show me how good he is. He knows down to the ground what he ‘might’ do. That’s what he gave them a taste of at school.”


“Lord, you do change!” cried my friend.


“I don’t change – I simply make it out. The four, depend upon it, perpetually meet. If on either of these last nights you had been with either child you would clearly have understood. The more I’ve watched and waited the more I’ve felt that if there were nothing else to make it sure it would be made so by the systematic silence of each. Never, by a slip of the tongue, have they so much as alluded to either of their old friends, any more than Miles has alluded to his expulsion. Oh yes, we may sit here and look at them, and they may show off to us there to their fill; but even while they pretend to be lost in their fairy-tale they’re steeped in their vision of the dead restored. He’s not reading to her,” I declared; “they’re talking of them – they’re talking horrors! I go on, I know, as if I were crazy; and it’s a wonder I’m not. What I’ve seen would have made you so; but it has only made me more lucid, made me get hold of still other things.”


My lucidity must have seemed awful, but the charming creatures who were victims of it, passing and re-passing in their interlocked sweetness, gave my colleague something to hold on by; and I felt how tight she held as, without stirring in the breath of my passion, she covered them still with her eyes. “Of what other things have you got hold?”


“Why, of the very things that have delighted, fascinated and yet, at bottom, as I now so strangely see, mystified and troubled me. Their more than earthly beauty, their absolutely unnatural goodness. It’s a game,” I went on; “it’s a policy and a fraud!”


“On the part of little darlings—?”


“As yet mere lovely babies? Yes, mad as that seems!” The very act of bringing it out really helped me to trace it – follow it all up and piece it all together. “They haven’t been good – they’ve only been absent. It has been easy to live with them, because they’re simply leading a life of their own. They’re not mine – they’re not ours. They’re his and they’re hers!”


“Quint’s and that woman’s?”


“Quint’s and that woman’s. They want to get to them.”


Oh, how, at this, poor Mrs. Grose appeared to study them! “But for what?”


“For the love of all the evil that, in those dreadful days, the pair put into them. And to ply them with that evil still, to keep up the work of demons, is what brings the others back.”


“Laws!” said my friend under her breath. The exclamation was homely, but it revealed a real acceptance of my further proof of what, in the bad time – for there had been a worse even than this! – must have occurred. There could have been no such justification for me as the plain assent of her experience to whatever depth of depravity I found credible in our brace of scoundrels. It was in obvious submission of memory that she brought out after a moment: “They were rascals! But what can they now do?” she pursued.


“Do?” I echoed so loud that Miles and Flora, as they passed at their distance, paused an instant in their walk and looked at us. “Don’t they do enough?” I demanded in a lower tone, while the children, having smiled and nodded and kissed hands to us, resumed their exhibition. We were held by it a minute; then I answered: “They can destroy them!” At this my companion did turn, but the inquiry she launched was a silent one, the effect of which was to make me more explicit. “They don’t know, as yet, quite how – but they’re trying hard. They’re seen only across, as it were, and beyond – in strange places and on high places, the top of towers, the roof of houses, the outside of windows, the further edge of pools; but there’s a deep design, on either side, to shorten the distance and overcome the obstacle; and the success of the tempters is only a question of time. They’ve only to keep to their suggestions of danger.”


“For the children to come?”


“And perish in the attempt!” Mrs. Grose slowly got up, and I scrupulously added: “Unless, of course, we can prevent!”


Standing there before me while I kept my seat, she visibly turned things over. “Their uncle must do the preventing. He must take them away.”


“And who’s to make him?”


She had been scanning the distance, but she now dropped on me a foolish face. “You, Miss.”


“By writing to him that his house is poisoned and his little nephew and niece mad?”


“But if they are, Miss?”


“And if I am myself, you mean? That’s charming news to be sent him by a governess whose prime undertaking was to give him no worry.”


Mrs. Grose considered, following the children again. “Yes, he do hate worry. That was the great reason—”


“Why those fiends took him in so long? No doubt, though his indifference must have been awful. As I’m not a fiend, at any rate, I shouldn’t take him in.”


My companion, after an instant and for all answer, sat down again and grasped my arm. “Make him at any rate come to you.”


I stared. “To me?” I had a sudden fear of what she might do. “‘Him’?”


“He ought to be here – he ought to help.”


I quickly rose, and I think I must have shown her a queerer face than ever yet. “You see me asking him for a visit?” No, with her eyes on my face she evidently couldn’t. Instead of it even – as a woman reads another – she could see what I myself saw: his derision, his amusement, his contempt for the breakdown of my resignation at being left alone and for the fine machinery I had set in motion to attract his attention to my slighted charms. She didn’t know – no one knew – how proud I had been to serve him and to stick to our terms; yet she none the less took the measure, I think, of the warning I now gave her. “If you should so lose your head as to appeal to him for me—”


She was really frightened. “Yes, Miss?”


“I would leave, on the spot, both him and you.”





 



•   XIII   •








It was all very well to join them, but speaking to them proved quite as much as ever an effort beyond my strength – offered, in close quarters, difficulties as insurmountable as before. This situation continued a month, and with new aggravations and particular notes, the note above all, sharper and sharper, of the small ironic consciousness on the part of my pupils. It was not, I am as sure today as I was sure then, my mere infernal imagination: it was absolutely traceable that they were aware of my predicament and that this strange relation made, in a manner, for a long time, the air in which we moved. I don’t mean that they had their tongues in their cheeks or did anything vulgar, for that was not one of their dangers: I do mean, on the other hand, that the element of the unnamed and untouched became, between us, greater than any other, and that so much avoidance could not have been so successfully effected without a great deal of tacit arrangement. It was as if, at moments, we were perpetually coming into sight of subjects before which we must stop short, turning suddenly out of alleys that we perceived to be blind, closing with a little bang that made us look at each other – for, like all bangs, it was something louder than we had intended – the doors we had indiscreetly opened. All roads lead to Rome, and there were times when it might have struck us that almost every branch of study or subject of conversation skirted forbidden ground. Forbidden ground was the question of the return of the dead in general and of whatever, in especial, might survive, in memory, of the friends little children had lost. There were days when I could have sworn that one of them had, with a small invisible nudge, said to the other: “She thinks she’ll do it this time – but she won’t!” To “do it” would have been to indulge for instance – and for once in a way – in some direct reference to the lady who had prepared them for my discipline. They had a delightful endless appetite for passages in my own history, to which I had again and again treated them; they were in possession of everything that had ever happened to me, had had, with every circumstance, the story of my smallest adventures and of those of my brothers and sisters and of the cat and the dog at home, as well as many particulars of the eccentric nature of my father, of the furniture and arrangement of our house and of the conversation of the old women of our village. There were things enough, taking one with another, to chatter about, if one went very fast and knew by instinct when to go round. They pulled with an art of their own the strings of my invention and my memory; and nothing else perhaps, when I thought of such occasions afterwards, gave me so the suspicion of being watched from under cover. It was in any case over my life, my past and my friends alone that we could take anything like our ease; a state of affairs that led them sometimes without the least pertinence to break out into sociable reminders. I was invited – with no visible connection – to repeat afresh Goody Gosling’s celebrated mot or to confirm the details already supplied as to the cleverness of the vicarage pony.


It was partly at such junctures as these and partly at quite different ones that, with the turn my matters had now taken, my predicament, as I have called it, grew most sensible. The fact that the days passed for me without another encounter ought, it would have appeared, to have done something toward soothing my nerves. Since the light brush, that second night on the upper landing, of the presence of a woman at the foot of the stair, I had seen nothing, whether in or out of the house, that one had better not have seen. There was many a corner round which I expected to come upon Quint, and many a situation that, in a merely sinister way, would have favoured the appearance of Miss Jessel. The summer had turned, the summer had gone; the autumn had dropped upon Bly and had blown out half our lights. The place, with its grey sky and withered garlands, its bared spaces and scattered dead leaves, was like a theatre after the performance – all strewn with crumpled playbills. There were exactly states of the air, conditions of sound and of stillness, unspeakable impressions of the kind of ministering moment, that brought back to me, long enough to catch it, the feeling of the medium in which, that June evening out-of-doors, I had had my first sight of Quint, and in which, too, at those other instants, I had, after seeing him through the window, looked for him in vain in the circle of shrubbery. I recognised the signs, the portents – I recognised the moment, the spot. But they remained unaccompanied and empty, and I continued unmolested; if unmolested one could call a young woman whose sensibility had, in the most extraordinary fashion, not declined but deepened. I had said in my talk with Mrs. Grose on that horrid scene of Flora’s by the lake – and had perplexed her by so saying – that it would from that moment distress me much more to lose my power than to keep it. I had then expressed what was vividly in my mind: the truth that, whether the children really saw or not – since, that is, it was not yet definitely proved – I greatly preferred, as a safeguard, the fullness of my own exposure. I was ready to know the very worst that was to be known. What I had then had an ugly glimpse of was that my eyes might be sealed just while theirs were most opened. Well, my eyes were sealed, it appeared, at present – a consummation for which it seemed blasphemous not to thank God. There was, alas, a difficulty about that: I would have thanked him with all my soul had I not had in a proportionate measure this conviction of the secret of my pupils.


How can I retrace today the strange steps of my obsession? There were times of our being together when I would have been ready to swear that, literally, in my presence, but with my direct sense of it closed, they had visitors who were known and were welcome. Then it was that, had I not been deterred by the very chance that such an injury might prove greater than the injury to be averted, my exaltation would have broken out. “They’re here, they’re here, you little wretches,” I would have cried, “and you can’t deny it now!” The little wretches denied it with all the added volume of their sociability and their tenderness, in just the crystal depths of which – like the flash of a fish in a stream – the mockery of their advantage peeped up. The shock, in truth, had sunk into me still deeper than I knew on the night when, looking out to see either Quint or Miss Jessel under the stars, I had beheld the boy over whose rest I watched and who had immediately brought in with him – had straightway, there, turned it on me – the lovely upward look with which, from the battlements above me, the hideous apparition of Quint had played. If it was a question of a scare, my discovery on this occasion had scared me more than any other, and it was in the condition of nerves produced by it that I made my actual inductions. They harassed me so that sometimes, at odd moments, I shut myself up audibly to rehearse – it was at once a fantastic relief and a renewed despair – the manner in which I might come to the point. I approached it from one side and the other while, in my room, I flung myself about, but I always broke down in the monstrous utterance of names. As they died away on my lips I said to myself that I should indeed help them to represent something infamous if, by pronouncing them, I should violate as rare a little case of instinctive delicacy as any schoolroom, probably, had ever known. When I said to myself: “They have the manners to be silent, and you, trusted as you are, the baseness to speak!” I felt myself crimson and I covered my face with my hands. After these secret scenes I chattered more than ever, going on volubly enough till one of our prodigious, palpable hushes occurred – I can call them nothing else – the strange, dizzy lift or swim (I try for terms!) into a stillness, a pause of all life, that had nothing to do with the more or less noise that at the moment we might be engaged in making and that I could hear through any deepened exhilaration or quickened recitation or louder strum of the piano. Then it was that the others, the outsiders, were there. Though they were not angels, they “passed,” as the French say, causing me, while they stayed, to tremble with the fear of their addressing to their younger victims some yet more infernal message or more vivid image than they had thought good enough for myself.


What it was most impossible to get rid of was the cruel idea that, whatever I had seen, Miles and Flora saw more – things terrible and unguessable and that sprang from dreadful passages of intercourse in the past. Such things naturally left on the surface, for the time, a chill which we vociferously denied that we felt; and we had, all three, with repetition, got into such splendid training that we went, each time, almost automatically, to mark the close of the incident, through the very same movements. It was striking of the children, at all events, to kiss me inveterately with a kind of wild irrelevance and never to fail – one or the other – of the precious question that had helped us through many a peril. “When do you think he will come? Don’t you think we ought to write?” – there was nothing like that inquiry, we found by experience, for carrying off an awkwardness. “He” of course was their uncle in Harley Street; and we lived in much profusion of theory that he might at any moment arrive to mingle in our circle. It was impossible to have given less encouragement than he had done to such a doctrine, but if we had not had the doctrine to fall back upon we should have deprived each other of some of our finest exhibitions. He never wrote to them – that may have been selfish, but it was a part of the flattery of his trust of me; for the way in which a man pays his highest tribute to a woman is apt to be but by the more festal celebration of one of the sacred laws of his comfort; and I held that I carried out the spirit of the pledge given not to appeal to him when I let my charges understand that their own letters were but charming literary exercises. They were too beautiful to be posted; I kept them myself; I have them all to this hour. This was a rule indeed which only added to the satiric effect of my being plied with the supposition that he might at any moment be among us. It was exactly as if my charges knew how almost more awkward than anything else that might be for me. There appears to me, moreover, as I look back, no note in all this more extraordinary than the mere fact that, in spite of my tension and of their triumph, I never lost patience with them. Adorable they must in truth have been, I now reflect, that I didn’t in these days hate them! Would exasperation, however, if relief had longer been postponed, finally have betrayed me? It little matters, for relief arrived. I call it relief though it was only the relief that a snap brings to a strain or the burst of a thunderstorm to a day of suffocation. It was at least change, and it came with a rush.




 




•   xIv   •








Walking to church a certain Sunday morning, I had little Miles at my side and his sister, in advance of us and at Mrs. Grose’s, well in sight. It was a crisp, clear day, the first of its order for some time; the night had brought a touch of frost, and the autumn air, bright and sharp, made the church-bells almost gay. It was an odd accident of thought that I should have happened at such a moment to be particularly and very gratefully struck with the obedience of my little charges. Why did they never resent my inexorable, my perpetual society? Something or other had brought nearer home to me that I had all but pinned the boy to my shawl and that, in the way our companions were marshalled before me, I might have appeared to provide against some danger of rebellion. I was like a gaoler with an eye to possible surprises and escapes. But all this belonged – I mean their magnificent little surrender – just to the special array of the facts that were most abysmal. Turned out for Sunday by his uncle’s tailor, who had had a free hand and a notion of pretty waistcoats and of his grand little air, Miles’s whole title to independence, the rights of his sex and situation, were so stamped upon him that if he had suddenly struck for freedom I should have had nothing to say. I was by the strangest of chances wondering how I should meet him when the revolution unmistakeably occurred. I call it a revolution because I now see how, with the word he spoke, the curtain rose on the last act of my dreadful drama and the catastrophe was precipitated. “Look here, my dear, you know,” he charmingly said, “when in the world, please, am I going back to school?”


Transcribed here the speech sounds harmless enough, particularly as uttered in the sweet, high, casual pipe with which, at all interlocutors, but above all at his eternal governess, he threw off intonations as if he were tossing roses. There was something in them that always made one “catch,” and I caught, at any rate, now so effectually that I stopped as short as if one of the trees of the park had fallen across the road. There was something new, on the spot, between us, and he was perfectly aware that I recognised it, though, to enable me to do so, he had no need to look a whit less candid and charming than usual. I could feel in him how he already, from my at first finding nothing to reply, perceived the advantage he had gained. I was so slow to find anything that he had plenty of time, after a minute, to continue with his suggestive but inconclusive smile: “You know, my dear, that for a fellow to be with a lady always—!” His “my dear” was constantly on his lips for me, and nothing could have expressed more the exact shade of the sentiment with which I desired to inspire my pupils than its fond familiarity. It was so respectfully easy.


But, oh, how I felt that at present I must pick my own phrases! I remember that, to gain time, I tried to laugh, and I seemed to see in the beautiful face with which he watched me how ugly and queer I looked. “And always with the same lady?” I returned.


He neither blenched nor winked. The whole thing was virtually out between us. “Ah, of course she’s a jolly, ‘perfect’ lady; but, after all, I’m a fellow, don’t you see? that’s – well, getting on.”


I lingered there with him an instant ever so kindly. “Yes, you’re getting on.” Oh, but I felt helpless!


I have kept to this day the heartbreaking little idea of how he seemed to know that and to play with it. “And you can’t say I’ve not been awfully good, can you?”


I laid my hand on his shoulder, for, though I felt how much better it would have been to walk on, I was not yet quite able. “No, I can’t say that, Miles.”


“Except just that one night, you know—!”


“That one night?” I couldn’t look as straight as he.


“Why, when I went down – went out of the house.”


“Oh yes. But I forget what you did it for.”


“You forget?” – he spoke with the sweet extravagance of childish reproach. “Why, it was to show you I could!”


“Oh yes, you could.”


“And I can again.”


I felt that I might, perhaps, after all, succeed in keeping my wits about me. “Certainly. But you won’t.”


“No, not that again. It was nothing.”


“It was nothing,” I said. “But we must go on.”


He resumed our walk with me, passing his hand into my arm. “Then when am I going back?”


I wore, in turning it over, my most responsible air. “Were you very happy at school?”


He just considered. “Oh, I’m happy enough anywhere!”


“Well then,” I quavered, “if you’re just as happy here—!”


“Ah, but that isn’t everything! Of course you know a lot—”


“But you hint that you know almost as much?” I risked as he paused.


“Not half I want to!” Miles honestly professed. “But it isn’t so much that.”


“What is it then?”


“Well – I want to see more life.”


“I see; I see.” We had arrived within sight of the church and of various persons, including several of the household of Bly, on their way to it and clustered about the door to see us go in. I quickened our step; I wanted to get there before the question between us opened up much further; I reflected hungrily that, for more than an hour, he would have to be silent; and I thought with envy of the comparative dusk of the pew and of the almost spiritual help of the hassock on which I might bend my knees. I seemed literally to be running a race with some confusion to which he was about to reduce me, but I felt that he had got in first when, before we had even entered the churchyard, he threw out – 


“I want my own sort!”


It literally made me bound forward. “There are not many of your own sort, Miles!” I laughed. “Unless perhaps, dear little Flora!”


“You really compare me to a baby girl?”


This found me singularly weak. “Don’t you, then, love our sweet Flora?”


“If I didn’t – and you too; if I didn’t—!” he repeated as if retreating for a jump, yet leaving his thought so unfinished that, after we had come into the gate, another stop, which he imposed on me by the pressure of his arm, had become inevitable. Mrs. Grose and Flora had passed into the church, the other worshippers had followed, and we were, for the minute, alone among the old, thick graves. We had paused, on the path from the gate, by a low, oblong, table-like tomb.


“Yes, if you didn’t—?”


He looked, while I waited, about at the graves. “Well, you know what!” But he didn’t move, and he presently produced something that made me drop straight down on the stone slab, as if suddenly to rest. “Does my uncle think what you think?”


I markedly rested. “How do you know what I think?”


“Ah well, of course I don’t; for it strikes me you never tell me. But I mean does he know?”


“Know what, Miles?”


“Why, the way I’m going on.”


I perceived quickly enough that I could make, to this inquiry, no answer that would not involve something of a sacrifice of my employer. Yet it appeared to me that we were all, at Bly, sufficiently sacrificed to make that venial. “I don’t think your uncle much cares.”


Miles, on this, stood looking at me. “Then don’t you think he can be made to?”


“In what way?”


“Why, by his coming down.”


“But who’ll get him to come down?”


“I will!” the boy said with extraordinary brightness and emphasis. He gave me another look charged with that expression and then marched off alone into church.




 




•   XV   •








The business was practically settled from the moment I never followed him. It was a pitiful surrender to agitation, but my being aware of this had somehow no power to restore me. I only sat there on my tomb and read into what my little friend had said to me the fullness of its meaning; by the time I had grasped the whole of which I had also embraced, for absence, the pretext that I was ashamed to offer my pupils and the rest of the congregation such an example of delay. What I said to myself above all was that Miles had got something out of me and that the proof of it, for him, would be just this awkward collapse. He had got out of me that there was something I was much afraid of and that he should probably be able to make use of my fear to gain, for his own purpose, more freedom. My fear was of having to deal with the intolerable question of the grounds of his dismissal from school, for that was really but the question of the horrors gathered behind. That his uncle should arrive to treat with me of these things was a solution that, strictly speaking, I ought now to have desired to bring on; but I could so little face the ugliness and the pain of it that I simply procrastinated and lived from hand to mouth. The boy, to my deep discomposure, was immensely in the right, was in a position to say to me: “Either you clear up with my guardian the mystery of this interruption of my studies, or you cease to expect me to lead with you a life that’s so unnatural for a boy.” What was so unnatural for the particular boy I was concerned with was this sudden revelation of a consciousness and a plan.


That was what really overcame me, what prevented my going in. I walked round the church, hesitating, hovering; I reflected that I had already, with him, hurt myself beyond repair. Therefore I could patch up nothing, and it was too extreme an effort to squeeze beside him into the pew: he would be so much more sure than ever to pass his arm into mine and make me sit there for an hour in close, silent contact with his commentary on our talk. For the first minute since his arrival I wanted to get away from him. As I paused beneath the high east window and listened to the sounds of worship I was taken with an impulse that might master me, I felt, completely should I give it the least encouragement. I might easily put an end to my predicament by getting away altogether. Here was my chance; there was no one to stop me; I could give the whole thing up – turn my back and retreat. It was only a question of hurrying again, for a few preparations, to the house which the attendance at church of so many of the servants would practically have left unoccupied. No one, in short, could blame me if I should just drive desperately off. What was it to get away if I got away only till dinner? That would be in a couple of hours, at the end of which – I had the acute prevision – my little pupils would play at innocent wonder about my non-appearance in their train.


“What did you do, you naughty, bad thing? Why in the world, to worry us so – and take our thoughts off too, don’t you know? – did you desert us at the very door?” I couldn’t meet such questions nor, as they asked them, their false little lovely eyes; yet it was all so exactly what I should have to meet that, as the prospect grew sharp to me, I at last let myself go.


I got, so far as the immediate moment was concerned, away; I came straight out of the churchyard and, thinking hard, retraced my steps through the park. It seemed to me that by the time I reached the house I had made up my mind I would fly. The Sunday stillness both of the approaches and of the interior, in which I met no one, fairly excited me with a sense of opportunity. Were I to get off quickly, this way, I should get off without a scene, without a word. My quickness would have to be remarkable, however, and the question of a conveyance was the great one to settle. Tormented, in the hall, with difficulties and obstacles, I remember sinking down at the foot of the staircase – suddenly collapsing there on the lowest step and then, with a revulsion, recalling that it was exactly where, more than a month before, in the darkness of night and just so bowed with evil things, I had seen the spectre of the most horrible of women. At this I was able to straighten myself; I went the rest of the way up; I made, in my bewilderment, for the schoolroom, where there were objects belonging to me that I should have to take. But I opened the door to find again, in a flash, my eyes unsealed. In the presence of what I saw I reeled straight back upon my resistance.


Seated at my own table in the clear noonday light I saw a person whom, without my previous experience, I should have taken at the first blush for some housemaid who might have stayed at home to look after the place and who, availing herself of rare relief from observation and of the schoolroom table and my pens, ink and paper, had applied herself to the considerable effort of a letter to her sweetheart. There was an effort in the way that, while her arms rested on the table, her hands, with evident weariness, supported her head; but at the moment I took this in I had already become aware that, in spite of my entrance, her attitude strangely persisted. Then it was – with the very act of its announcing itself – that her identity flared up in a change of posture. She rose, not as if she had heard me, but with an indescribable grand melancholy of indifference and detachment, and, within a dozen feet of me, stood there as my vile predecessor. Dishonoured and tragic, she was all before me; but even as I fixed and, for memory, secured it, the awful image passed away. Dark as midnight in her black dress, her haggard beauty and her unutterable woe, she had looked at me long enough to appear to say that her right to sit at my table was as good as mine to sit at hers. While these instants lasted indeed I had the extraordinary chill of a feeling that it was I who was the intruder. It was as a wild protest against it that, actually addressing her – “You terrible, miserable woman!” – I heard myself break into a sound that, by the open door, rang through the long passage and the empty house. She looked at me as if she heard me, but I had recovered myself and cleared the air. There was nothing in the room the next minute but the sunshine and a sense that I must stay.
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I had so perfectly expected that the return of my pupils would be marked by a demonstration that I was freshly upset at having to take into account that they were dumb about my absence. Instead of gaily denouncing and caressing me they made no allusion to my having failed them, and I was left, for the time, on perceiving that she too said nothing, to study Mrs. Grose’s odd face. I did this to such purpose that I made sure they had in some way bribed her to silence; a silence that, however, I would engage to break down on the first private opportunity. This opportunity came before tea: I secured five minutes with her in the housekeeper’s room, where, in the twilight, amid a smell of lately-baked bread, but with the place all swept and garnished, I found her sitting in pained placidity before the fire. So I see her still, so I see her best: facing the flame from her straight chair in the dusky, shining room, a large clean image of the “put away” – of drawers closed and locked and rest without a remedy.


“Oh yes, they asked me to say nothing; and to please them – so long as they were there – of course I promised. But what had happened to you?”


“I only went with you for the walk,” I said. “I had then to come back to meet a friend.”


She showed her surprise. “A friend – you?”


“Oh yes, I have a couple!” I laughed. “But did the children give you a reason?”


“For not alluding to your leaving us? Yes; they said you would like it better. Do you like it better?”


My face had made her rueful. “No, I like it worse!” But after an instant I added: “Did they say why I should like it better?”


“No; Master Miles only said ‘We must do nothing but what she likes!’”


“I wish indeed he would! And what did Flora say?”


“Miss Flora was too sweet. She said, ‘Oh, of course, of course!’ – and I said the same.”


I thought a moment. “You were too sweet too – I can hear you all. But none the less, between Miles and me, it’s now all out.”


“All out?” My companion stared. “But what, Miss?”


“Everything. It doesn’t matter. I’ve made up my mind. I came home, my dear,” I went on, “for a talk with Miss Jessel.”


I had by this time formed the habit of having Mrs. Grose literally well in hand in advance of my sounding that note; so that even now, as she bravely blinked under the signal of my word, I could keep her comparatively firm. “A talk! Do you mean she spoke?”


“It came to that. I found her, on my return, in the schoolroom.”


“And what did she say?” I can hear the good woman still, and the candour of her stupefaction.


“That she suffers the torments—!”


It was this, of a truth, that made her, as she filled out my picture, gape. “Do you mean,” she faltered “ – of the lost?”


“Of the lost. Of the damned. And that’s why, to share them—” I faltered myself with the horror of it.


But my companion, with less imagination, kept me up. “To share them—?”


“She wants Flora.” Mrs. Grose might, as I gave it to her, fairly have fallen away from me had I not been prepared. I still held her there, to show I was. “As I’ve told you, however, it doesn’t matter.”


“Because you’ve made up your mind? But to what?”


“To everything.”


“And what do you call ‘everything’?”


“Why, sending for their uncle.”


“Oh Miss, in pity do,” my friend broke out.


“Ah, but I will, I will! I see it’s the only way. What’s ‘out,’ as I told you, with Miles is that if he thinks I’m afraid to – and has ideas of what he gains by that – he shall see he’s mistaken. Yes, yes; his uncle shall have it here from me on the spot (and before the boy himself if necessary,) that if I’m to be reproached with having done nothing again about more school—”


“Yes, Miss—” my companion pressed me.


“Well, there’s that awful reason.”


There were now clearly so many of these for my poor colleague that she was excusable for being vague. “But – a – which?”


“Why, the letter from his old place.”


“You’ll show it to the master?”


“I ought to have done so on the instant.”


“Oh no!” said Mrs. Grose with decision.


“I’ll put it before him,” I went on inexorably, “that I can’t undertake to work the question on behalf of a child who has been expelled—”


“For we’ve never in the least known what!” Mrs. Grose declared.


“For wickedness. For what else – when he’s so clever and beautiful and perfect? Is he stupid? Is he untidy? Is he infirm? Is he ill-natured? He’s exquisite – so it can be only that; and that would open up the whole thing. After all,” I said, “it’s their uncle’s fault. If he left here such people—!”


“He didn’t really in the least know them. The fault’s mine.” She had turned quite pale.


“Well, you shan’t suffer,” I answered.


“The children shan’t!” she emphatically returned.


I was silent a while; we looked at each other. “Then what am I to tell him?”


“You needn’t tell him anything. I’ll tell him.”


I measured this. “Do you mean you’ll write—?” Remembering she couldn’t, I caught myself up. “How do you communicate?”


“I tell the bailiff. He writes.”


“And should you like him to write our story?”


My question had a sarcastic force that I had not fully intended, and it made her, after a moment, inconsequently break down. The tears were again in her eyes. “Ah, Miss, you write!”


“Well – tonight,” I at last answered; and on this we separated.
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I went so far, in the evening, as to make a beginning. The weather had changed back, a great wind was abroad, and beneath the lamp, in my room, with Flora at peace beside me, I sat for a long time before a blank sheet of paper and listened to the lash of the rain and the batter of the gusts. Finally I went out, taking a candle; I crossed the passage and listened a minute at Miles’s door. What, under my endless obsession, I had been impelled to listen for was some betrayal of his not being at rest, and I presently caught one, but not in the form I had expected. His voice tinkled out. “I say, you there – come in.” It was a gaiety in the gloom!


I went in with my light and found him, in bed, very wide awake, but very much at his ease. “Well, what are you up to?” he asked with a grace of sociability in which it occurred to me that Mrs. Grose, had she been present, might have looked in vain for proof that anything was “out.”


I stood over him with my candle. “How did you know I was there?”


“Why, of course I heard you. Did you fancy you made no noise? You’re like a troop of cavalry!” he beautifully laughed.


“Then you weren’t asleep?”


“Not much! I lie awake and think.”


I had put my candle, designedly, a short way off, and then, as he held out his friendly old hand to me, had sat down on the edge of his bed. “What is it,” I asked, “that you think of?”


“What in the world, my dear, but you?”


“Ah, the pride I take in your appreciation doesn’t insist on that! I had so far rather you slept.”


“Well, I think also, you know, of this queer business of ours.”


I marked the coolness of his firm little hand. “Of what queer business, Miles?”


“Why, the way you bring me up. And all the rest!”


I fairly held my breath a minute, and even from my glimmering taper there was light enough to show how he smiled up at me from his pillow. “What do you mean by all the rest?”


“Oh, you know, you know!”


I could say nothing for a minute, though I felt, as I held his hand and our eyes continued to meet, that my silence had all the air of admitting his charge and that nothing in the whole world of reality was perhaps at that moment so fabulous as our actual relation. “Certainly you shall go back to school,” I said, “if it be that that troubles you. But not to the old place – we must find another, a better. How could I know it did trouble you, this question, when you never told me so, never spoke of it at all?” His clear, listening face, framed in its smooth whiteness, made him for the minute as appealing as some wistful patient in a children’s hospital; and I would have given, as the resemblance came to me, all I possessed on earth really to be the nurse or the sister of charity who might have helped to cure him. Well, even as it was, I perhaps might help! “Do you know you’ve never said a word to me about your school – I mean the old one; never mentioned it in any way?”


He seemed to wonder; he smiled with the same loveliness. But he clearly gained time; he waited, he called for guidance. “Haven’t I?” It wasn’t for me to help him – it was for the thing I had met!


Something in his tone and the expression of his face, as I got this from him, set my heart aching with such a pang as it had never yet known; so unutterably touching was it to see his little brain puzzled and his little resources taxed to play, under the spell laid on him, a part of innocence and consistency. “No, never – from the hour you came back. You’ve never mentioned to me one of your masters, one of your comrades, nor the least little thing that ever happened to you at school. Never, little Miles – no never – have you given me an inkling of anything that may have happened there. Therefore you can fancy how much I’m in the dark. Until you came out, that way, this morning, you had, since the first hour I saw you, scarce even made a reference to anything in your previous life. You seemed so perfectly to accept the present.” It was extraordinary how my absolute conviction of his secret precocity (or whatever I might call the poison of an influence that I dared but half to phrase,) made him, in spite of the faint breath of his inward trouble, appear as accessible as an older person – imposed him almost as an intellectual equal. “I thought you wanted to go on as you are.”


It struck me that at this he just faintly coloured. He gave, at any rate, like a convalescent slightly fatigued, a languid shake of his head. “I don’t – I don’t. I want to get away.”


“You’re tired of Bly?”


“Oh no, I like Bly.”


“Well, then—?”


“Oh, you know what a boy wants!”


I felt that I didn’t know so well as Miles, and I took temporary refuge. “You want to go to your uncle?”


Again, at this, with his sweet ironic face, he made a movement on the pillow. “Ah, you can’t get off with that!”


I was silent a little, and it was I, now, I think, who changed colour. “My dear, I don’t want to get off!”


“You can’t, even if you do. You can’t, you can’t!” – he lay beautifully staring. “My uncle must come down, and you must completely settle things.”


“If we do,” I returned with some spirit, “you may be sure it will be to take you quite away.”


“Well, don’t you understand that that’s exactly what I’m working for? You’ll have to tell him – about the way you’ve let it all drop: you’ll have to tell him a tremendous lot!”


The exultation with which he uttered this helped me somehow, for the instant, to meet him rather more. “And how much will you, Miles, have to tell him? There are things he’ll ask you!”


He turned it over. “Very likely. But what things?”


“The things you’ve never told me. To make up his mind what to do with you. He can’t send you back—”


“Oh, I don’t want to go back!” he broke in. “I want a new field.”


He said it with admirable serenity, with positive unimpeachable gaiety; and doubtless it was that very note that most evoked for me the poignancy, the unnatural childish tragedy, of his probable reappearance at the end of three months with all this bravado and still more dishonour. It overwhelmed me now that I should never be able to bear that, and it made me let myself go. I threw myself upon him and in the tenderness of my pity I embraced him. “Dear little Miles, dear little Miles—!”


My face was close to his, and he let me kiss him, simply taking it with indulgent good humour. “Well, old lady?”


“Is there nothing – nothing at all that you want to tell me?”


He turned off a little, facing round toward the wall and holding up his hand to look at as one had seen sick children look. “I’ve told you – I told you this morning.”


Oh, I was sorry for him! “That you just want me not to worry you?”


He looked round at me now, as if in recognition of my understanding him; then ever so gently, “To let me alone,” he replied.


There was even a singular little dignity in it, something that made me release him, yet, when I had slowly risen, linger beside him. God knows I never wished to harass him, but I felt that merely, at this, to turn my back on him was to abandon or, to put it more truly, to lose him. “I’ve just begun a letter to your uncle,” I said.


“Well then, finish it!”


I waited a minute. “What happened before?”


He gazed up at me again. “Before what?”


“Before you came back. And before you went away.”


For some time he was silent, but he continued to meet my eyes. “What happened?”


It made me, the sound of the words, in which it seemed to me that I caught for the very first time a small faint quaver of consenting consciousness – it made me drop on my knees beside the bed and seize once more the chance of possessing him. “Dear little Miles, dear little Miles, if you knew how I want to help you! It’s only that, it’s nothing but that, and I’d rather die than give you a pain or do you a wrong – I’d rather die than hurt a hair of you. Dear little Miles” – oh, I brought it out now even if I should go too far – “I just want you to help me to save you!” But I knew in a moment after this that I had gone too far. The answer to my appeal was instantaneous, but it came in the form of an extraordinary blast and chill, a gust of frozen air and a shake of the room as great as if, in the wild wind, the casement had crashed in. The boy gave a loud, high shriek which, lost in the rest of the shock of sound, might have seemed, indistinctly, though I was so close to him, a note either of jubilation or of terror. I jumped to my feet again and was conscious of darkness. So for a moment we remained, while I stared about me and saw that the drawn curtains were unstirred and the window tight. “Why, the candle’s out!” I then cried.


“It was I who blew it, dear!” said Miles.




 




•   XVIII   •








The next day, after lessons, Mrs. Grose found a moment to say to me quietly: “Have you written, Miss?”


“Yes – I’ve written.” But I didn’t add – for the hour – that my letter, sealed and directed, was still in my pocket. There would be time enough to send it before the messenger should go to the village. Meanwhile there had been, on the part of my pupils, no more brilliant, more exemplary morning. It was exactly as if they had both had at heart to gloss over any recent little friction. They performed the dizziest feats of arithmetic, soaring quite out of my feeble range, and perpetrated, in higher spirits than ever, geographical and historical jokes. It was conspicuous of course in Miles in particular that he appeared to wish to show how easily he could let me down. This child, to my memory, really lives in a setting of beauty and misery that no words can translate; there was a distinction all his own in every impulse he revealed; never was a small natural creature, to the uninitiated eye all frankness and freedom, a more ingenious, a more extraordinary little gentleman. I had perpetually to guard against the wonder of contemplation into which my initiated view betrayed me; to check the irrelevant gaze and discouraged sigh in which I constantly both attacked and renounced the enigma of what such a little gentleman could have done that deserved a penalty. Say that, by the dark prodigy I knew, the imagination of all evil had been opened up to him: all the justice within me ached for the proof that it could ever have flowered into an act.


He had never, at any rate, been such a little gentleman as when, after our early dinner on this dreadful day, he came round to me and asked if I shouldn’t like him, for half an hour, to play to me. David playing to Saul could never have shown a finer sense of the occasion. It was literally a charming exhibition of tact, of magnanimity, and quite tantamount to his saying outright: “The true knights we love to read about never push an advantage too far. I know what you mean now: you mean that – to be let alone yourself and not followed up – you’ll cease to worry and spy upon me, won’t keep me so close to you, will let me go and come. Well, I ‘come,’ you see – but I don’t go! There’ll be plenty of time for that. I do really delight in your society, and I only want to show you that I contended for a principle.” It may be imagined whether I resisted this appeal or failed to accompany him again, hand in hand, to the schoolroom. He sat down at the old piano and played as he had never played; and if there are those who think he had better have been kicking a football I can only say that I wholly agree with them. For at the end of a time that under his influence I had quite ceased to measure I started up with a strange sense of having literally slept at my post. It was after luncheon, and by the schoolroom fire, and yet I hadn’t really, in the least, slept: I had only done something much worse – I had forgotten. Where, all this time, was Flora? When I put the question to Miles he played on a minute before answering, and then could only say: “Why, my dear, how do I know?” – breaking moreover into a happy laugh which, immediately after, as if it were a vocal accompaniment, he prolonged into incoherent, extravagant song.


I went straight to my room, but his sister was not there; then, before going downstairs, I looked into several others. As she was nowhere about she would surely be with Mrs. Grose, whom, in the comfort of that theory, I accordingly proceeded in quest of. I found her where I had found her the evening before, but she met my quick challenge with blank, scared ignorance. She had only supposed that, after the repast, I had carried off both the children; as to which she was quite in her right, for it was the very first time I had allowed the little girl out of my sight without some special provision. Of course now indeed she might be with the maids, so that the immediate thing was to look for her without an air of alarm. This we promptly arranged between us; but when, ten minutes later and in pursuance of our arrangement, we met in the hall, it was only to report on either side that after guarded inquiries we had altogether failed to trace her. For a minute there, apart from observation, we exchanged mute alarms, and I could feel with what high interest my friend returned me all those I had from the first given her.


“She’ll be above,” she presently said – “in one of the rooms you haven’t searched.”


“No; she’s at a distance.” I had made up my mind. “She has gone out.”


Mrs. Grose stared. “Without a hat?”


I naturally also looked volumes. “Isn’t that woman always without one?”


“She’s with her?”


“She’s with her!” I declared. “We must find them.”


My hand was on my friend’s arm, but she failed for the moment, confronted with such an account of the matter, to respond to my pressure. She communed, on the contrary, on the spot, with her uneasiness. “And where’s Master Miles?”


“Oh, he’s with Quint. They’re in the schoolroom.”


“Lord, Miss!” My view, I was myself aware – and therefore I suppose my tone – had never yet reached so calm an assurance.


“The trick’s played,” I went on; “they’ve successfully worked their plan. He found the most divine little way to keep me quiet while she went off.”


“‘Divine’?” Mrs. Grose bewilderedly echoed.


“Infernal, then!” I almost cheerfully rejoined. “He has provided for himself as well. But come!”


She had helplessly gloomed at the upper regions. “You leave him—?”


“So long with Quint? Yes – I don’t mind that now.”


She always ended, at these moments, by getting possession of my hand, and in this manner she could at present still stay me. But after gasping an instant at my sudden resignation, “Because of your letter?” she eagerly brought out.


I quickly, by way of answer, felt for my letter, drew it forth, held it up, and then, freeing myself, went and laid it on the great hall-table. “Luke will take it,” I said as I came back. I reached the house-door and opened it; I was already on the steps.


My companion still demurred: the storm of the night and the early morning had dropped, but the afternoon was damp and grey. I came down to the drive while she stood in the doorway. “You go with nothing on?”


“What do I care when the child has nothing? I can’t wait to dress,” I cried, “and if you must do so I leave you. Try meanwhile, yourself, upstairs.”


“With them?” Oh, on this, the poor woman promptly joined me!




 




•   XIX   •








We went straight to the lake, as it was called at Bly, and I daresay rightly called, though I reflect that it may in fact have been a sheet of water less remarkable than it appeared to my untravelled eyes. My acquaintance with sheets of water was small, and the pool of Bly, at all events on the few occasions of my consenting, under the protection of my pupils, to affront its surface in the old flat-bottomed boat moored there for our use, had impressed me both with its extent and its agitation. The usual place of embarkation was half a mile from the house, but I had an intimate conviction that, wherever Flora might be, she was not near home. She had not given me the slip for any small adventure, and, since the day of the very great one that I had shared with her by the pond, I had been aware, in our walks, of the quarter to which she most inclined. This was why I had now given to Mrs. Grose’s steps so marked a direction – a direction that made her, when she perceived it, oppose a resistance that showed me she was freshly mystified. “You’re going to the water, Miss? – you think she’s in—?”


“She may be, though the depth is, I believe, nowhere very great. But what I judge most likely is that she’s on the spot from which, the other day, we saw together what I told you.”


“When she pretended not to see—?”


“With that astounding self-possession! I’ve always been sure she wanted to go back alone. And now her brother has managed it for her.”


Mrs. Grose still stood where she had stopped. “You suppose they really talk of them?”


I could meet this with a confidence! “They say things that, if we heard them, would simply appal us.”


“And if she is there—?”


“Yes?”


“Then Miss Jessel is?”


“Beyond a doubt. You shall see.”


“Oh, thank you!” my friend cried, planted so firm that, taking it in, I went straight on without her. By the time I reached the pool, however, she was close behind me, and I knew that, whatever, to her apprehension, might befall me, the exposure of my society struck her as her least danger. She exhaled a moan of relief as we at last came in sight of the greater part of the water without a sight of the child. There was no trace of Flora on that nearer side of the bank where my observation of her had been most startling, and none on the opposite edge, where, save for a margin of some twenty yards, a thick copse came down to the water. The pond, oblong in shape, had a width so scant compared to its length that, with its ends out of view, it might have been taken for a scant river. We looked at the empty expanse, and then I felt the suggestion of my friend’s eyes. I knew what she meant and I replied with a negative head-shake.


“No, no; wait! She has taken the boat.”


My companion stared at the vacant mooring-place and then again across the lake. “Then where is it?”


“Our not seeing it is the strongest of proofs. She has used it to go over, and then has managed to hide it.”


“All alone – that child?”


“She’s not alone, and at such times she’s not a child: she’s an old, old woman.” I scanned all the visible shore while Mrs. Grose took again, into the queer element I offered her, one of her plunges of submission; then I pointed out that the boat might perfectly be in a small refuge formed by one of the recesses of the pool, an indentation masked, for the hither side, by a projection of the bank and by a clump of trees growing close to the water.


“But if the boat’s there, where on earth’s she?” my colleague anxiously asked.


“That’s exactly what we must learn.” And I started to walk further.


“By going all the way round?”


“Certainly, far as it is. It will take us but ten minutes, but it’s far enough to have made the child prefer not to walk. She went straight over.”


“Laws!” cried my friend again; the chain of my logic was ever too much for her. It dragged her at my heels even now, and when we had got half way round – a devious, tiresome process, on ground much broken and by a path choked with overgrowth – I paused to give her breath. I sustained her with a grateful arm, assuring her that she might hugely help me; and this started us afresh, so that in the course of but few minutes more we reached a point from which we found the boat to be where I had supposed it. It had been intentionally left as much as possible out of sight and was tied to one of the stakes of a fence that came, just there, down to the brink and that had been an assistance to disembarking. I recognised, as I looked at the pair of short, thick oars, quite safely drawn up, the prodigious character of the feat for a little girl; but I had lived, by this time, too long among wonders and had panted to too many livelier measures. There was a gate in the fence, through which we passed, and that brought us, after a trifling interval, more into the open. Then “There she is!” we both exclaimed at once.


Flora, a short way off, stood before us on the grass and smiled as if her performance was now complete. The next thing she did, however, was to stoop straight down and pluck – quite as if it were all she was there for – a big, ugly spray of withered fern. I instantly became sure she had just come out of the copse. She waited for us, not herself taking a step, and I was conscious of the rare solemnity with which we presently approached her. She smiled and smiled, and we met; but it was all done in a silence by this time flagrantly ominous. Mrs. Grose was the first to break the spell: she threw herself on her knees and, drawing the child to her breast, clasped in a long embrace the little tender, yielding body. While this dumb convulsion lasted I could only watch it – which I did the more intently when I saw Flora’s face peep at me over our companion’s shoulder. It was serious now – the flicker had left it; but it strengthened the pang with which I at that moment envied Mrs. Grose the simplicity of her relation. Still, all this while, nothing more passed between us save that Flora had let her foolish fern again drop to the ground. What she and I had virtually said to each other was that pretexts were useless now. When Mrs. Grose finally got up she kept the child’s hand, so that the two were still before me; and the singular reticence of our communion was even more marked in the frank look she launched me. “I’ll be hanged,” it said, “if I’ll speak!”


It was Flora who, gazing all over me in candid wonder, was the first. She was struck with our bareheaded aspect. “Why, where are your things?”


“Where yours are, my dear!” I promptly returned.


She had already got back her gaiety and appeared to take this as an answer quite sufficient. “And where’s Miles?” she went on.


There was something in the small valour of it that quite finished me: these three words from her were, in a flash like the glitter of a drawn blade, the jostle of the cup that my hand, for weeks and weeks, had held high and full to the brim and that now, even before speaking, I felt overflow in a deluge. “I’ll tell you if you’ll tell me—” I heard myself say, then heard the tremor in which it broke.


“Well, what?”


Mrs. Grose’s suspense blazed at me, but it was too late now, and I brought the thing out handsomely. “Where, my pet, is Miss Jessel?”




 




•   XX   •








Just as in the churchyard with Miles, the whole thing was upon us. Much as I had made of the fact that this name had never once, between us, been sounded, the quick, smitten glare with which the child’s face now received it fairly likened my breach of the silence to the smash of a pane of glass. It added to the interposing cry, as if to stay the blow, that Mrs. Grose, at the same instant, uttered over my violence – the shriek of a creature scared, or rather wounded, which, in turn, within a few seconds, was completed by a gasp of my own. I seized my colleague’s arm. “She’s there, she’s there!”


Miss Jessel stood before us on the opposite bank exactly as she had stood the other time, and I remember, strangely, as the first feeling now produced in me, my thrill of joy at having brought on a proof. She was there, and I was justified; she was there, and I was neither cruel nor mad. She was there for poor scared Mrs. Grose, but she was there most for Flora; and no moment of my monstrous time was perhaps so extraordinary as that in which I consciously threw out to her, with the sense that – pale and ravenous demon as she was, she would catch and understand it – an inarticulate message of gratitude. She rose erect on the spot my friend and I had lately quitted, and there was not, in all the long reach of her desire, an inch of her evil that fell short. This first vividness of vision and emotion were things of a few seconds, during which Mrs. Grose’s dazed blink across to where I pointed struck me as a sovereign sign that she too at last saw, just as it carried my own eyes precipitately to the child. The revelation then of the manner in which Flora was affected startled me, in truth, far more than it would have done to find her also merely agitated, for direct dismay was of course not what I had expected. Prepared and on her guard as our pursuit had actually made her, she would repress every betrayal; and I was therefore shaken, on the spot, by my first glimpse of the particular one for which I had not allowed. To see her, without a convulsion of her small pink face, not even feign to glance in the direction of the prodigy I announced, but only, instead of that, turn at me an expression of hard, still gravity, an expression absolutely new and unprecedented and that appeared to read and accuse and judge me – this was a stroke that somehow converted the little girl herself into the very presence that could make me quail. I quailed even though my certitude that she thoroughly saw was never greater than at that instant, and in the immediate need to defend myself I called it passionately to witness. “She’s there, you little unhappy thing – there, there, there, and you see her as well as you see me!” I had said shortly before to Mrs. Grose that she was not at these times a child, but an old, old woman, and that description of her could not have been more strikingly confirmed than in the way in which, for all answer to this, she simply showed me, without a concession, an admission, of her eyes, a countenance of deeper and deeper, of indeed suddenly quite fixed reprobation. I was by this time – if I can put the whole thing at all together – more appalled at what I may properly call her manner than at anything else, though it was simultaneously with this that I became aware of having Mrs. Grose also, and very formidably, to reckon with. My elder companion, the next moment, at any rate, blotted out everything but her own flushed face and her loud, shocked protest, a burst of high disapproval. “What a dreadful turn, to be sure, Miss! Where on earth do you see anything?”


I could only grasp her more quickly yet, for even while she spoke the hideous plain presence stood undimmed and undaunted. It had already lasted a minute, and it lasted while I continued, seizing my colleague, quite thrusting her at it and presenting her to it, to insist with my pointing hand. “You don’t see her exactly as we see? – you mean to say you don’t now – now? She’s as big as a blazing fire! Only look, dearest woman, look—!” She looked, even as I did, and gave me, with her deep groan of negation, repulsion, compassion – the mixture with her pity of her relief at her exemption – a sense, touching to me even then, that she would have backed me up if she could. I might well have needed that, for with this hard blow of the proof that her eyes were hopelessly sealed I felt my own situation horribly crumble, I felt – I saw – my livid predecessor press, from her position, on my defeat, and I was conscious, more than all, of what I should have from this instant to deal with in the astounding little attitude of Flora. Into this attitude Mrs. Grose immediately and violently entered, breaking, even while there pierced through my sense of ruin a prodigious private triumph, into breathless reassurance.


“She isn’t there, little lady, and nobody’s there – and you never see nothing, my sweet! How can poor Miss Jessel – when poor Miss Jessel’s dead and buried? We know, don’t we, love?” – and she appealed, blundering in, to the child. “It’s all a mere mistake and a worry and a joke – and we’ll go home as fast as we can!”


Our companion, on this, had responded with a strange, quick primness of propriety, and they were again, with Mrs. Grose on her feet, united, as it were, in pained opposition to me. Flora continued to fix me with her small mask of reprobation, and even at that minute I prayed God to forgive me for seeming to see that, as she stood there holding tight to our friend’s dress, her incomparable childish beauty had suddenly failed, had quite vanished. I’ve said it already – she was literally, she was hideously hard; she had turned common and almost ugly. “I don’t know what you mean. I see nobody. I see nothing. I never have. I think you’re cruel. I don’t like you!” Then, after this deliverance, which might have been that of a vulgarly pert little girl in the street, she hugged Mrs. Grose more closely and buried in her skirts the dreadful little face. In this position she launched an almost furious wail. “Take me away, take me away – oh, take me away from her!”


“From me?” I panted.


“From you – from you!” she cried.


Even Mrs. Grose looked across at me dismayed; while I had nothing to do but communicate again with the figure that, on the opposite bank, without a movement, as rigidly still as if catching, beyond the interval, our voices, was as vividly there for my disaster as it was not there for my service. The wretched child had spoken exactly as if she had got from some outside source each of her stabbing little words, and I could therefore, in the full despair of all I had to accept, but sadly shake my head at her. “If I had ever doubted, all my doubt would at present have gone. I’ve been living with the miserable truth, and now it has only too much closed round me. Of course I’ve lost you: I’ve interfered, and you’ve seen – under her dictation” – with which I faced, over the pool again, our infernal witness – “the easy and perfect way to meet it. I’ve done my best, but I’ve lost you. Goodbye.” For Mrs. Grose I had an imperative, an almost frantic “Go, go!” before which, in infinite distress, but mutely possessed of the little girl and clearly convinced, in spite of her blindness, that something awful had occurred and some collapse engulfed us, she retreated, by the way we had come, as fast as she could move.


Of what first happened when I was left alone I had no subsequent memory. I only knew that at the end of, I suppose, a quarter of an hour, an odorous dampness and roughness, chilling and piercing my trouble, had made me understand that I must have thrown myself, on my face, on the ground and given way to a wildness of grief. I must have lain there long and cried and sobbed, for when I raised my head the day was almost done. I got up and looked a moment, through the twilight, at the grey pool and its blank, haunted edge, and then I took, back to the house, my dreary and difficult course. When I reached the gate in the fence the boat, to my surprise, was gone, so that I had a fresh reflection to make on Flora’s extraordinary command of the situation. She passed that night, by the most tacit, and I should add, were not the word so grotesque a false note, the happiest of arrangements, with Mrs. Grose. I saw neither of them on my return, but, on the other hand, as by an ambiguous compensation, I saw a great deal of Miles. I saw – I can use no other phrase – so much of him that it was as if it were more than it had ever been. No evening I had passed at Bly had the portentous quality of this one; in spite of which – and in spite also of the deeper depths of consternation that had opened beneath my feet – there was literally, in the ebbing actual, an extraordinarily sweet sadness. On reaching the house I had never so much as looked for the boy; I had simply gone straight to my room to change what I was wearing and to take in, at a glance, much material testimony to Flora’s rupture. Her little belongings had all been removed. When later, by the schoolroom fire, I was served with tea by the usual maid, I indulged, on the article of my other pupil, in no inquiry whatever. He had his freedom now – he might have it to the end! Well, he did have it; and it consisted – in part at least – of his coming in at about eight o’clock and sitting down with me in silence. On the removal of the tea-things I had blown out the candles and drawn my chair closer: I was conscious of a mortal coldness and felt as if I should never again be warm. So, when he appeared, I was sitting in the glow with my thoughts. He paused a moment by the door as if to look at me; then – as if to share them – came to the other side of the hearth and sank into a chair. We sat there in absolute stillness; yet he wanted, I felt, to be with me.
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Before a new day, in my room, had fully broken, my eyes opened to Mrs. Grose, who had come to my bedside with worse news. Flora was so markedly feverish that an illness was perhaps at hand; she had passed a night of extreme unrest, a night agitated above all by fears that had for their subject not in the least her former, but wholly her present governess. It was not against the possible re-entrance of Miss Jessel on the scene that she protested – it was conspicuously and passionately against mine. I was promptly on my feet of course, and with an immense deal to ask; the more that my friend had discernibly now girded her loins to meet me once more. This I felt as soon as I had put to her the question of her sense of the child’s sincerity as against my own. “She persists in denying to you that she saw, or has ever seen, anything?”


My visitor’s trouble, truly, was great. “Ah, Miss, it isn’t a matter on which I can push her! Yet it isn’t either, I must say, as if I much needed to. It has made her, every inch of her, quite old.”


“Oh, I see her perfectly from here. She resents, for all the world like some high little personage, the imputation on her truthfulness and, as it were, her respectability. ‘Miss Jessel indeed – she!’ Ah, she’s ‘respectable,’ the chit! The impression she gave me there yesterday was, I assure you, the very strangest of all; it was quite beyond any of the others. I did put my foot in it! She’ll never speak to me again.”


Hideous and obscure as it all was, it held Mrs. Grose briefly silent; then she granted my point with a frankness which, I made sure, had more behind it. “I think indeed, Miss, she never will. She do have a grand manner about it!”


“And that manner” – I summed it up – “is practically what’s the matter with her now.”


Oh, that manner, I could see in my visitor’s face, and not a little else besides! “She asks me every three minutes if I think you’re coming in.”


“I see – I see.” I too, on my side, had so much more than worked it out. “Has she said to you since yesterday – except to repudiate her familiarity with anything so dreadful – a single other word about Miss Jessel?”


“Not one, Miss. And of course you know,” my friend added, “I took it from her, by the lake that, just then and there at least, there was nobody.”


“Rather! And, naturally, you take it from her still.”


“I don’t contradict her. What else can I do?”


“Nothing in the world! You’ve the cleverest little person to deal with. They’ve made them – their two friends, I mean – still cleverer even than nature did; for it was wondrous material to play on! Flora has now her grievance, and she’ll work it to the end.”


“Yes, Miss; but to what end?”


“Why, that of dealing with me to her uncle. She’ll make me out to him the lowest creature—!”


I winced at the fair show of the scene in Mrs. Grose’s face; she looked for a minute as if she sharply saw them together. “And him who thinks so well of you!”


“He has an odd way – it comes over me now,” I laughed, “ – of proving it! But that doesn’t matter. What Flora wants, of course, is to get rid of me.”


My companion bravely concurred. “Never again to so much as look at you.”


“So that what you’ve come to me now for,” I asked, “is to speed me on my way?” Before she had time to reply, however, I had her in check. “I’ve a better idea – the result of my reflections. My going would seem the right thing, and on Sunday I was terribly near it. Yet that won’t do. It’s you who must go. You must take Flora.”


My visitor, at this, did speculate. “But where in the world—?”


“Away from here. Away from them. Away, even most of all, now, from me. Straight to her uncle.”


“Only to tell on you—?”


“No, not ‘only!’ To leave me, in addition, with my remedy.”


She was still vague. “And what is your remedy?”


“Your loyalty, to begin with. And then Miles’s.”


She looked at me hard. “Do you think he—?”


“Won’t, if he has the chance, turn on me? Yes, I venture still to think it. At all events, I want to try. Get off with his sister as soon as possible and leave me with him alone.” I was amazed, myself, at the spirit I had still in reserve, and therefore perhaps a trifle the more disconcerted at the way in which, in spite of this fine example of it, she hesitated. “There’s one thing, of course,” I went on: “they mustn’t, before she goes, see each other for three seconds.” Then it came over me that, in spite of Flora’s presumable sequestration from the instant of her return from the pool, it might already be too late. “Do you mean,” I anxiously asked, “that they have met?”


At this she quite flushed. “Ah, Miss, I’m not such a fool as that! If I’ve been obliged to leave her three or four times, it has been each time with one of the maids, and at present, though she’s alone, she’s locked in safe. And yet – and yet!” There were too many things.


“And yet what?”


“Well, are you so sure of the little gentleman?”


“I’m not sure of anything but you. But I have, since last evening, a new hope. I think he wants to give me an opening. I do believe that – poor little exquisite wretch! – he wants to speak. Last evening, in the firelight and the silence, he sat with me for two hours as if it were just coming.”


Mrs. Grose looked hard, through the window, at the grey, gathering day. “And did it come?”


“No, though I waited and waited, I confess it didn’t, and it was without a breach of the silence or so much as a faint allusion to his sister’s condition and absence that we at last kissed for good night. All the same,” I continued, “I can’t, if her uncle sees her, consent to his seeing her brother without my having given the boy – and most of all because things have got so bad – a little more time.”


My friend appeared on this ground more reluctant than I could quite understand. “What do you mean by more time?”


“Well, a day or two – really to bring it out. He’ll then be on my side – of which you see the importance. If nothing comes, I shall only fail, and you will, at the worst, have helped me by doing, on your arrival in town, whatever you may have found possible.” So I put it before her, but she continued for a little so inscrutably embarrassed that I came again to her aid. “Unless indeed,” I wound up, “you really want not to go.”


I could see it, in her face, at last clear itself; she put out her hand to me as a pledge. “I’ll go – I’ll go. I’ll go this morning.”


I wanted to be very just. “If you should wish still to wait, I would engage she shouldn’t see me.”


“No, no: it’s the place itself. She must leave it.” She held me a moment with heavy eyes, then brought out the rest. “Your idea’s the right one. I myself, Miss—”


“Well?”


“I can’t stay.”


The look she gave me with it made me jump at possibilities. “You mean that, since yesterday, you have seen—?”


She shook her head with dignity. “I’ve heard—!”


“Heard?”


“From that child – horrors! There!” she sighed with tragic relief. “On my honour, Miss, she says things—!” But at this evocation she broke down; she dropped, with a sudden sob, upon my sofa and, as I had seen her do before, gave way to all the grief of it.


It was quite in another manner that I, for my part, let myself go. “Oh, thank God!”


She sprang up again at this, drying her eyes with a groan. “‘Thank God?’”


“It so justifies me!”


“It does that, Miss!”


I couldn’t have desired more emphasis, but I just hesitated. “She’s so horrible?”


I saw my colleague scarce knew how to put it. “Really shocking.”


“And about me?”


“About you, Miss – since you must have it. It’s beyond everything, for a young lady; and I can’t think wherever she must have picked up—”


“The appalling language she applied to me? I can, then!” I broke in with a laugh that was doubtless significant enough.


It only, in truth, left my friend still more grave. “Well, perhaps I ought to also – since I’ve heard some of it before! Yet I can’t bear it,” the poor woman went on while, with the same movement, she glanced, on my dressing-table, at the face of my watch. “But I must go back.”


I kept her, however. “Ah, if you can’t bear it—!”


“How can I stop with her, you mean? Why, just for that: to get her away. Far from this,” she pursued, “far from them—”


“She may be different? she may be free?” I seized her almost with joy. “Then, in spite of yesterday, you believe—”


“In such doings?” Her simple description of them required, in the light of her expression, to be carried no further, and she gave me the whole thing as she had never done. “I believe.”


Yes, it was a joy, and we were still shoulder to shoulder: if I might continue sure of that I should care but little what else happened. My support in the presence of disaster would be the same as it had been in my early need of confidence, and if my friend would answer for my honesty I would answer for all the rest. On the point of taking leave of her, none the less, I was to some extent embarrassed. “There’s one thing of course – it occurs to me – to remember. My letter, giving the alarm, will have reached town before you.”


I now perceived still more how she had been beating about the bush and how weary at last it had made her. “Your letter won’t have got there. Your letter never went.”


“What then became of it?”


“Goodness knows! Master Miles—”


“Do you mean he took it?” I gasped.


She hung fire, but she overcame her reluctance. “I mean that I saw yesterday, when I came back with Miss Flora, that it wasn’t where you had put it. Later in the evening I had the chance to question Luke, and he declared that he had neither noticed nor touched it.” We could only exchange, on this, one of our deeper mutual soundings, and it was Mrs. Grose who first brought up the plumb with an almost elate “You see!”


“Yes, I see that if Miles took it instead he probably will have read it and destroyed it.”


“And don’t you see anything else?”


I faced her a moment with a sad smile. “It strikes me that by this time your eyes are open even wider than mine.”


They proved to be so indeed, but she could still blush, almost, to show it. “I make out now what he must have done at school.” And she gave, in her simple sharpness, an almost droll disillusioned nod. “He stole!”


I turned it over – I tried to be more judicial. “Well – perhaps.”


She looked as if she found me unexpectedly calm. “He stole letters!”


She couldn’t know my reasons for a calmness after all pretty shallow; so I showed them off as I might. “I hope then it was to more purpose than in this case! The note, at any rate, that I put on the table yesterday,” I pursued, “will have given him so scant an advantage – for it contained only the bare demand for an interview – that he is already much ashamed of having gone so far for so little, and that what he had on his mind last evening was precisely the need of confession.” I seemed to myself, for the instant, to have mastered it, to see it all. “Leave us, leave us” – I was already, at the door, hurrying her off. “I’ll get it out of him. He’ll meet me – he’ll confess. If he confesses, he’s saved. And if he’s saved—”


“Then you are?” The dear woman kissed me on this, and I took her farewell. “I’ll save you without him!” she cried as she went.
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Yet it was when she had got off – and I missed her on the spot – that the great pinch really came. If I had counted on what it would give me to find myself alone with Miles I speedily perceived, at least, that it would give me a measure. No hour of my stay in fact was so assailed with apprehensions as that of my coming down to learn that the carriage containing Mrs. Grose and my younger pupil had already rolled out of the gates. Now I was, I said to myself, face to face with the elements, and for much of the rest of the day, while I fought my weakness, I could consider that I had been supremely rash. It was a tighter place still than I had yet turned round in; all the more that, for the first time, I could see in the aspect of others a confused reflection of the crisis. What had happened naturally caused them all to stare; there was too little of the explained, throw out whatever we might, in the suddenness of my colleague’s act. The maids and the men looked blank; the effect of which on my nerves was an aggravation until I saw the necessity of making it a positive aid. It was precisely, in short, by just clutching the helm that I avoided total wreck; and I daresay that, to bear up at all, I became, that morning, very grand and very dry. I welcomed the consciousness that I was charged with much to do, and I caused it to be known as well that, left thus to myself, I was quite remarkably firm. I wandered with that manner, for the next hour or two, all over the place and looked, I have no doubt, as if I were ready for any onset. So, for the benefit of whom it might concern, I paraded with a sick heart.


The person it appeared least to concern proved to be, till dinner, little Miles himself. My perambulations had given me, meanwhile, no glimpse of him, but they had tended to make more public the change taking place in our relation as a consequence of his having at the piano, the day before, kept me, in Flora’s interest, so beguiled and befooled. The stamp of publicity had of course been fully given by her confinement and departure, and the change itself was now ushered in by our non-observance of the regular custom of the schoolroom. He had already disappeared when, on my way down, I pushed open his door, and I learned below that he had breakfasted – in the presence of a couple of the maids – with Mrs. Grose and his sister. He had then gone out, as he said, for a stroll; than which nothing, I reflected, could better have expressed his frank view of the abrupt transformation of my office. What he would now permit this office to consist of was yet to be settled: there was a queer relief, at all events – I mean for myself in especial – in the renouncement of one pretension. If so much had sprung to the surface I scarce put it too strongly in saying that what had perhaps sprung highest was the absurdity of our prolonging the fiction that I had anything more to teach him. It sufficiently stuck out that, by tacit little tricks in which even more than myself he carried out the care for my dignity, I had had to appeal to him to let me off straining to meet him on the ground of his true capacity. He had at any rate his freedom now; I was never to touch it again; as I had amply shown, moreover, when, on his joining me in the schoolroom the previous night, I had uttered, on the subject of the interval just concluded, neither challenge nor hint. I had too much, from this moment, my other ideas. Yet when he at last arrived the difficulty of applying them, the accumulations of my problem, were brought straight home to me by the beautiful little presence on which what had occurred had as yet, for the eye, dropped neither stain nor shadow.


To mark, for the house, the high state I cultivated I decreed that my meals with the boy should be served, as we called it, downstairs; so that I had been awaiting him in the ponderous pomp of the room outside of the window of which I had had from Mrs. Grose, that first scared Sunday, my flash of something it would scarce have done to call light. Here at present I felt afresh – for I had felt it again and again – how my equilibrium depended on the success of my rigid will, the will to shut my eyes as tight as possible to the truth that what I had to deal with was, revoltingly, against nature. I could only get on at all by taking “nature” into my confidence and my account, by treating my monstrous ordeal as a push in a direction unusual, of course, and unpleasant, but demanding, after all, for a fair front, only another turn of the screw of ordinary human virtue. No attempt, none the less, could well require more tact than just this attempt to supply, one’s self, all the nature. How could I put even a little of that article into a suppression of reference to what had occurred? How, on the other hand, could I make a reference without a new plunge into the hideous obscure? Well, a sort of answer, after a time, had come to me, and it was so far confirmed as that I was met, incontestably, by the quickened vision of what was rare in my little companion. It was indeed as if he had found even now – as he had so often found at lessons – still some other delicate way to ease me off. Wasn’t there light in the fact which, as we shared our solitude, broke out with a specious glitter it had never yet quite worn? – the fact that (opportunity aiding, precious opportunity which had now come,) it would be preposterous, with a child so endowed, to forego the help one might wrest from absolute intelligence? What had his intelligence been given him for but to save him? Mightn’t one, to reach his mind, risk the stretch of an angular arm over his character? It was as if, when we were face to face in the dining-room, he had literally shown me the way. The roast mutton was on the table, and I had dispensed with attendance. Miles, before he sat down, stood a moment with his hands in his pockets and looked at the joint, on which he seemed on the point of passing some humorous judgement. But what he presently produced was: “I say, my dear, is she really very awfully ill?”


“Little Flora? Not so bad but that she’ll presently be better. London will set her up. Bly had ceased to agree with her. Come here and take your mutton.”


He alertly obeyed me, carried the plate carefully to his seat and, when he was established, went on. “Did Bly disagree with her so terribly suddenly?”


“Not so suddenly as you might think. One had seen it coming on.”


“Then why didn’t you get her off before?”


“Before what?”


“Before she became too ill to travel.”


I found myself prompt. “She’s not too ill to travel: she only might have become so if she had stayed. This was just the moment to seize. The journey will dissipate the influence” – oh, I was grand! – “and carry it off.”


“I see, I see” – Miles, for that matter, was grand too. He settled to his repast with the charming little “table manner” that, from the day of his arrival, had relieved me of all grossness of admonition. Whatever he had been driven from school for, it was not for ugly feeding. He was irreproachable, as always, today; but he was unmistakeably more conscious. He was discernibly trying to take for granted more things than he found, without assistance, quite easy; and he dropped into peaceful silence while he felt his situation. Our meal was of the briefest – mine a vain pretence, and I had the things immediately removed. While this was done Miles stood again with his hands in his little pockets and his back to me – stood and looked out of the wide window through which, that other day, I had seen what pulled me up. We continued silent while the maid was with us – as silent, it whimsically occurred to me, as some young couple who, on their wedding-journey, at the inn, feel shy in the presence of the waiter. He turned round only when the waiter had left us. “Well – so we’re alone!”
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“Oh, more or less.” I fancy my smile was pale. “Not absolutely. We shouldn’t like that!” I went on.


“No – I suppose we shouldn’t. Of course we have the others.”


“We have the others – we have indeed the others,” I concurred.


“Yet even though we have them,” he returned, still with his hands in his pockets and planted there in front of me, “they don’t much count, do they?”


I made the best of it, but I felt wan. “It depends on what you call ‘much’!”


“Yes” – with all accommodation – “everything depends!” On this, however, he faced to the window again and presently reached it with his vague, restless, cogitating step. He remained there a while, with his forehead against the glass, in contemplation of the stupid shrubs I knew and the dull things of November. I had always my hypocrisy of “work,” behind which, now, I gained the sofa. Steadying myself with it there as I had repeatedly done at those moments of torment that I have described as the moments of my knowing the children to be given to something from which I was barred, I sufficiently obeyed my habit of being prepared for the worst. But an extraordinary impression dropped on me as I extracted a meaning from the boy’s embarrassed back – none other than the impression that I was not barred now. This inference grew in a few minutes to sharp intensity and seemed bound up with the direct perception that it was positively he who was. The frames and squares of the great window were a kind of image, for him, of a kind of failure. I felt that I saw him, at any rate, shut in or shut out. He was admirable, but not comfortable: I took it in with a throb of hope. Wasn’t he looking, through the haunted pane, for something he couldn’t see? – and wasn’t it the first time in the whole business that he had known such a lapse? The first, the very first: I found it a splendid portent. It made him anxious, though he watched himself; he had been anxious all day and, even while in his usual sweet little manner he sat at table, had needed all his small strange genius to give it a gloss. When he at last turned round to meet me it was almost as if this genius had succumbed. “Well, I think I’m glad Bly agrees with me!”


“You would certainly seem to have seen, these twenty-four hours, a good deal more of it than for some time before. I hope,” I went on bravely, “that you’ve been enjoying yourself.”


“Oh yes, I’ve been ever so far; all round about – miles and miles away. I’ve never been so free.”


He had really a manner of his own, and I could only try to keep up with him. “Well, do you like it?”


He stood there smiling; then at last he put into two words – “Do you?” – more discrimination than I had ever heard two words contain. Before I had time to deal with that, however, he continued as if with the sense that this was an impertinence to be softened. “Nothing could be more charming than the way you take it, for of course if we’re alone together now it’s you that are alone most. But I hope,” he threw in, “you don’t particularly mind!”


“Having to do with you?” I asked. “My dear child, how can I help minding? Though I’ve renounced all claim to your company – you’re so beyond me – I at least greatly enjoy it. What else should I stay on for?”


He looked at me more directly, and the expression of his face, graver now, struck me as the most beautiful I had ever found in it. “You stay on just for that?”


“Certainly. I stay on as your friend and from the tremendous interest I take in you till something can be done for you that may be more worth your while. That needn’t surprise you.” My voice trembled so that I felt it impossible to suppress the shake. “Don’t you remember how I told you, when I came and sat on your bed the night of the storm, that there was nothing in the world I wouldn’t do for you?”


“Yes, yes!” He, on his side, more and more visibly nervous, had a tone to master; but he was so much more successful than I that, laughing out through his gravity, he could pretend we were pleasantly jesting. “Only that, I think, was to get me to do something for you!”


“It was partly to get you to do something,” I conceded. “But, you know, you didn’t do it.”


“Oh yes,” he said with the brightest superficial eagerness, “you wanted me to tell you something.”


“That’s it. Out, straight out. What you have on your mind, you know.”


“Ah then, is that what you’ve stayed over for?”


He spoke with a gaiety through which I could still catch the finest little quiver of resentful passion; but I can’t begin to express the effect upon me of an implication of surrender even so faint. It was as if what I had yearned for had come at last only to astonish me. “Well, yes – I may as well make a clean breast of it. It was precisely for that.”


He waited so long that I supposed it for the purpose of repudiating the assumption on which my action had been founded; but what he finally said was: “Do you mean now – here?”


“There couldn’t be a better place or time.” He looked round him uneasily, and I had the rare – oh, the queer! – impression of the very first symptom I had seen in him of the approach of immediate fear. It was as if he were suddenly afraid of me – which struck me indeed as perhaps the best thing to make him. Yet in the very pang of the effort I felt it vain to try sternness, and I heard myself the next instant so gentle as to be almost grotesque. “You want so to go out again?”


“Awfully!” He smiled at me heroically, and the touching little bravery of it was enhanced by his actually flushing with pain. He had picked up his hat, which he had brought in, and stood twirling it in a way that gave me, even as I was just nearly reaching port, a perverse horror of what I was doing. To do it in any way was an act of violence, for what did it consist of but the obtrusion of the idea of grossness and guilt on a small helpless creature who had been for me a revelation of the possibilities of beautiful intercourse? Wasn’t it base to create for a being so exquisite a mere alien awkwardness? I suppose I now read into our situation a clearness it couldn’t have had at the time, for I seem to see our poor eyes already lighted with some spark of a prevision of the anguish that was to come. So we circled about, with terrors and scruples, like fighters not daring to close. But it was for each other we feared! That kept us a little longer suspended and unbruised. “I’ll tell you everything,” Miles said – “I mean I’ll tell you anything you like. You’ll stay on with me, and we shall both be all right and I will tell you – I will. But not now.”


“Why not now?”


My insistence turned him from me and kept him once more at his window in a silence during which, between us, you might have heard a pin drop. Then he was before me again with the air of a person for whom, outside, someone who had frankly to be reckoned with was waiting. “I have to see Luke.”


I had not yet reduced him to quite so vulgar a lie, and I felt proportionately ashamed. But, horrible as it was, his lies made up my truth. I achieved thoughtfully a few loops of my knitting. “Well then, go to Luke, and I’ll wait for what you promise. Only, in return for that, satisfy, before you leave me, one very much smaller request.”


He looked as if he felt he had succeeded enough to be able still a little to bargain. “Very much smaller—?”


“Yes, a mere fraction of the whole. Tell me” – oh, my work preoccupied me, and I was offhand! – “if, yesterday afternoon, from the table in the hall, you took, you know, my letter.”
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My sense of how he received this suffered for a minute from something that I can describe only as a fierce split of my attention – a stroke that at first, as I sprang straight up, reduced me to the mere blind movement of getting hold of him, drawing him close and, while I just fell for support against the nearest piece of furniture, instinctively keeping him with his back to the window. The appearance was full upon us that I had already had to deal with here: Peter Quint had come into view like a sentinel before a prison. The next thing I saw was that, from outside, he had reached the window, and then I knew that, close to the glass and glaring in through it, he offered once more to the room his white face of damnation. It represents but grossly what took place within me at the sight to say that on the second my decision was made; yet I believe that no woman so overwhelmed ever in so short a time recovered her grasp of the act. It came to me in the very horror of the immediate presence that the act would be, seeing and facing what I saw and faced, to keep the boy himself unaware. The inspiration – I can call it by no other name – was that I felt how voluntarily, how transcendently, I might. It was like fighting with a demon for a human soul, and when I had fairly so appraised it I saw how the human soul – held out, in the tremor of my hands, at arms’ length – had a perfect dew of sweat on a lovely childish forehead. The face that was close to mine was as white as the face against the glass, and out of it presently came a sound, not low nor weak, but as if from much further away, that I drank like a waft of fragrance.


“Yes – I took it.”


At this, with a moan of joy, I enfolded, I drew him close; and while I held him to my breast, where I could feel in the sudden fever of his little body the tremendous pulse of his little heart, I kept my eyes on the thing at the window and saw it move and shift its posture. I have likened it to a sentinel, but its slow wheel, for a moment, was rather the prowl of a baffled beast. My present quickened courage, however, was such that, not too much to let it through, I had to shade, as it were, my flame. Meanwhile the glare of the face was again at the window, the scoundrel fixed as if to watch and wait. It was the very confidence that I might now defy him, as well as the positive certitude, by this time, of the child’s unconsciousness, that made me go on. “What did you take it for?”


“To see what you said about me.”


“You opened the letter?”


“I opened it.”


My eyes were now, as I held him off a little again, on Miles’s own face, in which the collapse of mockery showed me how complete was the ravage of uneasiness. What was prodigious was that at last, by my success, his sense was sealed and his communication stopped: he knew that he was in presence, but knew not of what, and knew still less that I also was and that I did know. And what did this strain of trouble matter when my eyes went back to the window only to see that the air was clear again and – by my personal triumph – the influence quenched? There was nothing there. I felt that the cause was mine and that I should surely get all. “And you found nothing!” – I let my elation out.


He gave the most mournful, thoughtful little head-shake. “Nothing.”


“Nothing, nothing!” I almost shouted in my joy.


“Nothing, nothing,” he sadly repeated.


I kissed his forehead; it was drenched. “So what have you done with it?”


“I’ve burnt it.”


“Burnt it?” It was now or never. “Is that what you did at school?”


Oh, what this brought up! “At school?”


“Did you take letters? – or other things?”


“Other things?” He appeared now to be thinking of something far off and that reached him only through the pressure of his anxiety. Yet it did reach him. “Did I steal?”


I felt myself redden to the roots of my hair as well as wonder if it were more strange to put to a gentleman such a question or to see him take it with allowances that gave the very distance of his fall in the world. “Was it for that you mightn’t go back?”


The only thing he felt was rather a dreary little surprise. “Did you know I mightn’t go back?”


“I know everything.”


He gave me at this the longest and strangest look. “Everything?”


“Everything. Therefore did you—?” But I couldn’t say it again.


Miles could, very simply. “No. I didn’t steal.”


My face must have shown him I believed him utterly; yet my hands – but it was for pure tenderness – shook him as if to ask him why, if it was all for nothing, he had condemned me to months of torment. “What then did you do?”


He looked in vague pain all round the top of the room and drew his breath, two or three times over, as if with difficulty. He might have been standing at the bottom of the sea and raising his eyes to some faint green twilight. “Well – I said things.”


“Only that?”


“They thought it was enough!”


“To turn you out for?”


Never, truly, had a person “turned out” shown so little to explain it as this little person! He appeared to weigh my question, but in a manner quite detached and almost helpless. “Well, I suppose I oughtn’t.”


“But to whom did you say them?”


He evidently tried to remember, but it dropped – he had lost it. “I don’t know!”


He almost smiled at me in the desolation of his surrender, which was indeed practically, by this time, so complete that I ought to have left it there. But I was infatuated – I was blind with victory, though even then the very effect that was to have brought him so much nearer was already that of added separation. “Was it to everyone?” I asked.


“No; it was only to—” But he gave a sick little head-shake. “I don’t remember their names.”


“Were they then so many?”


“No – only a few. Those I liked.”


Those he liked? I seemed to float not into clearness, but into a darker obscure, and within a minute there had come to me out of my very pity the appalling alarm of his being perhaps innocent. It was for the instant confounding and bottomless, for if he were innocent, what then on earth was I? Paralysed, while it lasted, by the mere brush of the question, I let him go a little, so that, with a deep-drawn sigh, he turned away from me again; which, as he faced toward the clear window, I suffered, feeling that I had nothing now there to keep him from. “And did they repeat what you said?” I went on after a moment.


He was soon at some distance from me, still breathing hard and again with the air, though now without anger for it, of being confined against his will. Once more, as he had done before, he looked up at the dim day as if, of what had hitherto sustained him, nothing was left but an unspeakable anxiety. “Oh yes,” he nevertheless replied – “they must have repeated them. To those they liked,” he added.


There was, somehow, less of it than I had expected; but I turned it over. “And these things came round—?”


“To the masters? Oh yes!” he answered very simply. “But I didn’t know they’d tell.”


“The masters? They didn’t – they’ve never told. That’s why I ask you.”


He turned to me again his little beautiful fevered face. “Yes, it was too bad.”


“Too bad?”


“What I suppose I sometimes said. To write home.”


I can’t name the exquisite pathos of the contradiction given to such a speech by such a speaker; I only know that the next instant I heard myself throw off with homely force: “Stuff and nonsense!” But the next after that I must have sounded stern enough. “What were these things?”


My sternness was all for his judge, his executioner; yet it made him avert himself again, and that movement made me, with a single bound and an irrepressible cry, spring straight upon him. For there again, against the glass, as if to blight his confession and stay his answer, was the hideous author of our woe – the white face of damnation. I felt a sick swim at the drop of my victory and all the return of my battle, so that the wildness of my veritable leap only served as a great betrayal. I saw him, from the midst of my act, meet it with a divination, and on the perception that even now he only guessed, and that the window was still to his own eyes free, I let the impulse flame up to convert the climax of his dismay into the very proof of his liberation. “No more, no more, no more!” I shrieked, as I tried to press him against me, to my visitant.


“Is she here?” Miles panted as he caught with his sealed eyes the direction of my words. Then as his strange “she” staggered me and, with a gasp, I echoed it, “Miss Jessel, Miss Jessel!” he with a sudden fury gave me back.


I seized, stupefied, his supposition – some sequel to what we had done to Flora, but this made me only want to show him that it was better still than that. “It’s not Miss Jessel! But it’s at the window – straight before us. It’s there – the coward horror, there for the last time!”


At this, after a second in which his head made the movement of a baffled dog’s on a scent and then gave a frantic little shake for air and light, he was at me in a white rage, bewildered, glaring vainly over the place and missing wholly, though it now, to my sense, filled the room like the taste of poison, the wide, overwhelming presence. “It’s he?”


I was so determined to have all my proof that I flashed into ice to challenge him. “Whom do you mean by ‘he’?”


“Peter Quint – you devil!” His face gave again, round the room, its convulsed supplication. “Where?”


They are in my ears still, his supreme surrender of the name and his tribute to my devotion. “What does he matter now, my own? – what will he ever matter? I have you,” I launched at the beast, “but he has lost you forever!” Then, for the demonstration of my work, “There, there!” I said to Miles.


But he had already jerked straight round, stared, glared again, and seen but the quiet day. With the stroke of the loss I was so proud of he uttered the cry of a creature hurled over an abyss, and the grasp with which I recovered him might have been that of catching him in his fall. I caught him, yes, I held him – it may be imagined with what a passion; but at the end of a minute I began to feel what it truly was that I held. We were alone with the quiet day, and his little heart, dispossessed, had stopped.




•   THE END   •
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TO MY FATHER

(Whose feet tread the lost aeons)



·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·










Open the door,

And listen!

Only the wind’s muffled roar,

And the glisten

Of tears ’round the moon.

And, in fancy, the tread

Of vanishing shoon—

Out in the night with the Dead.





“Hush! And hark

To the sorrowful cry

Of the wind in the dark.

Hush and hark, without murmur or sigh,

To shoon that tread the lost aeons:

To the sound that bids you to die.

Hush and hark! Hush and Hark!”

—Shoon of the Dead   



 




 






Author’s Introduction

 to the Manuscript






Many are the hours in which I have pondered upon the story that is set forth in the following pages. I trust that my instincts are not awry when they prompt me to leave the account, in simplicity, as it was handed to me.


And the MS. itself – You must picture me, when first it was given into my care, turning it over, curiously, and making a swift, jerky examination. A small book it is; but thick, and all, save the last few pages, filled with a quaint but legible handwriting, and writ very close. I have the queer, faint, pit-water smell of it in my nostrils now as I write, and my fingers have subconscious memories of the soft, “cloggy” feel of the long-damp pages.


I read, and, in reading, lifted the Curtains of the Impossible that blind the mind, and looked out into the unknown. Amid stiff, abrupt sentences I wandered; and, presently, I had no fault to charge against their abrupt tellings; for, better far than my own ambitious phrasing, is this mutilated story capable of bringing home all that the old Recluse, of the vanished house, had striven to tell.


Of the simple, stiffly given account of weird and extraordinary matters, I will say little. It lies before you. The inner story must be uncovered, personally, by each reader, according to ability and desire. And even should any fail to see, as now I see, the shadowed picture and conception of that to which one may well give the accepted titles of Heaven and Hell; yet can I promise certain thrills, merely taking the story as a story.


William Hope Hodgson


“Glanefion,”

    Borth,

       Cardiganshire,

December 17, 1907

 





 




Grief







Fierce hunger reigns within my breast,

I had not dreamt that this whole world,

Crushed in the hand of God, could yield

Such bitter essence of unrest,

Such pain as Sorrow now hath hurled

Out of its dreadful heart, unsealed!





Each sobbing breath is but a cry,

My heart-strokes knells of agony,

And my whole brain has but one thought

That nevermore through life shall I

(Save in the ache of memory)

Touch hands with thee, who now art naught!





Through the whole void of night I search,

So dumbly crying out to thee;

But thou are not; and night’s vast throne

Becomes an all stupendous church

With star-bells knelling unto me

Who in all space am most alone!





An hungered, to the shore I creep,

Perchance some comfort waits on me

From the old Sea’s eternal heart;

But lo! from all the solemn deep,

Far voices out of mystery

Seem questioning why we are apart!





“Where’er I go I am alone

Who once, through thee, had all the world.

My breast is one whole raging pain

For that which was, and now is flown

Into the Blank where life is hurled

Where all is not, nor is again!”





·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·




NOTE—These stanzas I found, in pencil, upon a piece of foolscap gummed in behind the flyleaf of the MS. They have all the appearance of having been written at an earlier date than the Manuscript.—Ed. 







 



•   I   •

The Finding

 of the Manuscript







Right away in the west of Ireland lies a tiny hamlet called Kraighten. It is situated, alone, at the base of a low hill. Far around there spreads a waste of bleak and totally inhospitable country; where, here and there at great intervals, one may come upon the ruins of some long desolate cottage – unthatched and stark. The whole land is bare and unpeopled, the very earth scarcely covering the rock that lies beneath it, and with which the country abounds, in places rising out of the soil in wave-shaped ridges.


Yet, in spite of its desolation, my friend Tonnison and I had elected to spend our vacation there. He had stumbled on the place by mere chance the year previously, during the course of a long walking tour, and discovered the possibilities for the angler in a small and unnamed river that runs past the outskirts of the little village.


I have said that the river is without name; I may add that no map that I have hitherto consulted has shown either village or stream. They seem to have entirely escaped observation: indeed, they might never exist for all that the average guide tells one. Possibly this can be partly accounted for by the fact that the nearest railway station (Ardrahan) is some forty miles distant.


It was early one warm evening when my friend and I arrived in Kraighten. We had reached Ardrahan the previous night, sleeping there in rooms hired at the village post office, and leaving in good time on the following morning, clinging insecurely to one of the typical jaunting cars.


It had taken us all day to accomplish our journey over some of the roughest tracks imaginable, with the result that we were thoroughly tired and somewhat bad tempered. However, the tent had to be erected and our goods stowed away before we could think of food or rest. And so we set to work, with the aid of our driver, and soon had the tent up upon a small patch of ground just outside the little village, and quite near to the river.


Then, having stored all our belongings, we dismissed the driver, as he had to make his way back as speedily as possible, and told him to come across to us at the end of a fortnight. We had brought sufficient provisions to last us for that space of time, and water we could get from the stream. Fuel we did not need, as we had included a small oil-stove among our outfit, and the weather was fine and warm.


It was Tonnison’s idea to camp out instead of getting lodgings in one of the cottages. As he put it, there was no joke in sleeping in a room with a numerous family of healthy Irish in one corner and the pigsty in the other, while overhead a ragged colony of roosting fowls distributed their blessings impartially, and the whole place so full of peat smoke that it made a fellow sneeze his head off just to put it inside the doorway.


Tonnison had got the stove lit now and was busy cutting slices of bacon into the frying pan; so I took the kettle and walked down to the river for water. On the way, I had to pass close to a little group of the village people, who eyed me curiously, but not in any unfriendly manner, though none of them ventured a word.


As I returned with my kettle filled, I went up to them and, after a friendly nod, to which they replied in like manner, I asked them casually about the fishing; but, instead of answering, they just shook their heads silently, and stared at me. I repeated the question, addressing more particularly a great, gaunt fellow at my elbow; yet again I received no answer. Then the man turned to a comrade and said something rapidly in a language that I did not understand; and, at once, the whole crowd of them fell to jabbering in what, after a few moments, I guessed to be pure Irish. At the same time they cast many glances in my direction. For a minute, perhaps, they spoke among themselves thus; then the man I had addressed faced ’round at me and said something. By the expression of his face I guessed that he, in turn, was questioning me; but now I had to shake my head, and indicate that I did not comprehend what it was they wanted to know; and so we stood looking at one another, until I heard Tonnison calling to me to hurry up with the kettle. Then, with a smile and a nod, I left them, and all in the little crowd smiled and nodded in return, though their faces still betrayed their puzzlement.


It was evident, I reflected as I went toward the tent, that the inhabitants of these few huts in the wilderness did not know a word of English; and when I told Tonnison, he remarked that he was aware of the fact, and, more, that it was not at all uncommon in that part of the country, where the people often lived and died in their isolated hamlets without ever coming in contact with the outside world.


“I wish we had got the driver to interpret for us before he left,” I remarked, as we sat down to our meal. “It seems so strange for the people of this place not even to know what we’ve come for.”


Tonnison grunted an assent, and thereafter was silent for a while.


Later, having satisfied our appetites somewhat, we began to talk, laying our plans for the morrow; then, after a smoke, we closed the flap of the tent, and prepared to turn in.


“I suppose there’s no chance of those fellows outside taking anything?” I asked, as we rolled ourselves in our blankets.


Tonnison said that he did not think so, at least while we were about; and, as he went on to explain, we could lock up everything, except the tent, in the big chest that we had brought to hold our provisions. I agreed to this, and soon we were both asleep.


Next morning, early, we rose and went for a swim in the river; after which we dressed and had breakfast. Then we roused out our fishing tackle and overhauled it, by which time, our breakfasts having settled somewhat, we made all secure within the tent and strode off in the direction my friend had explored on his previous visit.


During the day we fished happily, working steadily upstream, and by evening we had one of the prettiest creels of fish that I had seen for a long while. Returning to the village, we made a good feed off our day’s spoil, after which, having selected a few of the finer fish for our breakfast, we presented the remainder to the group of villagers who had assembled at a respectful distance to watch our doings. They seemed wonderfully grateful, and heaped mountains of what I presumed to be Irish blessings upon our heads.


Thus we spent several days, having splendid sport, and first-rate appetites to do justice upon our prey. We were pleased to find how friendly the villagers were inclined to be, and that there was no evidence of their having ventured to meddle with our belongings during our absences.


It was on a Tuesday that we arrived in Kraighten, and it would be on the Sunday following that we made a great discovery. Hitherto we had always gone upstream; on that day, however, we laid aside our rods, and, taking some provisions, set off for a long ramble in the opposite direction. The day was warm, and we trudged along leisurely enough, stopping about midday to eat our lunch upon a great flat rock near the riverbank. Afterward we sat and smoked awhile, resuming our walk only when we were tired of inaction.


For perhaps another hour we wandered onward, chatting quietly and comfortably on this and that matter, and on several occasions stopping while my companion – who is something of an artist – made rough sketches of striking bits of the wild scenery.


And then, without any warning whatsoever, the river we had followed so confidently, came to an abrupt end – vanishing into the earth.


“Good Lord!” I said, “who ever would have thought of this?”


And I stared in amazement; then I turned to Tonnison. He was looking, with a blank expression upon his face, at the place where the river disappeared.


In a moment he spoke.


“Let us go on a bit; it may reappear again – anyhow, it is worth investigating.”


I agreed, and we went forward once more, though rather aimlessly; for we were not at all certain in which direction to prosecute our search. For perhaps a mile we moved onward; then Tonnison, who had been gazing about curiously, stopped and shaded his eyes.


“See!” he said, after a moment, “isn’t that mist or something, over there to the right – away in a line with that great piece of rock?” And he indicated with his hand.


I stared, and, after a minute, seemed to see something, but could not be certain, and said so.


“Anyway,” my friend replied, “we’ll just go across and have a glance.” And he started off in the direction he had suggested, I following. Presently, we came among bushes, and, after a time, out upon the top of a high, boulder-strewn bank, from which we looked down into a wilderness of bushes and trees.


“Seems as though we had come upon an oasis in this desert of stone,” muttered Tonnison, as he gazed interestedly. Then he was silent, his eyes fixed; and I looked also; for up from somewhere about the center of the wooded lowland there rose high into the quiet air a great column of hazelike spray, upon which the sun shone, causing innumerable rainbows.


“How beautiful!” I exclaimed.


“Yes,” answered Tonnison, thoughtfully. “There must be a waterfall, or something, over there. Perhaps it’s our river come to light again. Let’s go and see.”


Down the sloping bank we made our way, and entered among the trees and shrubberies. The bushes were matted, and the trees overhung us, so that the place was disagreeably gloomy; though not dark enough to hide from me the fact that many of the trees were fruit trees, and that, here and there, one could trace indistinctly, signs of a long departed cultivation. Thus it came to me that we were making our way through the riot of a great and ancient garden. I said as much to Tonnison, and he agreed that there certainly seemed reasonable grounds for my belief.


What a wild place it was, so dismal and somber! Somehow, as we went forward, a sense of the silent loneliness and desertion of the old garden grew upon me, and I felt shivery. One could imagine things lurking among the tangled bushes; while, in the very air of the place, there seemed something uncanny. I think Tonnison was conscious of this also, though he said nothing.


Suddenly, we came to a halt. Through the trees there had grown upon our ears a distant sound. Tonnison bent forward, listening. I could hear it more plainly now; it was continuous and harsh – a sort of droning roar, seeming to come from far away. I experienced a queer, indescribable, little feeling of nervousness. What sort of place was it into which we had got? I looked at my companion, to see what he thought of the matter; and noted that there was only puzzlement in his face; and then, as I watched his features, an expression of comprehension crept over them, and he nodded his head.


“That’s a waterfall,” he exclaimed, with conviction. “I know the sound now.” And he began to push vigorously through the bushes, in the direction of the noise.


As we went forward, the sound became plainer continually, showing that we were heading straight toward it. Steadily, the roaring grew louder and nearer, until it appeared, as I remarked to Tonnison, almost to come from under our feet – and still we were surrounded by the trees and shrubs.


“Take care!” Tonnison called to me. “Look where you’re going.” And then, suddenly, we came out from among the trees, on to a great open space, where, not six paces in front of us, yawned the mouth of a tremendous chasm, from the depths of which the noise appeared to rise, along with the continuous, mistlike spray that we had witnessed from the top of the distant bank.


For quite a minute we stood in silence, staring in bewilderment at the sight; then my friend went forward cautiously to the edge of the abyss. I followed, and, together, we looked down through a boil of spray at a monster cataract of frothing water that burst, spouting, from the side of the chasm, nearly a hundred feet below.


“Good Lord!” said Tonnison.


I was silent, and rather awed. The sight was so unexpectedly grand and eerie; though this latter quality came more upon me later.


Presently, I looked up and across to the further side of the chasm. There, I saw something towering up among the spray: it looked like a fragment of a great ruin, and I touched Tonnison on the shoulder. He glanced ’round, with a start, and I pointed toward the thing. His gaze followed my finger, and his eyes lighted up with a sudden flash of excitement, as the object came within his field of view.


“Come along,” he shouted above the uproar. “We’ll have a look at it. There’s something queer about this place; I feel it in my bones.” And he started off, ’round the edge of the craterlike abyss. As we neared this new thing, I saw that I had not been mistaken in my first impression. It was undoubtedly a portion of some ruined building; yet now I made out that it was not built upon the edge of the chasm itself, as I had at first supposed; but perched almost at the extreme end of a huge spur of rock that jutted out some fifty or sixty feet over the abyss. In fact, the jagged mass of ruin was literally suspended in mid-air.


Arriving opposite it, we walked out on to the projecting arm of rock, and I must confess to having felt an intolerable sense of terror as I looked down from that dizzy perch into the unknown depths below us—into the deeps from which there rose ever the thunder of the falling water and the shroud of rising spray.


Reaching the ruin, we clambered ’round it cautiously, and, on the further side, came upon a mass of fallen stones and rubble. The ruin itself seemed to me, as I proceeded now to examine it minutely, to be a portion of the outer wall of some prodigious structure, it was so thick and substantially built; yet what it was doing in such a position I could by no means conjecture. Where was the rest of the house, or castle, or whatever there had been?


I went back to the outer side of the wall, and thence to the edge of the chasm, leaving Tonnison rooting systematically among the heap of stones and rubbish on the outer side. Then I commenced to examine the surface of the ground, near the edge of the abyss, to see whether there were not left other remnants of the building to which the fragment of ruin evidently belonged. But though I scrutinized the earth with the greatest care, I could see no signs of anything to show that there had ever been a building erected on the spot, and I grew more puzzled than ever.


Then, I heard a cry from Tonnison; he was shouting my name, excitedly, and without delay I hurried along the rocky promontory to the ruin. I wondered whether he had hurt himself, and then the thought came, that perhaps he had found something.


I reached the crumbled wall and climbed ’round. There I found Tonnison standing within a small excavation that he had made among the debris: he was brushing the dirt from something that looked like a book, much crumpled and dilapidated; and opening his mouth, every second or two, to bellow my name. As soon as he saw that I had come, he handed his prize to me, telling me to put it into my satchel so as to protect it from the damp, while he continued his explorations. This I did, first, however, running the pages through my fingers, and noting that they were closely filled with neat, old-fashioned writing which was quite legible, save in one portion, where many of the pages were almost destroyed, being muddied and crumpled, as though the book had been doubled back at that part. This, I found out from Tonnison, was actually as he had discovered it, and the damage was due, probably, to the fall of masonry upon the opened part. Curiously enough, the book was fairly dry, which I attributed to its having been so securely buried among the ruins.


Having put the volume away safely, I turned-to and gave Tonnison a hand with his self-imposed task of excavating; yet, though we put in over an hour’s hard work, turning over the whole of the upheaped stones and rubbish, we came upon nothing more than some fragments of broken wood, that might have been parts of a desk or table; and so we gave up searching, and went back along the rock, once more to the safety of the land.


The next thing we did was to make a complete tour of the tremendous chasm, which we were able to observe was in the form of an almost perfect circle, save for where the ruin-crowned spur of rock jutted out, spoiling its symmetry.


The abyss was, as Tonnison put it, like nothing so much as a gigantic well or pit going sheer down into the bowels of the earth.


For some time longer, we continued to stare about us, and then, noticing that there was a clear space away to the north of the chasm, we bent our steps in that direction.


Here, distant from the mouth of the mighty pit by some hundreds of yards, we came upon a great lake of silent water – silent, that is, save in one place where there was a continuous bubbling and gurgling.


Now, being away from the noise of the spouting cataract, we were able to hear one another speak, without having to shout at the tops of our voices, and I asked Tonnison what he thought of the place – I told him that I didn’t like it, and that the sooner we were out of it the better I should be pleased.


He nodded in reply, and glanced at the woods behind furtively. I asked him if he had seen or heard anything. He made no answer; but stood silent, as though listening, and I kept quiet also.


Suddenly, he spoke.


“Hark!” he said, sharply. I looked at him, and then away among the trees and bushes, holding my breath involuntarily. A minute came and went in strained silence; yet I could hear nothing, and I turned to Tonnison to say as much; and then, even as I opened my lips to speak, there came a strange wailing noise out of the wood on our left.… It appeared to float through the trees, and there was a rustle of stirring leaves, and then silence.


All at once, Tonnison spoke, and put his hand on my shoulder. “Let us get out of here,” he said, and began to move slowly toward where the surrounding trees and bushes seemed thinnest. As I followed him, it came to me suddenly that the sun was low, and that there was a raw sense of chilliness in the air.


Tonnison said nothing further, but kept on steadily. We were among the trees now, and I glanced around, nervously; but saw nothing, save the quiet branches and trunks and the tangled bushes. Onward we went, and no sound broke the silence, except the occasional snapping of a twig under our feet, as we moved forward. Yet, in spite of the quietness, I had a horrible feeling that we were not alone; and I kept so close to Tonnison that twice I kicked his heels clumsily, though he said nothing. A minute, and then another, and we reached the confines of the wood coming out at last upon the bare rockiness of the countryside. Only then was I able to shake off the haunting dread that had followed me among the trees.


Once, as we moved away, there seemed to come again a distant sound of wailing, and I said to myself that it was the wind – yet the evening was breathless.


Presently, Tonnison began to talk.


“Look you,” he said with decision, “I would not spend the night in that place for all the wealth that the world holds. There is something unholy – diabolical – about it. It came to me all in a moment, just after you spoke. It seemed to me that the woods were full of vile things – you know!”


“Yes,” I answered, and looked back toward the place; but it was hidden from us by a rise in the ground.


“There’s the book,” I said, and I put my hand into the satchel.


“You’ve got it safely?” he questioned, with a sudden access of anxiety.


“Yes,” I replied.


“Perhaps,” he continued, “we shall learn something from it when we get back to the tent. We had better hurry, too; we’re a long way off still, and I don’t fancy, now, being caught out here in the dark.”


It was two hours later when we reached the tent; and, without delay, we set to work to prepare a meal; for we had eaten nothing since our lunch at midday.


Supper over, we cleared the things out of the way, and lit our pipes. Then Tonnison asked me to get the manuscript out of my satchel. This I did, and then, as we could not both read from it at the same time, he suggested that I should read the thing out loud. “And mind,” he cautioned, knowing my propensities, “don’t go skipping half the book.”


Yet, had he but known what it contained, he would have realized how needless such advice was, for once at least. And there seated in the opening of our little tent, I began the strange tale of The House on the Borderland (for such was the title of the MS.); this is told in the following pages.




 




•   II   •

The Plain Of Silence






I am an old man. I live here in this ancient house, surrounded by huge, unkempt gardens.


The peasantry, who inhabit the wilderness beyond, say that I am mad. That is because I will have nothing to do with them. I live here alone with my old sister, who is also my housekeeper. We keep no servants – I hate them. I have one friend, a dog; yes, I would sooner have old Pepper than the rest of Creation together. He, at least, understands me – and has sense enough to leave me alone when I am in my dark moods.


I have decided to start a kind of diary; it may enable me to record some of the thoughts and feelings that I cannot express to anyone; but, beyond this, I am anxious to make some record of the strange things that I have heard and seen, during many years of loneliness, in this weird old building.


For a couple of centuries, this house has had a reputation, a bad one, and, until I bought it, for more than eighty years no one had lived here; consequently, I got the old place at a ridiculously low figure.


I am not superstitious; but I have ceased to deny that things happen in this old house – things that I cannot explain; and, therefore, I must needs ease my mind, by writing down an account of them, to the best of my ability; though, should this, my diary, ever be read when I am gone, the readers will but shake their heads, and be the more convinced that I was mad.


This house, how ancient it is! though its age strikes one less, perhaps, than the quaintness of its structure, which is curious and fantastic to the last degree. Little curved towers and pinnacles, with outlines suggestive of leaping flames, predominate; while the body of the building is in the form of a circle.


I have heard that there is an old story, told amongst the country people, to the effect that the devil built the place. However, that is as may be. True or not, I neither know nor care, save as it may have helped to cheapen it, ere I came.


I must have been here some ten years before I saw sufficient to warrant any belief in the stories, current in the neighborhood, about this house. It is true that I had, on at least a dozen occasions, seen, vaguely, things that puzzled me, and, perhaps, had felt more than I had seen. Then, as the years passed, bringing age upon me, I became often aware of something unseen, yet unmistakably present, in the empty rooms and corridors. Still, it was as I have said many years before I saw any real manifestations of the so-called supernatural.


It was not Halloween. If I were telling a story for amusement’s sake, I should probably place it on that night of nights; but this is a true record of my own experiences, and I would not put pen to paper to amuse anyone. No. It was after midnight on the morning of the twenty-first day of January. I was sitting reading, as is often my custom, in my study. Pepper lay, sleeping, near my chair.


Without warning, the flames of the two candles went low, and then shone with a ghastly green effulgence. I looked up, quickly, and as I did so I saw the lights sink into a dull, ruddy tint; so that the room glowed with a strange, heavy, crimson twilight that gave the shadows behind the chairs and tables a double depth of blackness; and wherever the light struck, it was as though luminous blood had been splashed over the room.


Down on the floor, I heard a faint, frightened whimper, and something pressed itself in between my two feet. It was Pepper, cowering under my dressing gown. Pepper, usually as brave as a lion!


It was this movement of the dog’s, I think, that gave me the first twinge of real fear. I had been considerably startled when the lights burnt first green and then red; but had been momentarily under the impression that the change was due to some influx of noxious gas into the room. Now, however, I saw that it was not so; for the candles burned with a steady flame, and showed no signs of going out, as would have been the case had the change been due to fumes in the atmosphere.


I did not move. I felt distinctly frightened; but could think of nothing better to do than wait. For perhaps a minute, I kept my glance about the room, nervously. Then I noticed that the lights had commenced to sink, very slowly; until presently they showed minute specks of red fire, like the gleamings of rubies in the darkness. Still, I sat watching; while a sort of dreamy indifference seemed to steal over me; banishing altogether the fear that had begun to grip me.


Away in the far end of the huge old-fashioned room, I became conscious of a faint glow. Steadily it grew, filling the room with gleams of quivering green light; then they sank quickly, and changed – even as the candle flames had done – into a deep, somber crimson that strengthened, and lit up the room with a flood of awful glory.


The light came from the end wall, and grew ever brighter until its intolerable glare caused my eyes acute pain, and involuntarily I closed them. It may have been a few seconds before I was able to open them. The first thing I noticed was that the light had decreased, greatly; so that it no longer tried my eyes. Then, as it grew still duller, I was aware, all at once, that, instead of looking at the redness, I was staring through it, and through the wall beyond.


Gradually, as I became more accustomed to the idea, I realized that I was looking out on to a vast plain, lit with the same gloomy twilight that pervaded the room. The immensity of this plain scarcely can be conceived. In no part could I perceive its confines. It seemed to broaden and spread out, so that the eye failed to perceive any limitations. Slowly, the details of the nearer portions began to grow clear; then, in a moment almost, the light died away, and the vision – if vision it were – faded and was gone.


Suddenly, I became conscious that I was no longer in the chair. Instead, I seemed to be hovering above it, and looking down at a dim something, huddled and silent. In a little while, a cold blast struck me, and I was outside in the night, floating, like a bubble, up through the darkness. As I moved, an icy coldness seemed to enfold me, so that I shivered.


After a time, I looked to right and left, and saw the intolerable blackness of the night, pierced by remote gleams of fire. Onward, outward, I drove. Once, I glanced behind, and saw the earth, a small crescent of blue light, receding away to my left. Further off, the sun, a splash of white flame, burned vividly against the dark.


An indefinite period passed. Then, for the last time, I saw the earth – an enduring globule of radiant blue, swimming in an eternity of ether. And there I, a fragile flake of soul dust, flickered silently across the void, from the distant blue, into the expanse of the unknown.


A great while seemed to pass over me, and now I could nowhere see anything. I had passed beyond the fixed stars and plunged into the huge blackness that waits beyond. All this time I had experienced little, save a sense of lightness and cold discomfort. Now however the atrocious darkness seemed to creep into my soul, and I became filled with fear and despair. What was going to become of me? Where was I going? Even as the thoughts were formed, there grew against the impalpable blackness that wrapped me a faint tinge of blood. It seemed extraordinarily remote, and mistlike; yet, at once, the feeling of oppression was lightened, and I no longer despaired.


Slowly, the distant redness became plainer and larger; until, as I drew nearer, it spread out into a great, somber glare – dull and tremendous. Still, I fled onward, and, presently, I had come so close, that it seemed to stretch beneath me, like a great ocean of somber red. I could see little, save that it appeared to spread out interminably in all directions.


In a further space, I found that I was descending upon it; and, soon, I sank into a great sea of sullen, red-hued clouds. Slowly, I emerged from these, and there, below me, I saw the stupendous plain that I had seen from my room in this house that stands upon the borders of the Silences.


Presently, I landed, and stood, surrounded by a great waste of loneliness. The place was lit with a gloomy twilight that gave an impression of indescribable desolation.


Afar to my right, within the sky, there burnt a gigantic ring of dull-red fire, from the outer edge of which were projected huge, writhing flames, darted and jagged. The interior of this ring was black, black as the gloom of the outer night. I comprehended, at once, that it was from this extraordinary sun that the place derived its doleful light.


From that strange source of light, I glanced down again to my surroundings. Everywhere I looked, I saw nothing but the same flat weariness of interminable plain. Nowhere could I descry any signs of life; not even the ruins of some ancient habitation.


Gradually, I found that I was being borne forward, floating across the flat waste. For what seemed an eternity, I moved onward. I was unaware of any great sense of impatience; though some curiosity and a vast wonder were with me continually. Always, I saw around me the breadth of that enormous plain; and, always, I searched for some new thing to break its monotony; but there was no change – only loneliness, silence, and desert.


Presently, in a half-conscious manner, I noticed that there was a faint mistiness, ruddy in hue, lying over its surface. Still, when I looked more intently, I was unable to say that it was really mist; for it appeared to blend with the plain, giving it a peculiar unrealness, and conveying to the senses the idea of unsubstantiality.


Gradually, I began to weary with the sameness of the thing. Yet, it was a great time before I perceived any signs of the place, toward which I was being conveyed.


“At first, I saw it, far ahead, like a long hillock on the surface of the Plain. Then, as I drew nearer, I perceived that I had been mistaken; for, instead of a low hill, I made out, now, a chain of great mountains, whose distant peaks towered up into the red gloom, until they were almost lost to sight.”




 



•   III   •

The House

 in the Arena






And so, after a time, I came to the mountains. Then, the course of my journey was altered, and I began to move along their bases, until, all at once, I saw that I had come opposite to a vast rift, opening into the mountains. Through this, I was borne, moving at no great speed. On either side of me, huge, scarped walls of rock-like substance rose sheer. Far overhead, I discerned a thin ribbon of red, where the mouth of the chasm opened, among inaccessible peaks. Within, was gloom, deep and somber, and chilly silence. For a while, I went onward steadily, and then, at last, I saw, ahead, a deep, red glow, that told me I was near upon the further opening of the gorge.


A minute came and went, and I was at the exit of the chasm, staring out upon an enormous amphitheatre of mountains. Yet, of the mountains, and the terrible grandeur of the place, I recked nothing; for I was confounded with amazement to behold, at a distance of several miles and occupying the center of the arena, a stupendous structure built apparently of green jade. Yet, in itself, it was not the discovery of the building that had so astonished me; but the fact, which became every moment more apparent, that in no particular, save in color and its enormous size, did the lonely structure vary from this house in which I live.


For a while, I continued to stare, fixedly. Even then, I could scarcely believe that I saw aright. In my mind, a question formed, reiterating incessantly: “What does it mean?”  “What does it mean?” and I was unable to make answer, even out of the depths of my imagination. I seemed capable only of wonder and fear. For a time longer, I gazed, noting continually some fresh point of resemblance that attracted me. At last, wearied and sorely puzzled, I turned from it, to view the rest of the strange place on to which I had intruded.


Hitherto, I had been so engrossed in my scrutiny of the House, that I had given only a cursory glance ’round. Now, as I looked, I began to realize upon what sort of a place I had come. The arena, for so I have termed it, appeared a perfect circle of about ten to twelve miles in diameter, the House, as I have mentioned before, standing in the center. The surface of the place, like to that of the Plain, had a peculiar, misty appearance, that was yet not mist.


From a rapid survey, my glance passed quickly upward along the slopes of the circling mountains. How silent they were. I think that this same abominable stillness was more trying to me than anything that I had so far seen or imagined. I was looking up, now, at the great crags, towering so loftily. Up there, the impalpable redness gave a blurred appearance to everything.


And then, as I peered, curiously, a new terror came to me; for away up among the dim peaks to my right, I had descried a vast shape of blackness, giantlike. It grew upon my sight. It had an enormous equine head, with gigantic ears, and seemed to peer steadfastly down into the arena. There was that about the pose that gave me the impression of an eternal watchfulness – of having warded that dismal place, through unknown eternities. Slowly, the monster became plainer to me; and then, suddenly, my gaze sprang from it to something further off and higher among the crags. For a long minute, I gazed, fearfully. I was strangely conscious of something not altogether unfamiliar – as though something stirred in the back of my mind. The thing was black, and had four grotesque arms. The features showed indistinctly, ’round the neck, I made out several light-colored objects. Slowly, the details came to me, and I realized, coldly, that they were skulls. Further down the body was another circling belt, showing less dark against the black trunk. Then, even as I puzzled to know what the thing was, a memory slid into my mind, and straightway, I knew that I was looking at a monstrous representation of Kali, the Hindu goddess of death.


Other remembrances of my old student days drifted into my thoughts. My glance fell back upon the huge beast-headed Thing. Simultaneously, I recognized it for the ancient Egyptian god Set, or Seth, the Destroyer of Souls. With the knowledge, there came a great sweep of questioning – “Two of the—!” I stopped, and endeavored to think. Things beyond my imagination peered into my frightened mind. I saw, obscurely. “The old gods of mythology!” I tried to comprehend to what it was all pointing. My gaze dwelt, flickeringly, between the two. “If—”


An idea came swiftly, and I turned, and glanced rapidly upward, searching the gloomy crags, away to my left. Something loomed out under a great peak, a shape of greyness. I wondered I had not seen it earlier, and then remembered I had not yet viewed that portion. I saw it more plainly now. It was, as I have said, grey. It had a tremendous head; but no eyes. That part of its face was blank.


Now, I saw that there were other things up among the mountains. Further off, reclining on a lofty ledge, I made out a livid mass, irregular and ghoulish. It seemed without form, save for an unclean, half-animal face, that looked out, vilely, from somewhere about its middle. And then I saw others – there were hundreds of them. They seemed to grow out of the shadows. Several I recognized almost immediately as mythological deities; others were strange to me, utterly strange, beyond the power of a human mind to conceive.


On each side, I looked, and saw more, continually. The mountains were full of strange things – Beast-gods, and Horrors so atrocious and bestial that possibility and decency deny any further attempt to describe them. And I – I was filled with a terrible sense of overwhelming horror and fear and repugnance; yet, spite of these, I wondered exceedingly. Was there then, after all, something in the old heathen worship, something more than the mere deifying of men, animals, and elements? The thought gripped me – was there?


Later, a question repeated itself. What were they, those Beast-gods, and the others? At first, they had appeared to me just sculptured Monsters placed indiscriminately among the inaccessible peaks and precipices of the surrounding mountains. Now, as I scrutinized them with greater intentness, my mind began to reach out to fresh conclusions. There was something about them, an indescribable sort of silent vitality that suggested, to my broadening consciousness, a state of life-in-death – a something that was by no means life, as we understand it; but rather an inhuman form of existence, that well might be likened to a deathless trance – a condition in which it was possible to imagine their continuing, eternally. “Immortal!” the word rose in my thoughts unbidden; and, straightway, I grew to wondering whether this might be the immortality of the gods.


And then, in the midst of my wondering and musing, something happened. Until then, I had been staying just within the shadow of the exit of the great rift. Now, without volition on my part, I drifted out of the semi-darkness and began to move slowly across the arena – toward the House. At this, I gave up all thoughts of those prodigious Shapes above me – and could only stare, frightenedly, at the tremendous structure toward which I was being conveyed so remorselessly. Yet, though I searched earnestly, I could discover nothing that I had not already seen, and so became gradually calmer.


Presently, I had reached a point more than halfway between the House and the gorge. All around was spread the stark loneliness of the place, and the unbroken silence. Steadily, I neared the great building. Then, all at once, something caught my vision, something that came ’round one of the huge buttresses of the House, and so into full view. It was a gigantic thing, and moved with a curious lope, going almost upright, after the manner of a man. It was quite unclothed, and had a remarkable luminous appearance. Yet it was the face that attracted and frightened me the most. It was the face of a swine.


Silently, intently, I watched this horrible creature, and forgot my fear, momentarily, in my interest in its movements. It was making its way, cumbrously ’round the building, stopping as it came to each window to peer in and shake at the bars, with which – as in this house – they were protected; and whenever it came to a door, it would push at it, fingering the fastening stealthily. Evidently, it was searching for an ingress into the House.


I had come now to within less than a quarter of a mile of the great structure, and still I was compelled forward. Abruptly, the Thing turned and gazed hideously in my direction. It opened its mouth, and, for the first time, the stillness of that abominable place was broken, by a deep, booming note that sent an added thrill of apprehension through me. Then, immediately, I became aware that it was coming toward me, swiftly and silently. In an instant, it had covered half the distance that lay between. And still, I was borne helplessly to meet it. Only a hundred yards, and the brutish ferocity of the giant face numbed me with a feeling of unmitigated horror. I could have screamed, in the supremeness of my fear; and then, in the very moment of my extremity and despair, I became conscious that I was looking down upon the arena, from a rapidly increasing height. I was rising, rising. In an inconceivably short while, I had reached an altitude of many hundred feet. Beneath me, the spot that I had just left, was occupied by the foul Swine-creature. It had gone down on all fours and was snuffing and rooting, like a veritable hog, at the surface of the arena. A moment and it rose to its feet, clutching upward, with an expression of desire upon its face such as I have never seen in this world.


Continually, I mounted higher. A few minutes, it seemed, and I had risen above the great mountains – floating, alone, afar in the redness. At a tremendous distance below, the arena showed, dimly; with the mighty House looking no larger than a tiny spot of green. The Swine-thing was no longer visible.


Presently, I passed over the mountains, out above the huge breadth of the plain. Far away, on its surface, in the direction of the ring-shaped sun, there showed a confused blur. I looked toward it, indifferently. It reminded me, somewhat, of the first glimpse I had caught of the mountain-amphitheatre.


With a sense of weariness, I glanced upward at the immense ring of fire. What a strange thing it was! Then, as I stared, out from the dark center, there spurted a sudden flare of extraordinary vivid fire. Compared with the size of the black center, it was as naught; yet, in itself, stupendous. With awakened interest, I watched it carefully, noting its strange boiling and glowing. Then, in a moment, the whole thing grew dim and unreal, and so passed out of sight. Much amazed, I glanced down to the Plain from which I was still rising. Thus, I received a fresh surprise. The Plain – everything had vanished, and only a sea of red mist was spread far below me. Gradually as I stared this grew remote, and died away into a dim far mystery of red against an unfathomable night. A while, and even this had gone, and I was wrapped in an impalpable, lightless gloom.




 



•   IV   •

The Earth






Thus I was, and only the memory that I had lived through the dark, once before, served to sustain my thoughts. A great time passed – ages. And then a single star broke its way through the darkness. It was the first of one of the outlying clusters of this universe. Presently, it was far behind, and all about me shone the splendor of the countless stars. Later, years it seemed, I saw the sun, a clot of flame. Around it, I made out presently several remote specks of light – the planets of the Solar system. And so I saw the earth again, blue and unbelievably minute. It grew larger, and became defined.


A long space of time came and went, and then at last I entered into the shadow of the world – plunging headlong into the dim and holy earth night. Overhead were the old constellations, and there was a crescent moon. Then, as I neared the earth’s surface, a dimness swept over me, and I appeared to sink into a black mist.


For a while, I knew nothing. I was unconscious. Gradually, I became aware of a faint, distant whining. It became plainer. A desperate feeling of agony possessed me. I struggled madly for breath, and tried to shout. A moment, and I got my breath more easily. I was conscious that something was licking my hand. Something damp swept across my face. I heard a panting, and then again the whining. It seemed to come to my ears, now, with a sense of familiarity, and I opened my eyes. All was dark; but the feeling of oppression had left me. I was seated, and something was whining piteously, and licking me. I felt strangely confused, and, instinctively, tried to ward off the thing that licked. My head was curiously vacant, and, for the moment, I seemed incapable of action or thought. Then, things came back to me, and I called “Pepper,” faintly. I was answered by a joyful bark, and renewed and frantic caresses.


In a little while, I felt stronger, and put out my hand for the matches. I groped about, for a few moments, blindly; then my hands lit upon them, and I struck a light, and looked confusedly around. All about me, I saw the old, familiar things. And there I sat, full of dazed wonders, until the flame of the match burnt my finger, and I dropped it; while a hasty expression of pain and anger, escaped my lips, surprising me with the sound of my own voice.


After a moment, I struck another match, and, stumbling across the room, lit the candles. As I did so, I observed that they had not burned away, but had been put out.


As the flames shot up, I turned, and stared about the study; yet there was nothing unusual to see; and, suddenly, a gust of irritation took me. What had happened? I held my head, with both hands, and tried to remember. Ah! the great, silent Plain, and the ring-shaped sun of red fire. Where were they? Where had I seen them? How long ago? I felt dazed and muddled. Once or twice, I walked up and down the room, unsteadily. My memory seemed dulled, and, already, the thing I had witnessed came back to me with an effort.


I have a remembrance of cursing, peevishly, in my bewilderment. Suddenly, I turned faint and giddy, and had to grasp at the table for support. During a few moments, I held on, weakly; and then managed to totter sideways into a chair. After a little time, I felt somewhat better, and succeeded in reaching the cupboard where, usually, I keep brandy and biscuits. I poured myself out a little of the stimulant, and drank it off. Then, taking a handful of biscuits, I returned to my chair, and began to devour them, ravenously. I was vaguely surprised at my hunger. I felt as though I had eaten nothing for an uncountably long while.


As I ate, my glance roved about the room, taking in its various details, and still searching, though almost unconsciously, for something tangible upon which to take hold, among the invisible mysteries that encompassed me. “Surely,” I thought, “there must be something—” And, in the same instant, my gaze dwelt upon the face of the clock in the opposite corner. Therewith, I stopped eating, and just stared. For, though its ticking indicated most certainly that it was still going, the hands were pointing to a little before the hour of midnight; whereas it was, as well I knew, considerably after that time when I had witnessed the first of the strange happenings I have just described.


For perhaps a moment I was astounded and puzzled. Had the hour been the same as when I had last seen the clock, I should have concluded that the hands had stuck in one place, while the internal mechanism went on as usual; but that would, in no way, account for the hands having traveled backward. Then, even as I turned the matter over in my wearied brain, the thought flashed upon me that it was now close upon the morning of the twenty-second, and that I had been unconscious to the visible world through the greater portion of the last twenty-four hours. The thought occupied my attention for a full minute; then I commenced to eat again. I was still very hungry.


During breakfast, next morning, I inquired casually of my sister regarding the date, and found my surmise correct. I had, indeed, been absent – at least in spirit – for nearly a day and a night.


My sister asked me no questions; for it is not by any means the first time that I have kept to my study for a whole day, and sometimes a couple of days at a time, when I have been particularly engrossed in my books or work.


And so the days pass on, and I am still filled with a wonder to know the meaning of all that I saw on that memorable night. Yet, well I know that my curiosity is little likely to be satisfied.




 



•   V   •

The Thing

 in the Pit






This house is, as I have said before, surrounded by a huge estate, and wild and uncultivated gardens.


Away at the back, distant some three hundred yards, is a dark, deep ravine – spoken of as the “Pit,” by the peasantry. At the bottom runs a sluggish stream so overhung by trees as scarcely to be seen from above.


In passing, I must explain that this river has a subterranean origin, emerging suddenly at the East end of the ravine, and disappearing, as abruptly, beneath the cliffs that form its Western extremity.


It was some months after my vision (if vision it were) of the great Plain that my attention was particularly attracted to the Pit.


I happened, one day, to be walking along its Southern edge, when, suddenly, several pieces of rock and shale were dislodged from the face of the cliff immediately beneath me, and fell with a sullen crash through the trees. I heard them splash in the river at the bottom; and then silence. I should not have given this incident more than a passing thought, had not Pepper at once begun to bark savagely; nor would he be silent when I bade him, which is most unusual behavior on his part.


Feeling that there must be someone or something in the Pit, I went back to the house, quickly, for a stick. When I returned, Pepper had ceased his barks and was growling and smelling, uneasily, along the top.


Whistling to him to follow me, I started to descend cautiously. The depth to the bottom of the Pit must be about a hundred and fifty feet, and some time as well as considerable care was expended before we reached the bottom in safety.


Once down, Pepper and I started to explore along the banks of the river. It was very dark there due to the overhanging trees, and I moved warily, keeping my glance about me and my stick ready.


Pepper was quiet now and kept close to me all the time. Thus, we searched right up one side of the river, without hearing or seeing anything. Then, we crossed over – by the simple method of jumping – and commenced to beat our way back through the underbrush.


We had accomplished perhaps half the distance, when I heard again the sound of falling stones on the other side – the side from which we had just come. One large rock came thundering down through the treetops, struck the opposite bank, and bounded into the river, driving a great jet of water right over us. At this, Pepper gave out a deep growl; then stopped, and pricked up his ears. I listened, also.


A second later, a loud, half-human, half-piglike squeal sounded from among the trees, apparently about halfway up the South cliff. It was answered by a similar note from the bottom of the Pit. At this, Pepper gave a short, sharp bark, and, springing across the little river, disappeared into the bushes.


Immediately afterward, I heard his barks increase in depth and number, and in between there sounded a noise of confused jabbering. This ceased, and, in the succeeding silence, there rose a semi-human yell of agony. Almost immediately, Pepper gave a long-drawn howl of pain, and then the shrubs were violently agitated, and he came running out with his tail down, and glancing as he ran over his shoulder. As he reached me, I saw that he was bleeding from what appeared to be a great claw wound in the side that had almost laid bare his ribs.


Seeing Pepper thus mutilated, a furious feeling of anger seized me, and, whirling my staff, I sprang across, and into the bushes from which Pepper had emerged. As I forced my way through, I thought I heard a sound of breathing. Next instant, I had burst into a little clear space, just in time to see something, livid white in color, disappear among the bushes on the opposite side. With a shout, I ran toward it; but, though I struck and probed among the bushes with my stick, I neither saw nor heard anything further; and so returned to Pepper. There, after bathing his wound in the river, I bound my wetted handkerchief ’round his body; having done which, we retreated up the ravine and into the daylight again.


On reaching the house, my sister inquired what had happened to Pepper, and I told her he had been fighting with a wildcat, of which I had heard there were several about.


I felt it would be better not to tell her how it had really happened; though, to be sure, I scarcely knew myself; but this I did know, that the thing I had seen run into the bushes was no wildcat. It was much too big, and had, so far as I had observed, a skin like a hog’s, only of a dead, unhealthy white color. And then – it had run upright, or nearly so, upon its hind feet, with a motion somewhat resembling that of a human being. This much I had noticed in my brief glimpse, and, truth to tell, I felt a good deal of uneasiness, besides curiosity as I turned the matter over in my mind.


It was in the morning that the above incident had occurred.


Then, it would be after dinner, as I sat reading, that, happening to look up suddenly, I saw something peering in over the window ledge the eyes and ears alone showing.


“A pig, by Jove!” I said, and rose to my feet. Thus, I saw the thing more completely; but it was no pig – God alone knows what it was. It reminded me, vaguely, of the hideous Thing that had haunted the great arena. It had a grotesquely human mouth and jaw; but with no chin of which to speak. The nose was prolonged into a snout; thus it was that with the little eyes and queer ears, gave it such an extraordinarily swinelike appearance. Of forehead there was little, and the whole face was of an unwholesome white color.


For perhaps a minute, I stood looking at the thing with an ever growing feeling of disgust, and some fear. The mouth kept jabbering, inanely, and once emitted a half-swinish grunt. I think it was the eyes that attracted me the most; they seemed to glow, at times, with a horribly human intelligence, and kept flickering away from my face, over the details of the room, as though my stare disturbed it.


It appeared to be supporting itself by two claw-like hands upon the windowsill. These claws, unlike the face, were of a clayey brown hue, and bore an indistinct resemblance to human hands, in that they had four fingers and a thumb; though these were webbed up to the first joint, much as are a duck’s. Nails it had also, but so long and powerful that they were more like the talons of an eagle than aught else.


As I have said, before, I felt some fear; though almost of an impersonal kind. I may explain my feeling better by saying that it was more a sensation of abhorrence; such as one might expect to feel, if brought in contact with something superhumanly foul; something unholy – belonging to some hitherto undreamt of state of existence.


I cannot say that I grasped these various details of the brute at the time. I think they seemed to come back to me, afterward, as though imprinted upon my brain. I imagined more than I saw as I looked at the thing, and the material details grew upon me later.


For perhaps a minute I stared at the creature; then as my nerves steadied a little I shook off the vague alarm that held me, and took a step toward the window. Even as I did so, the thing ducked and vanished. I rushed to the door and looked ’round hurriedly; but only the tangled bushes and shrubs met my gaze.


I ran back into the house, and, getting my gun, sallied out to search through the gardens. As I went, I asked myself whether the thing I had just seen was likely to be the same of which I had caught a glimpse in the morning. I inclined to think it was.


I would have taken Pepper with me; but judged it better to give his wound a chance to heal. Besides, if the creature I had just seen was, as I imagined, his antagonist of the morning, it was not likely that he would be of much use.


I began my search, systematically. I was determined, if it were possible, to find and put an end to that swine-thing. This was, at least, a material Horror!


At first, I searched, cautiously; with the thought of Pepper’s wound in my mind; but, as the hours passed, and not a sign of anything living, showed in the great, lonely gardens, I became less apprehensive. I felt almost as though I would welcome the sight of it. Anything seemed better than this silence, with the ever-present feeling that the creature might be lurking in every bush I passed. Later, I grew careless of danger, to the extent of plunging right through the bushes, probing with my gun barrel as I went.


At times, I shouted; but only the echoes answered back. I thought thus perhaps to frighten or stir the creature to showing itself; but only succeeded in bringing my sister Mary out, to know what was the matter. I told her, that I had seen the wildcat that had wounded Pepper, and that I was trying to hunt it out of the bushes. She seemed only half satisfied, and went back into the house, with an expression of doubt upon her face. I wondered whether she had seen or guessed anything. For the rest of the afternoon, I prosecuted the search anxiously. I felt that I should be unable to sleep, with that bestial thing haunting the shrubberies, and yet, when evening fell, I had seen nothing. Then, as I turned homeward, I heard a short, unintelligible noise, among the bushes to my right. Instantly, I turned, and, aiming quickly, fired in the direction of the sound. Immediately afterward, I heard something scuttling away among the bushes. It moved rapidly, and in a minute had gone out of hearing. After a few steps I ceased my pursuit, realizing how futile it must be in the fast gathering gloom; and so, with a curious feeling of depression, I entered the house.


That night, after my sister had gone to bed, I went ’round to all the windows and doors on the ground floor; and saw to it that they were securely fastened. This precaution was scarcely necessary as regards the windows, as all of those on the lower storey are strongly barred; but with the doors – of which there are five – it was wisely thought, as not one was locked.


Having secured these, I went to my study, yet, somehow, for once, the place jarred upon me; it seemed so huge and echoey. For some time I tried to read; but at last finding it impossible I carried my book down to the kitchen where a large fire was burning, and sat there.


I dare say, I had read for a couple of hours, when, suddenly, I heard a sound that made me lower my book, and listen, intently. It was a noise of something rubbing and fumbling against the back door. Once the door creaked, loudly; as though force were being applied to it. During those few, short moments, I experienced an indescribable feeling of terror, such as I should have believed impossible. My hands shook; a cold sweat broke out on me, and I shivered violently.


Gradually, I calmed. The stealthy movements outside had ceased.


Then for an hour I sat silent and watchful. All at once the feeling of fear took me again. I felt as I imagine an animal must, under the eye of a snake. Yet now I could hear nothing. Still, there was no doubting that some unexplained influence was at work.


Gradually, imperceptibly almost, something stole on my ear – a sound that resolved itself into a faint murmur. Quickly it developed and grew into a muffled but hideous chorus of bestial shrieks. It appeared to rise from the bowels of the earth.


I heard a thud, and realized in a dull, half comprehending way that I had dropped my book. After that, I just sat; and thus the daylight found me, when it crept wanly in through the barred, high windows of the great kitchen.


With the dawning light, the feeling of stupor and fear left me; and I came more into possession of my senses.


Thereupon I picked up my book, and crept to the door to listen. Not a sound broke the chilly silence. For some minutes I stood there; then, very gradually and cautiously, I drew back the bolt and opening the door peeped out.


My caution was unneeded. Nothing was to be seen, save the grey vista of dreary, tangled bushes and trees, extending to the distant plantation.


With a shiver, I closed the door, and made my way, quietly, up to bed.




 



•   VI   •

The Swine-Things






It was evening, a week later. My sister sat in the garden, knitting. I was walking up and down, reading. My gun leant up against the wall of the house; for, since the advent of that strange thing in the gardens, I had deemed it wise to take precautions. Yet, through the whole week, there had been nothing to alarm me, either by sight or sound; so that I was able to look back, calmly, to the incident; though still with a sense of unmitigated wonder and curiosity.


I was, as I have just said, walking up and down, and somewhat engrossed in my book. Suddenly, I heard a crash, away in the direction of the Pit. With a quick movement, I turned and saw a tremendous column of dust rising high into the evening air.


My sister had risen to her feet, with a sharp exclamation of surprise and fright.


Telling her to stay where she was, I snatched up my gun, and ran toward the Pit. As I neared it, I heard a dull, rumbling sound, that grew quickly into a roar, split with deeper crashes, and up from the Pit drove a fresh volume of dust.


The noise ceased, though the dust still rose, tumultuously.


I reached the edge, and looked down; but could see nothing save a boil of dust clouds swirling hither and thither. The air was so full of the small particles, that they blinded and choked me; and, finally, I had to run out from the smother, to breathe.


Gradually, the suspended matter sank, and hung in a panoply over the mouth of the Pit.


I could only guess at what had happened.


That there had been a land-slip of some kind, I had little doubt; but the cause was beyond my knowledge; and yet, even then, I had half imaginings; for, already, the thought had come to me, of those falling rocks, and that Thing in the bottom of the Pit; but, in the first minutes of confusion, I failed to reach the natural conclusion, to which the catastrophe pointed.


Slowly, the dust subsided, until, presently, I was able to approach the edge, and look down.


For a while, I peered impotently, trying to see through the reek. At first, it was impossible to make out anything. Then, as I stared, I saw something below, to my left, that moved. I looked intently toward it, and, presently, made out another, and then another – three dim shapes that appeared to be climbing up the side of the Pit. I could see them only indistinctly. Even as I stared and wondered, I heard a rattle of stones, somewhere to my right. I glanced across; but could see nothing. I leant forward, and peered over, and down into the Pit, just beneath where I stood; and saw no further than a hideous, white swine-face, that had risen to within a couple of yards of my feet. Below it, I could make out several others. As the Thing saw me, it gave a sudden, uncouth squeal, which was answered from all parts of the Pit. At that, a gust of horror and fear took me, and, bending down, I discharged my gun right into its face. Straightway, the creature disappeared, with a clatter of loose earth and stones.


There was a momentary silence, to which, probably, I owe my life; for, during it, I heard a quick patter of many feet, and, turning sharply, saw a troop of the creatures coming toward me, at a run. Instantly, I raised my gun and fired at the foremost, who plunged headlong, with a hideous howling. Then, I turned to run. More than halfway from the house to the Pit, I saw my sister – she was coming toward me. I could not see her face, distinctly, as the dusk had fallen; but there was fear in her voice as she called to know why I was shooting.


“Run!” I shouted in reply. “Run for your life!”


Without more ado, she turned and fled – picking up her skirts with both hands. As I followed, I gave a glance behind. The brutes were running on their hind legs – at times dropping on all fours.


I think it must have been the terror in my voice, that spurred Mary to run so; for I feel convinced that she had not, as yet, seen those hell creatures that pursued.


On we went, my sister leading.


Each moment, the nearing sounds of the footsteps, told me that the brutes were gaining on us, rapidly. Fortunately, I am accustomed to live, in some ways, an active life. As it was, the strain of the race was beginning to tell severely upon me.


Ahead, I could see the back door – luckily it was open. I was some half-dozen yards behind Mary, now, and my breath was sobbing in my throat. Then, something touched my shoulder. I wrenched my head ’round, quickly, and saw one of those monstrous, pallid faces close to mine. One of the creatures, having outrun its companions, had almost overtaken me. Even as I turned, it made a fresh grab. With a sudden effort, I sprang to one side, and, swinging my gun by the barrel, brought it crashing down upon the foul creature’s head. The Thing dropped, with an almost human groan.


Even this short delay had been nearly sufficient to bring the rest of the brutes down upon me; so that, without an instant’s waste of time, I turned and ran for the door.


Reaching it, I burst into the passage; then, turning quickly, slammed and bolted the door, just as the first of the creatures rushed against it, with a sudden shock.


My sister sat, gasping, in a chair. She seemed in a fainting condition; but I had no time then to spend on her. I had to make sure that all the doors were fastened. Fortunately, they were. The one leading from my study into the gardens, was the last to which I went. I had just had time to note that it was secured, when I thought I heard a noise outside. I stood perfectly silent, and listened. Yes! Now I could distinctly hear a sound of whispering, and something slithered over the panels, with a rasping, scratchy noise. Evidently, some of the brutes were feeling with their claw-hands, about the door, to discover whether there were any means of ingress.


That the creatures should so soon have found the door was – to me – a proof of their reasoning capabilities. It assured me that they must not be regarded, by any means, as mere animals. I had felt something of this before, when that first Thing peered in through my window. Then I had applied the term superhuman to it, with an almost instinctive knowledge that the creature was something different from the brute-beast. Something beyond human; yet in no good sense; but rather as something foul and hostile to the great and good in humanity. In a word, as something intelligent, and yet inhuman. The very thought of the creatures filled me with revulsion.


Now, I bethought me of my sister, and, going to the cupboard, I got out a flask of brandy, and a wineglass. Taking these, I went down to the kitchen, carrying a lighted candle with me. She was not sitting in the chair, but had fallen out, and was lying upon the floor, face downward.


Very gently, I turned her over, and raised her head somewhat. Then, I poured a little of the brandy between her lips. After a while, she shivered slightly. A little later, she gave several gasps, and opened her eyes. In a dreamy, unrealizing way, she looked at me. Then her eyes closed, slowly, and I gave her a little more of the brandy. For, perhaps a minute longer, she lay silent, breathing quickly. All at once, her eyes opened again, and it seemed to me, as I looked, that the pupils were dilated, as though fear had come with returning consciousness. Then, with a movement so unexpected that I started backward, she sat up. Noticing that she seemed giddy, I put out my hand to steady her. At that, she gave a loud scream, and, scrambling to her feet, ran from the room.


For a moment, I stayed there – kneeling and holding the brandy flask. I was utterly puzzled and astonished.


Could she be afraid of me? But no! Why should she? I could only conclude that her nerves were badly shaken, and that she was temporarily unhinged. Upstairs, I heard a door bang, loudly, and I knew that she had taken refuge in her room. I put the flask down on the table. My attention was distracted by a noise in the direction of the back door. I went toward it, and listened. It appeared to be shaken, as though some of the creatures struggled with it, silently; but it was far too strongly constructed and hung to be easily moved.


Out in the gardens rose a continuous sound. It might have been mistaken, by a casual listener, for the grunting and squealing of a herd of pigs. But, as I stood there, it came to me that there was sense and meaning to all those swinish noises. Gradually, I seemed able to trace a semblance in it to human speech – glutinous and sticky, as though each articulation were made with difficulty: yet, nevertheless, I was becoming convinced that it was no mere medley of sounds; but a rapid interchange of ideas.


By this time, it had grown quite dark in the passages, and from these came all the varied cries and groans of which an old house is so full after nightfall. It is, no doubt, because things are then quieter, and one has more leisure to hear. Also, there may be something in the theory that the sudden change of temperature, at sundown, affects the structure of the house, somewhat – causing it to contract and settle, as it were, for the night. However, this is as may be; but, on that night in particular, I would gladly have been quit of so many eerie noises. It seemed to me, that each crack and creak was the coming of one of those Things along the dark corridors; though I knew in my heart that this could not be, for I had seen, myself, that all the doors were secure.


Gradually, however, these sounds grew on my nerves to such an extent that, were it only to punish my cowardice, I felt I must make the ’round of the basement again, and, if anything were there, face it. And then, I would go up to my study, for I knew sleep was out of the question, with the house surrounded by creatures, half beasts, half something else, and entirely unholy.


Taking the kitchen lamp down from its hook, I made my way from cellar to cellar, and room to room; through pantry and coal-hole – along passages, and into the hundred-and-one little blind alleys and hidden nooks that form the basement of the old house. Then, when I knew I had been in every corner and cranny large enough to conceal aught of any size, I made my way to the stairs.


With my foot on the first step, I paused. It seemed to me, I heard a movement, apparently from the buttery, which is to the left of the staircase. It had been one of the first places I searched, and yet, I felt certain my ears had not deceived me. My nerves were strung now, and, with hardly any hesitation, I stepped up to the door, holding the lamp above my head. In a glance, I saw that the place was empty, save for the heavy, stone slabs, supported by brick pillars; and I was about to leave it, convinced that I had been mistaken; when, in turning, my light was flashed back from two bright spots outside the window, and high up. For a few moments, I stood there, staring. Then they moved – revolving slowly, and throwing out alternate scintillations of green and red; at least, so it appeared to me. I knew then that they were eyes.


Slowly, I traced the shadowy outline of one of the Things. It appeared to be holding on to the bars of the window, and its attitude suggested climbing. I went nearer to the window, and held the light higher. There was no need to be afraid of the creature; the bars were strong, and there was little danger of its being able to move them. And then, suddenly, in spite of the knowledge that the brute could not reach to harm me, I had a return of the horrible sensation of fear, that had assailed me on that night, a week previously. It was the same feeling of helpless, shuddering fright. I realized, dimly, that the creature’s eyes were looking into mine with a steady, compelling stare. I tried to turn away; but could not. I seemed, now, to see the window through a mist. Then, I thought other eyes came and peered, and yet others; until a whole galaxy of malignant, staring orbs seemed to hold me in thrall.


My head began to swim, and throb violently. Then, I was aware of a feeling of acute physical pain in my left hand. It grew more severe, and forced, literally forced, my attention. With a tremendous effort, I glanced down; and, with that, the spell that had held me was broken. I realized, then, that I had, in my agitation, unconsciously caught hold of the hot lamp-glass, and burnt my hand, badly. I looked up to the window, again. The misty appearance had gone, and, now, I saw that it was crowded with dozens of bestial faces. With a sudden access of rage, I raised the lamp, and hurled it, full at the window. It struck the glass (smashing a pane), and passed between two of the bars, out into the garden, scattering burning oil as it went. I heard several loud cries of pain, and, as my sight became accustomed to the dark, I discovered that the creatures had left the window.


Pulling myself together, I groped for the door, and, having found it, made my way upstairs, stumbling at each step. I felt dazed, as though I had received a blow on the head. At the same time, my hand smarted badly, and I was full of a nervous, dull rage against those Things.


Reaching my study, I lit the candles. As they burnt up, their rays were reflected from the rack of firearms on the sidewall. At the sight, I remembered that I had there a power, which, as I had proved earlier, seemed as fatal to those monsters as to more ordinary animals; and I determined I would take the offensive.


First of all, I bound up my hand; for the pain was fast becoming intolerable. After that, it seemed easier, and I crossed the room, to the rifle stand. There, I selected a heavy rifle – an old and tried weapon; and, having procured ammunition, I made my way up into one of the small towers, with which the house is crowned.


From there, I found that I could see nothing. The gardens presented a dim blur of shadows – a little blacker, perhaps, where the trees stood. That was all, and I knew that it was useless to shoot down into all that darkness. The only thing to be done, was to wait for the moon to rise; then, I might be able to do a little execution.


In the meantime, I sat still, and kept my ears open. The gardens were comparatively quiet now, and only an occasional grunt or squeal came up to me. I did not like this silence; it made me wonder on what devilry the creatures were bent. Twice, I left the tower, and took a walk through the house; but everything was silent.


Once, I heard a noise, from the direction of the Pit, as though more earth had fallen. Following this, and lasting for some fifteen minutes, there was a commotion among the denizens of the gardens. This died away, and, after that all was again quiet.


About an hour later, the moon’s light showed above the distant horizon. From where I sat, I could see it over the trees; but it was not until it rose clear of them, that I could make out any of the details in the gardens below. Even then, I could see none of the brutes; until, happening to crane forward, I saw several of them lying prone, up against the wall of the house. What they were doing, I could not make out. It was, however, a chance too good to be ignored; and, taking aim, I fired at the one directly beneath. There was a shrill scream, and, as the smoke cleared away, I saw that it had turned on its back, and was writhing, feebly. Then, it was quiet. The others had disappeared.


Immediately after this, I heard a loud squeal, in the direction of the Pit. It was answered, a hundred times, from every part of the garden. This gave me some notion of the number of the creatures, and I began to feel that the whole affair was becoming even more serious than I had imagined.


As I sat there, silent and watchful, the thought came to me – Why was all this? What were these Things? What did it mean? Then my thoughts flew back to that vision (though, even now, I doubt whether it was a vision) of the Plain of Silence. What did that mean? I wondered – And that Thing in the arena? Ugh! Lastly, I thought of the house I had seen in that far-away place. That house, so like this in every detail of external structure, that it might have been modeled from it; or this from that. I had never thought of that—


At this moment, there came another long squeal, from the Pit, followed, a second later, by a couple of shorter ones. At once, the garden was filled with answering cries. I stood up, quickly, and looked over the parapet. In the moonlight, it seemed as though the shrubberies were alive. They tossed hither and thither, as though shaken by a strong, irregular wind; while a continuous rustling, and a noise of scampering feet, rose up to me. Several times, I saw the moonlight gleam on running, white figures among the bushes, and, twice, I fired. The second time, my shot was answered by a short squeal of pain.


A minute later, the gardens lay silent. From the Pit, came a deep, hoarse Babel of swine-talk. At times, angry cries smote the air, and they would be answered by multitudinous gruntings. It occurred to me, that they were holding some kind of a council, perhaps to discuss the problem of entering the house. Also, I thought that they seemed much enraged, probably by my successful shots.


It occurred to me, that now would be a good time to make a final survey of our defenses. This, I proceeded to do at once; visiting the whole of the basement again, and examining each of the doors. Luckily, they are all, like the back one, built of solid, iron-studded oak. Then, I went upstairs to the study. I was more anxious about this door. It is, palpably, of a more modern make than the others, and, though a stout piece of work, it has little of their ponderous strength.


I must explain here, that there is a small, raised lawn on this side of the house, upon which this door opens – the windows of the study being barred on this account. All the other entrances – excepting the great gateway which is never opened – are in the lower storey.




 



•   VII   •

The Attack






I spent some time, puzzling how to strengthen the study door. Finally, I went down to the kitchen, and with some trouble, brought up several heavy pieces of timber. These, I wedged up, slantwise, against it, from the floor, nailing them top and bottom. For half-an-hour, I worked hard, and, at last, got it shored to my mind.


Then, feeling easier, I resumed my coat, which I had laid aside, and proceeded to attend to one or two matters before returning to the tower. It was whilst thus employed, that I heard a fumbling at the door, and the latch was tried. Keeping silence, I waited. Soon, I heard several of the creatures outside. They were grunting to one another, softly. Then, for a minute, there was quietness. Suddenly, there sounded a quick, low grunt, and the door creaked under a tremendous pressure. It would have burst inward; but for the supports I had placed. The strain ceased, as quickly as it had begun, and there was more talk.


Presently, one of the Things squealed, softly, and I heard the sound of others approaching. There was a short confabulation; then again, silence; and I realized that they had called several more to assist. Feeling that now was the supreme moment, I stood ready, with my rifle presented. If the door gave, I would, at least, slay as many as possible.


Again came the low signal; and, once more, the door cracked, under a huge force. For, a minute perhaps, the pressure was kept up; and I waited, nervously; expecting each moment to see the door come down with a crash. But no; the struts held, and the attempt proved abortive. Then followed more of their horrible, grunting talk, and, whilst it lasted, I thought I distinguished the noise of fresh arrivals.


After a long discussion, during which the door was several times shaken, they became quiet once more, and I knew that they were going to make a third attempt to break it down. I was almost in despair. The props had been severely tried in the two previous attacks, and I was sorely afraid that this would prove too much for them.


At that moment, like an inspiration, a thought flashed into my troubled brain. Instantly, for it was no time to hesitate, I ran from the room, and up stair after stair. This time, it was not to one of the towers, that I went; but out on to the flat, leaded roof itself. Once there, I raced across to the parapet, that walls it ’round, and looked down. As I did so, I heard the short, grunted signal, and, even up there, caught the crying of the door under the assault.


There was not a moment to lose, and, leaning over, I aimed, quickly, and fired. The report rang sharply, and, almost blending with it, came the loud splud of the bullet striking its mark. From below, rose a shrill wail; and the door ceased its groaning. Then, as I took my weight from off the parapet, a huge piece of the stone coping slid from under me, and fell with a crash among the disorganized throng beneath. Several horrible shrieks quavered through the night air, and then I heard a sound of scampering feet. Cautiously, I looked over. In the moonlight, I could see the great copingstone, lying right across the threshold of the door. I thought I saw something under it – several things, white; but I could not be sure.


And so a few minutes passed.


As I stared, I saw something come ’round, out of the shadow of the house. It was one of the Things. It went up to the stone, silently, and bent down. I was unable to see what it did. In a minute it stood up. It had something in its talons, which it put to its mouth and tore at.…


For the moment, I did not realize. Then, slowly, I comprehended. The Thing was stooping again. It was horrible. I started to load my rifle. When I looked again, the monster was tugging at the stone – moving it to one side. I leant the rifle on the coping, and pulled the trigger. The brute collapsed, on its face, and kicked, slightly.


Simultaneously, almost, with the report, I heard another sound – that of breaking glass. Waiting, only to recharge my weapon, I ran from the roof, and down the first two flights of stairs.


Here, I paused to listen. As I did so, there came another tinkle of falling glass. It appeared to come from the floor below. Excitedly, I sprang down the steps, and, guided by the rattle of the window-sash, reached the door of one of the empty bedrooms, at the back of the house. I thrust it open. The room was but dimly illuminated by the moonlight; most of the light being blotted out by moving figures at the window. Even as I stood, one crawled through, into the room. Leveling my weapon, I fired point-blank at it – filling the room with a deafening bang. When the smoke cleared, I saw that the room was empty, and the window free. The room was much lighter. The night air blew in, coldly, through the shattered panes. Down below, in the night, I could hear a soft moaning, and a confused murmur of swine-voices.


Stepping to one side of the window, I reloaded, and then stood there, waiting. Presently, I heard a scuffling noise. From where I stood in the shadow, I could see, without being seen.


Nearer came the sounds, and then I saw something come up above the sill, and clutch at the broken window-frame. It caught a piece of the woodwork; and, now, I could make out that it was a hand and arm. A moment later, the face of one of the Swine-creatures rose into view. Then, before I could use my rifle, or do anything, there came a sharp crack—cr-ac-k; and the window-frame gave way under the weight of the Thing. Next instant, a squashing thud, and a loud outcry, told me that it had fallen to the ground. With a savage hope that it had been killed, I went to the window. The moon had gone behind a cloud, so that I could see nothing; though a steady hum of jabbering, just beneath where I stood, indicated that there were several more of the brutes close at hand.


As I stood there, looking down, I marveled how it had been possible for the creatures to climb so far; for the wall is comparatively smooth, while the distance to the ground must be, at least, eighty feet.


All at once, as I bent, peering, I saw something, indistinctly, that cut the grey shadow of the house-side, with a black line. It passed the window, to the left, at a distance of about two feet. Then, I remembered that it was a gutter-pipe, that had been put there some years ago, to carry off the rainwater. I had forgotten about it. I could see, now, how the creatures had managed to reach the window. Even as the solution came to me, I heard a faint slithering, scratching noise, and knew that another of the brutes was coming. I waited some odd moments; then leant out of the window and felt the pipe. To my delight, I found that it was quite loose, and I managed, using the rifle barrel as a crowbar, to lever it out from the wall. I worked quickly. Then, taking hold with both bands, I wrenched the whole concern away, and hurled it down – with the Thing still clinging to it – into the garden.


For a few minutes longer, I waited there, listening; but, after the first general outcry, I heard nothing. I knew, now, that there was no more reason to fear an attack from this quarter. I had removed the only means of reaching the window, and, as none of the other windows had any adjacent water pipes, to tempt the climbing powers of the monsters, I began to feel more confident of escaping their clutches.


Leaving the room, I made my way down to the study. I was anxious to see how the door had withstood the test of that last assault. Entering, I lit two of the candles, and then turned to the door. One of the large props had been displaced, and, on that side, the door had been forced inward some six inches.


It was Providential that I had managed to drive the brutes away just when I did! And that copingstone! I wondered, vaguely, how I had managed to dislodge it. I had not noticed it loose, as I took my shot; and then, as I stood up, it had slipped away from beneath me … I felt that I owed the dismissal of the attacking force, more to its timely fall than to my rifle. Then the thought came, that I had better seize this chance to shore up the door, again. It was evident that the creatures had not returned since the fall of the copingstone; but who was to say how long they would keep away?


There and then, I set-to, at repairing the door – working hard and anxiously. First, I went down to the basement, and, rummaging ’round, found several pieces of heavy oak planking. With these, I returned to the study, and, having removed the props, placed the planks up against the door. Then, I nailed the heads of the struts to these, and, driving them well home at the bottoms, nailed them again there.


Thus, I made the door stronger than ever; for now it was solid with the backing of boards, and would, I felt convinced, stand a heavier pressure than hitherto, without giving way.


After that, I lit the lamp which I had brought from the kitchen, and went down to have a look at the lower windows.


Now that I had seen an instance of the strength the creatures possessed, I felt considerable anxiety about the windows on the ground floor – in spite of the fact that they were so strongly barred.


I went first to the buttery, having a vivid remembrance of my late adventure there. The place was chilly, and the wind, soughing in through the broken glass, produced an eerie note. Apart from the general air of dismalness, the place was as I had left it the night before. Going up to the window, I examined the bars, closely; noting, as I did so, their comfortable thickness. Still, as I looked more intently, it seemed to me, that the middle bar was bent slightly from the straight; yet it was but trifling, and it might have been so for years. I had never, before, noticed them particularly.


I put my hand through the broken window, and shook the bar. It was as firm as a rock. Perhaps the creatures had tried to “start” it, and, finding it beyond their power, ceased from the effort. After that, I went ’round to each of the windows, in turn; examining them with careful attention; but nowhere else could I trace anything to show that there had been any tampering. Having finished my survey, I went back to the study, and poured myself out a little brandy. Then to the tower to watch.




 



•   VIII   •

After the Attack






It was now about three a.m., and, presently, the Eastern sky began to pale with the coming of dawn. Gradually, the day came, and, by its light, I scanned the gardens, earnestly; but nowhere could I see any signs of the brutes. I leant over, and glanced down to the foot of the wall, to see whether the body of the Thing I had shot the night before was still there. It was gone. I supposed that others of the monsters had removed it during the night.


Then, I went down on to the roof, and crossed over to the gap from which the coping stone had fallen. Reaching it, I looked over. Yes, there was the stone, as I had seen it last; but there was no appearance of anything beneath it; nor could I see the creatures I had killed, after its fall. Evidently, they also had been taken away. I turned, and went down to my study. There, I sat down, wearily. I was thoroughly tired. It was quite light now; though the sun’s rays were not, as yet, perceptibly hot. A clock chimed the hour of four.


I awoke, with a start, and looked ’round, hurriedly. The clock in the corner, indicated that it was three o’clock. It was already afternoon. I must have slept for nearly eleven hours.


With a jerky movement, I sat forward in the chair, and listened. The house was perfectly silent. Slowly, I stood up, and yawned. I felt desperately tired, still, and sat down again; wondering what it was that had waked me.


It must have been the clock striking, I concluded, presently; and was commencing to doze off, when a sudden noise brought me back, once more, to life. It was the sound of a step, as of a person moving cautiously down the corridor, toward my study. In an instant, I was on my feet, and grasping my rifle. Noiselessly, I waited. Had the creatures broken in, whilst I slept? Even as I questioned, the steps reached my door, halted momentarily, and then continued down the passage. Silently, I tiptoed to the doorway, and peeped out. Then, I experienced such a feeling of relief, as must a reprieved criminal – it was my sister. She was going toward the stairs.


I stepped into the hall, and was about to call to her, when it occurred to me, that it was very queer she should have crept past my door, in that stealthy manner. I was puzzled, and, for one brief moment, the thought occupied my mind, that it was not she, but some fresh mystery of the house. Then, as I caught a glimpse of her old petticoat, the thought passed as quickly as it had come, and I half laughed. There could be no mistaking that ancient garment. Yet, I wondered what she was doing; and, remembering her condition of mind, on the previous day, I felt that it might be best to follow, quietly – taking care not to alarm her – and see what she was going to do. If she behaved rationally, well and good; if not, I should have to take steps to restrain her. I could run no unnecessary risks, under the danger that threatened us.


Quickly, I reached the head of the stairs, and paused a moment. Then, I heard a sound that sent me leaping down, at a mad rate – it was the rattle of bolts being unshot. That foolish sister of mine was actually unbarring the back door.


Just as her hand was on the last bolt, I reached her. She had not seen me, and, the first thing she knew, I had hold of her arm. She glanced up quickly, like a frightened animal, and screamed aloud.


“Come, Mary!” I said, sternly, “what’s the meaning of this nonsense? Do you mean to tell me you don’t understand the danger, that you try to throw our two lives away in this fashion!”


To this, she replied nothing; only trembled, violently, gasping and sobbing, as though in the last extremity of fear.


Through some minutes, I reasoned with her; pointing out the need for caution, and asking her to be brave. There was little to be afraid of now, I explained – and, I tried to believe that I spoke the truth – but she must be sensible, and not attempt to leave the house for a few days.


At last, I ceased, in despair. It was no use talking to her; she was, obviously, not quite herself for the time being. Finally, I told her she had better go to her room, if she could not behave rationally.


Still, she took not any notice. So, without more ado, I picked her up in my arms, and carried her there. At first, she screamed, wildly; but had relapsed into silent trembling, by the time I reached the stairs.


Arriving at her room, I laid her upon the bed. She lay there quietly enough, neither speaking nor sobbing – just shaking in a very ague of fear. I took a rug from a chair near by, and spread it over her. I could do nothing more for her, and so, crossed to where Pepper lay in a big basket. My sister had taken charge of him since his wound, to nurse him, for it had proved more severe than I had thought, and I was pleased to note that, in spite of her state of mind, she had looked after the old dog, carefully. Stooping, I spoke to him, and, in reply, he licked my hand, feebly. He was too ill to do more.


Then, going to the bed, I bent over my sister, and asked her how she felt; but she only shook the more, and, much as it pained me, I had to admit that my presence seemed to make her worse.


And so, I left her – locking the door, and pocketing the key. It seemed to be the only course to take.


The rest of the day, I spent between the tower and my study. For food, I brought up a loaf from the pantry, and on this, and some claret, I lived for that day.


What a long, weary day it was. If only I could have gone out into the gardens, as is my wont, I should have been content enough; but to be cooped in this silent house, with no companion, save a mad woman and a sick dog, was enough to prey upon the nerves of the hardiest. And out in the tangled shrubberies that surrounded the house, lurked – for all I could tell – those infernal Swine-creatures waiting their chance. Was ever a man in such straits?


Once, in the afternoon, and again, later, I went to visit my sister. The second time, I found her tending Pepper; but, at my approach, she slid over, unobtrusively, to the far corner, with a gesture that saddened me beyond belief. Poor girl! her fear cut me intolerably, and I would not intrude on her, unnecessarily. She would be better, I trusted, in a few days; meanwhile, I could do nothing; and I judged it still needful – hard as it seemed – to keep her confined to her room. One thing there was that I took for encouragement: she had eaten some of the food I had taken to her, on my first visit.


And so the day passed.


As the evening drew on, the air grew chilly, and I began to make preparations for passing a second night in the tower – taking up two additional rifles, and a heavy ulster. The rifles I loaded, and laid alongside my other; as I intended to make things warm for any of the creatures who might show, during the night. I had plenty of ammunition, and I thought to give the brutes such a lesson, as should show them the uselessness of attempting to force an entrance.


After that, I made the ’round of the house again; paying particular attention to the props that supported the study door. Then, feeling that I had done all that lay in my power to insure our safety, I returned to the tower; calling in on my sister and Pepper, for a final visit, on the way. Pepper was asleep; but woke, as I entered, and wagged his tail, in recognition. I thought he seemed slightly better. My sister was lying on the bed; though whether asleep or not, I was unable to tell; and thus I left them.


Reaching the tower, I made myself as comfortable as circumstances would permit, and settled down to watch through the night. Gradually, darkness fell, and soon the details of the gardens were merged into shadows. During the first few hours, I sat, alert, listening for any sound that might help to tell me if anything were stirring down below. It was far too dark for my eyes to be of much use.


Slowly, the hours passed; without anything unusual happening. And the moon rose, showing the gardens, apparently empty, and silent. And so, through the night, without disturbance or sound.


Toward morning, I began to grow stiff and cold, with my long vigil; also, I was getting very uneasy, concerning the continued quietness on the part of the creatures. I mistrusted it, and would sooner, far, have had them attack the house, openly. Then, at least, I should have known my danger, and been able to meet it; but to wait like this, through a whole night, picturing all kinds of unknown devilment, was to jeopardize one’s sanity. Once or twice, the thought came to me, that, perhaps, they had gone; but, in my heart, I found it impossible to believe that it was so.




 



•   IX   •

In the Cellars






At last, what with being tired and cold, and the uneasiness that possessed me, I resolved to take a walk through the house; first calling in at the study, for a glass of brandy to warm me. This, I did, and, while there, I examined the door, carefully; but found all as I had left it the night before.


The day was just breaking, as I left the tower; though it was still too dark in the house to be able to see without a light, and I took one of the study candles with me on my ’round. By the time I had finished the ground floor, the daylight was creeping in, wanly, through the barred windows. My search had shown me nothing fresh. Everything appeared to be in order, and I was on the point of extinguishing my candle, when the thought suggested itself to me to have another glance ’round the cellars. I had not, if I remember rightly, been into them since my hasty search on the evening of the attack.


For, perhaps, the half of a minute, I hesitated. I would have been very willing to forego the task – as, indeed, I am inclined to think any man well might – for of all the great, awe-inspiring rooms in this house, the cellars are the hugest and weirdest. Great, gloomy caverns of places, unlit by any ray of daylight. Yet, I would not shirk the work. I felt that to do so would smack of sheer cowardice. Besides, as I reassured myself, the cellars were really the most unlikely places in which to come across anything dangerous; considering that they can be entered, only through a heavy oaken door, the key of which, I carry always on my person.


It is in the smallest of these places that I keep my wine; a gloomy hole close to the foot of the cellar stairs; and beyond which, I have seldom proceeded. Indeed, save for the rummage ’round, already mentioned, I doubt whether I had ever, before, been right through the cellars.


As I unlocked the great door, at the top of the steps, I paused, nervously, a moment, at the strange, desolate smell that assailed my nostrils. Then, throwing the barrel of my weapon forward, I descended, slowly, into the darkness of the underground regions.


Reaching the bottom of the stairs, I stood for a minute, and listened. All was silent, save for a faint drip, drip of water, falling, drop-by-drop, somewhere to my left. As I stood, I noticed how quietly the candle burnt; never a flicker nor flare, so utterly windless was the place.


Quietly, I moved from cellar to cellar. I had but a very dim memory of their arrangement. The impressions left by my first search were blurred. I had recollections of a succession of great cellars, and of one, greater than the rest, the roof of which was upheld by pillars; beyond that my mind was hazy, and predominated by a sense of cold and darkness and shadows. Now, however, it was different; for, although nervous, I was sufficiently collected to be able to look about me, and note the structure and size of the different vaults I entered.


Of course, with the amount of light given by my candle, it was not possible to examine each place, minutely, but I was enabled to notice, as I went along, that the walls appeared to be built with wonderful precision and finish; while here and there, an occasional, massive pillar shot up to support the vaulted roof.


Thus, I came, at last, to the great cellar that I remembered. It is reached, through a huge, arched entrance, on which I observed strange, fantastic carvings, which threw queer shadows under the light of my candle. As I stood, and examined these, thoughtfully, it occurred to me how strange it was, that I should be so little acquainted with my own house. Yet, this may be easily understood, when one realizes the size of this ancient pile, and the fact that only my old sister and I live in it, occupying a few of the rooms, such as our wants decide.


Holding the light high, I passed on into the cellar, and, keeping to the right, paced slowly up, until I reached the further end. I walked quietly, and looked cautiously about, as I went. But, so far as the light showed, I saw nothing unusual.


At the top, I turned to the left, still keeping to the wall, and so continued, until I had traversed the whole of the vast chamber. As I moved along, I noticed that the floor was composed of solid rock, in places covered with a damp mould, in others bare, or almost so, save for a thin coating of light-grey dust.


I had halted at the doorway. Now, however, I turned, and made my way up the center of the place; passing among the pillars, and glancing to right and left, as I moved. About halfway up the cellar, I stubbed my foot against something that gave out a metallic sound. Stooping quickly, I held the candle, and saw that the object I had kicked, was a large, metal ring. Bending lower, I cleared the dust from around it, and, presently, discovered that it was attached to a ponderous trap door, black with age.


Feeling excited, and wondering to where it could lead, I laid my gun on the floor, and, sticking the candle in the trigger guard, took the ring in both hands, and pulled. The trap creaked loudly – the sound echoing, vaguely, through the huge place – and opened, heavily.


Propping the edge on my knee, I reached for the candle, and held it in the opening, moving it to right and left; but could see nothing. I was puzzled and surprised. There were no signs of steps, nor even the appearance of there ever having been any. Nothing; save an empty blackness. I might have been looking down into a bottomless, sideless well. Then, even as I stared, full of perplexity, I seemed to hear, far down, as though from untold depths, a faint whisper of sound. I bent my head, quickly, more into the opening, and listened, intently. It may have been fancy; but I could have sworn to hearing a soft titter, that grew into a hideous, chuckling, faint and distant. Startled, I leapt backward, letting the trap fall, with a hollow clang, that filled the place with echoes. Even then, I seemed to hear that mocking, suggestive laughter; but this, I knew, must be my imagination. The sound, I had heard, was far too slight to penetrate through the cumbrous trap.


For a full minute, I stood there, quivering – glancing, nervously, behind and before; but the great cellar was silent as a grave, and, gradually, I shook off the frightened sensation. With a calmer mind, I became again curious to know into what that trap opened; but could not, then, summon sufficient courage to make a further investigation. One thing I felt, however, was that the trap ought to be secured. This, I accomplished by placing upon it several large pieces of “dressed” stone, which I had noticed in my tour along the East wall.


Then, after a final scrutiny of the rest of the place, I retraced my way through the cellars, to the stairs, and so reached the daylight, with an infinite feeling of relief, that the uncomfortable task was accomplished.




 



•   X   •

The Time of Waiting






The sun was now warm, and shining brightly, forming a wondrous contrast to the dark and dismal cellars; and it was with comparatively light feelings, that I made my way up to the tower, to survey the gardens. There, I found everything quiet, and, after a few minutes, went down to Mary’s room.


Here, having knocked, and received a reply, I unlocked the door. My sister was sitting, quietly, on the bed; as though waiting. She seemed quite herself again, and made no attempt to move away, as I approached; yet, I observed that she scanned my face, anxiously, as though in doubt, and but half assured in her mind that there was nothing to fear from me.


To my questions, as to how she felt, she replied, sanely enough, that she was hungry, and would like to go down to prepare breakfast, if I did not mind. For a minute, I meditated whether it would be safe to let her out. Finally, I told her she might go, on condition that she promised not to attempt to leave the house, or meddle with any of the outer doors. At my mention of the doors, a sudden look of fright crossed her face; but she said nothing, save to give the required promise, and then left the room, silently.


Crossing the floor, I approached Pepper. He had waked as I entered; but, beyond a slight yelp of pleasure, and a soft rapping with his tail, had kept quiet. Now, as I patted him, he made an attempt to stand up, and succeeded, only to fall back on his side, with a little yowl of pain.


I spoke to him, and bade him lie still. I was greatly delighted with his improvement, and also with the natural kindness of my sister’s heart, in taking such good care of him, in spite of her condition of mind. After a while, I left him, and went downstairs, to my study.


In a little time, Mary appeared, carrying a tray on which smoked a hot breakfast. As she entered the room, I saw her gaze fasten on the props that supported the study door; her lips tightened, and I thought she paled, slightly; but that was all. Putting the tray down at my elbow, she was leaving the room, quietly, when I called her back. She came, it seemed, a little timidly, as though startled; and I noted that her hand clutched at her apron, nervously.


“Come, Mary,” I said. “Cheer up! Things look brighter. I’ve seen none of the creatures since yesterday morning, early.”


She looked at me, in a curiously puzzled manner; as though not comprehending. Then, intelligence swept into her eyes, and fear; but she said nothing, beyond an unintelligible murmur of acquiescence. After that, I kept silence; it was evident that any reference to the Swine-things, was more than her shaken nerves could bear.


Breakfast over, I went up to the tower. Here, during the greater part of the day, I maintained a strict watch over the gardens. Once or twice, I went down to the basement, to see how my sister was getting along. Each time, I found her quiet, and curiously submissive. Indeed, on the last occasion, she even ventured to address me, on her own account, with regard to some household matter that needed attention. Though this was done with an almost extraordinary timidity, I hailed it with happiness, as being the first word, voluntarily spoken, since the critical moment, when I had caught her unbarring the back door, to go out among those waiting brutes. I wondered whether she was aware of her attempt, and how near a thing it had been; but refrained from questioning her, thinking it best to let well alone.


That night, I slept in a bed; the first time for two nights. In the morning, I rose early, and took a walk through the house. All was as it should be, and I went up to the tower, to have a look at the gardens. Here, again, I found perfect quietness.


At breakfast, when I met Mary, I was greatly pleased to see that she had sufficiently regained command over herself, to be able to greet me in a perfectly natural manner. She talked sensibly and quietly; only keeping carefully from any mention of the past couple of days. In this, I humored her, to the extent of not attempting to lead the conversation in that direction.


Earlier in the morning, I had been to see Pepper. He was mending, rapidly; and bade fair to be on his legs, in earnest, in another day or two. Before leaving the breakfast table, I made some reference to his improvement. In the short discussion that followed, I was surprised to gather, from my sister’s remarks, that she was still under the impression that his wound had been given by the wildcat, of my invention. It made me feel almost ashamed of myself for deceiving her. Yet, the lie had been told to prevent her from being frightened. And then, I had been sure that she must have known the truth, later, when those brutes had attacked the house.


During the day, I kept on the alert; spending much of my time, as on the previous day, in the tower; but not a sign could I see of the Swine-creatures, nor hear any sound. Several times, the thought had come to me, that the Things had, at last, left us; but, up to this time, I had refused to entertain the idea, seriously; now, however, I began to feel that there was reason for hope. It would soon be three days since I had seen any of the Things; but still, I intended to use the utmost caution. For all that I could tell, this protracted silence might be a ruse to tempt me from the house – perhaps right into their arms. The thought of such a contingency, was, alone, sufficient to make me circumspect.


So it was, that the fourth, fifth and sixth days went by, quietly, without my making any attempt to leave the house.


On the sixth day, I had the pleasure of seeing Pepper, once more, upon his feet; and, though still very weak, he managed to keep me company during the whole of that day.




 



•   XI   •

The Searching

 of the Gardens






How slowly the time went; and never a thing to indicate that any of the brutes still infested the gardens.


It was on the ninth day that, finally, I decided to run the risk, if any there were, and sally out. With this purpose in view, I loaded one of the shotguns, carefully – choosing it, as being more deadly than a rifle, at close quarters; and then, after a final scrutiny of the grounds, from the tower, I called Pepper to follow me, and made my way down to the basement.


At the door, I must confess to hesitating a moment. The thought of what might be awaiting me among the dark shrubberies, was by no means calculated to encourage my resolution. It was but a second, though, and then I had drawn the bolts, and was standing on the path outside the door.


Pepper followed, stopping at the doorstep to sniff, suspiciously; and carrying his nose up and down the jambs, as though following a scent. Then, suddenly, he turned, sharply, and started to run here and there, in semicircles and circles, all around the door; finally returning to the threshold. Here, he began again to nose about.


Hitherto, I had stood, watching the dog; yet, all the time, with half my gaze on the wild tangle of gardens, stretching ’round me. Now, I went toward him, and, bending down, examined the surface of the door, where he was smelling. I found that the wood was covered with a network of scratches, crossing and recrossing one another, in inextricable confusion. In addition to this, I noticed that the doorposts, themselves, were gnawed in places. Beyond these, I could find nothing; and so, standing up, I began to make the tour of the house wall.


Pepper, as soon as I walked away, left the door, and ran ahead, still nosing and sniffing as he went along. At times, he stopped to investigate. Here, it would be a bullet-hole in the pathway, or, perhaps, a powder stained wad. Anon, it might be a piece of torn sod, or a disturbed patch of weedy path; but, save for such trifles, he found nothing. I observed him, critically, as he went along, and could discover nothing of uneasiness, in his demeanor, to indicate that he felt the nearness of any of the creatures. By this, I was assured that the gardens were empty, at least for the present, of those hateful Things. Pepper could not be easily deceived, and it was a relief to feel that he would know, and give me timely warning, if there were any danger.


Reaching the place where I had shot that first creature, I stopped, and made a careful scrutiny; but could see nothing. From there, I went on to where the great copingstone had fallen. It lay on its side, apparently just as it had been left when I shot the brute that was moving it. A couple of feet to the right of the nearer end, was a great dent in the ground; showing where it had struck. The other end was still within the indentation – half in, and half out. Going nearer, I looked at the stone, more closely. What a huge piece of masonry it was! And that creature had moved it, single-handed, in its attempt to reach what lay below.


I went ’round to the further end of the stone. Here, I found that it was possible to see under it, for a distance of nearly a couple of feet. Still, I could see nothing of the stricken creatures, and I felt much surprised. I had, as I have before said, guessed that the remains had been removed; yet, I could not conceive that it had been done so thoroughly as not to leave some certain sign, beneath the stone, indicative of their fate. I had seen several of the brutes struck down beneath it, with such force that they must have been literally driven into the earth; and now, not a vestige of them was to be seen – not even a bloodstain.


I felt more puzzled, than ever, as I turned the matter over in my mind; but could think of no plausible explanation; and so, finally, gave it up, as one of the many things that were unexplainable.


From there, I transferred my attention to the study door. I could see, now, even more plainly, the effects of the tremendous strain, to which it had been subjected; and I marveled how, even with the support afforded by the props, it had withstood the attacks, so well. There were no marks of blows – indeed, none had been given – but the door had been literally riven from its hinges, by the application of enormous, silent force. One thing that I observed affected me profoundly – the head of one of the props had been driven right through a panel. This was, of itself, sufficient to show how huge an effort the creatures had made to break down the door, and how nearly they had succeeded.


Leaving, I continued my tour ’round the house, finding little else of interest; save at the back, where I came across the piece of piping I had torn from the wall, lying among the long grass underneath the broken window.


Then, I returned to the house, and, having re-bolted the back door, went up to the tower. Here, I spent the afternoon, reading, and occasionally glancing down into the gardens. I had determined, if the night passed quietly, to go as far as the Pit, on the morrow. Perhaps, I should be able to learn, then, something of what had happened. The day slipped away, and the night came, and went much as the last few nights had gone.


When I rose the morning had broken, fine and clear; and I determined to put my project into action. During breakfast, I considered the matter, carefully; after which, I went to the study for my shotgun. In addition, I loaded, and slipped into my pocket, a small, but heavy, pistol. I quite understood that, if there were any danger, it lay in the direction of the Pit and I intended to be prepared.


Leaving the study, I went down to the back door, followed by Pepper. Once outside, I took a quick survey of the surrounding gardens, and then set off toward the Pit. On the way, I kept a sharp outlook, holding my gun, handily. Pepper was running ahead, I noticed, without any apparent hesitation. From this, I augured that there was no imminent danger to be apprehended, and I stepped out more quickly in his wake. He had reached the top of the Pit, now, and was nosing his way along the edge.


A minute later, I was beside him, looking down into the Pit. For a moment, I could scarcely believe that it was the same place, so greatly was it changed. The dark, wooded ravine of a fortnight ago, with a foliage-hidden stream, running sluggishly, at the bottom, existed no longer. Instead, my eyes showed me a ragged chasm, partly filled with a gloomy lake of turbid water. All one side of the ravine was stripped of underwood, showing the bare rock.


A little to my left, the side of the Pit appeared to have collapsed altogether, forming a deep V-shaped cleft in the face of the rocky cliff. This rift ran, from the upper edge of the ravine, nearly down to the water, and penetrated into the Pit side, to a distance of some forty feet. Its opening was, at least, six yards across; and, from this, it seemed to taper into about two. But, what attracted my attention, more than even the stupendous split itself, was a great hole, some distance down the cleft, and right in the angle of the V. It was clearly defined, and not unlike an arched doorway in shape; though, lying as it did in the shadow, I could not see it very distinctly.


The opposite side of the Pit, still retained its verdure; but so torn in places, and everywhere covered with dust and rubbish, that it was hardly distinguishable as such.


My first impression, that there had been a land slip, was, I began to see, not sufficient, of itself, to account for all the changes I witnessed. And the water—? I turned, suddenly; for I had become aware that, somewhere to my right, there was a noise of running water. I could see nothing; but, now that my attention had been caught, I distinguished, easily, that it came from somewhere at the East end of the Pit.


Slowly, I made my way in that direction; the sound growing plainer as I advanced, until in a little, I stood right above it. Even then, I could not perceive the cause, until I knelt down, and thrust my head over the cliff. Here, the noise came up to me, plainly; and I saw, below me, a torrent of clear water, issuing from a small fissure in the Pit side, and rushing down the rocks, into the lake beneath. A little further along the cliff, I saw another, and, beyond that again, two smaller ones. These, then, would help to account for the quantity of water in the Pit; and, if the fall of rock and earth had blocked the outlet of the stream at the bottom, there was little doubt but that it was contributing a very large share.


Yet, I puzzled my head to account for the generally shaken appearance of the place – these streamlets, and that huge cleft, further up the ravine! It seemed to me, that more than the landslip was necessary to account for these. I could imagine an earthquake, or a great explosion, creating some such condition of affairs as existed; but, of these, there had been neither. Then, I stood up, quickly, remembering that crash, and the cloud of dust that had followed, directly, rushing high into the air. But I shook my head, unbelievingly. No! It must have been the noise of the falling rocks and earth, I had heard; of course, the dust would fly, naturally. Still, in spite of my reasoning, I had an uneasy feeling, that this theory did not satisfy my sense of the probable; and yet, was any other, that I could suggest, likely to be half so plausible? Pepper had been sitting on the grass, while I conducted my examination. Now, as I turned up the North side of the ravine, he rose and followed.


Slowly, and keeping a careful watch in all directions, I made the circuit of the Pit; but found little else, that I had not already seen. From the West end, I could see the four waterfalls, uninterruptedly. They were some considerable distance up from the surface of the lake – about fifty feet, I calculated.


For a little while longer, I loitered about; keeping my eyes and ears open, but still, without seeing or hearing anything suspicious. The whole place was wonderfully quiet; indeed, save for the continuous murmur of the water, at the top end, no sound, of any description, broke the silence.


All this while, Pepper had shown no signs of uneasiness. This seemed, to me, to indicate that, for the time being, at least, there was none of the Swine-creatures in the vicinity. So far as I could see, his attention appeared to have been taken, chiefly, with scratching and sniffing among the grass at the edge of the Pit. At times, he would leave the edge, and run along toward the house, as though following invisible tracks; but, in all cases, returning after a few minutes. I had little doubt but that he was really tracing out the footsteps of the Swine-things; and the very fact that each one seemed to lead him back to the Pit, appeared to me, a proof that the brutes had all returned whence they came.


At noon, I went home, for dinner. During the afternoon, I made a partial search of the gardens, accompanied by Pepper; but, without coming upon anything to indicate the presence of the creatures.


Once, as we made our way through the shrubberies, Pepper rushed in among some bushes, with a fierce yelp. At that, I jumped back, in sudden fright, and threw my gun forward, in readiness; only to laugh, nervously, as Pepper reappeared, chasing an unfortunate cat. Toward evening, I gave up the search, and returned to the house. All at once, as we were passing a great clump of bushes, on our right, Pepper disappeared, and I could hear him sniffing and growling among them, in a suspicious manner. With my gun barrel, I parted the intervening shrubbery, and looked inside. There was nothing to be seen, save that many of the branches were bent down, and broken; as though some animal had made a lair there, at no very previous date. It was probably, I thought, one of the places occupied by some of the Swine-creatures, on the night of the attack.


Next day, I resumed my search through the gardens; but without result. By evening, I had been right through them, and now, I knew, beyond the possibility of doubt, that there were no longer any of the Things concealed about the place. Indeed, I have often thought since, that I was correct in my earlier surmise, that they had left soon after the attack.




 



•   XII   •

The Subterranean Pit






Another week came and went, during which I spent a great deal of my time about the Pit mouth. I had come to the conclusion a few days earlier, that the arched hole, in the angle of the great rift, was the place through which the Swine-things had made their exit, from some unholy place in the bowels of the world. How near the probable truth this went, I was to learn later.


It may be easily understood, that I was tremendously curious, though in a frightened way, to know to what infernal place that hole led; though, so far, the idea had not struck me, seriously, of making an investigation. I was far too much imbued with a sense of horror of the Swine-creatures, to think of venturing, willingly, where there was any chance of coming into contact with them.


Gradually, however, as time passed, this feeling grew insensibly less; so that when, a few days later, the thought occurred to me that it might be possible to clamber down and have a look into the hole, I was not so exceedingly averse to it, as might have been imagined. Still, I do not think, even then, that I really intended to try any such foolhardy adventure. For all that I could tell, it might be certain death, to enter that doleful looking opening. And yet, such is the pertinacity of human curiosity, that, at last, my chief desire was but to discover what lay beyond that gloomy entrance.


Slowly, as the days slid by, my fear of the Swine-things became an emotion of the past – more an unpleasant, incredible memory, than aught else.


Thus, a day came, when, throwing thoughts and fancies adrift, I procured a rope from the house, and, having made it fast to a stout tree, at the top of the rift, and some little distance back from the Pit edge, let the other end down into the cleft, until it dangled right across the mouth of the dark hole.


Then, cautiously, and with many misgivings as to whether it was not a mad act that I was attempting, I climbed slowly down, using the rope as a support, until I reached the hole. Here, still holding on to the rope, I stood, and peered in. All was perfectly dark, and not a sound came to me. Yet, a moment later, it seemed that I could hear something. I held my breath, and listened; but all was silent as the grave, and I breathed freely once more. At the same instant, I heard the sound again. It was like a noise of labored breathing – deep and sharp-drawn. For a short second, I stood, petrified; not able to move. But now the sounds had ceased again, and I could hear nothing.


As I stood there, anxiously, my foot dislodged a pebble, which fell inward, into the dark, with a hollow chink. At once, the noise was taken up and repeated a score of times; each succeeding echo being fainter, and seeming to travel away from me, as though into remote distance. Then, as the silence fell again, I heard that stealthy breathing. For each respiration I made, I could hear an answering breath. The sounds appeared to be coming nearer; and then, I heard several others; but fainter and more distant. Why I did not grip the rope, and spring up out of danger, I cannot say. It was as though I had been paralyzed. I broke out into a profuse sweat, and tried to moisten my lips with my tongue. My throat had gone suddenly dry, and I coughed, huskily. It came back to me, in a dozen, horrible, throaty tones, mockingly. I peered, helplessly, into the gloom; but still nothing showed. I had a strange, choky sensation, and again I coughed, dryly. Again the echo took it up, rising and falling, grotesquely, and dying slowly into a muffled silence.


Then, suddenly, a thought came to me, and I held my breath. The other breathing stopped. I breathed again, and, once more, it re-commenced. But now, I no longer feared. I knew that the strange sounds were not made by any lurking Swine-creature; but were simply the echo of my own respirations.


Yet, I had received such a fright, that I was glad to scramble up the rift, and haul up the rope. I was far too shaken and nervous to think of entering that dark hole then, and so returned to the house. I felt more myself next morning; but even then, I could not summon up sufficient courage to explore the place.


All this time, the water in the Pit had been creeping slowly up, and now stood but a little below the opening. At the rate at which it was rising, it would be level with the floor in less than another week; and I realized that, unless I carried out my investigations soon, I should probably never do so at all; as the water would rise and rise, until the opening, itself, was submerged.


It may have been that this thought stirred me to act; but, whatever it was, a couple of days later, saw me standing at the top of the cleft, fully equipped for the task.


This time, I was resolved to conquer my shirking, and go right through with the matter. With this intention, I had brought, in addition to the rope, a bundle of candles, meaning to use them as a torch; also my double-barreled shotgun. In my belt, I had a heavy horse-pistol, loaded with buckshot.


As before, I fastened the rope to the tree. Then, having tied my gun across my shoulders, with a piece of stout cord, I lowered myself over the edge of the Pit. At this movement, Pepper, who had been eyeing my actions, watchfully, rose to his feet, and ran to me, with a half bark, half wail, it seemed to me, of warning. But I was resolved on my enterprise, and bade him lie down. I would much have liked to take him with me; but this was next to impossible, in the existing circumstances. As my face dropped level with the Pit edge, he licked me, right across the mouth; and then, seizing my sleeve between his teeth, began to pull back, strongly. It was very evident that he did not want me to go. Yet, having made up my mind, I had no intention of giving up the attempt; and, with a sharp word to Pepper, to release me, I continued my descent, leaving the poor old fellow at the top, barking and crying like a forsaken pup.


Carefully, I lowered myself from projection to projection. I knew that a slip might mean a wetting.


Reaching the entrance, I let go the rope, and untied the gun from my shoulders. Then, with a last look at the sky – which I noticed was clouding over, rapidly – I went forward a couple of paces, so as to be shielded from the wind, and lit one of the candles. Holding it above my head, and grasping my gun, firmly, I began to move on, slowly, throwing my glances in all directions.


For the first minute, I could hear the melancholy sound of Pepper’s howling, coming down to me. Gradually, as I penetrated further into the darkness, it grew fainter; until, in a little while, I could hear nothing. The path tended downward somewhat, and to the left. Thence it kept on, still running to the left, until I found that it was leading me right in the direction of the house.


Very cautiously, I moved onward, stopping, every few steps, to listen. I had gone, perhaps, a hundred yards, when, suddenly, it seemed to me that I caught a faint sound, somewhere along the passage behind. With my heart thudding heavily, I listened. The noise grew plainer, and appeared to be approaching, rapidly. I could hear it distinctly, now. It was the soft padding of running feet. In the first moments of fright, I stood, irresolute; not knowing whether to go forward or backward. Then, with a sudden realization of the best thing to do, I backed up to the rocky wall on my right, and, holding the candle above my head, waited – gun in hand – cursing my foolhardy curiosity, for bringing me into such a strait.


I had not long to wait, but a few seconds, before two eyes reflected back from the gloom, the rays of my candle. I raised my gun, using my right hand only, and aimed quickly. Even as I did so, something leapt out of the darkness, with a blustering bark of joy that woke the echoes, like thunder. It was Pepper. How he had contrived to scramble down the cleft, I could not conceive. As I brushed my hand, nervously, over his coat, I noticed that he was dripping; and concluded that he must have tried to follow me, and fallen into the water; from which he would not find it very difficult to climb.


Having waited a minute, or so, to steady myself, I proceeded along the way, Pepper following, quietly. I was curiously glad to have the old fellow with me. He was company, and, somehow, with him at my heels, I was less afraid. Also, I knew how quickly his keen ears would detect the presence of any unwelcome creature, should there be such, amid the darkness that wrapped us.


For some minutes we went slowly along; the path still leading straight toward the house. Soon, I concluded, we should be standing right beneath it, did the path but carry far enough. I led the way, cautiously, for another fifty yards, or so. Then, I stopped, and held the light high; and reason enough I had to be thankful that I did so; for there, not three paces forward, the path vanished, and, in place, showed a hollow blackness, that sent sudden fear through me.


Very cautiously, I crept forward, and peered down; but could see nothing. Then, I crossed to the left of the passage, to see whether there might be any continuation of the path. Here, right against the wall, I found that a narrow track, some three feet wide, led onward. Carefully, I stepped on to it; but had not gone far, before I regretted venturing thereon. For, after a few paces, the already narrow way, resolved itself into a mere ledge, with, on the one side the solid, unyielding rock, towering up, in a great wall, to the unseen roof, and, on the other, that yawning chasm. I could not help reflecting how helpless I was, should I be attacked there, with no room to turn, and where even the recoil of my weapon might be sufficient to drive me headlong into the depths below.


To my great relief, a little further on, the track suddenly broadened out again to its original breadth. Gradually, as I went onward, I noticed that the path trended steadily to the right, and so, after some minutes, I discovered that I was not going forward; but simply circling the huge abyss. I had, evidently, come to the end of the great passage.


Five minutes later, I stood on the spot from which I had started; having been completely ’round, what I guessed now to be a vast pit, the mouth of which must be at least a hundred yards across.


For some little time, I stood there, lost in perplexing thought. “What does it all mean?” was the cry that had begun to reiterate through my brain.


A sudden idea struck me, and I searched ’round for a piece of stone. Presently, I found a bit of rock, about the size of a small loaf. Sticking the candle upright in a crevice of the floor, I went back from the edge, somewhat, and, taking a short run, launched the stone forward into the chasm – my idea being to throw it far enough to keep it clear of the sides. Then, I stooped forward, and listened; but, though I kept perfectly quiet, for at least a full minute, no sound came back to me from out of the dark.


I knew, then, that the depth of the hole must be immense; for the stone, had it struck anything, was large enough to have set the echoes of that weird place, whispering for an indefinite period. Even as it was, the cavern had given back the sounds of my footfalls, multitudinously. The place was awesome, and I would willingly have retraced my steps, and left the mysteries of its solitudes unsolved; only, to do so, meant admitting defeat.


Then, a thought came, to try to get a view of the abyss. It occurred to me that, if I placed my candles ’round the edge of the hole, I should be able to get, at least, some dim sight of the place.


I found, on counting, that I had brought fifteen candles, in the bundle – my first intention having been, as I have already said, to make a torch of the lot. These, I proceeded to place ’round the Pit mouth, with an interval of about twenty yards between each.


Having completed the circle, I stood in the passage, and endeavored to get an idea of how the place looked. But I discovered, immediately, that they were totally insufficient for my purpose. They did little more than make the gloom visible. One thing they did, however, and that was, they confirmed my opinion of the size of the opening; and, although they showed me nothing that I wanted to see; yet the contrast they afforded to the heavy darkness, pleased me, curiously. It was as though fifteen tiny stars shone through the subterranean night.


Then, even as I stood, Pepper gave a sudden howl, that was taken up by the echoes, and repeated with ghastly variations, dying away, slowly. With a quick movement, I held aloft the one candle that I had kept, and glanced down at the dog; at the same moment, I seemed to hear a noise, like a diabolical chuckle, rise up from the hitherto, silent depths of the Pit. I started; then, I recollected that it was, probably, the echo of Pepper’s howl.


Pepper had moved away from me, up the passage, a few steps; he was nosing along the rocky floor; and I thought I heard him lapping. I went toward him, holding the candle low. As I moved, I heard my boot go sop, sop; and the light was reflected from something that glistened, and crept past my feet, swiftly toward the Pit. I bent lower, and looked; then gave vent to an expression of surprise. From somewhere, higher up the path, a stream of water was running quickly in the direction of the great opening, and growing in size every second.


Again, Pepper gave vent to that deep-drawn howl, and, running at me, seized my coat, and attempted to drag me up the path toward the entrance. With a nervous gesture, I shook him off, and crossed quickly over to the left-hand wall. If anything were coming, I was going to have the wall at my back.


Then, as I stared anxiously up the pathway, my candle caught a gleam, far up the passage. At the same moment, I became conscious of a murmurous roar, that grew louder, and filled the whole cavern with deafening sound. From the Pit, came a deep, hollow echo, like the sob of a giant. Then, I had sprung to one side, on to the narrow ledge that ran ’round the abyss, and, turning, saw a great wall of foam sweep past me, and leap tumultuously into the waiting chasm. A cloud of spray burst over me, extinguishing my candle, and wetting me to the skin. I still held my gun. The three nearest candles went out; but the further ones gave only a short flicker. After the first rush, the flow of water eased down to a steady stream, maybe a foot in depth; though I could not see this, until I had procured one of the lighted candles, and, with it, started to reconnoiter. Pepper had, fortunately, followed me as I leapt for the ledge, and now, very much subdued, kept close behind.


A short examination showed me that the water reached right across the passage, and was running at a tremendous rate. Already, even as I stood there, it had deepened. I could make only a guess at what had happened. Evidently, the water in the ravine had broken into the passage, by some means. If that were the case, it would go on increasing in volume, until I should find it impossible to leave the place. The thought was frightening. It was evident that I must make my exit as hurriedly as possible.


Taking my gun by the stock, I sounded the water. It was a little under knee-deep. The noise it made, plunging down into the Pit, was deafening. Then, with a call to Pepper, I stepped out into the flood, using the gun as a staff. Instantly, the water boiled up over my knees, and nearly to the tops of my thighs, with the speed at which it was racing. For one short moment, I nearly lost my footing; but the thought of what lay behind, stimulated me to a fierce endeavor, and, step-by-step, I made headway.


Of Pepper, I knew nothing at first. I had all I could do to keep on my legs; and was overjoyed, when he appeared beside me. He was wading manfully along. He is a big dog, with longish thin legs, and I suppose the water had less grasp on them, than upon mine. Anyway, he managed a great deal better than I did; going ahead of me, like a guide, and wittingly – or otherwise – helping, somewhat, to break the force of the water. On we went, step by step, struggling and gasping, until somewhere about a hundred yards had been safely traversed. Then, whether it was because I was taking less care, or that there was a slippery place on the rocky floor, I cannot say; but, suddenly, I slipped, and fell on my face. Instantly, the water leapt over me in a cataract, hurling me down, toward that bottomless hole, at a frightful speed. Frantically I struggled; but it was impossible to get a footing. I was helpless, gasping and drowning. All at once, something gripped my coat, and brought me to a standstill. It was Pepper. Missing me, he must have raced back, through the dark turmoil, to find me, and then caught, and held me, until I was able to get to my feet.


I have a dim recollection of having seen, momentarily, the gleams of several lights; but, of this, I have never been quite sure. If my impressions are correct, I must have been washed down to the very brink of that awful chasm, before Pepper managed to bring me to a standstill. And the lights, of course, could only have been the distant flames of the candles, I had left burning. But, as I have said, I am not by any means sure. My eyes were full of water, and I had been badly shaken.


And there was I, without my helpful gun, without light, and sadly confused, with the water deepening; depending solely upon my old friend Pepper, to help me out of that hellish place.


I was facing the torrent. Naturally, it was the only way in which I could have sustained my position a moment; for even old Pepper could not have held me long against that terrific strain, without assistance, however blind, from me.


Perhaps a minute passed, during which it was touch and go with me; then, gradually I re-commenced my tortuous way up the passage. And so began the grimmest fight with death, from which ever I hope to emerge victorious. Slowly, furiously, almost hopelessly, I strove; and that faithful Pepper led me, dragged me, upward and onward, until, at last, ahead I saw a gleam of blessed light. It was the entrance. Only a few yards further, and I reached the opening, with the water surging and boiling hungrily around my loins.


And now I understood the cause of the catastrophe. It was raining heavily, literally in torrents. The surface of the lake was level with the bottom of the opening – nay! more than level, it was above it. Evidently, the rain had swollen the lake, and caused this premature rise; for, at the rate the ravine had been filling, it would not have reached the entrance for a couple more days.


Luckily, the rope by which I had descended, was streaming into the opening, upon the inrushing waters. Seizing the end, I knotted it securely ’round Pepper’s body, then, summoning up the last remnant of my strength, I commenced to swarm up the side of the cliff. I reached the Pit edge, in the last stage of exhaustion. Yet, I had to make one more effort, and haul Pepper into safety.


Slowly and wearily, I hauled on the rope. Once or twice, it seemed that I should have to give up; for Pepper is a weighty dog, and I was utterly done. Yet, to let go, would have meant certain death to the old fellow, and the thought spurred me to greater exertions. I have but a very hazy remembrance of the end. I recall pulling, through moments that lagged strangely. I have also some recollection of seeing Pepper’s muzzle, appearing over the Pit edge, after what seemed an indefinite period of time. Then, all grew suddenly dark.




 



•   XIII   •

The Trap

 in the Great Cellar






I suppose I must have swooned; for, the next thing I remember, I opened my eyes, and all was dusk. I was lying on my back, with one leg doubled under the other, and Pepper was licking my ears. I felt horribly stiff, and my leg was numb, from the knee, downward. For a few minutes, I lay thus, in a dazed condition; then, slowly, I struggled to a sitting position, and looked about me.


It had stopped raining, but the trees still dripped, dismally. From the Pit, came a continuous murmur of running water. I felt cold and shivery. My clothes were sodden, and I ached all over. Very slowly, the life came back into my numbed leg, and, after a little, I essayed to stand up. This, I managed, at the second attempt; but I was very tottery, and peculiarly weak. It seemed to me, that I was going to be ill, and I made shift to stumble my way toward the house. My steps were erratic, and my head confused. At each step that I took, sharp pains shot through my limbs.


I had gone, perhaps, some thirty paces, when a cry from Pepper, drew my attention, and I turned, stiffly, toward him. The old dog was trying to follow me; but could come no further, owing to the rope, with which I had hauled him up, being still tied ’round his body, the other end not having been unfastened from the tree. For a moment, I fumbled with the knots, weakly; but they were wet and hard, and I could do nothing. Then, I remembered my knife, and, in a minute, the rope was cut.


How I reached the house, I scarcely know, and, of the days that followed, I remember still less. Of one thing, I am certain, that, had it not been for my sister’s untiring love and nursing, I had not been writing at this moment.


When I recovered my senses, it was to find that I had been in bed for nearly two weeks. Yet another week passed, before I was strong enough to totter out into the gardens. Even then, I was not able to walk so far as the Pit. I would have liked to ask my sister, how high the water had risen; but felt it was wiser not to mention the subject to her. Indeed, since then, I have made a rule never to speak to her about the strange things, that happen in this great, old house.


It was not until a couple of days later, that I managed to get across to the Pit. There, I found that, in my few weeks’ absence, there had been wrought a wondrous change. Instead of the three-parts filled ravine, I looked out upon a great lake, whose placid surface, reflected the light, coldly. The water had risen to within half a dozen feet of the Pit edge. Only in one part was the lake disturbed, and that was above the place where, far down under the silent waters, yawned the entrance to the vast, underground Pit. Here, there was a continuous bubbling; and, occasionally, a curious sort of sobbing gurgle would find its way up from the depth. Beyond these, there was nothing to tell of the things that were hidden beneath. As I stood there, it came to me how wonderfully things had worked out. The entrance to the place whence the Swine-creatures had come, was sealed up, by a power that made me feel there was nothing more to fear from them. And yet, with the feeling, there was a sensation that, now, I should never learn anything further, of the place from which those dreadful Things had come. It was completely shut off and concealed from human curiosity forever.


Strange – in the knowledge of that underground hell-hole – how apposite has been the naming of the Pit. One wonders how it originated, and when. Naturally, one concludes that the shape and depth of the ravine would suggest the name “Pit.” Yet, is it not possible that it has, all along, held a deeper significance, a hint – could one but have guessed – of the greater, more stupendous Pit that lies far down in the earth, beneath this old house? Under this house! Even now, the idea is strange and terrible to me. For I have proved, beyond doubt, that the Pit yawns right below the house, which is evidently supported, somewhere above the center of it, upon a tremendous, arched roof, of solid rock.


It happened in this wise, that, having occasion to go down to the cellars, the thought occurred to me to pay a visit to the great vault, where the trap is situated; and see whether everything was as I had left it.


Reaching the place, I walked slowly up the center, until I came to the trap. There it was, with the stones piled upon it, just as I had seen it last. I had a lantern with me, and the idea came to me, that now would be a good time to investigate whatever lay under the great, oak slab. Placing the lantern on the floor, I tumbled the stones off the trap, and, grasping the ring, pulled the door open. As I did so, the cellar became filled with the sound of a murmurous thunder, that rose from far below. At the same time, a damp wind blew up into my face, bringing with it a load of fine spray. Therewith, I dropped the trap, hurriedly, with a half frightened feeling of wonder.


For a moment, I stood puzzled. I was not particularly afraid. The haunting fear of the Swine-things had left me, long ago; but I was certainly nervous and astonished. Then, a sudden thought possessed me, and I raised the ponderous door, with a feeling of excitement. Leaving it standing upon its end, I seized the lantern, and, kneeling down, thrust it into the opening. As I did so, the moist wind and spray drove in my eyes, making me unable to see, for a few moments. Even when my eyes were clear, I could distinguish nothing below me, save darkness, and whirling spray.


Seeing that it was useless to expect to make out anything, with the light so high, I felt in my pockets for a piece of twine, with which to lower it further into the opening. Even as I fumbled, the lantern slipped from my fingers, and hurtled down into the darkness. For a brief instant, I watched its fall, and saw the light shine on a tumult of white foam, some eighty or a hundred feet below me. Then it was gone. My sudden surmise was correct, and now, I knew the cause of the wet and noise. The great cellar was connected with the Pit, by means of the trap, which opened right above it; and the moisture, was the spray, rising from the water, falling into the depths.


In an instant, I had an explanation of certain things, that had hitherto puzzled me. Now, I could understand why the noises – on the first night of the invasion – had seemed to rise directly from under my feet. And the chuckle that had sounded when first I opened the trap! Evidently, some of the Swine-things must have been right beneath me.


Another thought struck me. Were the creatures all drowned? Would they drown? I remembered how unable I had been to find any traces to show that my shooting had been really fatal. Had they life, as we understand life, or were they ghouls? These thoughts flashed through my brain, as I stood in the dark, searching my pockets for matches. I had the box in my hand now, and, striking a light, I stepped to the trap door, and closed it. Then, I piled the stones back upon it; after which, I made my way out from the cellars.


And so, I suppose the water goes on, thundering down into that bottomless hell-pit. Sometimes, I have an inexplicable desire to go down to the great cellar, open the trap, and gaze into the impenetrable, spray-damp darkness. At times, the desire becomes almost overpowering, in its intensity. It is not mere curiosity, that prompts me; but more as though some unexplained influence were at work. Still, I never go; and intend to fight down the strange longing, and crush it; even as I would the unholy thought of self-destruction.


This idea of some intangible force being exerted, may seem reasonless. Yet, my instinct warns me, that it is not so. In these things, reason seems to me less to be trusted than instinct.


One thought there is, in closing, that impresses itself upon me, with ever growing insistence. It is, that I live in a very strange house; a very awful house. And I have begun to wonder whether I am doing wisely in staying here. Yet, if I left, where could I go, and still obtain the solitude, and the sense of her presence,[01]   that alone make my old life bearable?






[01]   A careful reading of the MS. suggests that, either the sun is traveling on an orbit of great eccentricity, or else that it was approaching the green star on a lessening orbit. And at this moment, I conceive it to be finally torn directly from its oblique course, by the gravitational pull of the immense star.—Ed.









 



•   XIV   •

The Sea of Sleep






For a considerable period after the last incident which I have narrated in my diary, I had serious thoughts of leaving this house, and might have done so; but for the great and wonderful thing, of which I am about to write.


How well I was advised, in my heart, when I stayed on here – spite of those visions and sights of unknown and unexplainable things; for, had I not stayed, then I had not seen again the face of her I loved. Yes, though few know it, none now save my sister Mary, I have loved and, ah! me – lost.


I would write down the story of those sweet, old days; but it would be like the tearing of old wounds; yet, after that which has happened, what need have I to care? For she has come to me out of the unknown. Strangely, she warned me; warned me passionately against this house; begged me to leave it; but admitted, when I questioned her, that she could not have come to me, had I been elsewhere. Yet, in spite of this, still she warned me, earnestly; telling me that it was a place, long ago given over to evil, and under the power of grim laws, of which none here have knowledge. And I – I just asked her, again, whether she would come to me elsewhere, and she could only stand, silent.


It was thus, that I came to the place of the Sea of Sleep – so she termed it, in her dear speech with me. I had stayed up, in my study, reading; and must have dozed over the book. Suddenly, I awoke and sat upright, with a start. For a moment, I looked ’round, with a puzzled sense of something unusual. There was a misty look about the room, giving a curious softness to each table and chair and furnishing.


Gradually, the mistiness increased; growing, as it were, out of nothing. Then, slowly, a soft, white light began to glow in the room. The flames of the candles shone through it, palely. I looked from side to side, and found that I could still see each piece of furniture; but in a strangely unreal way, more as though the ghost of each table and chair had taken the place of the solid article.


Gradually, as I looked, I saw them fade and fade; until, slowly, they resolved into nothingness. Now, I looked again at the candles. They shone wanly, and, even as I watched, grew more unreal, and so vanished. The room was filled, now, with a soft, yet luminous, white twilight, like a gentle mist of light. Beyond this, I could see nothing. Even the walls had vanished.


Presently, I became conscious that a faint, continuous sound, pulsed through the silence that wrapped me. I listened intently. It grew more distinct, until it appeared to me that I harked to the breathings of some great sea. I cannot tell how long a space passed thus; but, after a while, it seemed that I could see through the mistiness; and, slowly, I became aware that I was standing upon the shore of an immense and silent sea. This shore was smooth and long, vanishing to right and left of me, in extreme distances. In front, swam a still immensity of sleeping ocean. At times, it seemed to me that I caught a faint glimmer of light, under its surface; but of this, I could not be sure. Behind me, rose up, to an extraordinary height, gaunt, black cliffs.


Overhead, the sky was of a uniform cold grey color – the whole place being lit by a stupendous globe of pale fire, that swam a little above the far horizon, and shed a foamlike light above the quiet waters.


Beyond the gentle murmur of the sea, an intense stillness prevailed. For a long while, I stayed there, looking out across its strangeness. Then, as I stared, it seemed that a bubble of white foam floated up out of the depths, and then, even now I know not how it was, I was looking upon, nay, looking into the face of Her – aye! into her face – into her soul; and she looked back at me, with such a commingling of joy and sadness, that I ran toward her, blindly; crying strangely to her, in a very agony of remembrance, of terror, and of hope, to come to me. Yet, spite of my crying, she stayed out there upon the sea, and only shook her head, sorrowfully; but, in her eyes was the old earth-light of tenderness, that I had come to know, before all things, ere we were parted.


“At her perverseness, I grew desperate, and essayed to wade out to her; yet, though I would, I could not. Something, some invisible barrier, held me back, and I was fain to stay where I was, and cry out to her in the fullness of my soul, “O, my Darling, my Darling—” but could say no more, for very intensity. And, at that, she came over, swiftly, and touched me, and it was as though heaven had opened. Yet, when I reached out my hands to her, she put me from her with tenderly stern hands, and I was abashed—”


·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·



Here, the writing becomes undecipherable, owing to the damaged condition of this part of the MS. Below I print such fragments as are legible.—Ed.




THE FRAGMENTS


(The legible portions of the mutilated leaves.)


… through tears … noise of eternity in my ears, we parted … She whom I love. O, my God…!


I was a great time dazed, and then I was alone in the blackness of the night. I knew that I journeyed back, once more, to the known universe. Presently, I emerged from that enormous darkness. I had come among the stars … vast time … the sun, far and remote.


I entered into the gulf that separates our system from the outer suns. As I sped across the dividing dark, I watched, steadily, the ever-growing brightness and size of our sun. Once, I glanced back to the stars, and saw them shift, as it were, in my wake, against the mighty background of night, so vast was the speed of my passing spirit.


I drew nigher to our system, and now I could see the shine of Jupiter. Later, I distinguished the cold, blue gleam of the earthlight.… I had a moment of bewilderment. All about the sun there seemed to be bright, objects, moving in rapid orbits. Inward, nigh to the savage glory of the sun, there circled two darting points of light, and, further off, there flew a blue, shining speck, that I knew to be the earth. It circled the sun in a space that seemed to be no more than an earth-minute.


… nearer with great speed. I saw the radiances of Jupiter and Saturn, spinning, with incredible swiftness, in huge orbits. And ever I drew more nigh, and looked out upon this strange sight – the visible circling of the planets about the mother sun. It was as though time had been annihilated for me; so that a year was no more to my unfleshed spirit, than is a moment to an earth-bound soul.


The speed of the planets, appeared to increase; and, presently, I was watching the sun, all ringed about with hair-like circles of different colored fire – the paths of the planets, hurtling at mighty speed, about the central flame.…


“… the sun grew vast, as though it leapt to meet me.… And now I was within the circling of the outer planets, and flitting swiftly, toward the place where the earth, glimmering through the blue splendor of its orbit, as though a fiery mist, circled the sun at a monstrous speed.…”


·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·



NOTE – The severest scrutiny has not enabled me to decipher more of the damaged portion of the MS. It commences to be legible again with the chapter entitled “The Noise in the Night.”—Ed.






 



•   XV   •

The Noise

 in the Night






And now, I come to the strangest of all the strange happenings that have befallen me in this house of mysteries. It occurred quite lately – within the month; and I have little doubt but that what I saw was in reality the end of all things. However, to my story.


I do not know how it is; but, up to the present, I have never been able to write these things down, directly they happened. It is as though I have to wait a time, recovering my just balance, and digesting – as it were – the things I have heard or seen. No doubt, this is as it should be; for, by waiting, I see the incidents more truly, and write of them in a calmer and more judicial frame of mind. This by the way.


It is now the end of November. My story relates to what happened in the first week of the month.


It was night, about eleven o’clock. Pepper and I kept one another company in the study – that great, old room of mine, where I read and work. I was reading, curiously enough, the Bible. I have begun, in these later days, to take a growing interest in that great and ancient book. Suddenly, a distinct tremor shook the house, and there came a faint and distant, whirring buzz, that grew rapidly into a far, muffled screaming. It reminded me, in a queer, gigantic way, of the noise that a clock makes, when the catch is released, and it is allowed to run down. The sound appeared to come from some remote height – somewhere up in the night. There was no repetition of the shock. I looked across at Pepper. He was sleeping peacefully.


Gradually, the whirring noise decreased, and there came a long silence.


All at once, a glow lit up the end window, which protrudes far out from the side of the house, so that, from it, one may look both East and West. I felt puzzled, and, after a moment’s hesitation, walked across the room, and pulled aside the blind. As I did so, I saw the Sun rise, from behind the horizon. It rose with a steady, perceptible movement. I could see it travel upward. In a minute, it seemed, it had reached the tops of the trees, through which I had watched it. Up, up – It was broad daylight now. Behind me, I was conscious of a sharp, mosquito-like buzzing. I glanced ’round, and knew that it came from the clock. Even as I looked, it marked off an hour. The minute hand was moving ’round the dial, faster than an ordinary secondhand. The hour hand moved quickly from space to space. I had a numb sense of astonishment. A moment later, so it seemed, the two candles went out, almost together. I turned swiftly back to the window; for I had seen the shadow of the window-frames, traveling along the floor toward me, as though a great lamp had been carried up past the window.


I saw now, that the sun had risen high into the heavens, and was still visibly moving. It passed above the house, with an extraordinary sailing kind of motion. As the window came into shadow, I saw another extraordinary thing. The fine-weather clouds were not passing, easily, across the sky – they were scampering, as though a hundred-mile-an-hour wind blew. As they passed, they changed their shapes a thousand times a minute, as though writhing with a strange life; and so were gone. And, presently, others came, and whisked away likewise.


To the West, I saw the sun, drop with an incredible, smooth, swift motion. Eastward, the shadows of every seen thing crept toward the coming greyness. And the movement of the shadows was visible to me – a stealthy, writhing creep of the shadows of the wind-stirred trees. It was a strange sight.


Quickly, the room began to darken. The sun slid down to the horizon, and seemed, as it were, to disappear from my sight, almost with a jerk. Through the greyness of the swift evening, I saw the silver crescent of the moon, falling out of the Southern sky, toward the West. The evening seemed to merge into an almost instant night. Above me, the many constellations passed in a strange, “noiseless” circling, Westward. The moon fell through that last thousand fathoms of the night-gulf, and there was only the starlight.…


About this time, the buzzing in the corner ceased; telling me that the clock had run down. A few minutes passed, and I saw the Eastward sky lighten. A grey, sullen morning spread through all the darkness, and hid the march of the stars. Overhead, there moved, with a heavy, everlasting rolling, a vast, seamless sky of grey clouds – a cloud-sky that would have seemed motionless, through all the length of an ordinary earth-day. The sun was hidden from me; but, from moment to moment, the world would brighten and darken, brighten and darken, beneath waves of subtle light and shadow.…


The light shifted ever Westward, and the night fell upon the earth. A vast rain seemed to come with it, and a wind of a most extraordinary loudness – as though the howling of a nightlong gale, were packed into the space of no more than a minute.


This noise passed, almost immediately, and the clouds broke; so that, once more, I could see the sky. The stars were flying Westward, with astounding speed. It came to me now, for the first time, that, though the noise of the wind had passed, yet a constant “blurred” sound was in my ears. Now that I noticed it, I was aware that it had been with me all the time. It was the world-noise.


And then, even as I grasped at so much comprehension, there came the Eastward light. No more than a few heartbeats, and the sun rose, swiftly. Through the trees, I saw it, and then it was above the trees. Up – up, it soared and all the world was light. It passed, with a swift, steady swing to its highest altitude, and fell thence, Westward. I saw the day roll visibly over my head. A few light clouds flittered Northward, and vanished. The sun went down with one swift, clear plunge, and there was about me, for a few seconds, the darker growing grey of the gloaming.


Southward and Westward, the moon was sinking rapidly. The night had come, already. A minute it seemed, and the moon fell those remaining fathoms of dark sky. Another minute, or so, and the Eastward sky glowed with the coming dawn. The sun leapt upon me with a frightening abruptness, and soared ever more swiftly toward the zenith. Then, suddenly, a fresh thing came to my sight. A black thundercloud rushed up out of the South, and seemed to leap all the arc of the sky, in a single instant. As it came, I saw that its advancing edge flapped, like a monstrous black cloth in the heaven, twirling and undulating rapidly, with a horrid suggestiveness. In an instant, all the air was full of rain, and a hundred lightning flashes seemed to flood downward, as it were in one great shower. In the same second of time, the world-noise was drowned in the roar of the wind, and then my ears ached, under the stunning impact of the thunder.


And, in the midst of this storm, the night came; and then, within the space of another minute, the storm had passed, and there was only the constant “blur” of the world-noise on my hearing. Overhead, the stars were sliding quickly Westward; and something, mayhaps the particular speed to which they had attained, brought home to me, for the first time, a keen realization of the knowledge that it was the world that revolved. I seemed to see, suddenly, the world – a vast, dark mass – revolving visibly against the stars.


The dawn and the sun seemed to come together, so greatly had the speed of the world-revolution increased. The sun drove up, in one long, steady curve; passed its highest point, and swept down into the Western sky, and disappeared. I was scarcely conscious of evening, so brief was it. Then I was watching the flying constellations, and the Westward hastening moon. In but a space of seconds, so it seemed, it was sliding swiftly downward through the night-blue, and then was gone. And, almost directly, came the morning.


And now there seemed to come a strange acceleration. The sun made one clean, clear sweep through the sky, and disappeared behind the Westward horizon, and the night came and went with a like haste.


As the succeeding day, opened and closed upon the world, I was aware of a sweat of snow, suddenly upon the earth. The night came, and, almost immediately, the day. In the brief leap of the sun, I saw that the snow had vanished; and then, once more, it was night.


Thus matters were; and, even after the many incredible things that I have seen, I experienced all the time a most profound awe. To see the sun rise and set, within a space of time to be measured by seconds; to watch (after a little) the moon leap – a pale, and ever growing orb – up into the night sky, and glide, with a strange swiftness, through the vast arc of blue; and, presently, to see the sun follow, springing out of the Eastern sky, as though in chase; and then again the night, with the swift and ghostly passing of starry constellations, was all too much to view believingly. Yet, so it was – the day slipping from dawn to dusk, and the night sliding swiftly into day, ever rapidly and more rapidly.


The last three passages of the sun had shown me a snow-covered earth, which, at night, had seemed, for a few seconds, incredibly weird under the fast-shifting light of the soaring and falling moon. Now, however, for a little space, the sky was hidden, by a sea of swaying, leaden-white clouds, which lightened and blackened, alternately, with the passage of day and night.


The clouds rippled and vanished, and there was once more before me, the vision of the swiftly leaping sun, and nights that came and went like shadows.


Faster and faster, spun the world. And now each day and night was completed within the space of but a few seconds; and still the speed increased.


It was a little later, that I noticed that the sun had begun to have the suspicion of a trail of fire behind it. This was due, evidently, to the speed at which it, apparently, traversed the heavens. And, as the days sped, each one quicker than the last, the sun began to assume the appearance of a vast, flaming comet [02] flaring across the sky at short, periodic intervals. At night, the moon presented, with much greater truth, a comet-like aspect; a pale, and singularly clear, fast traveling shape of fire, trailing streaks of cold flame. The stars showed now, merely as fine hairs of fire against the dark.


Once, I turned from the window, and glanced at Pepper. In the flash of a day, I saw that he slept, quietly, and I moved once more to my watching.


The sun was now bursting up from the Eastern horizon, like a stupendous rocket, seeming to occupy no more than a second or two in hurling from East to West. I could no longer perceive the passage of clouds across the sky, which seemed to have darkened somewhat. The brief nights, appeared to have lost the proper darkness of night; so that the hair-like fire of the flying stars, showed but dimly. As the speed increased, the sun began to sway very slowly in the sky, from South to North, and then, slowly again, from North to South.


So, amid a strange confusion of mind, the hours passed.


All this while had Pepper slept. Presently, feeling lonely and distraught, I called to him, softly; but he took no notice. Again, I called, raising my voice slightly; still he moved not. I walked over to where he lay, and touched him with my foot, to rouse him. At the action, gentle though it was, he fell to pieces. That is what happened; he literally and actually crumbled into a mouldering heap of bones and dust.


For the space of, perhaps a minute, I stared down at the shapeless heap, that had once been Pepper. I stood, feeling stunned. What can have happened? I asked myself; not at once grasping the grim significance of that little hill of ash. Then, as I stirred the heap with my foot, it occurred to me that this could only happen in a great space of time. Years – and years.


Outside, the weaving, fluttering light held the world. Inside, I stood, trying to understand what it meant – what that little pile of dust and dry bones, on the carpet, meant. But I could not think, coherently.


I glanced away, ’round the room, and now, for the first time, noticed how dusty and old the place looked. Dust and dirt everywhere; piled in little heaps in the corners, and spread about upon the furniture. The very carpet, itself, was invisible beneath a coating of the same, all pervading, material. As I walked, little clouds of the stuff rose up from under my footsteps, and assailed my nostrils, with a dry, bitter odor that made me wheeze, huskily.


Suddenly, as my glance fell again upon Pepper’s remains, I stood still, and gave voice to my confusion – questioning, aloud, whether the years were, indeed, passing; whether this, which I had taken to be a form of vision, was, in truth, a reality. I paused. A new thought had struck me. Quickly, but with steps which, for the first time, I noticed, tottered, I went across the room to the great pier-glass, and looked in. It was too covered with grime, to give back any reflection, and, with trembling hands, I began to rub off the dirt. Presently, I could see myself. The thought that had come to me, was confirmed. Instead of the great, hale man, who scarcely looked fifty, I was looking at a bent, decrepit man, whose shoulders stooped, and whose face was wrinkled with the years of a century. The hair – which a few short hours ago had been nearly coal black – was now silvery white. Only the eyes were bright. Gradually, I traced, in that ancient man, a faint resemblance to my self of other days.


I turned away, and tottered to the window. I knew, now, that I was old, and the knowledge seemed to confirm my trembling walk. For a little space, I stared moodily out into the blurred vista of changeful landscape. Even in that short time, a year passed, and, with a petulant gesture, I left the window. As I did so, I noticed that my hand shook with the palsy of old age; and a short sob choked its way through my lips.


For a little while, I paced, tremulously, between the window and the table; my gaze wandering hither and thither, uneasily. How dilapidated the room was. Everywhere lay the thick dust – thick, sleepy, and black. The fender was a shape of rust. The chains that held the brass clock-weights, had rusted through long ago, and now the weights lay on the floor beneath; themselves two cones of verdigris.


As I glanced about, it seemed to me that I could see the very furniture of the room rotting and decaying before my eyes. Nor was this fancy, on my part; for, all at once, the bookshelf, along the sidewall, collapsed, with a cracking and rending of rotten wood, precipitating its contents upon the floor, and filling the room with a smother of dusty atoms.


How tired I felt. As I walked, it seemed that I could hear my dry joints, creak and crack at every step. I wondered about my sister. Was she dead, as well as Pepper? All had happened so quickly and suddenly. This must be, indeed, the beginning of the end of all things! It occurred to me, to go to look for her; but I felt too weary. And then, she had been so queer about these happenings, of late. Of late! I repeated the words, and laughed, feebly – mirthlessly, as the realization was borne in upon me that I spoke of a time, half a century gone. Half a century! It might have been twice as long!


I moved slowly to the window, and looked out once more across the world. I can best describe the passage of day and night, at this period, as a sort of gigantic, ponderous flicker. Moment by moment, the acceleration of time continued; so that, at nights now, I saw the moon, only as a swaying trail of palish fire, that varied from a mere line of light to a nebulous path, and then dwindled again, disappearing periodically.


The flicker of the days and nights quickened. The days had grown perceptibly darker, and a queer quality of dusk lay, as it were, in the atmosphere. The nights were so much lighter, that the stars were scarcely to be seen, saving here and there an occasional hair-like line of fire, that seemed to sway a little, with the moon.


Quicker, and ever quicker, ran the flicker of day and night; and, suddenly it seemed, I was aware that the flicker had died out, and, instead, there reigned a comparatively steady light, which was shed upon all the world, from an eternal river of flame that swung up and down, North and South, in stupendous, mighty swings.


The sky was now grown very much darker, and there was in the blue of it a heavy gloom, as though a vast blackness peered through it upon the earth. Yet, there was in it, also, a strange and awful clearness, and emptiness. Periodically, I had glimpses of a ghostly track of fire that swayed thin and darkly toward the sun-stream; vanished and reappeared. It was the scarcely visible moon-stream.


Looking out at the landscape, I was conscious again, of a blurring sort of “flitter,” that came either from the light of the ponderous-swinging sun-stream, or was the result of the incredibly rapid changes of the earth’s surface. And every few moments, so it seemed, the snow would lie suddenly upon the world, and vanish as abruptly, as though an invisible giant “flitted” a white sheet off and on the earth.


Time fled, and the weariness that was mine, grew insupportable. I turned from the window, and walked once across the room, the heavy dust deadening the sound of my footsteps. Each step that I took, seemed a greater effort than the one before. An intolerable ache, knew me in every joint and limb, as I trod my way, with a weary uncertainty.


By the opposite wall, I came to a weak pause, and wondered, dimly, what was my intent. I looked to my left, and saw my old chair. The thought of sitting in it brought a faint sense of comfort to my bewildered wretchedness. Yet, because I was so weary and old and tired, I would scarcely brace my mind to do anything but stand, and wish myself past those few yards. I rocked, as I stood. The floor, even, seemed a place for rest; but the dust lay so thick and sleepy and black. I turned, with a great effort of will, and made toward my chair. I reached it, with a groan of thankfulness. I sat down.


Everything about me appeared to be growing dim. It was all so strange and unthought of. Last night, I was a comparatively strong, though elderly man; and now, only a few hours later—! I looked at the little dust-heap that had once been Pepper. Hours! and I laughed, a feeble, bitter laugh; a shrill, cackling laugh, that shocked my dimming senses.


For a while, I must have dozed. Then I opened my eyes, with a start. Somewhere across the room, there had been a muffled noise of something falling. I looked, and saw, vaguely, a cloud of dust hovering above a pile of d?bris. Nearer the door, something else tumbled, with a crash. It was one of the cupboards; but I was tired, and took little notice. I closed my eyes, and sat there in a state of drowsy, semi-unconsciousness. Once or twice – as though coming through thick mists – I heard noises, faintly. Then I must have slept.






[02]   The Recluse uses this as an illustration, evidently in the sense of the popular conception of a comet.—Ed.









 



•   XVI   •

After the Attack






I awoke, with a start. For a moment, I wondered where I was. Then memory came to me.…


The room was still lit with that strange light – half-sun, half-moon, light. I felt refreshed, and the tired, weary ache had left me. I went slowly across to the window, and looked out. Overhead, the river of flame drove up and down, North and South, in a dancing semicircle of fire. As a mighty sleigh in the loom of time it seemed – in a sudden fancy of mine – to be beating home the picks of the years. For, so vastly had the passage of time been accelerated, that there was no longer any sense of the sun passing from East to West. The only apparent movement was the North and South beat of the sun-stream, that had become so swift now, as to be better described as a quiver.


As I peered out, there came to me a sudden, inconsequent memory of that last journey among the Outer worlds. [03] I remembered the sudden vision that had come to me, as I neared the Solar System, of the fast whirling planets about the sun – as though the governing quality of time had been held in abeyance, and the Machine of a Universe allowed to run down an eternity, in a few moments or hours. The memory passed, along with a, but partially comprehended, suggestion that I had been permitted a glimpse into further time spaces. I stared out again, seemingly, at the quake of the sun-stream. The speed seemed to increase, even as I looked. Several lifetimes came and went, as I watched.


Suddenly, it struck me, with a sort of grotesque seriousness, that I was still alive. I thought of Pepper, and wondered how it was that I had not followed his fate. He had reached the time of his dying, and had passed, probably through sheer length of years. And here was I, alive, hundreds of thousands of centuries after my rightful period of years.


For, a time, I mused, absently. “Yesterday—” I stopped, suddenly. Yesterday! There was no yesterday. The yesterday of which I spoke had been swallowed up in the abyss of years, ages gone. I grew dazed with much thinking.


Presently, I turned from the window, and glanced ’round the room. It seemed different – strangely, utterly different. Then, I knew what it was that made it appear so strange. It was bare: there was not a piece of furniture in the room; not even a solitary fitting of any sort. Gradually, my amazement went, as I remembered, that this was but the inevitable end of that process of decay, which I had witnessed commencing, before my sleep. Thousands of years! Millions of years!


Over the floor was spread a deep layer of dust, that reached half way up to the window-seat. It had grown immeasurably, whilst I slept; and represented the dust of untold ages. Undoubtedly, atoms of the old, decayed furniture helped to swell its bulk; and, somewhere among it all, mouldered the long-ago-dead Pepper.


All at once, it occurred to me, that I had no recollection of wading knee-deep through all that dust, after I awoke. True, an incredible age of years had passed, since I approached the window; but that was evidently as nothing, compared with the countless spaces of time that, I conceived, had vanished whilst I was sleeping. I remembered now, that I had fallen asleep, sitting in my old chair. Had it gone…? I glanced toward where it had stood. Of course, there was no chair to be seen. I could not satisfy myself, whether it had disappeared, after my waking, or before. If it had mouldered under me, surely, I should have been waked by the collapse. Then I remembered that the thick dust, which covered the floor, would have been sufficient to soften my fall; so that it was quite possible, I had slept upon the dust for a million years or more.


As these thoughts wandered through my brain, I glanced again, casually, to where the chair had stood. Then, for the first time, I noticed that there were no marks, in the dust, of my footprints, between it and the window. But then, ages of years had passed, since I had awaked – tens of thousands of years!


My look rested thoughtfully, again upon the place where once had stood my chair. Suddenly, I passed from abstraction to intentness; for there, in its standing place, I made out a long undulation, rounded off with the heavy dust. Yet it was not so much hidden, but that I could tell what had caused it. I knew – and shivered at the knowledge – that it was a human body, ages-dead, lying there, beneath the place where I had slept. It was lying on its right side, its back turned toward me. I could make out and trace each curve and outline, softened, and moulded, as it were, in the black dust. In a vague sort of way, I tried to account for its presence there. Slowly, I began to grow bewildered, as the thought came to me that it lay just about where I must have fallen when the chair collapsed.


Gradually, an idea began to form itself within my brain; a thought that shook my spirit. It seemed hideous and insupportable; yet it grew upon me, steadily, until it became a conviction. The body under that coating, that shroud of dust, was neither more nor less than my own dead shell. I did not attempt to prove it. I knew it now, and wondered I had not known it all along. I was a bodiless thing.


Awhile, I stood, trying to adjust my thoughts to this new problem. In time – how many thousands of years, I know not – I attained to some degree of quietude – sufficient to enable me to pay attention to what was transpiring around me.


Now, I saw that the elongated mound had sunk, collapsed, level with the rest of the spreading dust. And fresh atoms, impalpable, had settled above that mixture of grave-powder, which the aeons had ground. A long while, I stood, turned from the window. Gradually, I grew more collected, while the world slipped across the centuries into the future.


Presently, I began a survey of the room. Now, I saw that time was beginning its destructive work, even on this strange old building. That it had stood through all the years was, it seemed to me, proof that it was something different from any other house. I do not think, somehow, that I had thought of its decaying. Though, why, I could not have said. It was not until I had meditated upon the matter, for some considerable time, that I fully realized that the extraordinary space of time through which it had stood, was sufficient to have utterly pulverized the very stones of which it was built, had they been taken from any earthly quarry. Yes, it was undoubtedly mouldering now. All the plaster had gone from the walls; even as the woodwork of the room had gone, many ages before.


While I stood, in contemplation, a piece of glass, from one of the small, diamond-shaped panes, dropped, with a dull tap, amid the dust upon the sill behind me, and crumbled into a little heap of powder. As I turned from contemplating it, I saw light between a couple of the stones that formed the outer wall. Evidently, the mortar was falling away.…


After awhile, I turned once more to the window, and peered out. I discovered, now, that the speed of time had become enormous. The lateral quiver of the sun-stream, had grown so swift as to cause the dancing semicircle of flame to merge into, and disappear in, a sheet of fire that covered half the Southern sky from East to West.


From the sky, I glanced down to the gardens. They were just a blur of a palish, dirty green. I had a feeling that they stood higher, than in the old days; a feeling that they were nearer my window, as though they had risen, bodily. Yet, they were still a long way below me; for the rock, over the mouth of the pit, on which this house stands, arches up to a great height.


It was later, that I noticed a change in the constant color of the gardens. The pale, dirty green was growing ever paler and paler, toward white. At last, after a great space, they became greyish-white, and stayed thus for a very long time. Finally, however, the greyness began to fade, even as had the green, into a dead white. And this remained, constant and unchanged. And by this I knew that, at last, snow lay upon all the Northern world.


And so, by millions of years, time winged onward through eternity, to the end – the end, of which, in the old-earth days, I had thought remotely, and in hazily speculative fashion. And now, it was approaching in a manner of which none had ever dreamed.


I recollect that, about this time, I began to have a lively, though morbid, curiosity, as to what would happen when the end came – but I seemed strangely without imaginings.


All this while, the steady process of decay was continuing. The few remaining pieces of glass, had long ago vanished; and, every now and then, a soft thud, and a little cloud of rising dust, would tell of some fragment of fallen mortar or stone.


I looked up again, to the fiery sheet that quaked in the heavens above me and far down into the Southern sky. As I looked, the impression was borne in upon me, that it had lost some of its first brilliancy – that it was duller, deeper hued.


I glanced down, once more, to the blurred white of the world-scape. Sometimes, my look returned to the burning sheet of dulling flame, that was, and yet hid, the sun. At times, I glanced behind me, into the growing dusk of the great, silent room, with its aeon-carpet of sleeping dust.…


So, I watched through the fleeting ages, lost in soul-wearing thoughts and wonderings, and possessed with a new weariness.






[03]   Evidently referring to something set forth in the missing and mutilated pages. See Fragments, Chapter 14—Ed. 








 



•   XVII   •

The Slowing Rotation






It might have been a million years later, that I perceived, beyond possibility of doubt, that the fiery sheet that lit the world, was indeed darkening.


Another vast space went by, and the whole enormous flame had sunk to a deep, copper color. Gradually, it darkened, from copper to copper-red, and from this, at times, to a deep, heavy, purplish tint, with, in it, a strange loom of blood.


Although the light was decreasing, I could perceive no diminishment in the apparent speed of the sun. It still spread itself in that dazzling veil of speed.


The world, so much of it as I could see, had assumed a dreadful shade of gloom, as though, in very deed, the last day of the worlds approached.


The sun was dying; of that there could be little doubt; and still the earth whirled onward, through space and all the aeons. At this time, I remember, an extraordinary sense of bewilderment took me. I found myself, later, wandering, mentally, amid an odd chaos of fragmentary modern theories and the old Biblical story of the world’s ending.


Then, for the first time, there flashed across me, the memory that the sun, with its system of planets, was, and had been, traveling through space at an incredible speed. Abruptly, the question rose – Where? For a very great time, I pondered this matter; but, finally, with a certain sense of the futility of my puzzlings, I let my thoughts wander to other things. I grew to wondering, how much longer the house would stand. Also, I queried, to myself, whether I should be doomed to stay, bodiless, upon the earth, through the dark-time that I knew was coming. From these thoughts, I fell again to speculations upon the possible direction of the sun’s journey through space.… And so another great while passed.


Gradually, as time fled, I began to feel the chill of a great winter. Then, I remembered that, with the sun dying, the cold must be, necessarily, extraordinarily intense. Slowly, slowly, as the aeons slipped into eternity, the earth sank into a heavier and redder gloom. The dull flame in the firmament took on a deeper tint, very somber and turbid.


Then, at last, it was borne upon me that there was a change. The fiery, gloomy curtain of flame that hung quaking overhead, and down away into the Southern sky, began to thin and contract; and, in it, as one sees the fast vibrations of a jarred harp-string, I saw once more the sun-stream quivering, giddily, North and South.


Slowly, the likeness to a sheet of fire, disappeared, and I saw, plainly, the slowing beat of the sun-stream. Yet, even then, the speed of its swing was inconceivably swift. And all the time, the brightness of the fiery arc grew ever duller. Underneath, the world loomed dimly – an indistinct, ghostly region.


Overhead, the river of flame swayed slower, and even slower; until, at last, it swung to the North and South in great, ponderous beats, that lasted through seconds. A long space went by, and now each sway of the great belt lasted nigh a minute; so that, after a great while, I ceased to distinguish it as a visible movement; and the streaming fire ran in a steady river of dull flame, across the deadly-looking sky.


An indefinite period passed, and it seemed that the arc of fire became less sharply defined. It appeared to me to grow more attenuated, and I thought blackish streaks showed, occasionally. Presently, as I watched, the smooth onward-flow ceased; and I was able to perceive that there came a momentary, but regular, darkening of the world. This grew until, once more, night descended, in short, but periodic, intervals upon the wearying earth.


Longer and longer became the nights, and the days equaled them; so that, at last, the day and the night grew to the duration of seconds in length, and the sun showed, once more, like an almost invisible, coppery-red colored ball, within the glowing mistiness of its flight. Corresponding to the dark lines, showing at times in its trail, there were now distinctly to be seen on the half-visible sun itself, great, dark belts.


Year after year flashed into the past, and the days and nights spread into minutes. The sun had ceased to have the appearance of a tail; and now rose and set – a tremendous globe of a glowing copper-bronze hue; in parts ringed with blood-red bands; in others, with the dusky ones, that I have already mentioned. These circles – both red and black – were of varying thicknesses. For a time, I was at a loss to account for their presence. Then it occurred to me, that it was scarcely likely that the sun would cool evenly all over; and that these markings were due, probably, to differences in temperature of the various areas; the red representing those parts where the heat was still fervent, and the black those portions which were already comparatively cool.


It struck me, as a peculiar thing, that the sun should cool in evenly defined rings; until I remembered that, possibly, they were but isolated patches, to which the enormous rotatory speed of the sun had imparted a belt-like appearance. The sun, itself, was very much greater than the sun I had known in the old-world days; and, from this, I argued that it was considerably nearer.


At nights, the moon [04] still showed; but small and remote; and the light she reflected was so dull and weak that she seemed little more than the small, dim ghost of the olden moon, that I had known.


Gradually, the days and nights lengthened out, until they equaled a space somewhat less than one of the old-earth hours; the sun rising and setting like a great, ruddy bronze disk, crossed with ink-black bars. About this time, I found myself, able once more, to see the gardens, with clearness. For the world had now grown very still, and changeless. Yet, I am not correct in saying, “gardens”; for there were no gardens – nothing that I knew or recognized. In place thereof, I looked out upon a vast plain, stretching away into distance. A little to my left, there was a low range of hills. Everywhere, there was a uniform, white covering of snow, in places rising into hummocks and ridges.


It was only now, that I recognized how really great had been the snowfall. In places it was vastly deep, as was witnessed by a great, upleaping, wave-shaped hill, away to my right; though it is not impossible, that this was due, in part, to some rise in the surface of the ground. Strangely enough, the range of low hills to my left – already mentioned – was not entirely covered with the universal snow; instead, I could see their bare, dark sides showing in several places. And everywhere and always there reigned an incredible death-silence and desolation. The immutable, awful quiet of a dying world.


All this time, the days and nights were lengthening, perceptibly. Already, each day occupied, maybe, some two hours from dawn to dusk. At night, I had been surprised to find that there were very few stars overhead, and these small, though of an extraordinary brightness; which I attributed to the peculiar, but clear, blackness of the nighttime.


Away to the North, I could discern a nebulous sort of mistiness; not unlike, in appearance, a small portion of the Milky Way. It might have been an extremely remote star-cluster; or – the thought came to me suddenly – perhaps it was the sidereal universe that I had known, and now left far behind, forever – a small, dimly glowing mist of stars, far in the depths of space.


Still, the days and nights lengthened, slowly. Each time, the sun rose duller than it had set. And the dark belts increased in breadth.


About this time, there happened a fresh thing. The sun, earth, and sky were suddenly darkened, and, apparently, blotted out for a brief space. I had a sense, a certain awareness (I could learn little by sight), that the earth was enduring a very great fall of snow. Then, in an instant, the veil that had obscured everything, vanished, and I looked out, once more. A marvelous sight met my gaze. The hollow in which this house, with its gardens, stands, was brimmed with snow. [05] It lipped over the sill of my window. Everywhere, it lay, a great level stretch of white, which caught and reflected, gloomily, the somber coppery glows of the dying sun. The world had become a shadowless plain, from horizon to horizon.


I glanced up at the sun. It shone with an extraordinary, dull clearness. I saw it, now, as one who, until then, had seen it, only through a partially obscuring medium. All about it, the sky had become black, with a clear, deep blackness, frightful in its nearness, and its unmeasured deep, and its utter unfriendliness. For a great time, I looked into it, newly, and shaken and fearful. It was so near. Had I been a child, I might have expressed some of my sensation and distress, by saying that the sky had lost its roof.


Later, I turned, and peered about me, into the room. Everywhere, it was covered with a thin shroud of the all-pervading white. I could see it but dimly, by reason of the somber light that now lit the world. It appeared to cling to the ruined walls; and the thick, soft dust of the years, that covered the floor knee-deep, was nowhere visible. The snow must have blown in through the open framework of the windows. Yet, in no place had it drifted; but lay everywhere about the great, old room, smooth and level. Moreover, there had been no wind these many thousand years. But there was the snow, [06] as I have told.


And all the earth was silent. And there was a cold, such as no living man can ever have known.


The earth was now illuminated, by day, with a most doleful light, beyond my power to describe. It seemed as though I looked at the great plain, through the medium of a bronze-tinted sea.


It was evident that the earth’s rotatory movement was departing, steadily.


The end came, all at once. The night had been the longest yet; and when the dying sun showed, at last, above the world’s edge, I had grown so wearied of the dark, that I greeted it as a friend. It rose steadily, until about twenty degrees above the horizon. Then, it stopped suddenly, and, after a strange retrograde movement, hung motionless – a great shield in the sky [07]. Only the circular rim of the sun showed bright – only this, and one thin streak of light near the equator.


Gradually, even this thread of light died out; and now, all that was left of our great and glorious sun, was a vast dead disk, rimmed with a thin circle of bronze-red light.







[04]   No further mention is made of the moon. From what is said here, it is evident that our satellite had greatly increased its distance from the earth. Possibly, at a later age it may even have broken loose from our attraction. I cannot but regret that no light is shed on this point.—Ed.


[05]   Conceivably, frozen air.—Ed.


[06]   See previous footnote. This would explain the snow (?) within the room.—Ed.


[07]   I am confounded that neither here, nor later on, does the Recluse make any further mention of the continued north and south movement (apparent, of course,) of the sun from solstice to solstice.—Ed.










 



•   XVIII   •

The Green Star






The world was held in a savage gloom – cold and intolerable. Outside, all was quiet – quiet! From the dark room behind me, came the occasional, soft thud [08] of falling matter – fragments of rotting stone. So time passed, and night grasped the world, wrapping it in wrappings of impenetrable blackness.


There was no night-sky, as we know it. Even the few straggling stars had vanished, conclusively. I might have been in a shuttered room, without a light; for all that I could see. Only, in the impalpableness of gloom, opposite, burnt that vast, encircling hair of dull fire. Beyond this, there was no ray in all the vastitude of night that surrounded me; save that, far in the North, that soft, mistlike glow still shone.


Silently, years moved on. What period of time passed, I shall never know. It seemed to me, waiting there, that eternities came and went, stealthily; and still I watched. I could see only the glow of the sun’s edge, at times; for now, it had commenced to come and go – lighting up a while, and again becoming extinguished.


All at once, during one of these periods of life, a sudden flame cut across the night – a quick glare that lit up the dead earth, shortly; giving me a glimpse of its flat lonesomeness. The light appeared to come from the sun – shooting out from somewhere near its center, diagonally. A moment, I gazed, startled. Then the leaping flame sank, and the gloom fell again. But now it was not so dark; and the sun was belted by a thin line of vivid, white light. I stared, intently. Had a volcano broken out on the sun? Yet, I negatived the thought, as soon as formed. I felt that the light had been far too intensely white, and large, for such a cause.


Another idea there was, that suggested itself to me. It was, that one of the inner planets had fallen into the sun – becoming incandescent, under that impact. This theory appealed to me, as being more plausible, and accounting more satisfactorily for the extraordinary size and brilliance of the blaze, that had lit up the dead world, so unexpectedly.


Full of interest and emotion, I stared, across the darkness, at that line of white fire, cutting the night. One thing it told to me, unmistakably: the sun was yet rotating at an enormous speed. [09] Thus, I knew that the years were still fleeting at an incalculable rate; though so far as the earth was concerned, life, and light, and time, were things belonging to a period lost in the long gone ages.


After that one burst of flame, the light had shown, only as an encircling band of bright fire. Now, however, as I watched, it began slowly to sink into a ruddy tint, and, later, to a dark, copper-red color; much as the sun had done. Presently, it sank to a deeper hue; and, in a still further space of time, it began to fluctuate; having periods of glowing, and anon, dying. Thus, after a great while, it disappeared.


Long before this, the smoldering edge of the sun had deadened into blackness. And so, in that supremely future time, the world, dark and intensely silent, rode on its gloomy orbit around the ponderous mass of the dead sun.


My thoughts, at this period, can be scarcely described. At first, they were chaotic and wanting in coherence. But, later, as the ages came and went, my soul seemed to imbibe the very essence of the oppressive solitude and dreariness, that held the earth.


With this feeling, there came a wonderful clearness of thought, and I realized, despairingly, that the world might wander forever, through that enormous night. For a while, the unwholesome idea filled me, with a sensation of overbearing desolation; so that I could have cried like a child. In time, however, this feeling grew, almost insensibly, less, and an unreasoning hope possessed me. Patiently, I waited.


From time to time, the noise of dropping particles, behind in the room, came dully to my ears. Once, I heard a loud crash, and turned, instinctively, to look; forgetting, for the moment, the impenetrable night in which every detail was submerged. In a while, my gaze sought the heavens; turning, unconsciously, toward the North. Yes, the nebulous glow still showed. Indeed, I could have almost imagined that it looked somewhat plainer. For a long time, I kept my gaze fixed upon it; feeling, in my lonely soul, that its soft haze was, in some way, a tie with the past. Strange, the trifles from which one can suck comfort! And yet, had I but known – But I shall come to that in its proper time.


For a very long space, I watched, without experiencing any of the desire for sleep, that would so soon have visited me in the old-earth days. How I should have welcomed it; if only to have passed the time, away from my perplexities and thoughts.


Several times, the comfortless sound of some great piece of masonry falling, disturbed my meditations; and, once, it seemed I could hear whispering in the room, behind me. Yet it was utterly useless to try to see anything. Such blackness, as existed, scarcely can be conceived. It was palpable, and hideously brutal to the sense; as though something dead, pressed up against me – something soft, and icily cold.


Under all this, there grew up within my mind, a great and overwhelming distress of uneasiness, that left me, but to drop me into an uncomfortable brooding. I felt that I must fight against it; and, presently, hoping to distract my thoughts, I turned to the window, and looked up toward the North, in search of the nebulous whiteness, which, still, I believed to be the far and misty glowing of the universe we had left. Even as I raised my eyes, I was thrilled with a feeling of wonder; for, now, the hazy light had resolved into a single, great star, of vivid green.


As I stared, astonished, the thought flashed into my mind; that the earth must be traveling toward the star; not away, as I had imagined. Next, that it could not be the universe the earth had left; but, possibly, an outlying star, belonging to some vast star-cluster, hidden in the enormous depths of space. With a sense of commingled awe and curiosity, I watched it, wondering what new thing was to be revealed to me.


For a while, vague thoughts and speculations occupied me, during which my gaze dwelt insatiably upon that one spot of light, in the otherwise pit-like darkness. Hope grew up within me, banishing the oppression of despair, that had seemed to stifle me. Wherever the earth was traveling, it was, at least, going once more toward the realms of light. Light! One must spend an eternity wrapped in soundless night, to understand the full horror of being without it.


Slowly, but surely, the star grew upon my vision, until, in time, it shone as brightly as had the planet Jupiter, in the old-earth days. With increased size, its color became more impressive; reminding me of a huge emerald, scintillating rays of fire across the world.


Years fled away in silence, and the green star grew into a great splash of flame in the sky. A little later, I saw a thing that filled me with amazement. It was the ghostly outline of a vast crescent, in the night; a gigantic new moon, seeming to be growing out of the surrounding gloom. Utterly bemused, I stared at it. It appeared to be quite close – comparatively; and I puzzled to understand how the earth had come so near to it, without my having seen it before.


The light, thrown by the star, grew stronger; and, presently, I was aware that it was possible to see the earthscape again; though indistinctly. Awhile, I stared, trying to make out whether I could distinguish any detail of the world’s surface, but I found the light insufficient. In a little, I gave up the attempt, and glanced once more toward the star. Even in the short space, that my attention had been diverted, it had increased considerably, and seemed now, to my bewildered sight, about a quarter of the size of the full moon. The light it threw, was extraordinarily powerful; yet its color was so abominably unfamiliar, that such of the world as I could see, showed unreal; more as though I looked out upon a landscape of shadow, than aught else.


All this time, the great crescent was increasing in brightness, and began, now, to shine with a perceptible shade of green. Steadily, the star increased in size and brilliancy, until it showed, fully as large as half a full moon; and, as it grew greater and brighter, so did the vast crescent throw out more and more light, though of an ever deepening hue of green. Under the combined blaze of their radiances, the wilderness that stretched before me, became steadily more visible. Soon, I seemed able to stare across the whole world, which now appeared, beneath the strange light, terrible in its cold and awful, flat dreariness.


It was a little later, that my attention was drawn to the fact, that the great star of green flame, was slowly sinking out of the North, toward the East. At first, I could scarcely believe that I saw aright; but soon there could be no doubt that it was so. Gradually, it sank, and, as it fell, the vast crescent of glowing green, began to dwindle and dwindle, until it became a mere arc of light, against the livid colored sky. Later it vanished, disappearing in the self-same spot from which I had seen it slowly emerge.


By this time, the star had come to within some thirty degrees of the hidden horizon. In size it could now have rivaled the moon at its full; though, even yet, I could not distinguish its disk. This fact led me to conceive that it was, still, an extraordinary distance away; and, this being so, I knew that its size must be huge, beyond the conception of man to understand or imagine.


Suddenly, as I watched, the lower edge of the star vanished – cut by a straight, dark line. A minute – or a century – passed, and it dipped lower, until the half of it had disappeared from sight. Far away out on the great plain, I saw a monstrous shadow blotting it out, and advancing swiftly. Only a third of the star was visible now. Then, like a flash, the solution of this extraordinary phenomenon revealed itself to me. The star was sinking behind the enormous mass of the dead sun. Or rather, the sun – obedient to its attraction – was rising toward it, [10] with the earth following in its trail. As these thoughts expanded in my mind, the star vanished; being completely hidden by the tremendous bulk of the sun. Over the earth there fell, once more, the brooding night.


With the darkness, came an intolerable feeling of loneliness and dread. For the first time, I thought of the Pit, and its inmates. After that, there rose in my memory the still more terrible Thing, that had haunted the shores of the Sea of Sleep, and lurked in the shadows of this old building. Where were they? I wondered – and shivered with miserable thoughts. For a time, fear held me, and I prayed, wildly and incoherently, for some ray of light with which to dispel the cold blackness that enveloped the world.


How long I waited, it is impossible to say – certainly for a very great period. Then, all at once, I saw a loom of light shine out ahead. Gradually, it became more distinct. Suddenly, a ray of vivid green, flashed across the darkness. At the same moment, I saw a thin line of livid flame, far in the night. An instant, it seemed, and it had grown into a great clot of fire; beneath which, the world lay bathed in a blaze of emerald green light. Steadily it grew, until, presently, the whole of the green star had come into sight again. But now, it could be scarcely called a star; for it had increased to vast proportions, being incomparably greater than the sun had been in the olden time.


“Then, as I stared, I became aware that I could see the edge of the lifeless sun, glowing like a great crescent-moon. Slowly, its lighted surface, broadened out to me, until half of its diameter was visible; and the star began to drop away on my right. Time passed, and the earth moved on, slowly traversing the tremendous face of the dead sun.” [11]


Gradually, as the earth traveled forward, the star fell still more to the right; until, at last, it shone on the back of the house, sending a flood of broken rays, in through the skeleton-like walls. Glancing upward, I saw that much of the ceiling had vanished, enabling me to see that the upper storeys were even more decayed. The roof had, evidently, gone entirely; and I could see the green effulgence of the Starlight shining in, slantingly.







[08]   At this time the sound-carrying atmosphere must have been either incredibly attenuated, or – more probably – nonexistent. In the light of this, it cannot be supposed that these, or any other, noises would have been apparent to living ears – to hearing, as we, in the material body, understand that sense.—Ed.


[09]   I can only suppose that the time of the earth’s yearly journey had ceased to bear its present relative proportion to the period of the sun’s rotation.—Ed.


[10]   A careful reading of the MS. suggests that, either the sun is traveling on an orbit of great eccentricity, or else that it was approaching the green star on a lessening orbit. And at this moment, I conceive it to be finally torn directly from its oblique course, by the gravitational pull of the immense star.—Ed.


[11]   It will be noticed here that the earth was “slowly traversing the tremendous face of the dead sun.” No explanation is given of this, and we must conclude, either that the speed of time had slowed, or else that the earth was actually progressing on its orbit at a rate, slow, when measured by existing standards. A careful study of the MS. however, leads me to conclude that the speed of time had been steadily decreasing for a very considerable period.—Ed.









 



•   XIX   •

The End

 of the Solar System






From the abutment, where once had been the windows, through which I had watched that first, fatal dawn, I could see that the sun was hugely greater, than it had been, when first the Star lit the world. So great was it, that its lower edge seemed almost to touch the far horizon. Even as I watched, I imagined that it drew closer. The radiance of green that lit the frozen earth, grew steadily brighter.


Thus, for a long space, things were. Then, on a sudden, I saw that the sun was changing shape, and growing smaller, just as the moon would have done in past time. In a while, only a third of the illuminated part was turned toward the earth. The Star bore away on the left.


Gradually, as the world moved on, the Star shone upon the front of the house, once more; while the sun showed, only as a great bow of green fire. An instant, it seemed, and the sun had vanished. The Star was still fully visible. Then the earth moved into the black shadow of the sun, and all was night – Night, black, starless, and intolerable.


Filled with tumultuous thoughts, I watched across the night – waiting. Years, it may have been, and then, in the dark house behind me, the clotted stillness of the world was broken. I seemed to hear a soft padding of many feet, and a faint, inarticulate whisper of sound, grew on my sense. I looked ’round into the blackness, and saw a multitude of eyes. As I stared, they increased, and appeared to come toward me. For an instant, I stood, unable to move. Then a hideous swine-noise [12] rose up into the night; and, at that, I leapt from the window, out on to the frozen world. I have a confused notion of having run awhile; and, after that, I just waited – waited. Several times, I heard shrieks; but always as though from a distance. Except for these sounds, I had no idea of the whereabouts of the house. Time moved onward. I was conscious of little, save a sensation of cold and hopelessness and fear.


An age, it seemed, and there came a glow, that told of the coming light. It grew, tardily. Then – with a loom of unearthly glory – the first ray from the Green Star, struck over the edge of the dark sun, and lit the world. It fell upon a great, ruined structure, some two hundred yards away. It was the house. Staring, I saw a fearsome sight – over its walls crawled a legion of unholy things, almost covering the old building, from tottering towers to base. I could see them, plainly; they were the Swine-creatures.


The world moved out into the light of the Star, and I saw that, now, it seemed to stretch across a quarter of the heavens. The glory of its livid light was so tremendous, that it appeared to fill the sky with quivering flames. Then, I saw the sun. It was so close that half of its diameter lay below the horizon; and, as the world circled across its face, it seemed to tower right up into the sky, a stupendous dome of emerald colored fire. From time to time, I glanced toward the house; but the Swine-things seemed unaware of my proximity.


Years appeared to pass, slowly. The earth had almost reached the center of the sun’s disk. The light from the Green Sun – as now it must be called – shone through the interstices, that gapped the mouldered walls of the old house, giving them the appearance of being wrapped in green flames. The Swine-creatures still crawled about the walls.


Suddenly, there rose a loud roar of swine-voices, and, up from the center of the roofless house, shot a vast column of blood-red flame. I saw the little, twisted towers and turrets flash into fire; yet still preserving their twisted crookedness. The beams of the Green Sun, beat upon the house, and intermingled with its lurid glows; so that it appeared a blazing furnace of red and green fire.


Fascinated, I watched, until an overwhelming sense of coming danger, drew my attention. I glanced up, and, at once, it was borne upon me, that the sun was closer; so close, in fact, that it seemed to overhang the world. Then – I know not how – I was caught up into strange heights – floating like a bubble in the awful effulgence.


Far below me, I saw the earth, with the burning house leaping into an ever growing mountain of flame, ’round about it, the ground appeared to be glowing; and, in places, heavy wreaths of yellow smoke ascended from the earth. It seemed as though the world were becoming ignited from that one plague-spot of fire. Faintly, I could see the Swine-things. They appeared quite unharmed. Then the ground seemed to cave in, suddenly, and the house, with its load of foul creatures, disappeared into the depths of the earth, sending a strange, blood colored cloud into the heights. I remembered the hell Pit under the house.


In a while, I looked ’round. The huge bulk of the sun, rose high above me. The distance between it and the earth, grew rapidly less. Suddenly, the earth appeared to shoot forward. In a moment, it had traversed the space between it and the sun. I heard no sound; but, out from the sun’s face, gushed an ever-growing tongue of dazzling flame. It seemed to leap, almost to the distant Green Sun – shearing through the emerald light, a very cataract of blinding fire. It reached its limit, and sank; and, on the sun, glowed a vast splash of burning white – the grave of the earth.


The sun was very close to me, now. Presently, I found that I was rising higher; until, at last, I rode above it, in the emptiness. The Green Sun was now so huge that its breadth seemed to fill up all the sky, ahead. I looked down, and noted that the sun was passing directly beneath me.


A year may have gone by – or a century – and I was left, suspended, alone. The sun showed far in front – a black, circular mass, against the molten splendor of the great, Green Orb. Near one edge, I observed that a lurid glow had appeared, marking the place where the earth had fallen. By this, I knew that the long-dead sun was still revolving, though with great slowness.


Afar to my right, I seemed to catch, at times, a faint glow of whitish light. For a great time, I was uncertain whether to put this down to fancy or not. Thus, for a while, I stared, with fresh wonderings; until, at last, I knew that it was no imaginary thing; but a reality. It grew brighter; and, presently, there slid out of the green, a pale globe of softest white. It came nearer, and I saw that it was apparently surrounded by a robe of gently glowing clouds. Time passed.…


I glanced toward the diminishing sun. It showed, only as a dark blot on the face of the Green Sun. As I watched, I saw it grow smaller, steadily, as though rushing toward the superior orb, at an immense speed. Intently, I stared. What would happen? I was conscious of extraordinary emotions, as I realized that it would strike the Green Sun. It grew no bigger than a pea, and I looked, with my whole soul, to witness the final end of our System – that system which had borne the world through so many aeons, with its multitudinous sorrows and joys; and now—


Suddenly, something crossed my vision, cutting from sight all vestige of the spectacle I watched with such soul-interest. What happened to the dead sun, I did not see; but I have no reason – in the light of that which I saw afterward – to disbelieve that it fell into the strange fire of the Green Sun, and so perished.


And then, suddenly, an extraordinary question rose in my mind, whether this stupendous globe of green fire might not be the vast Central Sun – the great sun, ’round which our universe and countless others revolve. I felt confused. I thought of the probable end of the dead sun, and another suggestion came, dumbly – Do the dead stars make the Green Sun their grave? The idea appealed to me with no sense of grotesqueness; but rather as something both possible and probable.







[12]    See first footnote, Chapter 18.










 



•   XX   •

The Celestial Globes






For a while, many thoughts crowded my mind, so that I was unable to do aught, save stare, blindly, before me. I seemed whelmed in a sea of doubt and wonder and sorrowful remembrance.


It was later, that I came out of my bewilderment. I looked about, dazedly. Thus, I saw so extraordinary a sight that, for a while, I could scarcely believe I was not still wrapped in the visionary tumult of my own thoughts. Out of the reigning green, had grown a boundless river of softly shimmering globes – each one enfolded in a wondrous fleece of pure cloud. They reached, both above and below me, to an unknown distance; and, not only hid the shining of the Green Sun; but supplied, in place thereof, a tender glow of light, that suffused itself around me, like unto nothing I have ever seen, before or since.


In a little, I noticed that there was about these spheres, a sort of transparency, almost as though they were formed of clouded crystal, within which burned a radiance – gentle and subdued. They moved on, past me, continually, floating onward at no great speed; but rather as though they had eternity before them. A great while, I watched, and could perceive no end to them. At times, I seemed to distinguish faces, amid the cloudiness; but strangely indistinct, as though partly real, and partly formed of the mistiness through which they showed.


For a long time, I waited, passively, with a sense of growing content. I had no longer that feeling of unutterable loneliness; but felt, rather, that I was less alone, than I had been for kalpas of years. This feeling of contentment, increased, so that I would have been satisfied to float in company with those celestial globules, forever.


Ages slipped by, and I saw the shadowy faces, with increased frequency, also with greater plainness. Whether this was due to my soul having become more attuned to its surroundings, I cannot tell – probably it was so. But, however this may be, I am assured now, only of the fact that I became steadily more conscious of a new mystery about me, telling me that I had, indeed, penetrated within the borderland of some unthought-of region – some subtle, intangible place, or form, of existence.


The enormous stream of luminous spheres continued to pass me, at an unvarying rate – countless millions; and still they came, showing no signs of ending, nor even diminishing.


Then, as I was borne, silently, upon the unbuoying ether, I felt a sudden, irresistible, forward movement, toward one of the passing globes. An instant, and I was beside it. Then, I slid through, into the interior, without experiencing the least resistance, of any description. For a short while, I could see nothing; and waited, curiously.


All at once, I became aware that a sound broke the inconceivable stillness. It was like the murmur of a great sea at calm – a sea breathing in its sleep. Gradually, the mist that obscured my sight, began to thin away; and so, in time, my vision dwelt once again upon the silent surface of the Sea of Sleep.


For a little, I gazed, and could scarcely believe I saw aright. I glanced ’round. There was the great globe of pale fire, swimming, as I had seen it before, a short distance above the dim horizon. To my left, far across the sea, I discovered, presently, a faint line, as of thin haze, which I guessed to be the shore, where my Love and I had met, during those wonderful periods of soul-wandering, that had been granted to me in the old earth days.


Another, a troubled, memory came to me – of the Formless Thing that had haunted the shores of the Sea of Sleep. The guardian of that silent, echoless place. These, and other, details, I remembered, and knew, without doubt that I was looking out upon that same sea. With the assurance, I was filled with an overwhelming feeling of surprise, and joy, and shaken expectancy, conceiving it possible that I was about to see my Love, again. Intently, I gazed around; but could catch no sight of her. At that, for a little, I felt hopeless. Fervently, I prayed, and ever peered, anxiously.… How still was the sea!


Down, far beneath me, I could see the many trails of changeful fire, that had drawn my attention, formerly. Vaguely, I wondered what caused them; also, I remembered that I had intended to ask my dear One about them, as well as many other matters – and I had been forced to leave her, before the half that I had wished to say, was said.


My thoughts came back with a leap. I was conscious that something had touched me. I turned quickly. God, Thou wert indeed gracious – it was She! She looked up into my eyes, with an eager longing, and I looked down to her, with all my soul. I should like to have held her; but the glorious purity of her face, kept me afar. Then, out of the winding mist, she put her dear arms. Her whisper came to me, soft as the rustle of a passing cloud. “Dearest!” she said. That was all; but I had heard, and, in a moment I held her to me – as I prayed – forever.


In a little, she spoke of many things, and I listened. Willingly, would I have done so through all the ages that are to come. At times, I whispered back, and my whispers brought to her spirit face, once more, an indescribably delicate tint – the bloom of love. Later, I spoke more freely, and to each word she listened, and made answer, delightfully; so that, already, I was in Paradise.


She and I; and nothing, save the silent, spacious void to see us; and only the quiet waters of the Sea of Sleep to hear us.


Long before, the floating multitude of cloud-enfolded spheres had vanished into nothingness. Thus, we looked upon the face of the slumberous deeps, and were alone. Alone, God, I would be thus alone in the hereafter, and yet be never lonely! I had her, and, greater than this, she had me. Aye, aeon-aged me; and on this thought, and some others, I hope to exist through the few remaining years that may yet lie between us.




 



•   XXI   •

The Dark Sun






How long our souls lay in the arms of joy, I cannot say; but, all at once, I was waked from my happiness, by a diminution of the pale and gentle light that lit the Sea of Sleep. I turned toward the huge, white orb, with a premonition of coming trouble. One side of it was curving inward, as though a convex, black shadow were sweeping across it. My memory went back. It was thus, that the darkness had come, before our last parting. I turned toward my Love, inquiringly. With a sudden knowledge of woe, I noticed how wan and unreal she had grown, even in that brief space. Her voice seemed to come to me from a distance. The touch of her hands was no more than the gentle pressure of a summer wind, and grew less perceptible.


Already, quite half of the immense globe was shrouded. A feeling of desperation seized me. Was she about to leave me? Would she have to go, as she had gone before? I questioned her, anxiously, frightenedly; and she, nestling closer, explained, in that strange, faraway voice, that it was imperative she should leave me, before the Sun of Darkness – as she termed it – blotted out the light. At this confirmation of my fears, I was overcome with despair; and could only look, voicelessly, across the quiet plains of the silent sea.


How swiftly the darkness spread across the face of the White Orb. Yet, in reality, the time must have been long, beyond human comprehension.


At last, only a crescent of pale fire, lit the, now dim, Sea of Sleep. All this while, she had held me; but, with so soft a caress, that I had been scarcely conscious of it. We waited there, together, she and I; speechless, for very sorrow. In the dimming light, her face showed, shadowy – blending into the dusky mistiness that encircled us.


Then, when a thin, curved line of soft light was all that lit the sea, she released me – pushing me from her, tenderly. Her voice sounded in my ears, “I may not stay longer, Dear One.” It ended in a sob.


She seemed to float away from me, and became invisible. Her voice came to me, out of the shadows, faintly; apparently from a great distance:


“A little while—” It died away, remotely. In a breath, the Sea of Sleep darkened into night. Far to my left, I seemed to see, for a brief instant, a soft glow. It vanished, and, in the same moment, I became aware that I was no longer above the still sea; but once more suspended in infinite space, with the Green Sun – now eclipsed by a vast, dark sphere – before me.


Utterly bewildered, I stared, almost unseeingly, at the ring of green flames, leaping above the dark edge. Even in the chaos of my thoughts, I wondered, dully, at their extraordinary shapes. A multitude of questions assailed me. I thought more of her, I had so lately seen, than of the sight before me. My grief, and thoughts of the future, filled me. Was I doomed to be separated from her, always? Even in the old earth-days, she had been mine, only for a little while; then she had left me, as I thought, forever. Since then, I had seen her but these times, upon the Sea of Sleep.


A feeling of fierce resentment filled me, and miserable questionings. Why could I not have gone with my Love? What reason to keep us apart? Why had I to wait alone, while she slumbered through the years, on the still bosom of the Sea of Sleep? The Sea of Sleep! My thoughts turned, inconsequently, out of their channel of bitterness, to fresh, desperate questionings. Where was it? Where was it? I seemed to have but just parted from my Love, upon its quiet surface, and it had gone, utterly. It could not be far away! And the White Orb which I had seen hidden in the shadow of the Sun of Darkness! My sight dwelt upon the Green Sun – eclipsed. What had eclipsed it? Was there a vast, dead star circling it? Was the Central Sun – as I had come to regard it – a double star? The thought had come, almost unbidden; yet why should it not be so?


My thoughts went back to the White Orb. Strange, that it should have been – I stopped. An idea had come, suddenly. The White Orb and the Green Sun! Were they one and the same? My imagination wandered backward, and I remembered the luminous globe to which I had been so unaccountably attracted. It was curious that I should have forgotten it, even momentarily. Where were the others? I reverted again to the globe I had entered. I thought, for a time, and matters became clearer. I conceived that, by entering that impalpable globule, I had passed, at once, into some further, and, until then, invisible dimension; There, the Green Sun was still visible; but as a stupendous sphere of pale, white light – almost as though its ghost showed, and not its material part.


A long time, I mused on the subject. I remembered how, on entering the sphere, I had, immediately, lost all sight of the others. For a still further period, I continued to revolve the different details in my mind.


In a while, my thoughts turned to other things. I came more into the present, and began to look about me, seeingly. For the first time, I perceived that innumerable rays, of a subtle, violet hue, pierced the strange semi-darkness, in all directions. They radiated from the fiery rim of the Green Sun. They seemed to grow upon my vision, so that, in a little, I saw that they were countless. The night was filled with them – spreading outward from the Green Sun, fan-wise. I concluded that I was enabled to see them, by reason of the Sun’s glory being cut off by the eclipse. They reached right out into space, and vanished.


Gradually, as I looked, I became aware that fine points of intensely brilliant light, traversed the rays. Many of them seemed to travel from the Green Sun, into distance. Others came out of the void, toward the Sun; but one and all, each kept strictly to the ray in which it traveled. Their speed was inconceivably great; and it was only when they neared the Green Sun, or as they left it, that I could see them as separate specks of light. Further from the sun, they became thin lines of vivid fire within the violet.


The discovery of these rays, and the moving sparks, interested me, extraordinarily. To where did they lead, in such countless profusion? I thought of the worlds in space.… And those sparks! Messengers! Possibly, the idea was fantastic; but I was not conscious of its being so. Messengers! Messengers from the Central Sun!


An idea evolved itself, slowly. Was the Green Sun the abode of some vast Intelligence? The thought was bewildering. Visions of the Unnameable rose, vaguely. Had I, indeed, come upon the dwelling-place of the Eternal? For a time, I repelled the thought, dumbly. It was too stupendous. Yet.…


Huge, vague thoughts had birth within me. I felt, suddenly, terribly naked. And an awful Nearness, shook me.


And Heaven…! Was that an illusion?


My thoughts came and went, erratically. The Sea of Sleep – and she! Heaven.… I came back, with a bound, to the present. Somewhere, out of the void behind me, there rushed an immense, dark body – huge and silent. It was a dead star, hurling onward to the burying place of the stars. It drove between me and the Central Suns – blotting them out from my vision, and plunging me into an impenetrable night.


An age, and I saw again the violet rays. A great while later – aeons it must have been – a circular glow grew in the sky, ahead, and I saw the edge of the receding star, show darkly against it. Thus, I knew that it was nearing the Central Suns. Presently, I saw the bright ring of the Green Sun, show plainly against the night The star had passed into the shadow of the Dead Sun. After that, I just waited. The strange years went slowly, and ever, I watched, intently.


“The thing I had expected, came at last – suddenly, awfully. A vast flare of dazzling light. A streaming burst of white flame across the dark void. For an indefinite while, it soared outward – a gigantic mushroom of fire. It ceased to grow. Then, as time went by, it began to sink backward, slowly. I saw, now, that it came from a huge, glowing spot near the center of the Dark Sun. Mighty flames, still soared outward from this. Yet, spite of its size, the grave of the star was no more than the shining of Jupiter upon the face of an ocean, when compared with the inconceivable mass of the Dead Sun.


I may remark here, once more, that no words will ever convey to the imagination, the enormous bulk of the two Central Suns.




 



•   XXII   •

The Dark Nebula






Years melted into the past, centuries, aeons. The light of the incandescent star, sank to a furious red.


It was later, that I saw the dark nebula – at first, an impalpable cloud, away to my right. It grew, steadily, to a clot of blackness in the night. How long I watched, it is impossible to say; for time, as we count it, was a thing of the past. It came closer, a shapeless monstrosity of darkness – tremendous. It seemed to slip across the night, sleepily – a very hell-fog. Slowly, it slid nearer, and passed into the void, between me and the Central Suns. It was as though a curtain had been drawn before my vision. A strange tremor of fear took me, and a fresh sense of wonder.


The green twilight that had reigned for so many millions of years, had now given place to impenetrable gloom. Motionless, I peered about me. A century fled, and it seemed to me that I detected occasional dull glows of red, passing me at intervals.


Earnestly, I gazed, and, presently, seemed to see circular masses, that showed muddily red, within the clouded blackness. They appeared to be growing out of the nebulous murk. Awhile, and they became plainer to my accustomed vision. I could see them, now, with a fair amount of distinctness – ruddy-tinged spheres, similar, in size, to the luminous globes that I had seen, so long previously.


They floated past me, continually. Gradually, a peculiar uneasiness seized me. I became aware of a growing feeling of repugnance and dread. It was directed against those passing orbs, and seemed born of intuitive knowledge, rather than of any real cause or reason.


Some of the passing globes were brighter than others; and, it was from one of these, that a face looked, suddenly. A face, human in its outline; but so tortured with woe, that I stared, aghast. I had not thought there was such sorrow, as I saw there. I was conscious of an added sense of pain, on perceiving that the eyes, which glared so wildly, were sightless. A while longer, I saw it; then it had passed on, into the surrounding gloom. After this, I saw others – all wearing that look of hopeless sorrow; and blind.


A long time went by, and I became aware that I was nearer to the orbs, than I had been. At this, I grew uneasy; though I was less in fear of those strange globules, than I had been, before seeing their sorrowful inhabitants; for sympathy had tempered my fear.


Later, there was no doubt but that I was being carried closer to the red spheres, and, presently, I floated among them. In awhile, I perceived one bearing down upon me. I was helpless to move from its path. In a minute, it seemed, it was upon me, and I was submerged in a deep red mist. This cleared, and I stared, confusedly, across the immense breadth of the Plain of Silence. It appeared just as I had first seen it. I was moving forward, steadily, across its surface. Away ahead, shone the vast, blood-red ring  [13] that lit the place. All around, was spread the extraordinary desolation of stillness, that had so impressed me during my previous wanderings across its starkness.


Presently, I saw, rising up into the ruddy gloom, the distant peaks of the mighty amphitheatre of mountains, where, untold ages before, I had been shown my first glimpse of the terrors that underlie many things; and where, vast and silent, watched by a thousand mute gods, stands the replica of this house of mysteries – this house that I had seen swallowed up in that hellfire, ere the earth had kissed the sun, and vanished forever.


Though I could see the crests of the mountain-amphitheatre, yet it was a great while before their lower portions became visible. Possibly, this was due to the strange, ruddy haze, that seemed to cling to the surface of the Plain. However, be this as it may, I saw them at last.


In a still further space of time, I had come so close to the mountains, that they appeared to overhang me. Presently, I saw the great rift, open before me, and I drifted into it; without volition on my part.


Later, I came out upon the breadth of the enormous arena. There, at an apparent distance of some five miles, stood the House, huge, monstrous and silent – lying in the very center of that stupendous amphitheatre. So far as I could see, it had not altered in any way; but looked as though it were only yesterday that I had seen it. Around, the grim, dark mountains frowned down upon me from their lofty silences.


Far to my right, away up among inaccessible peaks, loomed the enormous bulk of the great Beast-god. Higher, I saw the hideous form of the dread goddess, rising up through the red gloom, thousands of fathoms above me. To the left, I made out the monstrous Eyeless-Thing, grey and inscrutable. Further off, reclining on its lofty ledge, the livid Ghoul-Shape showed – a splash of sinister color, among the dark mountains.


Slowly, I moved out across the great arena – floating. As I went, I made out the dim forms of many of the other lurking Horrors that peopled those supreme heights.


Gradually, I neared the House, and my thoughts flashed back across the abyss of years. I remembered the dread Specter of the Place. A short while passed, and I saw that I was being wafted directly toward the enormous mass of that silent building.


About this time, I became aware, in an indifferent sort of way, of a growing sense of numbness, that robbed me of the fear, which I should otherwise have felt, on approaching that awesome Pile. As it was, I viewed it, calmly – much as a man views calamity through the haze of his tobacco smoke.


In a little while, I had come so close to the House, as to be able to distinguish many of the details about it. The longer I looked, the more was I confirmed in my long-ago impressions of its entire similitude to this strange house. Save in its enormous size, I could find nothing unlike.


Suddenly, as I stared, a great feeling of amazement filled me. I had come opposite to that part, where the outer door, leading into the study, is situated. There, lying right across the threshold, lay a great length of coping stone, identical – save in size and color – with the piece I had dislodged in my fight with the Pit-creatures.


I floated nearer, and my astonishment increased, as I noted that the door was broken partly from its hinges, precisely in the manner that my study door had been forced inward, by the assaults of the Swine-things. The sight started a train of thoughts, and I began to trace, dimly, that the attack on this house, might have a far deeper significance than I had, hitherto, imagined. I remembered how, long ago, in the old earth-days, I had half suspected that, in some unexplainable manner, this house, in which I live, was en rapport – to use a recognized term – with that other tremendous structure, away in the midst of that incomparable Plain.


Now, however, it began to be borne upon me, that I had but vaguely conceived what the realization of my suspicion meant. I began to understand, with a more than human clearness, that the attack I had repelled, was, in some extraordinary manner, connected with an attack upon that strange edifice.


With a curious inconsequence, my thoughts abruptly left the matter; to dwell, wonderingly, upon the peculiar material, out of which the House was constructed. It was – as I have mentioned, earlier – of a deep, green color. Yet, now that I had come so close to it, I perceived that it fluctuated at times, though slightly – glowing and fading, much as do the fumes of phosphorus, when rubbed upon the hand, in the dark.


Presently, my attention was distracted from this, by coming to the great entrance. Here, for the first time, I was afraid; for, all in a moment, the huge doors swung back, and I drifted in between them, helplessly. Inside, all was blackness, impalpable. In an instant, I had crossed the threshold, and the great doors closed, silently, shutting me in that lightless place.


For a while, I seemed to hang, motionless; suspended amid the darkness. Then, I became conscious that I was moving again; where, I could not tell. Suddenly, far down beneath me, I seemed to hear a murmurous noise of Swine-laughter. It sank away, and the succeeding silence appeared clogged with horror.


Then a door opened somewhere ahead; a white haze of light filtered through, and I floated slowly into a room, that seemed strangely familiar. All at once, there came a bewildering, screaming noise, that deafened me. I saw a blurred vista of visions, flaming before my sight. My senses were dazed, through the space of an eternal moment. Then, my power of seeing, came back to me. The dizzy, hazy feeling passed, and I saw, clearly.






[13]   Without doubt, the flame-edged mass of the Dead Central Sun, seen from another dimension.—Ed.










 



•   XXIII   •

Pepper






I was seated in my chair, back again in this old study. My glance wandered ’round the room. For a minute, it had a strange, quivery appearance – unreal and unsubstantial. This disappeared, and I saw that nothing was altered in any way. I looked toward the end window – the blind was up.


I rose to my feet, shakily. As I did so, a slight noise, in the direction of the door, attracted my attention. I glanced toward it. For a short instant, it appeared to me that it was being closed, gently. I stared, and saw that I must have been mistaken – it seemed closely shut.


With a succession of efforts, I trod my way to the window, and looked out. The sun was just rising, lighting up the tangled wilderness of gardens. For, perhaps, a minute, I stood, and stared. I passed my hand, confusedly, across my forehead.


Presently, amid the chaos of my senses, a sudden thought came to me; I turned, quickly, and called to Pepper. There was no answer, and I stumbled across the room, in a quick access of fear. As I went, I tried to frame his name; but my lips were numb. I reached the table, and stooped down to him, with a catching at my heart. He was lying in the shadow of the table, and I had not been able to see him, distinctly, from the window. Now, as I stooped, I took my breath, shortly. There was no Pepper; instead, I was reaching toward an elongated, little heap of grey, ashlike dust.…


I must have remained, in that half-stooped position, for some minutes. I was dazed – stunned. Pepper had really passed into the land of shadows.




 



•   XXIV   •

The Footsteps

 in the Garden






Pepper is dead! Even now, at times, I seem scarcely able to realize that this is so. It is many weeks, since I came back from that strange and terrible journey through space and time. Sometimes, in my sleep, I dream about it, and go through, in imagination, the whole of that fearsome happening. When I wake, my thoughts dwell upon it. That Sun – those Suns, were they indeed the great Central Suns, ’round which the whole universe, of the unknown heavens, revolves? Who shall say? And the bright globules, floating forever in the light of the Green Sun! And the Sea of Sleep on which they float! How unbelievable it all is. If it were not for Pepper, I should, even after the many extraordinary things that I have witnessed, be inclined to imagine that it was but a gigantic dream. Then, there is that dreadful, dark nebula (with its multitudes of red spheres) moving always within the shadow of the Dark Sun, sweeping along on its stupendous orbit, wrapped eternally in gloom. And the faces that peered out at me! God, do they, and does such a thing really exist…? There is still that little heap of grey ash, on my study floor. I will not have it touched.


At times, when I am calmer, I have wondered what became of the outer planets of the Solar System. It has occurred to me, that they may have broken loose from the sun’s attraction, and whirled away into space. This is, of course, only a surmise. There are so many things, about which I wonder.


Now that I am writing, let me record that I am certain, there is something horrible about to happen. Last night, a thing occurred, which has filled me with an even greater terror, than did the Pit fear. I will write it down now, and, if anything more happens, endeavor to make a note of it, at once. I have a feeling, that there is more in this last affair, than in all those others. I am shaky and nervous, even now, as I write. Somehow, I think death is not very far away. Not that I fear death – as death is understood. Yet, there is that in the air, which bids me fear – an intangible, cold horror. I felt it last night. It was thus:


Last night, I was sitting here in my study, writing. The door, leading into the garden, was half open. At times, the metallic rattle of a dog’s chain, sounded faintly. It belongs to the dog I have bought, since Pepper’s death. I will not have him in the house – not after Pepper. Still, I have felt it better to have a dog about the place. They are wonderful creatures.


I was much engrossed in my work, and the time passed, quickly. Suddenly, I heard a soft noise on the path, outside in the garden – pad, pad, pad, it went, with a stealthy, curious sound. I sat upright, with a quick movement, and looked out through the opened door. Again the noise came – pad, pad, pad. It appeared to be approaching. With a slight feeling of nervousness, I stared into the gardens; but the night hid everything.


Then the dog gave a long howl, and I started. For a minute, perhaps, I peered, intently; but could hear nothing. After a little, I picked up the pen, which I had laid down, and recommenced my work. The nervous feeling had gone; for I imagined that the sound I had heard, was nothing more than the dog walking ’round his kennel, at the length of his chain.


A quarter of an hour may have passed; then, all at once, the dog howled again, and with such a plaintively sorrowful note, that I jumped to my feet, dropping my pen, and inking the page on which I was at work.


“Curse that dog!” I muttered, noting what I had done. Then, even as I said the words, there sounded again that queer – pad, pad, pad. It was horribly close – almost by the door, I thought. I knew, now, that it could not be the dog; his chain would not allow him to come so near.


The dog’s growl came again, and I noted, subconsciously, the taint of fear in it.


Outside, on the windowsill, I could see Tip, my sister’s pet cat. As I looked, it sprang to its feet, its tail swelling, visibly. For an instant it stood thus; seeming to stare, fixedly, at something, in the direction of the door. Then, quickly, it began to back along the sill; until, reaching the wall at the end, it could go no further. There it stood, rigid, as though frozen in an attitude of extraordinary terror.


Frightened, and puzzled, I seized a stick from the corner, and went toward the door, silently; taking one of the candles with me. I had come to within a few paces of it, when, suddenly, a peculiar sense of fear thrilled through me – a fear, palpitant and real; whence, I knew not, nor why. So great was the feeling of terror, that I wasted no time; but retreated straightway – walking backward, and keeping my gaze, fearfully, on the door. I would have given much, to rush at it, fling it to, and shoot the bolts; for I have had it repaired and strengthened, so that, now, it is far stronger than ever it has been. Like Tip, I continued my, almost unconscious, progress backward, until the wall brought me up. At that, I started, nervously, and glanced ’round, apprehensively. As I did so, my eyes dwelt, momentarily, on the rack of firearms, and I took a step toward them; but stopped, with a curious feeling that they would be needless. Outside, in the gardens, the dog moaned, strangely.


Suddenly, from the cat, there came a fierce, long screech. I glanced, jerkily, in its direction – Something, luminous and ghostly, encircled it, and grew upon my vision. It resolved into a glowing hand, transparent, with a lambent, greenish flame flickering over it. The cat gave a last, awful caterwaul, and I saw it smoke and blaze. My breath came with a gasp, and I leant against the wall. Over that part of the window there spread a smudge, green and fantastic. It hid the thing from me, though the glare of fire shone through, dully. A stench of burning, stole into the room.


Pad, pad, pad – Something passed down the garden path, and a faint, mouldy odor seemed to come in through the open door, and mingle with the burnt smell.


The dog had been silent for a few moments. Now, I heard him yowl, sharply, as though in pain. Then, he was quiet, save for an occasional, subdued whimper of fear.


A minute went by; then the gate on the West side of the gardens, slammed, distantly. After that, nothing; not even the dog’s whine.


I must have stood there some minutes. Then a fragment of courage stole into my heart, and I made a frightened rush at the door, dashed it to, and bolted it. After that, for a full half-hour, I sat, helpless – staring before me, rigidly.


Slowly, my life came back into me, and I made my way, shakily, upstairs to bed.


That is all.




 



•   XXV   •

The Thing

 from the Arena






This morning, early, I went through the gardens; but found everything as usual. Near the door, I examined the path, for footprints; yet, here again, there was nothing to tell me whether, or not, I dreamed last night.


It was only when I came to speak to the dog, that I discovered tangible proof, that something did happen. When I went to his kennel, he kept inside, crouching up in one corner, and I had to coax him, to get him out. When, finally, he consented to come, it was in a strangely cowed and subdued manner. As I patted him, my attention was attracted to a greenish patch, on his left flank. On examining it, I found, that the fur and skin had been apparently, burnt off; for the flesh showed, raw and scorched. The shape of the mark was curious, reminding me of the imprint of a large talon or hand.


I stood up, thoughtful. My gaze wandered toward the study window. The rays of the rising sun, shimmered on the smoky patch in the lower corner, causing it to fluctuate from green to red, oddly. Ah! that was undoubtedly another proof; and, suddenly, the horrible Thing I saw last night, rose in my mind. I looked at the dog, again. I knew the cause, now, of that hateful looking wound on his side – I knew, also, that, what I had seen last night, had been a real happening. And a great discomfort filled me. Pepper! Tip! And now this poor animal…! I glanced at the dog again, and noticed that he was licking at his wound.


“Poor brute!” I muttered, and bent to pat his head. At that, he got upon his feet, nosing and licking my hand, wistfully.


Presently, I left him, having other matters to which to attend.


After dinner, I went to see him, again. He seemed quiet, and disinclined to leave his kennel. From my sister, I have learnt that he has refused all food today. She appeared a little puzzled, when she told me; though quite unsuspicious of anything of which to be afraid.


The day has passed, uneventfully enough. After tea, I went, again, to have a look at the dog. He seemed moody, and somewhat restless; yet persisted in remaining in his kennel. Before locking up, for the night, I moved his kennel out, away from the wall, so that I shall be able to watch it from the small window, tonight. The thought came to me, to bring him into the house for the night; but consideration has decided me, to let him remain out. I cannot say that the house is, in any degree, less to be feared than the gardens. Pepper was in the house, and yet.…


It is now two o’clock. Since eight, I have watched the kennel, from the small, side window in my study. Yet, nothing has occurred, and I am too tired to watch longer. I will go to bed.…


During the night, I was restless. This is unusual for me; but, toward morning, I obtained a few hours’ sleep.


I rose early, and, after breakfast, visited the dog. He was quiet; but morose, and refused to leave his kennel. I wish there was some horse doctor near here; I would have the poor brute looked to. All day, he has taken no food; but has shown an evident desire for water – lapping it up, greedily. I was relieved to observe this.


The evening has come, and I am in my study. I intend to follow my plan of last night, and watch the kennel. The door, leading into the garden, is bolted, securely. I am consciously glad there are bars to the windows.…


Night: – Midnight has gone. The dog has been silent, up to the present. Through the side window, on my left, I can make out, dimly, the outlines of the kennel. For the first time, the dog moves, and I hear the rattle of his chain. I look out, quickly. As I stare, the dog moves again, restlessly, and I see a small patch of luminous light, shine from the interior of the kennel. It vanishes; then the dog stirs again, and, once more, the gleam comes. I am puzzled. The dog is quiet, and I can see the luminous thing, plainly. It shows distinctly. There is something familiar about the shape of it. For a moment, I wonder; then it comes to me, that it is not unlike the four fingers and thumb of a hand. Like a hand! And I remember the contour of that fearsome wound on the dog’s side. It must be the wound I see. It is luminous at night – Why? The minutes pass. My mind is filled with this fresh thing.…


Suddenly, I hear a sound, out in the gardens. How it thrills through me. It is approaching. Pad, pad, pad. A prickly sensation traverses my spine, and seems to creep across my scalp. The dog moves in his kennel, and whimpers, frightenedly. He must have turned ’round; for, now, I can no longer see the outline of his shining wound.


Outside, the gardens are silent, once more, and I listen, fearfully. A minute passes, and another; then I hear the padding sound, again. It is quite close, and appears to be coming down the graveled path. The noise is curiously measured and deliberate. It ceases outside the door; and I rise to my feet, and stand motionless. From the door, comes a slight sound – the latch is being slowly raised. A singing noise is in my ears, and I have a sense of pressure about the head—


The latch drops, with a sharp click, into the catch. The noise startles me afresh; jarring, horribly, on my tense nerves. After that, I stand, for a long while, amid an ever-growing quietness. All at once, my knees begin to tremble, and I have to sit, quickly.


An uncertain period of time passes, and, gradually, I begin to shake off the feeling of terror, that has possessed me. Yet, still I sit. I seem to have lost the power of movement. I am strangely tired, and inclined to doze. My eyes open and close, and, presently, I find myself falling asleep, and waking, in fits and starts.


It is some time later, that I am sleepily aware that one of the candles is guttering. When I wake again, it has gone out, and the room is very dim, under the light of the one remaining flame. The semi-darkness troubles me little. I have lost that awful sense of dread, and my only desire seems to be to sleep – sleep.


Suddenly, although there is no noise, I am awake – wide awake. I am acutely conscious of the nearness of some mystery, of some overwhelming Presence. The very air seems pregnant with terror. I sit huddled, and just listen, intently. Still, there is no sound. Nature, herself, seems dead. Then, the oppressive stillness is broken by a little eldritch scream of wind, that sweeps ’round the house, and dies away, remotely.


I let my gaze wander across the half-lighted room. By the great clock in the far corner, is a dark, tall shadow. For a short instant, I stare, frightenedly. Then, I see that it is nothing, and am, momentarily, relieved.


In the time that follows, the thought flashes through my brain, why not leave this house – this house of mystery and terror? Then, as though in answer, there sweeps up, across my sight, a vision of the wondrous Sea of Sleep, – the Sea of Sleep where she and I have been allowed to meet, after the years of separation and sorrow; and I know that I shall stay on here, whatever happens.


Through the side window, I note the somber blackness of the night. My glance wanders away, and ’round the room; resting on one shadowy object and another. Suddenly, I turn, and look at the window on my right; as I do so, I breathe quickly, and bend forward, with a frightened gaze at something outside the window, but close to the bars. I am looking at a vast, misty swine-face, over which fluctuates a flamboyant flame, of a greenish hue. It is the Thing from the arena. The quivering mouth seems to drip with a continual, phosphorescent slaver. The eyes are staring straight into the room, with an inscrutable expression. Thus, I sit rigidly – frozen.


The Thing has begun to move. It is turning, slowly, in my direction. Its face is coming ’round toward me. It sees me. Two huge, inhumanly human, eyes are looking through the dimness at me. I am cold with fear; yet, even now, I am keenly conscious, and note, in an irrelevant way, that the distant stars are blotted out by the mass of the giant face.


A fresh horror has come to me. I am rising from my chair, without the least intention. I am on my feet, and something is impelling me toward the door that leads out into the gardens. I wish to stop; but cannot. Some immutable power is opposed to my will, and I go slowly forward, unwilling and resistant. My glance flies ’round the room, helplessly, and stops at the window. The great swine-face has disappeared, and I hear, again, that stealthy pad, pad, pad. It stops outside the door – the door toward which I am being compelled.…


There succeeds a short, intense silence; then there comes a sound. It is the rattle of the latch, being slowly lifted. At that, I am filled with desperation. I will not go forward another step. I make a vast effort to return; but it is, as though I press back, upon an invisible wall. I groan out loud, in the agony of my fear, and the sound of my voice is frightening. Again comes that rattle, and I shiver, clammily. I try – aye, fight and struggle, to hold back, back; but it is no use.…


I am at the door, and, in a mechanical way, I watch my hand go forward, to undo the topmost bolt. It does so, entirely without my volition. Even as I reach up toward the bolt, the door is violently shaken, and I get a sickly whiff of mouldy air, which seems to drive in through the interstices of the doorway. I draw the bolt back, slowly, fighting, dumbly, the while. It comes out of its socket, with a click, and I begin to shake, aguishly. There are two more; one at the bottom of the door; the other, a massive affair, is placed about the middle.


For, perhaps a minute, I stand, with my arms hanging slackly, by my sides. The influence to meddle with the fastenings of the door, seems to have gone. All at once, there comes the sudden rattle of iron, at my feet. I glance down, quickly, and realize, with an unspeakable terror, that my foot is pushing back the lower bolt. An awful sense of helplessness assails me.… The bolt comes out of its hold, with a slight, ringing sound and I stagger on my feet, grasping at the great, central bolt, for support. A minute passes, an eternity; then another – – My God, help me! I am being forced to work upon the last fastening. I will not! Better to die, than open to the Terror, that is on the other side of the door. Is there no escape…? God help me, I have jerked the bolt half out of its socket! My lips emit a hoarse scream of terror, the bolt is three parts drawn, now, and still my unconscious hands work toward my doom. Only a fraction of steel, between my soul and That. Twice, I scream out in the supreme agony of my fear; then, with a mad effort, I tear my hands away. My eyes seem blinded. A great blackness is falling upon me. Nature has come to my rescue. I feel my knees giving. There is a loud, quick thudding upon the door, and I am falling, falling.…


I must have lain there, at least a couple of hours. As I recover, I am aware that the other candle has burnt out, and the room is in an almost total darkness. I cannot rise to my feet, for I am cold, and filled with a terrible cramp. Yet my brain is clear, and there is no longer the strain of that unholy influence.


Cautiously, I get upon my knees, and feel for the central bolt. I find it, and push it securely back into its socket; then the one at the bottom of the door. By this time, I am able to rise to my feet, and so manage to secure the fastening at the top. After that, I go down upon my knees, again, and creep away among the furniture, in the direction of the stairs. By doing this, I am safe from observation from the window.


I reach the opposite door, and, as I leave the study, cast one nervous glance over my shoulder, toward the window. Out in the night, I seem to catch a glimpse of something impalpable; but it may be only a fancy. Then, I am in the passage, and on the stairs.


Reaching my bedroom, I clamber into bed, all clothed as I am, and pull the bedclothes over me. There, after awhile, I begin to regain a little confidence. It is impossible to sleep; but I am grateful for the added warmth of the bedclothes. Presently, I try to think over the happenings of the past night; but, though I cannot sleep, I find that it is useless, to attempt consecutive thought. My brain seems curiously blank.


Toward morning, I begin to toss, uneasily. I cannot rest, and, after awhile, I get out of bed, and pace the floor. The wintry dawn is beginning to creep through the windows, and shows the bare discomfort of the old room. Strange, that, through all these years, it has never occurred to me how dismal the place really is. And so a time passes.


From somewhere down stairs, a sound comes up to me. I go to the bedroom door, and listen. It is Mary, bustling about the great, old kitchen, getting the breakfast ready. I feel little interest. I am not hungry. My thoughts, however; continue to dwell upon her. How little the weird happenings in this house seem to trouble her. Except in the incident of the Pit creatures, she has seemed unconscious of anything unusual occurring. She is old, like myself; yet how little we have to do with one another. Is it because we have nothing in common; or only that, being old, we care less for society, than quietness? These and other matters pass through my mind, as I meditate; and help to distract my attention, for a while, from the oppressive thoughts of the night.


After a time, I go to the window, and, opening it, look out. The sun is now above the horizon, and the air, though cold, is sweet and crisp. Gradually, my brain clears, and a sense of security, for the time being, comes to me. Somewhat happier, I go down stairs, and out into the garden, to have a look at the dog.


As I approach the kennel, I am greeted by the same mouldy stench that assailed me at the door last night. Shaking off a momentary sense of fear, I call to the dog; but he takes no heed, and, after calling once more, I throw a small stone into the kennel. At this, he moves, uneasily, and I shout his name, again; but do not go closer. Presently, my sister comes out, and joins me, in trying to coax him from the kennel.


In a little the poor beast rises, and shambles out lurching queerly. In the daylight he stands swaying from side to side, and blinking stupidly. I look and note that the horrid wound is larger, much larger, and seems to have a whitish, fungoid appearance. My sister moves to fondle him; but I detain her, and explain that I think it will be better not to go too near him for a few days; as it is impossible to tell what may be the matter with him; and it is well to be cautious.


A minute later, she leaves me; coming back with a basin of odd scraps of food. This she places on the ground, near the dog, and I push it into his reach, with the aid of a branch, broken from one of the shrubs. Yet, though the meat should be tempting, he takes no notice of it; but retires to his kennel. There is still water in his drinking vessel, so, after a few moments’ talk, we go back to the house. I can see that my sister is much puzzled as to what is the matter with the animal; yet it would be madness, even to hint the truth to her.


The day slips away, uneventfully; and night comes on. I have determined to repeat my experiment of last night. I cannot say that it is wisdom; yet my mind is made up. Still, however, I have taken precautions; for I have driven stout nails in at the back of each of the three bolts, that secure the door, opening from the study into the gardens. This will, at least, prevent a recurrence of the danger I ran last night.


From ten to about two-thirty, I watch; but nothing occurs; and, finally, I stumble off to bed, where I am soon asleep.




 



•   XXVI   •

The Luminous Speck






I awake suddenly. It is still dark. I turn over, once or twice, in my endeavors to sleep again; but I cannot sleep. My head is aching, slightly; and, by turns I am hot and cold. In a little, I give up the attempt, and stretch out my hand, for the matches. I will light my candle, and read, awhile; perhaps, I shall be able to sleep, after a time. For a few moments, I grope; then my hand touches the box; but, as I open it, I am startled, to see a phosphorescent speck of fire, shining amid the darkness. I put out my other hand, and touch it. It is on my wrist. With a feeling of vague alarm, I strike a light, hurriedly, and look; but can see nothing, save a tiny scratch.


“Fancy!” I mutter, with a half sigh of relief. Then the match burns my finger, and I drop it, quickly. As I fumble for another, the thing shines out again. I know, now, that it is no fancy. This time, I light the candle, and examine the place, more closely. There is a slight, greenish discoloration ’round the scratch. I am puzzled and worried. Then a thought comes to me. I remember the morning after the Thing appeared. I remember that the dog licked my hand. It was this one, with the scratch on it; though I have not been even conscious of the abasement, until now. A horrible fear has come to me. It creeps into my brain – the dog’s wound, shines at night. With a dazed feeling, I sit down on the side of the bed, and try to think; but cannot. My brain seems numbed with the sheer horror of this new fear.


Time moves on, unheeded. Once, I rouse up, and try to persuade myself that I am mistaken; but it is no use. In my heart, I have no doubt.


Hour after hour, I sit in the darkness and silence, and shiver, hopelessly.…


The day has come and gone, and it is night again.


This morning, early, I shot the dog, and buried it, away among the bushes. My sister is startled and frightened; but I am desperate. Besides, it is better so. The foul growth had almost hidden its left side. And I – the place on my wrist has enlarged, perceptibly. Several times, I have caught myself muttering prayers – little things learnt as a child. God, Almighty God, help me! I shall go mad.


Six days, and I have eaten nothing. It is night. I am sitting in my chair. Ah, God! I wonder have any ever felt the horror of life that I have come to know? I am swathed in terror. I feel ever the burning of this dread growth. It has covered all my right arm and side, and is beginning to creep up my neck. Tomorrow, it will eat into my face. I shall become a terrible mass of living corruption. There is no escape. Yet, a thought has come to me, born of a sight of the gun-rack, on the other side of the room. I have looked again – with the strangest of feelings. The thought grows upon me. God, Thou knowest, Thou must know, that death is better, aye, better a thousand times than This. This! Jesus, forgive me, but I cannot live, cannot, cannot! I dare not! I am beyond all help – there is nothing else left. It will, at least, spare me that final horror.…


I think I must have been dozing. I am very weak, and oh! so miserable, so miserable and tired – tired. The rustle of the paper, tries my brain. My hearing seems preternaturally sharp. I will sit awhile and think.…


Hush! I hear something, down – down in the cellars. It is a creaking sound. My God, it is the opening of the great, oak trap. What can be doing that? The scratching of my pen deafens me … I must listen.… There are steps on the stairs; strange padding steps, that come up and nearer.… Jesus, be merciful to me, an old man. There is something fumbling at the door-handle. O God, help me now! Jesus – The door is opening – slowly. Somethi—


·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·


That is all.






NOTE – From the unfinished word, it is possible, on the MS., to trace a faint line of ink, which suggests that the pen has trailed away over the paper; possibly, through fright and weakness.—Ed







 



•   XXVII   •

Conclusion






I put down the Manuscript, and glanced across at Tonnison: he was sitting, staring out into the dark. I waited a minute; then I spoke.


“Well?” I said.


He turned, slowly, and looked at me. His thoughts seemed to have gone out of him into a great distance.


“Was he mad?” I asked, and indicated the MS., with a half nod.


Tonnison stared at me, unseeingly, a moment; then, his wits came back to him, and, suddenly, he comprehended my question.


“No!” he said.


I opened my lips, to offer a contradictory opinion; for my sense of the saneness of things, would not allow me to take the story literally; then I shut them again, without saying anything. Somehow, the certainty in Tonnison’s voice affected my doubts. I felt, all at once, less assured; though I was by no means convinced as yet.


After a few moments’ silence, Tonnison rose, stiffly, and began to undress. He seemed disinclined to talk; so I said nothing; but followed his example. I was weary; though still full of the story I had just read.


Somehow, as I rolled into my blankets, there crept into my mind a memory of the old gardens, as we had seen them. I remembered the odd fear that the place had conjured up in our hearts; and it grew upon me, with conviction, that Tonnison was right.


It was very late when we rose – nearly midday; for the greater part of the night had been spent in reading the MS.


Tonnison was grumpy, and I felt out of sorts. It was a somewhat dismal day, and there was a touch of chilliness in the air. There was no mention of going out fishing on either of our parts. We got dinner, and, after that, just sat and smoked in silence.


Presently, Tonnison asked for the Manuscript: I handed it to him, and he spent most of the afternoon in reading it through by himself.


It was while he was thus employed, that a thought came to me:


“What do you say to having another look at—?” I nodded my head down stream.


Tonnison looked up. “Nothing!” he said, abruptly; and, somehow, I was less annoyed, than relieved, at his answer.


After that, I left him alone.


A little before teatime, he looked up at me, curiously.


“Sorry, old chap, if I was a bit short with you just now;” (just now, indeed! he had not spoken for the last three hours) “but I would not go there again,” and he indicated with his head, “for anything that you could offer me. Ugh!” and he put down that history of a man’s terror and hope and despair.


The next morning, we rose early, and went for our accustomed swim: we had partly shaken off the depression of the previous day; and so, took our rods when we had finished breakfast, and spent the day at our favorite sport.


After that day, we enjoyed our holiday to the utmost; though both of us looked forward to the time when our driver should come; for we were tremendously anxious to inquire of him, and through him among the people of the tiny hamlet, whether any of them could give us information about that strange garden, lying away by itself in the heart of an almost unknown tract of country.


At last, the day came, on which we expected the driver to come across for us. He arrived early, while we were still abed; and, the first thing we knew, he was at the opening of the tent, inquiring whether we had had good sport. We replied in the affirmative; and then, both together, almost in the same breath, we asked the question that was uppermost in our minds: – Did he know anything about an old garden, and a great pit, and a lake, situated some miles away, down the river; also, had he ever heard of a great house thereabouts?


No, he did not, and had not; yet, stay, he had heard a rumor, once upon a time, of a great, old house standing alone out in the wilderness; but, if he remembered rightly it was a place given over to the fairies; or, if that had not been so, he was certain that there had been something “quare” about it; and, anyway, he had heard nothing of it for a very long while – not since he was quite a gossoon [lad]. No, he could not remember anything particular about it; indeed, he did not know he remembered anything “at all, at all” until we questioned him.


“Look here,” said Tonnison, finding that this was about all that he could tell us, “just take a walk ’round the village, while we dress, and find out something, if you can.”


With a nondescript salute, the man departed on his errand; while we made haste to get into our clothes; after which, we began to prepare breakfast.


We were just sitting down to it, when he returned.


“It’s all in bed the lazy divvils is, sor,” he said, with a repetition of the salute, and an appreciative eye to the good things spread out on our provision chest, which we utilized as a table.


“Oh, well, sit down,” replied my friend, “and have something to eat with us.” Which the man did without delay.


After breakfast, Tonnison sent him off again on the same errand, while we sat and smoked. He was away some three-quarters of an hour, and, when he returned, it was evident that he had found out something. It appeared that he had got into conversation with an ancient man of the village, who, probably, knew more – though it was little enough – of the strange house, than any other person living.


The substance of this knowledge was, that, in the “ancient man’s” youth – and goodness knows how long back that was – there had stood a great house in the center of the gardens, where now was left only that fragment of ruin. This house had been empty for a great while; years before his – the ancient man’s – birth. It was a place shunned by the people of the village, as it had been shunned by their fathers before them. There were many things said about it, and all were of evil. No one ever went near it, either by day or night. In the village it was a synonym of all that is unholy and dreadful.


And then, one day, a man, a stranger, had ridden through the village, and turned off down the river, in the direction of the House, as it was always termed by the villagers. Some hours afterward, he had ridden back, taking the track by which he had come, toward Ardrahan. Then, for three months or so, nothing was heard. At the end of that time, he reappeared; but now, he was accompanied by an elderly woman, and a large number of donkeys, laden with various articles. They had passed through the village without stopping, and gone straight down the bank of the river, in the direction of the House.


Since that time, no one, save the man whom they had chartered to bring over monthly supplies of necessaries from Ardrahan, had ever seen either of them: and him, none had ever induced to talk; evidently, he had been well paid for his trouble.


The years had moved onward, uneventfully enough, in that little hamlet; the man making his monthly journeys, regularly.


One day, he had appeared as usual on his customary errand. He had passed through the village without exchanging more than a surly nod with the inhabitants and gone on toward the House. Usually, it was evening before he made the return journey. On this occasion, however, he had reappeared in the village, a few hours later, in an extraordinary state of excitement, and with the astounding information, that the House had disappeared bodily, and that a stupendous pit now yawned in the place where it had stood.


This news, it appears, so excited the curiosity of the villagers, that they overcame their fears, and marched en masse to the place. There, they found everything, just as described by the carrier.


This was all that we could learn. Of the author of the MS., who he was, and whence he came, we shall never know.


His identity is, as he seems to have desired, buried forever.


That same day, we left the lonely village of Kraighten. We have never been there since.


Sometimes, in my dreams, I see that enormous pit, surrounded, as it is, on all sides by wild trees and bushes. And the noise of the water rises upward, and blends – in my sleep – with other and lower noises; while, over all, hangs the eternal shroud of spray.




THE END
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 •   I   •






“I s’pose, bein’ from the city, you don’t believe in ‘hants’?” observed Joel Carver, turning from a last fruitless survey of the interlaced branches above them.


“‘Hants’!” repeated Radford.


“‘Ghosses,’ some folks call ’em,” explained Carver.


“Oh – ghosts. Why not? Why shouldn’t town people believe in ghosts as well as country people?” asked Radford. “And what made you think of them suddenly like that?”


“Well,” said Joel slowly, “we’ve got to go by the old Horsemanden place to get to Mr. Warrenger’s, and they say it’s hanted.”


Radford was keen in an instant, far keener than he had been to find the wild turkeys in search of which he and Joel had been tramping over the mountains for three hours. He was a half-hearted sportsman at best. The stalking of game was the only part of the sport that he really enjoyed. He disliked killing things, and nothing could have induced him to shoot a deer.


It was because of Steve’s insistency that he had set off on this “turkey hunt” with Joel Carver. Steve had been called to Washington on business the night before, but he assured Radford that if the man existed who could be sure of knowing where wild turkeys were going to roost, that man was his manager, Joel Carver. As for Radford’s leaving Virginia without a shot at a wild turkey, it was simply out of the question.


However, when they reached the point on Smoke Mountain where Joel had made sure the wild turkeys would be roosting, there was, as he disgustedly observed, “Nary a turkey.”


“Some darkey’s got after ’em, dam him!” he told Radford.


It seemed that the way to hunt wild turkeys was to find them roosting, flush them, then come back before daybreak next morning, build a blind, and call to them on a queer little instrument made out of one of their own wing-bones.


A neighbor and friend of Steve’s, a Mr. Hamilton Warrenger, had kindly offered to put the two men up for the night.


It was November, a still evening of Indian Summer. The sun had dropped behind the mountains, but a full, pale moon shone in the East. All about them was the forest. The only sound came from the dead leaves through which they walked.


“This ain’t no wild turkey hunt,” mourned Joel; “it’s a wild goose chase, that’s what it is. I’m sorry to ’a’ brought you on such a fool climb, Mr. Radford, I cert’ny am.”


“Well, you needn’t be,” said Radford cheerfully. “I never enjoyed a tramp more, and you know I told you I wasn’t much of a shot.”


“Yes, sir; you did. But every man had ought to shoot a wild turkey befo’ he dies. It cert’ny is disagreeable to get disapp’inted like this; it cert’ny is.”


“Look here,” said Radford suddenly, smiling and stopping short “I’m going to make a confession that will comfort you. I’d a great deal rather hear about the ‘hant’ at the old Horsemanden place, than shoot a wild turkey.”


Joel fixed his pale blue eyes on him wonderingly.


“’S that so?” he asked, incredulous.


“That’s so,” answered Radford.


Joel shifted his gun and fingered it lovingly.


“Well, that cert’ny is cuyous,” he said at last. “Wild turkeys is so oncommon, and hants is so common.”


“Common!” exclaimed Radford. “Have you ever seen one?”


“Yes, sir. I cert’ny have… more’n one. Mountain folks jest naturally sees hants, I reckon.”


He trudged on, his pale eyes still peering upward right and left among the trees, in case a roosting turkey might escape him.


“Do you mind talking about it?” asked Radford.


The pale eyes came down to him, surprised. “Why, no, I do not. It’s right interesting when you come to ponder it. It cert’ny is.”


“When did you first see one? What was it like?” urged Radford, eager as a boy.


“The first one? Well, I was a little feller and I was coming along a piece of hanted road at dusk. A coach-and-four was what hanted it, and I seen the coach-and-four.”


“What was it like?”


“Well, it looked real. I jumped outer the road, and it passed me and the swingle-bars was a-swingin’ and the horses latherin’, but what was cuyous was the way it went along without no noise – like the shadder of a buzzard over snow.”


“And what else have you seen?”


“Well, I met the Man in White that hants another piece of road on Buck Mountain. He come up to me looking mighty ugly and I hit at him with a hickory-stick I was carry in’. I didn’t know he wan’t real till the stick went through him.”


“What was he like?”


“Like a natural man.”


“You feel sure you’ve seen these things?”


“Well, I cert’ny wan’t dreaming. Alter I hit through that hant on Buck Mountain, I ran nigh two mile home, I was that startled – come near busting my heart, the doctor said. But I’m used to ’em now. Our preacher told me how to treat ’em. They cyarn’t speak to you lest you speak first. You must say: ‘In the Lord’s name, in the Name of Father, Son and Holy Ghost, what do you want?’ Then they can answer. It’s right disagreeable sometimes when they do answer. It cert’ny is.”


Radford looked searchingly at the countryman’s long, tranquil profile, as he walked beside him. If he was a liar, or crazy, he was certainly the most placid of his kind. He talked of “hants” as naturally as he talked of wild turkeys. Radford was about to question him further, when they came out of the forest into a little clearing on the mountain top. The afterglow was still too vivid for the moon to cast shadows, but it was the hour when colors are felt rather than seen.


On their right, the mountains fell away, towards the valley, rose again, interlaced, parted, to give a glimpse of the vast, blue rampart of other mountains more distant still, brooding against the dead gold of the West. To their left the Piedmont Country swept away far below them, one hundred and twenty miles straight to the sea. That distant band of mauvish pearl, Radford could have sworn was the sea.


“When we get round that rock,” Joel was saying, pointing to the southwest, “you can see ‘Her Wish.’”


“‘Her Wish?’” repeated Radford.


“What’s that?”


“The old Horsemanden place. It’s on the southern flank of Mist Mountain, a mighty rich, pretty-laying piece of land, it cert’ny is too – but mournful seeming. The shadows fall early there. The mountain’s so nigh over it.”


They passed round the big, lichen-crusted boulder, and Joel, pointing again, said: “There ’tis.”


Radford did not say anything. The strangest sensation had come over him with the sight of the old house among its terraces and sombre, crowding evergreens. It was not only that feeling that almost everyone has had at times – the feeling of having been in the same place under the same circumstances before – it was less vague, stronger. He had the emotion of one who, long absent from a beloved home, sees it after years of exile. It was a rush of moved reminiscence, as poignant as that which perfumes sometimes bring.


Those old, creamy stucco walls, appearing and disappearing among their clustered trees, seemed more familiar and more dear than the walls of the house in which he had been born. The gardens with their solid hedges of tree-box, plumy on top for want of trimming, gave him a pang as of a half-remembered romance, that had ended in tragedy.


This queer “possessed” feeling lasted only a few seconds, then he emerged from it as from a dive into dusky waters among strange sea-beings, that had touched and claimed him, and there was Joel still pointing downward, and speaking in his soft, slow singsong. He was saying:


“‘Her Wish,’ it’s called now, but the name’s writ in two words, with a big ‘H’ and a big ‘W? And it really had oughter be called ‘Her Wish’ – even-like.”


“That’s a strange name for a place,” Radford answered, feeling that he must say something. “Do you know how it came to be called that?”


“Yes, sir, I do,” said Joel. “Everybody does. It was built by old Colonel Horsemanden in 1766 to pleasure his only daughter. The first house was burnt down by the Injuns in 1764. They say as how Miss Melany – that was her name – was right willful, and she set her heart on building a house to suit her own idees. So the old man let her. It’s a mighty nice house to look at, but they say it’s because of a woman’s plannin’ it, that the front do’ ain’t in the middle, and the colyums are more in the right wing than in the left. They say Colonel Horsemanden was mighty proud of it though, and that’s how he come to name it ‘Her Wish.’”


They had begun walking down towards the hollow as Joel spoke, and now a rise of ground brought them so near that the bitter, fresh scent of the box-hedges floated to them. Again that eerie feeling of reminiscence swept over Radford.


“Do you like that smell?” Joel was asking, when he came to the surface of things a second time. “I do not. It minds me of graveyards. And talkin’ of graveyards, there’s a grave right in the middle of ‘Her Wish’ gyarden – the one they call the ‘Ghost Gyarden.’ They say Miss Melany Horsemanden sot her will on being buried there, and the old Colonel didn’t cross her no more in death than he done in life, so buried there she cert’ny is. They say it used to be her rose-gyarden. Bight in the middle of the roses she tended when she were alive, there’s where she lays in death. It do seem a pretty idee but distressin’.”


“Is it her ghost that haunts the place?” asked Radford in a low voice As they drew near that garden with its lonely grave, it seemed to him that he must speak in hushed tones.


“That’s what they say,” answered Joel, also in a more subdued voice.


Near one of the outlying hedges, above its low stone wall, Radford stopped short. The moon was bright and strong now in the darkened heaven. It struck little glitters from the box-leaves, and showed the two men’s faces to each other rather pale.


“Would you be… ah… Would you mind going into the gardens?” asked Radford.


Joel answered by another question:


“Would you mind seeing a hant?”


“No – I don’t think I should,” said Radford.


“All right then,” agreed Joel. “If you do not mind, I do not mind. The gates ain’t locked.” He smiled with some grimness. “There ain’t no need to lock the gates of ‘Her Wish.’”


They followed the curve of the box-hedge for some ten yards, until they came to high gates of wrought iron, rough with rust. The delicate tracery stood out in sharp relief against the bleached, wild grass that had overgrown the lawn beyond. They stood gazing through. It was so still that the silence surged in Radford’s ears.


From this point they could see the house, long and low, above its balustraded terraces. The moonlight had not reached it yet. It looked like a shadow or a cloud shaped like a house, resting upon the top of the gently sloping hill.


“You reely want to go in?” asked Joel, his hand on the gate.


“Yes,” said Radford.


Still Joel hesitated. “If you see anything that startles you, you won’t blame me?” he suggested.


“No; of course not,” replied Radford.


“Well, then,” said Joel; and he pushed open the heavy gate.


It gave on its hinges with a grinding noise that jarred on Radford’s nerves. It was like the hoarse growl of an old watchdog, too old to bite, but not too old to protest. Radford’s heart was beating rather fast. It seemed to him that in passing through that gate he had passed some definite boundary line of Fate. It was as if he had entered a spellbound region that claimed him. “Spellbound” – that was the exact expression. That shadow-house drowsing above him was spellbound, there was a spell over these quiet deserted lawns and trees and terraces, and over him.


Suddenly he turned sharp to the left and walked on quickly.


“Wait!” called Joel. “That ain’t the way to the house.”


He came after him protesting.


“These grounds is full of tricks. You can get lost in ’em as easy as nothing.”


“I shan’t get lost,” said Radford. “I want to go to the rose-garden first.”


“But that ain’t the way,” urged Joel. “You’d better let me show you. We might get wandering round here for an hour or two. They’re laid out thataway, these grounds air.”
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Radford said nothing, only walked on, faster than ever. He knew the way. He knew every turn and tangle. Now he went up four old stone steps sunk in a terrace, turned aside, and struck into a flagged walk that led between high walls of Euonymus. The stiff, glossy leaves brushed against him on either side, so long had they been left unclipped. Nesting birds, disturbed by his passing, whirred and cheeped in the branches.


Joel followed doggedly. He was not afraid of “hants,” as he had said, but he rather wished at that moment that one would frighten the “Yankee gentleman.” It would be a fool thing to go and lose themselves in the tricky grounds of “Her Wish,” with a good hot supper waiting for them at their journey’s end.


Then he gave a little gasp of astonishment. Radford had come out into the well-known “Maze” of “Her Wish,” and was threading it as swiftly and accurately as if he had planned it himself.


“Gret Gawd! That’s cuyous!” thought Joel. “That’s darn cuyous. I never heerd tell of anybody as could get in and out of that place. It’s worse to get out of than a quagmire – and he’s doin’ it!”


Radford had turned at Joel’s cry.


“Just follow me,” he now said. “It’s quite simple. You turn back at the third row, and go right, then left, then back again, then right.”


Joel did so. He emerged beside Radford in a circular, flagged court, still walled in by Euonymus. An arbor of lattice-work, held together by a huge rose-vine, stood before an opening in this wall. Below them, down a flight of stone steps sunk in a grassy terrace, lay the rose-garden.


“Well, sir! That beats me,” murmured Joel. “You come here and through that mixed shrubbery, as if you’d knowed it all your life! It’s cuyous. It cert’ny is.” And he stared intently at Radford with his pale eyes.


Radford had no wish to share his mystery. He answered practically, and rather curtly, that he was used to such things, and that it was easy to guess that a rose-garden would lay to the south.


“It’s mighty cuyous all the same,” was Joel’s slow retort.


Radford, gazing down at the old sunken garden, did not answer. Then he said:


“If you don’t mind waiting for me, I’ll just go down there alone.”


“No, I do not mind,” replied Joel tranquilly. “I’ll set here on these steps till you come back.”


The moon was clear of the trees now. It shone upon the neglected beds of the garden, and turned their matted covering of wild-grass into a silver fleece. On every side, old, unpruned rose-trees threw out fountains of thorny branches. The terrace that shut in the garden was surmounted by a thick hedge of box. The mounded beds looked like the graves of little children. The whole place had the wistful sadness of a lovely woman grown old: of a woman beautiful in her youth, and deserted in her age. Radford came upon a moon-dial. It seemed exquisitely fitting that a shadow should tell him the hour.


Then, hat in hand, he went along a little path set with dwarf-box. He knew where that grave would be. And, as he fore-felt, there among a tangle of rose-trees, he found it.


But at the very instant that he came upon it, something sent the blood flying back upon his heart. This he had not fore-felt. The rose-trees about it were carefully trimmed. The grave was shorn of its wild-grasses; more than this, there were flowers upon it – fresh flowers – roses. He could see them distinctly from where he stood, ten paces away, laid side by side with a loving care that left the fragile blossoms, each with its cheek pressed softly against the grass-coverlet of the grave, but not touching one another. He had a swift thought, as he gazed at them, that the hand that placed them there must be delicate and deft – a woman’s hand. Then he went nearer. The headstone was of marble, with raised lettering, under a carved Maltese Cross set between two sprigs of laurel. The letters said:



My deare daughter

MELANY HORSEMANDEN

Born 1746 – Died 1780




Who was it that laid fresh flowers on the grave of a woman dead a hundred and thirty-six years ago!


He closed his eyes a moment, trying to picture this willful, charming Melany, as she had been at twenty, when her father built that lovely old house for her, and named it “Her Wish.” In an instant, gushing about him, warm as if with sunlight, came a surge of perfume – the scent of damask roses. Almost he remembered – almost he saw… what his open eyes could not discern. He shook with this “almost.” Unclosing his eyes he stepped to the grave – bent over it. But those late autumn roses, chill with the moonlit air, gave forth no perfume.


Again he closed his eyes, but this time there was about him only the fresh, bitter scent of the box-hedges, and the dank odor of autumn leaves from the strewn pathways. He gazed and gazed at the white name on the headstone.


“Melany Horsemanden,” he said aloud. “Melany Horsemanden.” No one answered. Nothing stirred. No perfume of damask-roses came to him. But he turned away feeling as if rose-scented hair, dust these hundred-odd years, had blown against him.


“Now let us have a look at the house,” he said, rejoining Joel on the steps.


“All right,” responded Joel, “but it’s half-past six o’clock, and Mr. Warrenger’s is a long mile further.”


He eyed the young man curiously as they went along the weed-grown driveway towards the house.


“Did you get a feelin’ of hants down there by that grave?” he asked.


“The whole place has a haunted feeling,” evaded Radford. “It would be easy to imagine a ghost in the moonlight between those trees.”


“Yes – the autumn mist do look hant-like in the moonshine,” Joel assented. “But your real hants looks real.”


A wide curve in the driveway disclosed the house – spread long and columned against massed evergreens, box and Euonymus and yew. It was not a large house, but so exquisitely proportioned that it had the nobility of largeness, and also the homely charm that great size so often destroys. The porticoes were low, the columns supporting them and the in-curved wings, of the simplest Dorie. The windows were set deep, and Venetian-blinds closed before them. As they looked, the moon, clearing the great beech-trees to the right, lit up the columns of the eastern wing. It was like a chord of noble music, this sudden lighting of the white columns. It seemed to Radford as though each column gave forth a silver note, singing magically with the moonlight, as the stone statue of legend sang with the first rays of the sun.


And he knew those columns – they had chimed long ago in the moonlight for him. That he knew, but how it had been with him then, or who had been with him he could not remember. Them he remembered though; he knew their number without counting. In the east wing they were eight, and in the west wing seven. A girl’s mistake, carried out faithfully by the builder. And yet, could one call anything mistaken when the whole result was so lovely? No – the old house had the charm of an irregular face – doubtless the charm that had been Melany’s. “Her Wish.” It was well-named; doubtless in some strange way it was like her, held her wilfulness in its irregular columns and the strange turns and twists of its inner stairways and floors built on different levels.


“Can we go inside?” he asked Joel.


“No, sir. The house is kep’ locked. But Mr. Warrenger has the key. He’ll give you a look in tomorrow if you want. Hadn’t we better be goin’ now? That mile is right rough walkin’.”


“Just a look around to the back – then I’ll go,” said Radford.


They pushed their way through springy masses of box, along the flagged walk leading to the back. The house was certainly capricious in form; no less than two I wings sprang from the main building, forming courtyards with ivied walls.


Radford merely glanced at these as he passed, but after looking at the somewhat austere back, with its big arched doorway and low pediment, he retraced his steps and entered one of the courtyards.


There was a carved stone basin in the center, and a niche in one of the walls held the stone figure of a piping Faun. The inner wall was blank. In the third there were five windows, two round and small, set high, three like all the rest. Under these last, ran a stone seat, carved like the basin of the empty fountain. The sills were low. Kneeling on the bench one could have leaned easily and talked to another in the room beyond. A sensation of having so leaned, and talked – often – swept over Radford.


“It’s cuyous,” remarked Joel in his soft drawl, watching the young man as he stood with eyes fixed on the ivy-grown shutters. “It cert’ny is cuyous yo’ pitching on that room.”


Radford started, jarred from his dream by the plain, eveiyday voice.


“Why?” he said.


“Because that’s the Spinning-room – the room that’s hanted.”


“The Spinning-room?”


“Yes, sir. They say Miss Melany Horsemanden was a prime spinner. She did it for her pleasure, of co’se. But they do say as how enduring of the War against England, she carded the wool, and dyed it and spun and knitted it into a fine suit for her father, he not being able to get his clothing from England as were his habit. That was the room she did her spinning in. Her wheel’s there yet, they say.”


A skein of cloud had drifted across the moon. The stillness was as intense as polar cold. Suddenly a strange, minor humming rose through the taut silence – a strange scale of sound rising and falling, after a pause repeating itself, then pausing and again repeating itself.


“The wind’s rising,” said Radford, with a shiver that he could not control.


Joel drew a step nearer.


“That ain’t no wind,” said he.


His eyes were on Radford’s, and they were no longer pale, but quite dark, with pupils spread like a dog’s when he hears a strange step in the house at night. The low, minor hum, rising then dying away, came again – a pause – then again.


Joel grasped Radford’s arm with heavy fingers. His dilated eyes held him, not with fear, but with a sort of warning, a be-on-your-guard look in them.


“That ain’t no wind,” he repeated. “That’s the hum of a spinning-wheel.”


Again the sound came, then the pause. Joel’s face had a rapt look. He spoke in an even, expressionless tone. The humming chord began softly.


“Now she’s drawing out the thread…” The humming rose and fell. “Now she’s twisting it.…” The pause. “Now she’s reeling it back on the bobbin.…”


The droning sound swelled louder now, almost angrily. The countryman’s face grew fanatically wild.


“She’s spinning snares for men’s souls. In the Name of the Lord let us be gone from here.”


He turned, dragging the young man with him and made for the iron gates at a pace that was just short of a frank run. They were some yards from the house before Radford succeeded in freeing his arm. He felt an ignoble, if natural desire to punch the countryman’s shaggy head, but this head towered to a considerable height above him, and was moreover attached to a singularly powerful body, whereas Radford’s five-foot-ten was slight, though well knit.


He contented himself with demanding in angry scorn: “Why the devil did you act like that? I thought you said you weren’t afraid of ghosts?”


Joel went through the gates of “Her Wish” and clanged them behind him before answering.


“So I ain’t,” he said, wiping his drenched face first on one sleeve then on the other. “Not of or’nary ghosses.… That one give me a feeling I never thought to have. It were like what the Bible says about her whose feet lead down to Hell. I felt her a-drawin’ me.


I felt like she could draw me in through them closed shutters, like I was water. It give me a dizzy feelin’ in my soul.”


“Come along,” said Radford shortly, repelling a strong desire to go back to “Her Wish” alone. “Mr. Warrenger will be thinking that I’ve shot you, or you me. That was nothing but the wind in one of those old chimneys.”


Joel looked at him with the keenest look he had yet given him.


“Asking you to excuse me,” said he, “there ain’t been enough wind this evenin’ to make that noise, whether in or out of a chimney.”


“Oh, come,” said Radford impatiently; “let’s suppose it was Miss Melany Horsemanden’s ghost at her spinning-wheel. I really can’t think of a more harmless occupation for a ghost.”


“Well,” retorted Joel, with a politeness that veiled sarcasm, “I cert’ny am glad it didn’t make you feel like it made me feel. I cert’ny am, Mr. Radford.”


Radford said nothing. His own soul was rather dizzy too, from what he had felt.
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They spoke little for the rest of the way. As Joel had said, that mile was “long” and certainly rough. Most of it lay through uncut woods that intervened between “Her Wish” and Hilton, the Warrenger estate. After crossing a brook – a “branch,” Joel called it – set thick in willows and tangled in loops of wild grapevine, they came out upon quiet, rolling, pasture lands. A star of orange light appeared and disappeared behind the trees in a wooded hollow.


As they drew nearer and Radford saw that it was shining from the open front door of Hilton, a vision of the dark and empty hall of “Her Wish” came to him. How long since a lamp had burned there and who had last lighted it?


Nothing could have been more different from “Her Wish” than the house now before him. It was not much larger than a roomy cottage, its shingle roof and snowy paint gleaming gaily in the moonlight, and hospitable smoke uncurling against the pale sky. On either side of the front porch stood big round box-shrubs, and old locust-trees hemmed in the grounds. A dog barked furiously, then lolloped towards them wagging its tail as Joel called it by name. Mr. Warrenger came out to the already open door, a tall, spare old man with a shock of white hair, that stood out in a haze against the lamplight. His voice reached them, full and warm, a voice much younger than himself.


“That you, Carver? I was afraid something had happened. And this is Steve’s friend, I suppose, Mr. Radford? How d’ye do, sir. Come in. Come in. Supper’s been ready this half-hour.”


He went before them through the small, paneled hall, and flung open a door, disclosing a wood-fire and a room cheery with faded chintz and old mahogany, but turned before following them in, and called up the low stairway:


“Melany…! They’re here! Tell Cynthy to begin on the waffles!”


Melany…! The name fell sharp on Radford as if called from another world. Melany…! Who was this Melany? He had never even heard of the name until today. Now twice he had heard it, once as belonging to the dead, once to the living. His mind gave a queer swing – giddily. What was the connection between the two? Or was there any connection? Was it merely a coincidence? Was Melany, perhaps, only a favorite woman’s name in this part of Virginia?


“My daughter Melany,” said Mr. Warrenger, rejoining them and closing the door, “is a rather anxious housekeeper.” He smiled. “It doesn’t come naturally to her. She has been worrying about those waffles.”


Waffles and Melany…! It had a prosaic, steadying quality. One Melany lay under the wild, white grass in her deserted rose-garden, the other Melany was “careful and troubled” about waffles!


Mr. Warrenger had gone into the next room, and now returned, walking gingerly, a brimming glass of mint julep in each hand.


“My daughter Melany made these herself,” said he, and pride was in his tone. “It’s a lost art nowadays, but I’ve passed it on to her. Let me offer you,” he wound up, to Radford, “a goblet fit for the gods.”


Radford, who as a rule enjoyed alcohol as little as he did killing things, drank the aromatic concoction to the last drop. He did not realize until the drink was offered him how much he felt the need of it. Something had shaken him to the deepest point of being. “It takes one out of one’s self,” is a common expression inferring a pleasurable experience. He had been taken out of himself. The dark fascination of the feeling was with him still – but he did not think of it as pleasurable – or, did he! He set down the empty glass, irritated against himself. All his attempts at self-analysis ended in a question. This was not the usual way in which his mind worked. His tendency was, if anything, to be too cocksure about his convictions and emotions, rather than not sure enough. That feeling of having passed a boundary of Fate when he entered the gates of “Her Wish” came back upon him.


He roused from his abstraction to find Mr. Warrenger urging Joel to stay to sup with them at Hilton, and Joel insisting that a friend of his, Wat Bruce, was “looking to see him sure, and had a ‘possum and sweet potatoes waitin’ for him that minute.”


Joel gained his point and went out, saying that he’d be round again for Mr. Radford by nine o’clock next morning. “A fine fellow… a fine specimen of our ‘ mountain men,” Mr. Warrenger said to Radford, as the door closed on Joel. “But shy – mighty shy… shy as? that ‘possum he’s going to eat. It would have given him real discomfort to sit down to supper with us. Yet, in Virginia, men who go out hunting together, lunch and sup together, no matter what the difference in class.”


He caught himself up and changed the subject: there was a vagueness in Radford’s politely attentive look.


He thought that his guest was probably too hungry to be interested in anything but food just then. “My daughter will be down directly,” he said. “Then we will go in to supper. You are an artist, Steve tells me?”


“Yes – a painter,” assented Radford.


“I too…” said Mr. Warrenger; and, smiling his! warm kindly smile, he waved a hand towards the walls of the little room. They were covered with pale, romantic watercolors in the Mid-Victorian style.


“Ah!” said Radford. “Those are yours?” He went closer and looked at the sketches, one by one. It moved him with the pathetic waste of things, that this charming old gentleman should have spent long years in producing painstakingly what was of no worth.


“They’re most interesting…” he murmured civilly.


“No – I have not succeeded… but I have enjoyed,” the old man replied with gentle dignity. “Both music and painting. My daughter Melany drew her artistic gifts from me – but hers were far greater, as the river is greater than its source.” And he sighed, his face clouding.


“Why do you say they ‘were’,” asked Radford impulsively.


“Because,” answered Mr. Warrenger, “my daughter’s greatest gift was a wonderful voice – and she lost it.”


Radford turned pale. A wonderful voice that she had lost…! In his imagination the woman that he had not seen became worthy of her name. As the ghost of that other Melany haunted “Her Wish” – so the ghost of her wonderful voice must haunt this Melany. The pallor of his look, and the unfeigned distress in it, struck to the old man’s heart. From that moment he liked Radford dearly. A quick thought leaped in his romantic fancy: “I should like my Melany to marry a man like this.”


The door opened without a sound, and Melany Warrenger came in. She was very slight, not very tall, and her small bronze-bright head was set high on a long throat. What struck Radford first of all about her was the whiteness of her forehead and the way that her hair sprang back from a deep point in the middle. For the rest, her eyes were dark and veiled under eyebrows that had a tragic arch. Her lips, delicate yet full, seemed to close too firmly one upon the other for so young a woman. They were closed, Radford told himself, as though sealing the silence of that wonderful voice that had been given to her and then hushed.


She smiled, however, when her father introduced Radford to her, and gave him her hand – the loveliest hand that he had ever seen. But her eyes did not smile with her lips. Then she spoke, and her speaking voice was slightly husky but delicious… low and delicious. And at the same time that he thrilled to this exquisite quality of her voice, Radford had a nervous impulse to laugh out at her words, for what she said was:


“The waffles are ready, Father.”


What she might have said that would have been in keeping with his impression of her, he could not supply. But he wished that the first words uttered in what was left of the “wonderful voice” had been words that he could have remembered as being fitly set to its low music. And she spoke only once again during supper. It was when her father, who had been talking eagerly with Radford about painting and his life as a painter in France and Italy and England, turned suddenly to her and said:


“You look pale, daughter. And you are eating nothing? Do you feel poorly?”


She had lifted her veiled eyes, and in her veiled voice answered quietly:


“No, Father. Only a little tired. The wind was from the southwest last night, and I can’t sleep when the wind is from the southwest.”


Instantly Radford imagined the soft, wild wind blowing straight over the lonely grave in the garden at “Her Wish” to the bed of this living Melany. That was the quarter from which the southwest wind would blow. As he gazed at her thinking this, the veiled eyes turned to his and – the veil lifted for an instant. Her look quickened on his, and in it was surprise, and questioning and a faint trouble. Then she turned it from him to the moonlit evergreens outside the window.


A few moments later, when they were again in the other room, something impelled Radford to say:


“I saw that lovely old deserted place ‘Her Wish’ by moonlight. No wonder people think it haunted.”


He spoke to Mr. Warrenger, but what he said was meant for Melany. Somehow he felt beforehand that his words would bring to her just that slight tremor, as of a flame in the sudden opening of a door. She looked at him again, and now her lips parted; but she said nothing, only sat quite still, looking at him above those rather pale, but beautifully carven, parted lips.


Mr. Warrenger smiled, an indulgent, paternal smile for the credulous superstition of a childlike world.


“It is haunted – by beauty,” he said charmingly.


“We love the old place, Melany and I; indeed, she has what might be called an adoration for it. It is in the blood, I suppose; and then, too, names have a certain magic in them, I believe. You see, not only was her grandmother a Horsemanden, but we, her mother and I, named her Melany Horsemanden – after that beautiful, unfortunate creature who lies buried among her own roses.”


“Why do you call her unfortunate?” asked Radford, and though he did not turn his eyes on the girl, he saw her bosom rise and fall with a quick breath, then lie still as if she were now withholding the breath that had troubled it.


“I call her unfortunate,” said Mr. Warrenger, with quaint and stately deliberation, “because though she was beautiful and gifted, she was also willful, and selfish and very cruel. She roused a great love in a great heart, and then tortured it – if not to death – at least to silence.”


The living Melany here spoke:


“Yes, she is cruel,” came from her pale lips, with a sort of still bitterness in its tone of quiet affirmation.


“She is… you say?” Radford heard himself asking; and the girl made him the strangest answer:


“The cruel never die.”
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Mr. Warrenger smiled again, at the young man’s look of impressed arrestment.


“You mustn’t do my Melany the injustice of thinking that she believes her poor ancestress to survive in the lurid guise of an ordinary specter,” said he. “What she means, I am sure, is that there are certain personalities so strong that their influence is felt, even after death, in the places where they have lived out their lives. Have I interpreted you rightly, my daughter?”


The girl returned his questioning look with grave eyes, over which the veil had again fallen. She hesitated a moment, then said vaguely:


“It’s hard to put certain feelings into words. Father – but I dare say you’re right.”


“I believe I am,” assented the old man. “Just such feelings have come over me in old castles and palaces abroad – places famous for revenge and murder.… Cruelty does survive its perpetrators like a dark presence.”


“Would it be indiscreet—” began Radford, then broke off.


“Indiscreet to ask for the story of the Melany of ‘Her Wish’?” Mr. Warrenger finished for him, with a pleasant quizzical look. “Not in the least, my dear sir. But it is a romance lacking in all outward adventure – a mere record of the wanton waywardness of a darkly willful spirit.”


The night had grown chill, and as they sat close around the hearth, the reflection of the flames shone in the unshuttered windowpanes against the pale, moonlit lawn and fields without. It was as if the fiery spirit of the dead woman were symbolized by that bright leap of flame at the quiet window. A sudden soberness seemed to fall upon Mr. Warrenger, as he leaned in his big halfway-house chair, his eyes on the spectral flame against the moonlight.


“Tragedy is always a more tragic thing when it is brought upon oneself by one’s own act,” he said as if thinking aloud. “From all I can gather, the Melany Horsemanden of my story was a most beautiful and gifted being, one on whom nature and circumstance had showered every good thing of life.” He turned his eyes on Radford. “There is an old painting of her still at ‘Her Wish’ – not of any great value in itself – but interesting – most interesting. You have seen portraits that struck you as being vivid likenesses, though not well painted, have you not?”


“Yes. I know what you mean,” Radford assented.


“She must have been very beautiful – strangely beautiful,” mused the old man. “She must have blazed among the other beauties of her time, like a cardinal-bird among its less brilliant kind. In this portrait her hair is red as sumach (she would never ‘wear powder’) and her eyes sloe-black. It seems as if her very coloring had been willful like her nature.…”


He sat erect suddenly, and seemed to shake off his musing mood.


“Well,” he said in a crisper tone, “you shall hear her story. She was the only child of old Airlie Horsemanden, a famous soldier and statesman, and gallant in his day. Yes… she came by her waywardness directly, and not from the distaff side. Her mother, it seems, was a sweet, docile creature, who died at her birth, and it is said that when she was three years old, Airlie Horsemanden was no longer his own master. The snip of a witch ruled him with a rod of iron wreathed in roses – she was always mad about roses, it seems – damask roses in particular. She lies now among their roots in her own garden. Strange that she should choose for her burial place the spot that she had made for her pleasure.… But she was a strange being.…” He checked his gentle moralizings and resumed:


“Yes. When she was three years old her reign had begun. It began with her own father and ended – but I am anticipating. When she was five, she gave herself the name that is now carved on her gravestone. It seems that her father had loved her mother so well that he neglected the child for some years after his wife’s death. Even to the point of omitting to choose a Christian name for her, and to have her given the rite of Christian baptism. When finally he decided to call her ‘Charlotte’ after his own mother, the mite announced to him.… But perhaps you might like to hear his own account of this curious incident?” Mr. Warrenger broke off, to inquire of Radford.


“There is a letter there in my desk, from him to his brother Henry, relating the matter, with a sort of gleeful pride in it, God knows why! It is quaintly told, however, and might amuse you.”


“I should like tremendously to hear it,” said Radford; and as Mr. Warrenger returned to his chair with the yellowed paper, the young man gazing at it was conscious of a queer thrill. It was as if in that squarely folded sheet of time-stained paper, with its wafer of black wax, he was looking on the visible link that connected the vivid image of the dead woman, already created in his mind, with the living present. Willful sprite that she had been, might she not have sat on her father’s knee as he wrote of her, and touched with small, imperious fingers that very paper! He had a sudden, lustrous vision of a little form vibrant and already regal with the force of its impassioned will grasping in both hands that ancient letter, and with sloe-black eyes fixed on the writer’s face, and rose-red mane tossed back, demanding to hear what had been written there.


Mr. Warrenger was now reading those very words aloud:



I must now acquaint you, brother, [so the letter ran], with the name you may use in your prayers when you recommend your only niece to the Grace of the Almighty. You will recall how often, in your brotherly anxiety for my behavior and the welfare of the child, you have urged upon me the duty of bestowing a name upon her, in accordance with the customs and obligations of a Christian community. Behold, then, the duty achieved, and my little maid the proud possessor of a Christian name. Albeit, I am not so sure, now that I reflect a little, but that you may consider it, if not Pagan, at least something less than Christian. I must therefore tell you without more ado that it is none of my choosing. In a word, brother, my imp hath named herself, and with a decision and firmness worthy of a Columbus naming his new continent! It befell in this wise: Taking the child upon my knee one morning, I informed her of a decision that I had come to overnight. Said I: “My poppet, you are to be named at last, with all due pomp and ceremony, and the name that I have chosen for you is the name of your dear grandmother – your Dad’s mother – ‘Charlotte.’” Brother, will you believe me when I tell you that this tender shoot, this seedling from the tree of my maturity, regarded me with knitted brows and a look of stern dissent? Quoth she: “I are not Tharlotte – I are – Melany.” Judge of my surprise, who had never before heard this fantastical name! When I was recovered from my first amaze, I made bold to ask Her High Mightiness where she had heard the name by which she now called herself? Her reply, I think you will admit, contained more than ordinary of that mysterious quality which I have come to recognize in my brief career of father, as informing the broken speech of babes. It was as follows:


“I do not know where I heard it, but I hear it when I think of ME.” Whereupon she repeated, with such a royal heightening of her small person as you may picture to yourself: “I are Melany – I are not Tharlotte. I are Melany Horsemanden.”


The Powers above alone know where or how the midget came into possession of this most unusual female name. Upon pondering the question I am come to the conclusion that her old English nurse, Joan Grubb, dead these two years, poor soul, must have told it in some nursery song or fable. ’Tis evidently of Grecian origin, and should signify “Dark” or “Melancholy.” A more ill-suited name to my bright-glowing elf, ’twould be hard to think upon. Be that as it may, she hath chosen it, and she shall wear it. So, as I have said earlier, do you, dear brother, petition God to send down His choicest gifts and benison, upon one Melany Horsemanden, whose sweet body hath dwelt five years in this His inexplicable World, but whose soul, I verily believe, intending no blasphemy, was with Him and Wisdom when its foundations were laid.




There was a “postcriptum” to this letter, which Mr. Warrenger also read aloud, as giving another vivid picture of the heroine of his story, in her queer babyhood.



Knowing your partiality for our young lady, I will jot here her latest whimsy. For the ceremony of her naming she hath demanded of me a ‘gown like a rose.’ With her r’s she hath no difficulty, though ch and s are still beyond her power. She hath, moreover, announced her sovereign distaste for mittens, and required me to furnish her with a pair of white gloves laced with silver, against the same momentous occasion. I have therefore ordered them by her measure, from London. But I misdoubt me they will be bungling fits for her fairy hands – Titania’s glove-maker alone could undertake the matter successfully. Truly, brother, the exquisite completeness of those little hands, when she doth lay them upon me, do often spring the lock of my tears. You are smiling, brother, but behind that smile there are also tears, for you remember the lovely hands now hid away from me forever, of which these tiny perfections are the counterparts.




Mr. Warrenger stopped reading, and there was a silence. In that silence Radford seemed to see again before him a little figure, very straight and stately now in a “gown like a rose.” And it gazed at him with still, black eyes, as if saying: “Yes, I am beautiful, but I shall be more beautiful still. And my hands will spring the lock of tears in other breasts than my father’s.”


“There is on the back of the second sheet,” Mr. Warrenger continued, “a tracery that I cannot but think was the first ‘measure’ of one of the little hands that were to wear the ‘white gloves laced with silver.’ It really does seem as if it might have belonged to a fairy.” And he smiled, looking down at the unfolded letter.


Radford rose and went over to him. In outline on the yellowed paper he saw, as it were, the phantom of a tiny hand. The father must have traced it by the child’s hand spread out upon the paper. And that hand, which had afterward grown to be a woman’s hand, and was now only a pinch of dust, if even so actual a thing as that, lay there in outline, perfect as its own shadow, and had lain there for over a hundred years.


“It’s strange,” murmured Radford, “how a little thing like that can make the dead seem alive again. That baby’s hand was there – that paper was warm with it… it ‘sprang the lock of tears’ in a man’s breast.…”


“Ah – if it had done so only in one man’s breast—” Mr. Warrenger took it up. And again the small shape in the “gown like a rose” shone out against the background of a century, and gazed at Radford with eyes calm and fateful, the eyes of one born to a dark but sovereign destiny.


All this time the girl in her low chair by the fireside had not moved or spoken. Radford glanced at her, and saw that she was leaning back, her beautiful hands, evidently an inheritance in her family, one over the other, her eyes on the flames. In the immobility of her whole figure, in the still arch of her wide brows and close-folded lips, there was a curious majesty. Young as she was, and he guessed her not to be more than twenty-two or -three, she seemed to him at that moment the embodiment of quiet tragedy. He remembered some great words: “I shall go softly all my days, in the bitterness of my heart.” Melany Warrenger must have communed with herself in some such words. They expressed so perfectly her attitude, her quiet silence, her still indifference, as he interpreted it, to all but her one great loss – the hushing of her “wonderful voice.” And, at the same time that he took in this impression, he became also conscious that there was about her something rare, something worth one’s while to bring out; he felt a sudden strong desire to hear her laugh and make the tragic arch of her brows unbend with gaiety. As he thought this, she stirred and her eyes lifted, turning to him. He spoke on an impulse:


“Does it make you sad to hear this tragic story over again?”


She smiled, her brief, rather chill but sweet smile.


“No,” she said gently; “it doesn’t make me—” she hesitated the fraction of a second, then, with a faint emphasis that suggested other things that it did make her, “sad…” she ended.




 



 •   V   •






In fact, the story that Mr. Warrenger related when they had again drawn close about the hearth was rather calculated to rouse indignation and a somewhat unwilling admiration, as for a tremendous vital force darkly misguided.


“Melany Horsemanden the First,” as Mr. Warrenger called her, with a fond little glance at his daughter which Radford noticed she seemed rather strangely to avoid, had not only been the beauty and “Toast” of her day, but the heroine of several tragedies other than her own. With the fatal affinity that supreme feminine beauty seems to have with blood, no less than three men were said to have killed themselves on her account. Others, failing in their desire to win her, ruined themselves in various ways – some with drink, some gambling away fortunes and estates.


“I don’t doubt,” Mr. Warrenger charitably interrupted himself at this point in his narrative, “that all this has been much exaggerated, but I’m afraid there is little doubt that young Gavin Lindsay did find his death in a duel fought because of an affront that she confided to him. However, beauty to the extraordinary degree in which she possessed it has a way of making the sanest men occasionally act like lunatics – so that those are not the incidents in her life that I most blame her for. No,” and he thrust a stern underlip, frowning at the fire, “her worst offense – the thing that stamps her as cruel and ruthless – is the way that she treated the splendid man who loved her as no other had loved her, and – strange to say – whom she loved.”


He then went on to tell the name and circumstances of this “splendid man.” He was from the North, of English descent like herself, one Geoffrey Branton, the surname having become extinct with him. He was young at the time of his first meeting with Melany Horsemanden – about seven and twenty – and she was then just turned twenty-three, and in the height of her beauty and its power. But already Branton was recognized as a statesman of great promise, and brilliant parts, and a character of noble generosities. To condense a little from Mr. Warrenger, who evidently loved to dilate on the gloomy romance: after they were “betrothed,” as they became shortly, there arose a difference between the lovers, and for this reason:


It seemed that the beauty was extravagantly proud of her position and lineage. She had been presented at Court in England; and on good authority (Mr. Warrenger produced His Grace’s letter to Colonel Horsemanden, in which he requested his daughter’s hand) she might have married the Duke of Treviston, then in the height, also, of his glory. This nobleman, moreover, declared baldly in his epistle that he did not, after due consideration, consider it unworthy of his high estate and name to seek what he termed “an alliance” with even the Colonial branch of the house of Horsemanden.


“What an old bounder!” Radford could not refrain from here interpolating, and Mr. Warrenger, pleased with the neat fitting in of his flotsam French, murmured indulgently: “Autres temps, autres moeurs.”

(“other days, other ways”)


If the name of Horsemanden seemed to His Grace of Treviston not too direly beneath him, to Melany Horsemanden it was of stupendous worth and importance. An old great-aunt had prattled once of a Plantagenet as having figured in the dark backward of time among the first progenitors of the family, and thereafter Mistress Melany had had golden sprigs of broom embroidered on her gloves and kerchief. Yes, such was the amazing fact. In the portrait at “Her Wish,” there was a gilded sprig, much tarnished by time, ornamenting one of the gloved hands. Her pride of race, confirmed by such an azure blooded personage as His Grace of Treviston, must have swelled beyond all bounds. The Duke’s letter to her father had been found in a small ivory box among her belongings. Indeed, it was only her extravagant and headlong love for Geoffrey Branton that had kept her from making that dazzling match.


“And yet,” said Mr. Warrenger, fixing his romantic old eyes impressively on Radford’s, “extravagant and headlong as it was, it did not prevent her from demanding from him – within a month of their marriage – two sacrifices, so preposterous, so appalling, that it is hard to think of their having been imagined by a woman in love, no matter how superhuman her self-love and pride.”


He was rewarded by Radford’s almost incredulous stare, when these two demands were disclosed. The first was that Branton should give up his own surname and adopt legally the name of Horsemanden. The second seemed a natural consequence of the first. It was that he should sell his estates and houses in the North, and live permanently at “Her Wish,” which was entailed upon her and her descendants. Unless he would agree to these demands, she would refuse to become his wife.


“He – refused?” asked Radford.


“He refused,” answered Mr. Warrenger. Then he added with a sort of youthful impetuousness quite delightful: “He was a man, and a fine man, not a slave! What else could he have done?”


“Nothing… of course,” Radford agreed.


“Oh, I assure you,” Mr. Warrenger continued, “it was not settled in a day, no, nor in many days. They wrestled over it, those two strong wills wrestled like athletes over it for weeks and months. There is a story in the family that the last scene took place in her rosegarden, and that in his exasperated pain he flung her from him so violently that she stumbled and fell on the very spot where she is now buried. It is said she cried out to him: ‘You have flung me upon the ground that you scorn and I adore. Here in this earth I will be buried and the body that you love shall mingle with the soil that you despise – for I will die before I marry you!’”


The old man declaimed this speech with such dramatic abandon that afterward he looked a little abashed, and explained: “That is the way my grandmother used to repeat that shocking speech. It was almost as if she had heard it from the lips of that beautiful, savage being.”


“You mustn’t let Father get too excited over this story,” came the voice of the living Melany from her corner by the fire. “He loves to tell it,” she went on with a pretty, maternal smile at the old man; “but if he lets himself go too entirely, he doesn’t sleep well afterwards.”


Mr. Warrenger smoothed down the soft mane that he had ruffled up in his eagerness, and murmured in some confusion:


“I don’t know how it is… but strange… somehow, that vivid personality gets hold of one. It’s almost as if… yes, as if she had left vibrations in the air… the air round about… here.” He lifted his hand towards the window in the direction where “Her (Wish” lay still and forsaken in the moonlight.


“Father…” remonstrated the girl; and fantastic as was the idea, it seemed to Radford that he could tell by the tone of her voice that she had turned pale.


“Now, now, my dear,” smiled her father, “you must not be too strict with my fantasies – the diversions of old age are few – and this is surely a harmless one.”


“Not if it disturbs your rest, dear,” she answered; and now her voice, which had risen in warning before, recovered its low tranquility.


“How,” Radford asked him, “did it end?”


“In their parting for life, or, I might say, for death. He was killed in the early days of the Revolution against England. She died when she was thirty-four, ‘still beauteous as a maid of seventeen,’ Colonel Horsemanden wrote in his Diary.”


“And he never married?” Radford said after a pause, almost as if he knew that Geoffrey Branton had not taken another woman to wife.


“No; he never married,” said Mr. Warrenger.


“And she?” Radford asked. “How did she live? What was her life like – afterward? I mean – after they parted? Did she never relent? Was she quite…?”


“Quite ruthless… yes,” the other finished in the way he had, when anticipating a question or a word. “How ruthless, I can let you judge for yourself.…”


He took a few steps towards the old desk from which he had produced the letter of the Duke of Treviston to Colonel Horsemanden.


“Father…” remonstrated the low voice again.


“I shall not read it to Mr. Radford, my dear,” the old gentleman said, docile to her affectionate concern for him. “lam only going to let him see that extraordinary fragment for himself.”


This fragment, which he then handed to Radford, was indeed so extraordinary that the young man felt that the imperious dead might very justly resent his having read it. Nevertheless he re-read it a second time before returning it. It was written in a singular, square handwriting in which there was both deliberation and impetuosity, as if the writer had dug her pen into the parchment-like paper, with the slow vehemence of her determination over certain phrases, and had let it skim breathlessly in her hurry to record others. It had erasures and interlinings as of a first draft, and had certainly been crumpled in a moment of petulance, then smoothed out under a more cautious impulse. It was as if the implacable woman had decided, after all, to keep some record of her last message to her unhappy lover. It had been found, Mr. Warrenger explained, among the odds and ends of letters, in one of the many shallow drawers in Mistress Melany’s bedroom escritoire. She had died suddenly of a heart trouble that no one suspected, else this recklessly impassioned shred from her fierce spirit would certainly have been destroyed by her, before her death.


“To be placed with such papers as shall be burned,” was written across the back. It was the fifth page of what had been evidently a long missive and the first sentence was only the end of one that had begun on the page before… “soul and body,” it concluded. Then came the rest:



Whereas you write that I know not love, and have never loved you – you know well that you write a lie, Geoffrey Branton. I love you as myself, but myself I love also with a jealous and strong love, which you have not the greatness to comprehend. And as I love myself, so do I love this red soil from which I sprang, and so would I have you love it – to tread upon it hand in hand with me in life, and in death – to mingle with it by my side. What! You call yourself a lover and yet do put your name and your estate above the wish of her you love? Your name is not to you what my name is to me, for my name came to me in mystery, and what the souls of others are to them it is to me. And to me this red earth of my home is dearer, and ever will be dearer, than aught else that ever was created, so that should I find myself upon the golden pavements of Heaven, I would dash my head against them and blaspheme, until God cast me back again upon its breast. Yet is my love for you as great, so that I am in torment. But your love for me is cool and melteth quickly, like a snowflake in your proud wrath. I tell you again as I have oft told you, Geoffrey Branton, that you might as well strive to tear a spirit from its body and fit it with another body, as strive to tear me from the sheath of my name, whereto I was born, and from the soil which bore me. And you might repeat to me an hundred thousand times, that your name and lands are as dear to you as mine to me, yet will I never believe you, for it is not love for them, but hateful pride that keeps you from yielding to my wish. Oh, thou ingrate and stiff-necked man! Thou sweet yet poisonous liar – to say I do not love thee! Hearken to me, Geoffrey – read these words till they eat into thy dear and detested eyeballs like fire: so well do I love thee that I would have thee cold in death, ere know thee burning with another love; so fiercely do I love thee that should an hundred years pass away – yea, a thousand – and my ghost be wandering through the empty air, and thy ghost housed in another body, yet would I draw thee to me; yet would I suck up thy sweet, thy hateful life into my own. Beware then, Geoffrey Branton, how thou lovest or livest without me! And now for this life, farewell.




The feeling with which Radford handed back this amazing letter was distinctly one of awe. That a spirit so long passed away could strike such ringing chords in the breast of the living, overflowed him with the sense of the fevered gruesomeness that might pervade some of the regions lying beyond the light of everyday. The poetry of poets long dead had this power, yes. But it was the power of art; this silent outburst that had so stirred him was only the echo of a private passion – a strange wild passion that had died long ago, with the woman who experienced it. There was no art of literature in that letter; only the explosive, unruled force of a lawless personality, dashing itself in a paroxysm of futile rage against the barrier itself had raised; wounding itself and what it loved with an unswerving ferocity of purpose.


However, at the same time that he vibrated to its influence, he had a clear perception of that very letter as being the probable source of the legends about the ghost garden, and the haunting of “Her Wish.” And as this thought came to him, Melany Warrenger rose from her chair in the shadow of the chimney, and drew near them. Radford was not sorry when she said that she had come to take her father off to bed. He felt there was no word the old gentleman could have added to the story of Melany Horsemanden that would not have marred the effect of her astounding, her almost incredible letter.




 



 •   VI   •






When Joel Carver came by the next morning to take Radford back to Evergreen, Steven Campbell’s place, the old gentleman would not hear of it. Since Steve had to be in Washington for at least ten days, what more natural, more delightful, Mr. Warrenger put it, in his charmingly cordial way, than that Steve’s friend should spend that time at Hilton? He added that if the young man could realize the pleasure he would give two lonely people by doing so, he would surely not refuse. This decided Radford, who was really longing to stay, and Joel went off alone, charged with directions for the young man’s servant, who was to send over such of his belongings as he would need during his visit.


The day was soft, pale, and fragrant as one of the late autumn roses blooming by the front door. From the south lawn, where the three strolled bareheaded after breakfast, could be seen the crown of trees that marked the crest of “Her Wish.” Radford said again how beautiful he thought it, and how much he would like to see it by daylight.


“Nothing easier,” said Mr. Warrenger. “I have an engagement with my attorney at ten, but Melany can take you over. I will give her the key, so that she can show you the house as well, and I will join you as soon as I am at leisure.”


It seemed to Radford as if the girl were about to protest. Her lips parted, but she closed them again without speaking, and went silently to get the key and fetch a hat for their walk across the fields. The day was indeed like summer in its warmth, though the autumn foliage, blurred and tempered by a dim blue haze, lent it a subtle poetry, a vague magic that summer lacks. And this wistful charm of a loveliness flowering on the edge of winter was repeated in the girl walking at his side. She was far more lovely by daylight than she had seemed by lamplight. Her skin, pale and pure, had the most winning surprises of sudden color.


“Tell me,” said Radford impulsively, “you don’t mind taking me to ‘Her Wish,’ do you?”


“No,” she answered. “Why should I mind? I love it.”


“But I thought perhaps … a stranger…” Radford suggested.


“You see,” Melany replied, looking at him with one of her quiet, detached smiles, “you are not quite a stranger. Steve has talked of you… often… when you were still abroad.”


And suddenly Radford remembered that Steve had also talked of her, only her name had slipped his memory. This, then, was the girl who two years before had set all Paris agog with her marvelous voice. “The daughter of a neighbor of mine in Virginia,” Steve had said. But then, he had not mentioned afterward that she had lost her voice. Suddenly he found the only possible explanation. Steve loved her, and could not bring himself to speak of the tragedy that had overtaken her. And he understood now the reason of her father’s casual allusion to it. In his simplicity the old man had spoken of it as of some public calamity. He said without any apparent pause before his words:


“And he has talked to me of you.”


The sudden gush and ebb of color in her face was startling. Then she said tonelessly:


“Yes. He believed in my future.”


Radford felt in an inner whirl, between his anxiety not to be intrusive, and his desire to say some word of fellow-feeling to a creature hurt in her dearest fibers as this girl had been hurt.


She exclaimed before he could speak, with swift divination:


“Don’t, please … but I thank you as much as if you’d said it.” Her head lifted itself a little more lightly on the long throat, and she walked a little faster. There was in this lifting of her head and quickened pace a singular nobility. He repelled the rush of pity that assailed him, as something she would have splendidly resented.


They had by now reached the vine-looped stream at the foot of the pasture lands, and in helping her across, he had a feeling as if he were also helping her across the flow of her bitter memories on to a surer footing.


“I forgot to ask your father this morning something that I wondered over a good deal last night,” he said, as they went on through the woods beyond. “It was about ‘Her Wish’ … how it happened to go out of the family?”


“It went by entail to Henry Horsemanden – her uncle, you’ll remember – and my great-great-grandfather. Then to his son, and so on, till thirty years ago, when the last heir sold it to a rich man from Brooklyn.”


“A rich man from Brooklyn!” Radford echoed her. “What would your proud Melany have thought of that? And why aren’t the Brooklyn person’s children living there?”


“He sold it again,” she answered. “It has been sold several times since then.”


“And now?” asked Radford.


“Now it is for sale again … has been for twelve years.”


“Is it because…?” He hesitated. “They think… they really imagine…?”


“All of them have said so,” she admitted evasively. “None of the people who bought it lived a whole year in it.”


Radford looked at her intently for a second or two, then he brought it out bluntly:


“What do you think?” ’


“I?” Her color welled, then ebbed.


“Yes, you,” the young man insisted.


“About what?”


“About ‘Her Wish.’” I


“Do you mean…?”


“Yes,” he said again.


She was silent for at least a minute; then she turned her face full on him, and it was very pale.


“Before I answer,” she said, “I want to ask you something .… Do you believe in… such things … I mean at al l… even a little – or do you laugh at them?” .


“No,” replied Radford. “I certainly do not laugh at them. As for believing…” again he put it bluntly… “in ghosts, do you mean?”


The girl was gazing at him with a breathless look, as if something vital to her depended on his ultimate, full answer.


“Presences … influences … something…” She stopped, her brows knitting while her eyes remained fixed on his, seeking the exact expression for her meaning. “Something that is alive  … though one can’t see it,” she brought out finally.


He didn’t keep her waiting. “Yes. And more than that,” he said. “When I was a little chap, I saw a… well, yes, it was a ghost.” He smiled. “The ghost of? a dog – a little white woolly dog, like a toy.”


“The ghost of a dog!”


She still gazed at him, but her delicate, tragic eyebrows flickered as though one to whom she had given a rare confidence had permitted himself to mock at her. Radford understood in a flash.


“No. You mustn’t think I’m joking,” he assured her. “It is quite true. I was rather a forlorn little chap, left to the care of an old great-aunt, hard as nails. She didn’t approve of playmates for children, human or otherwise. My wild, my delirious dream of joy was to have a little dog, all my own. Something warm that I could hug and take to bed with me in the horrid dark.… Well, just as I told you, one day when I was trying to play with my small, lone self … it was in a far corner of the old garden, as far as I could get from my aunt.… I looked up, and there was the dog of my dreams! I could never get quite close to it … but it came several times … while that garden was my playground, and circled about me … I was only five years old. It never occurred to me till long afterward that it had any connection with a little gravestone in that same garden, on which was carved, ‘In memory of Flash, dearest and faithfulest of dogs and friends.’ Years afterward I came across a photograph of my mother with this same little dog in her arms. Why my mother couldn’t come to me, and her little dog could, is … well, one of the eternal, ironical mysteries.”


He drew out this quaint anecdote for the sheer pleasure of watching the play of varying emotions that it caused on the sensitive face before him.


“Oh,” she breathed when he had ended, “I do think that is the most pathetic thing I ever heard…! But beautiful…” She turned away her eyes a moment, then looking back at him said: “If you saw that – perhaps…” She turned away again, and began walking forward.


“Perhaps what?” urged Radford.


“Nothing – just a half-formed thought…” she said, keeping her profile towards him.


“If I guess it, will you tell me?” he persisted.


“It was nothing,” repeated Melany.


“Was it that perhaps as I had once seen something – well, not strictly speaking real – I might see … at ‘Her Wish’ … something of the same sort?”


Her faced turned now with a look of real pain on it – apprehension – almost fear.


“Oh, don’t speak of it – please,” she said.


“But why? We’ve just been speaking of such things.”


“I know, but … I can’t explain. It’s only a feeling I have about – about – No, I can’t explain,” she wound up on a more decided note.


“You think your ancestress might resent my intrusion? Especially as I am from the North, as Geoffrey Branton was?” he smiled, trying to rally her.


Melany murmured something in her lowest, most husky voice. He could just make it out by bending nearer.


“She does resent intrusion…”


He stood erect sharply, and stopped short in his turn.


“You don’t mean that she resents you?” he cried with a sort of queer indignation.


Melany laughed and there was a suggestion of nervous tears behind her laughter.


“Why not me, please?” she asked with a visible effort to carry it off lightly. “Haven’t I intruded on her proudest right…? Haven’t I dared to take the thing she counted more precious even than love?” Her voice was becoming deep and earnest in spite of her attempt to keep it bantering. “Haven’t I,” she ended, fixing him with her dark eyes, “taken her name?”


Impressed by her manner, but not showing it, Radford answered in matter-of-fact tones:


“No, you haven’t taken it; it was given to you.”


“It was given to me, yes, but I’ve taken it all the same. I accept it. I wear it. I am called by it. I, too, am Melany Horsemanden.…” She shivered. “And she would not forgive that offense. I am sure of it.” She had cast aside now all pretense of lightness, and fixed him again with her sombre, haunted-looking eyes… (Haunted! he had the word for them at last.)


“I know it.. she added in a whisper that underscored the assertion.
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Radford was intensely aware of the delicate uniqueness of the situation. Something about him had drawn this unusual girl into a partial, almost unwilling confidence that he felt sure was rare with her, and his whole thought was bent on how to meet her with the exact measure of comprehension; how to take her with just seriousness enough to make her feel that her instinct had not been mistaken, and yet not so seriously as to let her think she had revealed too much of what evidently, as a rule, she kept so jealously to herself. He said at last quite simply:


“I understand, I think. From what I have gathered of her character, I feel as you do.”


“As I do?” She seemed to hold in her breath on the words.


“That she would not have forgiven,” he explained.


He felt, rather than heard, the tense breath released little by little. Then she said, looking not at him now, but before her at the fine network of the woods:


“It must take a sort of genius to be relentless.”


“Yes. There was that sort of genius in the sixteenth century.”


“Oh…” Her voice had a dissenting note. “The thing I mean isn’t of any particular century. It’s a question of personality.”


“Exactly; there were many such personalities in the Cinque-cento.”


“Many? How terrible!”


“Terrible but wonderful,” Radford ventured to qualify-


“Terrible but wonderful.…” she repeated slowly, as if fitting the words to some image in her mind. “Terrible but wonderful.…” she said again.


Her tone put before him, as if painted against the hazy background, a vivid picture of the fierce, bright Melany of “Her Wish,” a picture whose black eyes, steadily malevolent, were focussed upon the living Melany’s pale, brooding face.


“It must interfere with your pleasure in the old place, to feel that personality so keenly,” he said, wishing to let her see that he had not taken too much for granted.


“‘Interfere’?” she echoed; then on a dropped tone: “Yes, it does rather … interfere. I mean,” she interpreted herself quickly, “that one feels an influence, as if … well, as if one weren’t wanted.”


“Don’t you think a lot of it may be just what has been handed down about her? The tradition and that letter?”


“Of course that’s part of it,” she admitted.


“But you feel there’s … more?”


He was afraid he had ventured a shade too far, for she didn’t answer at once. Then, to his surprise, she said quietly:


“Much more.”


A revelation came to Radford at that, of the imperative need urging her to share these impressions. He felt as if he had arrived only in the nick of time to keep the tension of her secret mind from snapping with silence. And the sure intuition that had told her his hidden mind would comprehend, drew him closer to her. He measured his words carefully this time.


“You feel it’s not only an influence, but her influence?” he asked.


“I want to see what you will feel in that house,” she countered.


Radford thought that the best way now was to come forward with a confession of his own.


They had turned into the long avenue of fir-trees that led to “Her Wish” gates. He could just see the chimneys of the house and a bit of the dark hedges, which even in the sunlight struck him afresh as a fateful boundary. His heart quickened as it had done the evening before, with the feeling of mysterious recognition.


He told her of it, keeping back his fancy about the scent of damask roses near the grave, and that strange humming chord, which he still believed to have been the effect of some draft in one of the chimneys.


“Yes,” she said, “I know. What is it, I wonder? Have we lived before, and remember, do you think? Or do we – slip out – in our sleep, and make strange journeyings!”


“Both perhaps,” said Radford.


She just raised her eyes to his, then looked again at the gates they were approaching.


“Was it a – pleasant feeling?” she then asked.


“Not pleasant exactly, more excited – exalté. It made me curious to know if anything was to come – afterward. Whether it…” He was puzzled to express just what his feeling had been.… “Whether it meant anything, you know,” he ended rather baldly. “It seemed like a queer sort of riddle.… I felt there was a meaning but that it was, well, ‘up to me’ to find it.”


They had reached the gates now, and the girl stood gazing through the iron flower-work and tendrils at the dreamy house.


“Perhaps,” she said, “you’ll find it … there.” Her voice shook suddenly. “Oh, I pray you will!” she cried, and her hands went to her breast, and in her eyes that sought his with supplication there were tears. Radford spoke with a tenderness as frank as her appeal.


“Why do you pray that?” he asked.


“Because,” she answered, her eyes never leaving his, “because I believe you were sent here – to help me.”


“If I can, you may be sure I shall,” said the young man.


“Oh, you can! You will – I feel it,” she said, even more fervently.


“Against … that influence?”


“Against her influence!” cried the girl, at last wholly unveiling her inner self to him with mystic passion.


Radford was as amazed and thrilled as if some supernally shy, fugitive being, a wood-nymph say, fleeing from panic danger, had appeared before him in appeal. This, then, was the meaning of that look in her veiled eyes. Her wound was crueler than mere loss could make it, had been dealt, in her belief, by a weapon not only sharp but poisoned. It was strange how certain he felt, in that instant of revelation, that she believed the loss of her voice to be the dreadful result of the influence she had defined for him in her cry of surrender.


“I won’t fail you,” he said; “I’ll never fail your beautiful belief in me.”


Now her words rushed eagerly, stammeringly.


“I knew it. I knew you – almost at once. I didn’t talk last evening because I was feeling you… trying to make out whether it was only my fancy … or…” her smile was quite lovely, “whether you were what I thought you.… I couldn’t tell you this.… I couldn’t have told you anything … but for what you told me … just now in the woods. That little dog … Oh!” she broke off, and her breast struggled against nervous laughter … “Think what that quaint little ghost did … it showed you to me as you are … it broke the seal … the awful seal I’ve had to set…” She could not finish but laid her hand on her lips, telling him without words where that seal, broken now for him, had been so tragically set. At the same time, she held out her other hand to him. It was an extraordinarily beautiful gesture, full of the implicit trust that a child sometimes signifies in giving its hand.


Radford took it gently, and bent over it, moved to the quick of a nature as sensitive as her own.


“I will not fail you,” he repeated as he touched his lips to it. He felt as if with that kiss he were signing his fealty to a gentle, exiled princess. “Exiled” – again he had found just the right word. That was what so exactly she seemed to him, a creature exiled from the joy that was surely her right, if beauty and sweetness did give rights in this queer world, as he had always, rather ardently, believed.


They remained silent for a few moments, she trying to control some of the curious ecstasy that had mounted in her with the breaking forth of that sealed inner fountain; he searching for words that would not seem too abrupt or commonplace to link them to the next phase of their very real, yet exquisitely fragile, relationship.


He expressed finally what just then he wished most.


“Shall we sit there, under that fir, and talk together a while before we go in?” he suggested, pointing to an aged fir-tree, with foliage that lay in silverish-green clouds upon its gnarled branches, above a carpet of fragrant brown.


“Yes,” she said; “I should like that so much.” And her sigh was one of content, as if he had given her by his suggestion what she, too, just then most wanted.


She took off her hat, when they were settled upon the brown fir-needles, and leaning back her head against the tree, closed her eyes as if it soothed her to feel its sunny, aromatic breath playing over her loosened hair. Her face, with its closed eyes, had a sweet, exhausted look that went to Radford’s heart, plucked at its finest strings. The pure fragrance, aromatic yet chaste, was like the fragrance of her personality. And there was something, too, in the trustfulness of those closed eyes, that touched him, as the confidence of birds touched him. Ever since he could remember birds had seemed to him the most magical, the most endearing of living things, and their trust in man the most moving of miracles.


She opened her eyes, and meeting his, smiled gently.


“I am tired,” she said. “We have come a long way – far longer than from ‘Hilton’ to ‘Her Wish.’”


“Yes, a long way, but a very beautiful way.”


“And I burned all the bridges, did I not? With a vengeance!”


She gave this a rueful quaintness, and her color flickered.


“It was a glorious conflagration,” smiled Radford, glad that she could give things this natural, half-jesting turn. He knew what it must have cost her to break that seal of silence. “Some bridges are only built to be burnt.”


“Well…” and she sighed, “mine are certainly in ashes.”


“There’s a better way back,” he ventured, “and you won’t need bridges.”


“Back!” she echoed quickly.


“Back to the serene, bright place where you belong – that I am to help you reach again.”


Her face took on its tragic pallor.


“Serene, yes, perhaps … but not bright … never bright any more.”


He knew so well how she was hearing the echo of her hushed voice.


“Ah, but there is brightness and brightness,” he said, holding her with his young, kind eyes. “We are not to walk by one star only…”


“Yes, yes we are!” she caught it from him with passionate vehemence. “The star of our greatest gift.… That lights us.… That draws us on.… When that goes out … we grope … we stumble.… All the other stars in Heaven … in our Heaven … are only pale freckles against the darkness.… The dreadful darkness.… Their rays don’t reach our path … don’t light our way.…”


He couldn’t answer this cry of desolation with a phrase. He sat in silence looking down at the play of shadows, fine as the brush-strokes in a Japanese drawing, that made a pattern over her white gown, and the slender hand she had clenched in its folds. Her face was turned away from him.


She broke this silence herself, speaking in the soft, husky tone that always followed her outbursts of emotion:


“Would you care,” she asked, “to hear how it began?”


“Ah, but you know I would.”


She accepted this with a simplicity that he was beginning to recognize as one of her chief rarenesses.


“It began,” she said without waiting for further protest on his part, “when I was a child.… I think—” her fine brows puzzled over it for a second, “that I was about twelve.”


Radford’s heart jumped. This “it” then, was not only the tragedy of her voice. She was going to tell him about that other thing also.


“Yes,” she went on, “I am sure I couldn’t have been more than twelve. I was there…” she looked towards the iron gates … “in the house. That portrait – the one Father spoke of last night – always had an intense fascination for me. I stood looking up at it that day, until the eyes seemed to move on mine, and all at once… something chill and dreadful rushed through me.… I don’t know how to describe it to you. It was as if the invisible part of me – soul – spirit – what you will … the essence of me, was being shaken … rocked to and fro … loosened from my body. I ran, and ran, and ran. It was then that the thought first came to me.…” She stopped, catching in her breath.


“The thought…?” Radford prompted.


“The thought that she hated me for wearing her name. That she would … punish me for it. Take, in her turn, something of mine…”
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Radford seemed to see the flying figure of a child, the wind in its hair, fear in its darkened eyes, skimming down the terraced lawns towards them. And at the same time he saw also the whole thing – the childhood haunted by a nervous dread that with years had grown into an obsession – l’idée fixe – that found in the loss of her voice the fulfillment of a dark prescience.


“Did you tell anyone of this feeling?” he asked gently.


“No – no one. I’ve never spoken of it till today. There was no one who would have understood.”


“And it never left you…? I mean, you were always conscious of it … of a dread?”


“Always. I used to wonder…” He saw the hands that she had clasped together, tremble.… “if I couldn’t do something… to propitiate her.”


The smile she turned on him was like the piteous effort of a child to be brave in darkness that terrifies it.


“I used to put fresh flowers before her portrait and on her grave…” She looked down a moment. “I do it still.”


And Radford, glancing again at her clasped hands, remembered his feeling that the fresh flowers upon that grave in the ghost garden must have been laid there by a woman’s delicate hands.


“It’s the feeling, I suppose,” she added with a sad bitterness, “that made the Greeks call the Erinnyes the Eumenides; and still makes the Irish call the fairies they fear so much, the ‘good people.’”


Radford did not dare show his pity, but he could not keep back his admiration.


“I never imagined such beautiful courage!” he exclaimed.


“Courage? Whose courage?” she asked.


“Why, yours! Yours…! To keep such a thing to yourself … to live with it all these years and never speak of it.…”


She flushed again.


“I didn’t speak of it because I was afraid to speak,” she said slowly. “You are the only one I ever knew who wouldn’t have thought me mad. Father – Steven – no. I could never have told them such a thing. It’s because you know … for yourself … because you’ve felt … such things … that I can speak to you.”


Radford replied, his voice shaking a little:


“Tell me how I can help you.”


“Ah,” she sighed, her eyes turning to him in wistful confidence, “I can’t tell you how, I can only feel that you will.”


He hesitated an instant before asking: “You think I shall have some power t o… come between you…? To – as one might say – ward her off?”


“To propitiate her,” the girl corrected softly.


“You feel one wouldn’t be strong enough to – well – to dominate her…?”


Melany gave a sort of moan.


“Oh, you don’t dream how terribly strong she is!”


“You really feel it to that extent?” he marveled.


“As if she were a dark power?”


The girl whispered it:


“She is all Will … a relentless, implacable Will!”


“But,” began Radford, and he did not finish his sentence until she said urgently:


“Go on – go on.… You may say anything you like – anything.”


“Then – hasn’t she,” the young man’s voice was very low, modulated to the tragic allusion he was about to. make, “hasn’t she already … satisfied this Will … in regard to you?”


She accepted it as the kind cruelty of a surgeon’s knife, without wincing, but her face went white.


“You mean – when she took away my voice…?”


Then, as he nodded, with the most extraordinary mingling of scorn and dread, she replied:


“No! She is the daughter of the Horse Leech – she cries without ceasing, ‘Give! Give!’”


“You think,” murmured Bedford, appalled by the depth of her obsession, “that she means to take more from you?”


“All – if she can,” said Melany. “If you can’t help me – all – everything.”


Radford knew now, with a leap of his intelligence that had in it no disloyalty to her, that he was in the presence of either a piteous dementia, or one of those psychic mysteries that neither science nor religion has yet succeeded in explaining. Perhaps, he told himself, trying to bring all his rationality to bear on the amazing question, there might even be a mingling of both in the dark fabric – an over-sensitive nature too easily reacting to such an influence, exaggerating the unseen power, that very possibly existed but that had no such evil limitlessness as her dread imagined.


He turned to her, feeling that while they were at this abnormal pitch one screw more to the key governing the taut string would not matter, and that if, as she so touchingly repeated, he was to help her, he must know the full extent to which she had suffered this strange assault.


“Have you ever,” he asked, “seen anything?”


But she shook her head.


“Thank God – no,” she said fervently. An instant later she added with a slight confusion, as if confessing against her will, but in the effort to be utterly frank with him:


“I thought I heard something once though.… I felt that she was laughing at me, and then suddenly, I seemed to hear a queer, soft laugh – running up a little scale and stopping short – it was more in my mind that I heard it than in the air.… It was the way one remembers a bit of music.…”


She looked at him anxiously, trying to make out whether he understood. “I know though,” she ended, “whether it was with my mind or – or really that I heard it – I know that she was there – and laughing.” All at once she caught his arm in both her slight hands, and with the most heart-breaking desperation, cried to him:


“If you think me mad, I shall think so too! And then I shall be mad!”


Radford took her hands in his and held them firmly. They were wet and cold as ice.


“Listen,” he said, his eyes on hers, “if we are to be good comrades in this business we must trust each other absolutely, we must be absolutely frank with each other. How can you trust me if you think me capable of such wrong ideas about you? And remember this, please – no madman ever yet thought that he was mad. If you were mad,” and here he ventured to smile at her, “you would be the last person to think so!”


Her eyes closed again for a few seconds, and then gently drawing her hands from his, she whispered:


“You are very good to me, and – very patient. I think you know what I feel.”


“Yes, I think I do,” he said. “And your beautiful generosity makes you feel much more than there’s any cause for.”


“No,” she returned, and now she too smiled, though it was rather a wan little effort; “if we are to be good comrades, ‘absolutely frank with each other,’ you must admit that I couldn’t feel too grateful. Why!” and she showed him now the loveliest, illumined look, “you found me wandering alone in a black wilderness – and you held out your hand to me! Since I have taken it,” she ended, her voice quivering, “the darkness isn’t so dark.” And rising quickly, she turned towards the iron gates.


“Come,” she said in another tone, “I long to know what you will feel when you are in that house, when you see that portrait.”
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They passed through the gates and went silently up the faded lawn on their strange adventure. The lovely old house, its walls and columns now quickened with blowing shadows, gave forth no impression of hostility; looked, rather, gently benign in the sunlight. And there was a grace about it, an elusive charm quite feminine, as if in some subtle way it had become permeated by the charm of the woman whose visible thought it was.


On the steps of the low, tessellated portico, Melany turned and handed him the great key.


“I want you to unlock the door,” she explained in answer to his look of surprise. “I feel as if – it’s queer, but I do feel as if she would not mind so much, your doing it.”


Radford, his eyes on the huge silver key with its handle roughened by the crest of the Horsemandens, had an odd sensation, as if in holding it he were holding, literally, the key to some portentous mystery. Between him and the mystery were the massive double doors of “Her Wish,” under their arch of patterned glass. As he had felt last night, in crossing the line sentinaled by its dark hedges, that he was crossing some boundary of Fate, so it now seemed to him that, by turning this key in the lock guarding the mysterious house, he would of his own will become an intruder on what it hid. It was as if a voice within him said: “You will be entering upon this mystery of your own volition, by your own act. Think well. This decision matters – is momentous.”


The next moment, with a reaction of mood into something almost exultant, and a faster heartbeat, he stepped forward and thrust home the key into its lock. It turned with the easy click and spring of old hand-wrought English workmanship; and opening one side of the great door, he stooped first, then reaching upwards, drew the bolts that held the other, as if from long habit he knew just where to feel for them. Then he waited for the girl to enter, but she drew back.


“I have a feeling,” she explained, “that you must enter first.”


“Well then…” he said, smiling to lighten the solemnity of what she showed so plainly to be for her a most solemn, even dread, occasion, – and as he spoke he stepped across the threshold.


Without, in the sunlight the girl stood quite still, looking at him. Then, for a second she seemed to vanish – a thin, yet dense, curtain seemed to have fallen between them. It was the queerest optical, or mental, illusion, but for that instant he seemed to be quite alone in the beautiful paneled hall – quite alone in an intense silence, that was like sound. The next instant, there she was beside him, and the sunlight following her lit up her white dress and crown of spun-bronze, so that she looked a more vivid creature against the dimness than she had looked in the diffused glare outside.


“Well?” she whispered.


“It’s adorable,” said the young man, peering about him, – “all that I can see of it – perfectly adorable.”


Her voice dropped a little, as if for the first time he had failed to meet her quite comprehendingly.


“I meant… that feeling of … of…” She didn’t finish her sentence.


“Of familiarity … recognition?” he completed it. “Yes – that’s there – but not so strongly as last night. In a way it comes back to me, but vaguely; the way that poetry sometimes comes, you know – with a line missing here and there – rhymes that one can’t fill out.… Perhaps,” he ended, looking up at the tall, arched windows, “if we could open some of those blinds…”


Under her direction, he opened one of the windows and pushed back the Venetian blinds. The light stole in, tempered by the frail, yellow foliage of silver-poplars just outside, and its mellow discretion revealed with exactly the right measure of wistfulness the proportions of the charming arched hall, and the delicate intricacies of its carved cornice.


“Yes,” he said, gazing at the closed doors on every side, “it comes back … in snatches … like an old tune…”


The hall, after its first fine regularity, became whimsical, narrowing here, widening there. Three staircases led from it, the main one, springing with a noble curve to the front of the upper floor, the two others, set far back, leading, as Melany explained, to rear wings. Above short flights of steps, one saw dark corridors winding off to rooms built on another level. The planks of the oak floor, converging in fine perspective lines to the last of the three arches, in which was set a big, double door corresponding to that at the front, had evidently been hewn the entire length of the trees. Yellowish stains on the bare walls showed where portraits had once hung.


He wondered at the lack of dust, and the polish of the planks under their feet, and Melany told him that the people who now owned “Her ‘Wish” – Higgson was the jarring name – “kept it up,” to a certain extent, under her father’s superintendence, always hoping, by some: lucky fluke, to sell it again.


She showed him through the rooms to right and left, rooms that impressed him with a renewed sense of exquisite proportion, then led the way to one of the corridors at the back. Here she stopped, before ascending the three shallow steps that led up to it.


“We’re going now… to her special wing,” she said under her breath. “The portrait is in the room they call her breakfast-room; her spinning-room adjoins it.”


She looked up at him so pale, in the dim light, that he had a sense of seeing her face through the green dimness of water.


“Would you rather not – after all?” he asked, considerate of what must be her shrinking, even while his own heart burned with a romantic curiosity and the desire for a closer contact with the personality who had created this enchanting abode.


But she had recaptured her firmness.


“No,” she said; “I want to go with you. Only keep close to me in your thought. Don’t let…” It was with an effort that she uttered this … “Don’t let your thoughts be drawn too far away. That – I can’t tell why – but that would make me – afraid – to be there with you.”


He held out his hand smiling.


“Come – let’s go hand in hand, if you’re nervous.”


But she did not reflect his mood.


“No,” she said seriously. “No. I feel that wouldn’t be best.”


“Why?” he asked, not at all seeing what she could mean.


She did not falter this time. “I feel – since I have been here—” she couldn’t keep back a slight shiver – “that she prefers you to see her portrait, alone.”


Radford frankly stared.


“You mean you won’t come with me?”


“Yes, I’ll come with you, but I won’t look at it with you. I’ll stand by the window while you look at it.”


“What an odd idea!” he couldn’t help exclaiming.


“Oh,” retorted the girl, with one of her sudden outbreaks, “don’t stand there talking! Hurry! Let’s get it over.”


The corridor, long and dimly lighted by two round, green-shuttered windows set high, led along the southeast side of the little court where Radford had stood that first evening. His feelings as he followed the slight figure of the modern Melany were strangely blent of an eagerness to come within sensible perception of that other Melany, and of a desire, that can only be termed chivalrous, to “ward her off” from her terror-ridden kinswoman.


He was as keen over the possible sensations that he might experience in looking at her portrait, in being at last precisely in the middle of her most concentrated influence, as a young scientist noting in himself the progress of some rare disease. It was curious, he reflected, how up to this present time he had shrunk, had even very decidedly recoiled, from any development in himself of possibly latent powers in this direction. Now, just as he had longed to return alone, and listen for a repetition of the eerie humming that Joel had pronounced the hum of a spinning-wheel, he caught himself wishing that he were going to visit these haunted chambers unaccompanied – even by the girl he wished so much to help.


She paused before a door at the end of the corridor, and standing aside, said:


“You open it”


And this time, without any hesitation, with, on the contrary, a perceptible increase of his secret eagerness, he turned the tarnished silver handle and stepped into the room beyond.


The infiltration of greenish light through the closed blinds showed him a vista of open doorways and bare shining floors as in a French palace. The girl, without waiting for him to speak, went swiftly and threw open the shutters of the long window. As she stood there, with her back to him, he could see over her shoulder the stone Faun in his niche among the ivy.


“It’s there before you,” she said without turning, “above the mantelpiece.”


There before him I He withdrew his eyes slowly from the little sunlit stone figure; and, with God knows what sensations of being at some crisis of hidden things, lifted them to the wall opposite.
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It was indeed “there before him” – simply the most extraordinary semblance of a woman he had ever seen.


That first prolonged stare of his held no criticism – he was merely taking in the incredible crimson of the hair heaped so overwhelmingly above the low forehead, and the intense malicious sweetness given to the sidelong eyes by the almost Chinese lift of their eyelids towards the temples. Then presently, recovering a more dispassionate sense, he saw that the face was rather short, a trifle angular, with a queer, charming mouth, which he felt sure the painter had tried to beautify by making too small for the chin that nicked so deeply into its rounded underlip. “‘Where the bee sucks, there suck I,” this mouth might have described itself. It looked, though, as if it had sucked sweetness from many another thing than flowers – things rarer and more subtle – strange thoughts, fantastic daydreams, wayward surmises concerning the dark romance of death. There was a sort of perverse, occult greed in the dart outward of the upper-lip, a look of honeyed rapacity that recalled to him the girl’s speech about the daughter of the Horse Leech. “Give! Give!” this mouth said without speaking.


He drew nearer, eager to find out how the thing had been done, how the painter had worked out his astonishing effect. Immediately he saw why Mr. Warrenger had called the portrait “bad.” It was not of its time, had none of the smoothnesses and glazings of that school. It had not been produced by a series of preparations, but transferred direct with a full, nervous brush to the canvas, under the guidance of a vision that had evidently adored what it beheld. The color was crude, the drawing at times execrable – as in the hands, which looked like slender gloves blown out, as women sometimes breathe into their gloves to make them keep their shape – but the triumph was there – the undescribed, indescribable something that makes a likeness “live,” which gives one the feeling that in the dead paint there has been absorbed an impalpable essence from the personality of the sitter, that, in fact, some film of the soul has been caught and held by the mysterious image.


As he gazed, Radford thought it probable that the man who had painted this portrait had never done another of equal merit, or, indeed, anything approaching it. This was so convincingly, to him at least, the result of an impassioned enthusiasm, a fevered “possession” as it were. In his effort to immortalize what he worshiped, the painter had been lifted above his ordinary power, had been given, for that one time, a power outside himself, an evanescent magic of perception and. execution that might very well have left him gaping over his own achievement.


Radford looked in vain for a signature. There was not even an initial to tell who the dead painter might have been. It was as if he had made this offering of herself to his divinity, content after its accomplishment to sink into oblivion. “Poor devil!” thought the young man. “Poor devils, I should say,” he corrected himself whimsically; “for there must have been almost as many of you as the legend has it.”


He took in finally the audacious fact that this “sumach”-haired beauty was dressed in pink – a “gown like a rose” – and that in the full tide of her red tresses a damask rose was half-submerged, held there by a long, pearl-headed pin thrust through its heart.


“So you were cruel even to your roses,” he smiled inwardly, finding a quaint completion of the whole perverse charm of the thing, in the stabbing of a rose with a jeweled pin.


With their look of malicious sweetness, the uptilted eyes smiled back at him, inscrutable, gently mocking, heavy a little as with the opiate of secret dreams.


He looked away from them, about the room. Most of the furniture had been removed, but a small spinet, rather prettily painted, stood against one wall. She had been musical too then, this Melany; and again he gazed at the portrait, trying to imagine the quality of the voice that had issued from that odd, alluring mouth. And he stood very still now, waiting to see whether some sense of her invisible presence would waft to him, whether, through the perfect quietude, an influence would come stealing, as though behind the veil of her pictured face she herself in some strange, inexplicable way were watching, observing in her turn.


A soft movement in the room made him start violently, jump to face it, then he saw that the girl at the window had partly turned. There was in her attitude a constrained anguish of expectancy. It called to him more poignantly than any words could have done. He went over and stood beside her.


“Well?” she just managed to murmur, and from the pulsation in her low tone he knew how hard her heart was beating.


“Well,” he echoed, his own voice sounding a little queer to him. “It’s a most wonderful portrait but…” his hands made an expressive, rather foreign gesture, signifying an utter lack of anything worth while to offer, “but that’s all,” he ended.


She searched his face anxiously, almost incredulously.


“You haven’t felt…?”


“Except a tremendous sense of the charm and what must be the fidelity of the portrait… nothing,” he answered.


Her anxious look passed over his shoulder, then came back to him.


“Nothing at all…? Really nothing?” she persisted, veiling her voice to its huskiest tone as if she were afraid of being overheard by the presence he had not felt.


“Nothing of what you mean,” he admitted with a ruefulness that came half from his own disappointment, half from having to disappoint her so much. “Of course I felt her personality – who wouldn’t, looking at that marvelous likeness of her; but I had no sense of her being there – of her watching me, you know.”


The girl gave a little down-east sigh, and again her look went over his shoulder, to the room beyond.


“I can’t understand it … I was so sure…” she breathed disconsolately. And as she stood there gazing past him with that troubled, questing expression, he saw her eyes dilate.


“Tell me,” he blurted, “do you feel her – now?”


But she only gave him a forlorn head-shake in reply.


“Then—” he felt that he was blurting it again, “why do you look so anxious – almost frightened?”


Her look was all reproach now.


“Can’t you think why?”


“No,” he answered honestly. “In fact, I’m so stupid that I’m wondering why it doesn’t come as a relief to you.”


“A relief!… When you may be wondering too at my morbid imagination!”


She flung this out with passion, her head thrown back; then, as he exclaimed, reproachful in his turn, hid her face in her hands.


“It wouldn’t be your fault…. How could you believe in me … with nothing to prove it,” came in stifled sentences from behind this piteous shield.


Radford found himself arguing about the character and habits of ghosts as if he were one of their most privileged intimates.


“But, my dear girl, don’t you see…” he protested, “that there is nothing final in this? Even granting that I were such a gross-grained donkey as to doubt you. There’s so much that must be exactly – to the finest hair – right, for them to make themselves felt – get through, you know. It’s as if there were invisible doors between them and us – doors with complicated locks, combination locks – yes, that’s the very word. And they must get the secret of the combination, possess it perfectly, before they can open the doors. Now, you and I, you see, have probably made a new combination for the lock on her door. She’s doubtless there, just on the other side – as it were, listening at the keyhole – but she can’t come through … not this time. Besides…” he risked a smile, as her hands dropped from her face, and her eyes turned again to his … “don’t you think that possibly I may have ‘exorcised’ her?… That she’s felt you have a knight to break lances for you now – that you aren’t any longer a poor little Una alone with the lion?”


She drew a deep breath, as if this interpretation really brought her relief.


“And if that were so,” she said, “you would believe in me, all the same?”


“My dear girl!” he flung out again, again smiling. “Haven’t I seen for myself? Haven’t I had my own queer little experience?”


Something rustled softly in the next room – a gentle shimmer of sound like the stir of silken skirts. Both started, and the girl seized his arm, clinging to it.


“She’s there! She’s there!” she reiterated in a whisper that had the effect on him of a piercing cry.


He put his hand down hard over hers, and they stood rigidly waiting, their eyes on the open doorway of the spinning-room. Then, all at once, she felt him relax. He even laughed, a little shakenly it must be confessed, and pointed to some dry leaves that had blown in through the open window and were drifting lightly along the floor, indicating the source of the silken rustle that had petrified them.


But she only repeated firmly:


“She’s there … I know she’s there … I feel her now.”


“Then let’s go to her, since she won’t come to us,” Radford suggested, holding fast to the tone he had taken when he laughed.


She still kept a hand upon his arm, and he could feel through his sleeve how cold it was. So they walked, as if about to enter some ceremonious dining-hall, towards the door of the spinning-room.




 



 •   XI   •






They stood still just beyond the threshold – “with bated breath” is the only way to describe it. Radford said at last, keeping up the half playful tone that wasn’t at all the expression of his real feeling:


“Well?… Is our hostess here? Or has she retreated afresh?”


“Don’t joke about her … please don’t,” the girl pleaded.


They stood silent and still again. Presently she took away her hand from his arm. He looked his question this time.


“Yes,” she whispered. “She’s … gone.”


“Then I’ll let in the good, commonplace sunlight,” he whispered back.


It gushed happily in, revealing the most cheerful, homelike room imaginable, smaller than the one they had left, and paneled in dim green from floor to ceiling. Corner cupboards cut off every angle, and in sunk rounds, above each panel, were paintings of macaws, still bright as bits of Oriental jewelry.


The mantelpiece was of dark orange marble, set with white medallions on which danced little negroes of black marble in low-relief. Above hung an enormous “sampler,” done in crimsons, blues and yellows with queer, formal animals; vases blooming with impossible flowers; and, at the bottom, after a row of brilliant, foliaged lettering, the name in gold thread: Melany Horsemanden.


The fireplace was deep and wide, and its throat still dark from the smoke of fires long gone out. On one side of it stood a large wooden spinning-wheel, a “wool wheel,” Melany explained. He had never chanced to see one before and thought it charming with its prettily turned spokes and stanchion, and alert looking “head” on which the long iron spindle was held in place by leather “ears.” Its rearing body and spread legs, together with this pert head, reminded him altogether of an insect – the “praying-mantis,” or, as it is called even more expressively in Virginia, “the Devil’s riding-horse.”


He took it in bit by bit, curiously. This, then, was the famous spinning-wheel, the “hanted wheel,” as Joel had called it. He put out his hand suddenly and set it whirling. Beautifully balanced, it turned so fast that the spokes became a greyish blur. Then, astonished, he appealed to Melany.


“Why, it makes no sound whatever!” he exclaimed. “I thought a spinning-wheel made a humming noise when one turned it?”


“Not unless the band is on,” she answered.


“And what is that – the ‘band’?”


“A piece of cord. It’s there, wrapped around the head.”


Bedford glanced where she pointed and saw what he had thought only a white string used to mend some break in the ancient wheel.


“But it’s new – she can’t have used that!” he said, bending closer.


“Yes, it’s new,” the girl admitted reluctantly. “I put it there.”


“You did?” He was struck by another thought. “Can you spin?”


She nodded.


“And you’ve spun with this very wheel? How charming!”


She began to explain in a low, hurried voice, twisting her fingers nervously together, as she looked down at them:


“I thought she might like it … to have someone … of her blood … spin with her wheel again … make it seem alive again, you know. So I got an old mountain woman to teach me. Then I came one morning, and lit a fire – it was in October – you can’t spin if the room is cold – and I spun two or three bobbins full. I remember I felt quite light-hearted that morning – as if she really were pleased.” Her voice died out on these words.


“And then—?”


“It wasn’t long after that I – lost my voice,” she faltered.


“But you can’t think—” Bedford began impulsively. “I mean why shouldn’t she be pleased with your idea?…” he continued. “It was a lovely one! It ought to have delighted her.”


He was becoming quite used, now, to mentioning the elusive phantom as if she were a sentient being.


Melany was silent, her eyes still on her interlaced fingers.


“Come!” he said, going close to her. “I’m sure I’m right. I’ve a feeling that she does like it. Now that I’m here, you know, everything’s going to be different – quite different. Come,” he coaxed again, “you told me you felt that too, didn’t you?”


Her “Yes” came on a sigh, but she half smiled.


“Good!” said Radford gaily. “And we must go on proving it.”


“Proving it?”


“Yes. By all sorts of daring little liberties. For instance,” he disregarded the startled look with which her eyes flitted about the room then beck to his, “you’re going to put that cord – ‘band,’ you call it? – into place, and spin for me!” .


She looked simply aghast.


“Oh, don’t ask me that!” she wailed.


He thought he was doing the right thing to say in a hurt voice:


“Then you aren’t sure of me, after all?”


This she met with a wave of crimson to her forehead, and the little back toss of her head that showed a spirit only very partially subdued.


“It’s not kind of you to say that when I’ve said so much!” she cried in a throbbing voice.


Radford humbled himself instantly.


“Forgive me,” he pleaded. “It was only my rough way of trying to let you see how much I want to be kind.”


Though the rose of indignation still burnt brightly in her cheeks, she gave him, at this, a wistful, abashed glance.


“I think,” she murmured, “that I must ask you to forgive me – I ought to have known you only meant to be kind – after your having been so very kind already!”


Radford wished heartily just then that young men might, on occasion, put brotherly arms about young women without seeming impertinent. He had to content himself with assuring her again that he had never felt so touched, so honored, by anything in his life as by her confidence.


“If you will help me kindle a fire, I will spin for you,” was her response to this; and opening the door of a little cupboard near the chimney, she disclosed a store of “light-wood” and some hickory logs.


They knelt side by side on the hearth, absorbed as two children in a newly invented game, and together built up what promised to be, as Radford said, “a roaring success.” He laid the big “backlog” carefully in place, under her direction; then, with a leaf torn from his notebook, set fire to the resinous kindling.


The first flames leaped up, charming as a bed of yellow tulips in the dark fireplace. There was a delicious smell of wood smoke, as the cold chimney coughed back the first wreaths, then with gay snappings and flutterings, the whole mass “caught.” Golden spark-serpents ran to and fro over the great backlog, blue and lilac tongues licked round it; then, superbly it, too, ignited, sending forth a banner of orange flame, sighing and roaring like a giant in the throes of passion. The hearthstone of “Her Wish” was warm once more.


This was the very thought that occurred to Radford as he stood there gazing down at the gorgeous result of their united effort.


“‘Pleased’!” he repeated, on a ring of his pleasant laughter. “I should think she jolly well ought to be pleased – your elusive lady. Why, we’ve warmed her own particular hearthstone for her – we’ve lighted, you may say, the beacon of good will!” He flourished a dramatic hand. “Look how the room answers to it! I say, you know,” he added with conviction, “it’s really the most enchanting room!”


Melany was fetching a box of carded wool “slips” from another cupboard. She followed his look about the green-paneled walls, on which ruddy lights were now gleaming and waning. It gave her an impression as of a sleeping face that had opened its eyes.


“Yes,” she forced herself to say, “it does look pretty in the firelight. My fire wasn’t a splendid one like this.”


Then he gave another exclamation of approval.


“By Jove! I hadn’t noticed what a beautiful old clock this is! How did ‘they’ come to leave it here!”


And he stood, hands in pockets, head thrust forward, gazing at the old “subject” clock of ormolu and enamel that stood on the mantel-shelf under the big sampler.


Melany, who had gone to close the window before beginning to spin, stood there fingering a trail of ivy as if glad of this living green link with the outer world. She answered him without moving:


“It was in her will that her portrait and spinning-wheel and that clock should never be taken away.”


“That’s all very well,” the young man threw over his shoulder, still curiously examining the clock, “but how was the miracle accomplished? Why did the Brooklyn person and all the others obey her? Did she leave a malediction also in her will, as the alternative? A sort of ‘curst be he who moves my bones’ codicil?”


“Yes,” said the girl.


Radford positively sprang round to look at her.


“No! You can’t mean it!” he cried, his eyes shining.


“Yes,” she said again, rather wondering at his look. “It’s true. Don’t you think,” she added somberly, “that it’s like what one knows of her!”


“It’s only too wonderfully, too delightfully like!” he cried. “It completes the whole thing to such a degree that I can’t take it in. And this clock—” he turned to it again. “She must have designed it herself – it’s so exactly like her – almost as much like her as that portrait must be, In a way, it is a portrait of her – of her strange, perverse mind. I simply can’t imagine a queerer mixture of beauty and gruesomeness – can you?”


“To me it’s only horrible,” said the girl, looking away.


It was rather horrible. On a golden wheel poised the figure of a youth running. He held in one hand a black sickle, and in the other a mask cunningly enameled to represent a young, smiling face. When one looked at the clock in profile, however, one saw behind this mask the real head of the figure – a skull, with serpents knotted through the empty eye-sockets.


Some words in black enamel ran across its base:


“Apres Moi – la Mort.

 Apres la Mort – Maintes Choses.”

 (“After Me – Death.

 After Death – Many Things”)


“What an extraordinary creature!” the young man kept murmuring, his eyes on this sinister timepiece that no longer kept time.


Something roused him with an efficacy as startling as the icy douche that taught Grimm’s young man to shiver. It was, indeed, as if a hand of ice had clapped him on the back, sending its shocking thrill to his very marrow; for behind him had sounded suddenly a strange, humming, minor chord that rose and fell, paused, then repeated itself.
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Almost simultaneously with the eeriesome shock came a flash of comprehension in which he realized that Melany had adjusted the wheel and begun to spin. But he did not turn to her for an appreciable moment: he felt that by doing so at once he would have shown her too extraordinary a face. And the wild fact drove itself home to him, as he stood through this moment of waiting, that there was, after all, more in the legends than the mere power to work on her impressionable nerves.


When he did turn at last, however, what he saw was so winsome, so warmly lighted by the glow of immemorial associations with all that was most gracious in the homely commonplaces of life, even of poetry – did not Homer speak of the violet-wool on Helen’s distaff? – that he felt the chill in his blood dissolve as by white magic.


How, he wondered, watching the girl’s absorbed movements, had women ever come to give up an occupation so perfectly graceful as spinning wool?


Here, she looked round at him with a smile, and reversing the wheel, wound back the thread that she had just spun.


“Ah, don’t stop,” he said; “I could watch you all. day. I’m painting a picture of you like that in my mind.


In fact, I think I shall have to do it really. Don’t stop – please!”


She selected one of the rolls of fluffy wool, and holding it against the point of the spindle turned the wheel rather slowly, at the same time stepping backward and “drawing out her thread” to the full length of her arm. It was as if the wool changed to fine elastic under her delicate touch. Then, when she had it long enough to twist, she set the wheel whirling rapidly, and as it whirled it hummed forth its minor song.


Radford’s mind veered back to last night, when he had stood under that very window and listened to this very sound. Was it really possible…? He turned with a sudden impulse, and going to the window, opened it and swung himself out over the sill. The thread that Melany was twisting snapped short, and she gave a cry and ran forward:


“Oh, don’t leave me!”


He smiled back at her reassuringly, leaning on the low sill, as he had seemed to remember having leaned often before.


“Fancy my doing such a thing! I only want to see how you ‘compose’ as a picture, you know, from outside,” he explained mendaciously. “Do go on spinning, just for a moment, won’t you?”


She went rather laggingly towards the wheel, looking back at him over her shoulder as if afraid he might play her some boyish trick.


“I promise you I shan’t leave this window,” he called, reading her thought, “on my honor!”


And so, a little pale, a little troubled, she took up another “slip” of wool, and began to spin again.


Yes – it was the same sound that he had heard last night, rising from the cold and empty darkness behind the shuttered window. He stood a moment or two listening, then swung himself back into the room.


“Do you know,” he said slowly, looking into her eyes, “I’ve got a real impression that I have ‘exorcised’ her?”


“You have?” she asked, and he noted the timid hope in her voice.


“I have, most positively,” he affirmed. “And – think a bit – haven’t you got it too – deep down somewhere, underneath your natural dread?”


She glanced about her, still timorously, and there was a surprised, lightened look on her sensitive face.


“Why, it does seem – different,” she admitted finally.


“Of course it does, because it is,” he let himself exult, delighting in the soft wonder that darkened her eyes. “Don’t you see? It’s our being together that’s done it. It’s the two of us together that she can’t bully…”


Her “Oh!” of protest at this crass temerity of expression didn’t check him – was like a pebble thrown into a gleeful torrent.


“We’re too one in our feeling against her intrusion for her to get through. We’re, as I said,” he laughed happily, “the lock on her door that she doesn’t know the combination of! But I’ll tell you the secret. It’s that my feeling for you is stronger than my feeling for her. Oh,” he continued, answering her astonished look, “I’ve had my temptations, let me tell you! As far as I’m concerned, you know, I’d adore seeing her! I hoped awfully at first that I’d get at least a glimpse…”


She did interrupt him this time.


“You – want to see her?” she whispered strickenly.


His gaiety didn’t give an inch.


“Wanted, my dear girl, wanted,” he corrected with the same self-acclaiming jubilation of tone. “You see how delighted I am with myself, because unselfishness has conquered curiosity; for your sake – for the sake of our friendship – I’ve given her up – utterly!”


And he threw out his hands with the foreign gesture that she liked. She stood without speaking for a time, smoothing out his crumpled sentences in her thought so as to read their full meaning. Then she said simply, if somewhat shyly:


“You mean you’d rather be kind to me, than have—” one of her quick tremors came with the next words, “some strange experience?”


“I mean that I’m your friend – not her friend. There’s the whole situation. There’s the lock we’ve put on her door!”


A third time Melany looked round the pretty room, now warm with firelight. A tremor ran through her again.


“Locks can be broken,” she murmured.


“Not this one!” he exulted. “I defy her!”


And as the girl clung to his arm, moaning in an access of her old dread, “Don’t! Don’t!” he repeated, waving his free arm as if addressing someone invisible: “Yes, I defy you, elusive lady!”


He might have continued longer in this strain, for he was being driven by a novel, very pleasurable excitement – it was really delightful to play knight errant and I break lances for such a sweet lady, against the powers of darkness – but the white misery of her face stopped him.


“I’m awfully sorry I’ve upset you with my nonsense,” | he said. “But I’m so sure she isn’t here – can’t possibly be here. Try for yourself – I’ll be quite still – try to see whether you feel her in any way.”


During their silence the fire fluttered softly, and a mouse played with a nut that it had hoarded inside the wainscoting. There was no other sound.


He bent down his head to her.


“It’s so, isn’t it? She’s not here … not anywhere near, is she?”


Her face turned towards him slowly, and he had the: impression of someone half-dazed by an unhoped-for rescue.


“No,” she murmured, in a voice that matched her look, a voice dim with happy amazement. “You’ve come between us.”


“Ah, and I’ll stay between you!” he cried.


They covered the fire with ashes before they went.


“It’s really ‘ashes to ashes’ this time,” said Radford, as he heaped the last shovelful over the embers, yielding once more to the daring desire to jest that beset him. “I’ve ‘laid’ her for you, on her own hearthstone.”


But Melany only gave him a beseeching look, paling again. It would take a long time for her to feel as secure behind that invisible lock as he seemed to feel.
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This singular visit to “Her Wish” was the beginning of an even rarer intercourse. Love at first sight is supposed to be an exquisite and unusual experience, but the spiritual intimacy, almost as of spirits disembodied, that had sprung up between them on that occasion, was altogether of a subtler, more unique quality. No actual person or circumstance, Radford reflected, with a somewhat amused tenderness for the queer source of it all, could have brought them so really together, as they had been brought by that elusive, fascinating phantom. He had not, indeed, lost his sense of her as fascinating, though his loyalty to the girl’s lovely confidence in him kept him staunch in his determination to “ward her off,” “to stay between them,” as he had declared that he would.


However, there are as many paths to love as there are lovers to take them, and when, at the end of two weeks, there came a letter from Steven, stating lugubriously that he would be compelled to go to New Orleans for at least a month, Radford was delighted in spite of his affection for Steven. He thought, by this time, that he knew quite well why the box-hedges of “Her Wish” had seemed a boundary of Fate, why the whole place had been so mystically familiar. It was in his Scots blood – his mother had been a Stewart – and also in his individual sensitiveness to occult impressions, to believe in their hidden meaning, as of mystic signposts pointing the way.


He even by this time felt that he also had “known” Melany when he first looked on her. She was his “dream of Fair Women” made actual – his artist’s vision in the delicate flesh. Ah, the willful phantom had her perverse kindnesses, after all; for if the living Melany had not lost her “wonderful voice,” would she not have been lost to him? He had the grace, it is true, to blush for this leap to light in him of the hidden primordial selfishness of love, but his shame made it none the less true. He could not, he felt convinced, though hating himself for the conviction, even for her sweet sake, have played the role of semi-detached husband to a successful Prima Donna. And he had desolate pictures of himself waiting in the “wings” with wraps and cordials, while Melany, to the music of her most wonderful high notes, died in a blond wig and the arms of the Primo Tenore. But in that case, too, he consoled himself, neither would she have consented to play the role of wife to any man. Her charming old father had described her once as “dedicated” to her art. How much more fitting it was, he further consoled himself, that a being so exquisite should be dedicated, “set apart and consecrated,” to love – such love as he would give her. 


He felt a shudder of revulsion through all his sensitiveness when he thought of her as surrounded by the gross rivalries and amours, the heart-killing excitement and soul-stifling successes of an operatic “career.” But he had also the largeness to realize that Art, in whatever form, is to its devotee still the highest. He ached for her bitter disappointment, even while he could not help rejoicing in his love for her, but when he thought of how her love for him might drown that disappointment in its radiant waves, this ache of sympathy dissolved into exultation. His whole existence would be spent, if she could but love him, in proving to her that her loss had really been her gain – proving it by a thousand beautiful indirectnesses, previsions, revelations.


Radford was peculiarly free from the ordinary ties of life – was eminently fitted both by fortune and his own delightful personality to play Magician Extraordinary in the life of the woman he loved. But though he had few relations – some cousins here and there and the grim old great-aunt who had brought him up – he had many friends. He imagined how these friends would welcome Melany – the fineness of their appreciation, their charmed wonder when he described to them the wild, unlikely though beautiful place in which he had discovered her. Yes, mysteriously discovered her, that was it. She was his discovery – the sleeping princess in the wood, only waiting to awaken to the fulness of beauty and joy with his first kiss.


Not that he had lived to thirty without falling in love till now. In fact he had fallen in and out of that agreeable state – he was one of those who had found it agreeable – several times. But, as Sganarelle wisely observed, “il y a des fagots el des fagots,” [There are bundles of sticks and then there are bundles of sticks: “every alike thing is not the same”] and this time he felt that his “fagot” was a veritable twig from the Hesperidian tree – a twig to which clung an apple of mystic gold – the final, the perfect love. That it should be a little cold, a little hard as it were to the touch, was only what might have been expected in a fruit the rind of which was pure gold. And here he had laughed, suddenly aware that his poetizings had landed him plump in the middle of a simile which if carried out must end in the idea that his love before satisfying him would have to be peeled!


It was true, though, that something in the nature of a fine rind intercepted his contact with the girl’s innermost heart. It was curious, he reflected, how, when she had so unveiled her spirit to him, there should be still a portion of herself so completely withdrawn. In a word, he could not make out whether her feeling for him, beyond that marvelous sympathy of spiritual understanding, was more akin to love or to gratitude, or merely an affectionate blending of both.


His pain, when these doubts assailed him, was an evidence to himself of the reality, at least, of his love for her. At the end of his third week at Hilton he decided that he could not endure them any longer.


They had been for a long walk in the mountains, and on their way back lingered to watch the last effects of the sunset. Indian Summer was late this year, the air was still wonderfully mild, but the sky had put on its winter splendors. A huge pinion of cloud, springing from the ruddy shoulder of the West, swept out above them and lit the extreme East with its tapering, golden quills. Except for this one, gigantic magnificence, the heaven was austerely bare.


“Look,” said Melany, pointing to the plumage on the curve of the great wing. “I’ve never seen clouds like that – all gold-green and rose, like opals. I’ve seen the sky itself look so, but never clouds…”


Radford’s reply to this was somewhat peculiar. He drew down the pointing hand and held it against his breast.


“I think you know,” he said, “how I love you.”


Her face, illumined by the reflection from the gorgeous immensity she had been gazing at, was pathetically his to read, and even in that reflected glow he saw, to his dismay, how white it went, and how her eyes fixed helplessly on his, spread as if with fear. The next instant, she had slipped into the arms held out to her, as sweetly, as inevitably, as water slips into some natural hollow. He felt her all fluent in the refuge of his arms – as if love had dissolved her, body as well as spirit. Or was this only his fond imagining? Wasn’t it love, after all, that kept her so still against him – that made her light weight almost a heaviness! Had some dread overwhelmed her suddenly? He knew perfectly that, though he had allayed her mystic fear, he had not quite overcome it.


He stood holding her in silence for a full moment. Then he had to speak.


“Won’t you tell me,” he said, “if I can think that you love me too?”


At this she drew herself trembling together, and with her face bent down, whispered:


“I am afraid … I am afraid to love you.”


“Oh, my own!” he cried, and drew her back into his arms.


But now she resisted him.


“Don’t keep me,” she said. “I must tell you. I must tell you first.”


“At least your hand then,” he smiled. “Let me keep that much of you – for the present. What, dearest,” he continued, as she did not speak, “are you afraid of?”


She left her hand in his, and he drew off her glove, murmuring:


“How cold this poor little hand is! Perhaps you’d better wait to tell me till we get back.”


She seemed not to hear him, not to realize that he was kissing and fondling the hand she had yielded him.


“I had a dreadful dream last night,” she at last brought out, shuddering. “It was a dream – but more than a dream.”


“More! How more!”


He held her hand fast between his own now, as if he would reassure her with his steady clasp.


“I thought,” she went on in the curious, toneless voice he had first heard during their first walk to “Her Wish,” “that I was awake. I was lying in my own bed, in my own room. And something said, ‘Come!’ Then I thought that a dark wind” – she shuddered again – “a cold, strong current of air, like a … yes, it was like a resistless river … lifted me and bore me out, into the night … over the fields and woods … up to that door … that terrible door…”


She was shaking so now that he put his arm about her without more ado, and held her against his side. She pressed close to it as if only for warmth, for human warmth in her cold ague of fear caused by the supernatural: there was no sense of his being her lover in that straining of her shuddering body against him. Now she tripped and stumbled over her thronging words:


“I thought the dreadful air-river pressed me against that door and it opened … I was sucked in … into the darkness … into the emptiness … through that corridor … through that other door … into that room … up to her portrait. It was alight, glowing … it was looking at me.… The lips parted … it spoke to me…” With frantic horror she repeated twice: “It spoke to me …! It spoke to me!”


“My darling,” said Radford, his cheek to hers, “my darling, it was only a dream – a hideous, beastly dream.”


“It was more.… Oh! it was more!” she wailed, and her soft cheek felt cold to his as death. “It was a warning … a command. ‘Do not dare to love him’ … it said. ‘Do not dare to love him’ … Oh! the black malice of those eyes – those awful, painted, living eyes!”


She shook and shook with the memory of that grisly visitation.


Alarm began to mingle with the ardor of his love. Could it be, as he had first feared, that her insistent dwelling on these dark things, had slightly destroyed the balance of her mind? Well, if it were so – and he had a rush of thankfulness that his love was real enough to meet even this test – the sooner he could persuade her to marry him, the better. There could be no better proof than the passionate completion of such a love as theirs, that her terrors had no foundation in reality.


“Now that you’ve told me that, tell me one other thing,” he said, holding her so close that she felt his violent young heart against her side. “Tell me whether you love me?”


But she only kept gasping: “I am afraid … I am afraid … for you … for you…”


“For me?” He caught at it joyously. “For me?” he repeated. “Why, you dearest thing, haven’t I told you over and over, that I’ve no fear of her?”


“Yes, but through me … She might hurt you through me.”


At this he fairly laughed, a laugh of angry defiance.


“Let her try to touch you!” he cried. “Just let her try to harm a hair of your darling head!”


Though how he would have punished the presuming ghost, even lovers might fail to imagine.


“Why, as to that,” he rushed on, “how could she hurt me more than by frightening you into not being willing to marry me? There would be a devilish cunning, if you like – though I don’t admit for a moment any reality in your abominable dream. Why, my dearest, dearest girl, fancy allowing not even a ghost, but a dream about a ghost, to come between us!”


“You forget,” she said, resuming her first sad, colorless tone, “that things I’ve felt … this way … have come true.”


He had a quick answer for this.


“I spoke of you allowing her to come between us – but haven’t we agreed that I’ve already come between you and her?”


“Oh, I did think you had!” was her piteous response.


“You don’t think so any longer?”


“How can I – after what I’ve told you?” She had drawn herself away from him, but he still kept firm hold of her hand.


“Dearest,” he said after a slight pause, with a tender modulating of his vibrant young voice to her dejected mood, “you’ve told me more than perhaps you meant to. You’ve told me, in spite of words, that you love me.”


Her hand quivered in his, trying to release itself, and she stammered in great distress:


“No … No … I said I was afraid to.…”


“Ah, but that’s just it!” he subdued himself again. “Isn’t it precisely your love for me that makes you afraid?”


“It can’t be!… It mustn’t be!” she cried, half rising, and he heard the tears that he wouldn’t look at, in her voice.


He drew her down beside him, and gently inexorable, again folded his arms about her.


“Listen, dearest,” he said in a grave voice quite new to her. “You said something to me once that I may seem cruel to remind you of, but for both our sakes, I must do it. You spoke, that first day, of being afraid of something much more terrible than she is…” He pressed her so jealously to him now that it was hard for her to breathe. “Of being afraid of… madness. My own,” – his face was bent to hers, and in the gathering dusk she could see the bright anxiety of his eyes – “that is still what you must be most afraid of.… That you must fight against with all the terror of your soul.… And with all your love for me, and mine for you.”


She lay quite still on his breast, her face, white and clear as pearl, even to the lips, upturned to his, her look clinging to his, as if that steady gaze were all that held her from slipping into an abyss. And it was on those cold, pale lips that he sealed and pressed home the assurances of the love that would rescue her, and hold her from the depths forever.
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Although the shock that he had administered with such daring wisdom had the effect he hoped for, of turning her from her shadowy terror to face a more real one, he was forced, by that very whirl of hers in the direction he had pointed out, to act as if he took into account a certain reality also in the phantasmal influence against which she struggled.


It had wrung his heart, during the first days after their tragic love scene, to see her eyes clouded with that new fear – to have her say to him again and again:


“But how can you want me to love you?… If there’s this danger … I am more afraid than ever to love you!”


Over and over he explained to her, coaxing, conjuring, that there was no danger, so long as she didn’t “give way,” didn’t let her will slip from her keeping, didn’t, as he paraphrased it with his warm smile of confident love, “let herself see dreams as ghosts walking.”


“All that you’ve got to do, my best beloved,” he urged on her, “is to love me with all your might, and resist dark thoughts – dark powers, if you like – with all your love for me! They’re, after all, less than shadows. We are the real thing!”


But her attempts at smiling back at him were desolate little failures. It was when she said to him one day, with the most heart-breaking note of wistful aloneness in her voice: “Then – you never really believed I had – cause – to feel so?” that he felt the imperative need of qualifying his position, of making her sure, once for all, that he had never deceived her, that it was not the truth of her assertions concerning the dark influence that he doubted, but her magnifying of it, her letting her fancy make her think it there when it had been withdrawn.


He took, in his perplexity, a wounded, reproachful tone with her. How could she bear the sight of him, he demanded, if she thought for a moment that he had feigned to believe just to ingratiate himself with her? How could she tolerate the idea of a love that had been based on a cheap falseness from the first? If that was her opinion of him, he had better go at once. He even piled it on, rather, by saying bitterly that he could fight ghosts far better than such misconceptions.


Here, to his unspeakable chagrin, she had burst into tears, shaking like a frail sapling under the blow of an axe, and just managing between her sobs:


“Yes … go … go … It will be much better for you to go…”


Then he had a thought which struck him, like so many of his thoughts about her in those days, as inspirational.


“Melany!” he cried. “I will go … but to her!” 


She looked stunned, staring at him through her tears with the senseless eyes of stupefaction.


“I mean,” he hurried to explain himself, “that I so believe in her… the way you believe in her … that I shall try to … how shall I put it?… to get in touch with her. I am not afraid of her. I rather feel, as I’ve told you, that she’s afraid of me! I shall go and … have it out with her!” he wound up.


This amazing declaration dried her tears as if with a hot iron – dried her throat and lips.


“You’ll go … How? Where?” she got out finally.


“To‘Her Wish’ … by myself … for a night.” 


Now she was clinging to him as unashamed as a wife.


“No! No! No!” she cried. “No! Never!”


They were out of doors, in the wood above Hilton, and he leaned against a tree with her in his arms, soothing her, caressing her, trying to get her to understand his point of view.


“It’s this way, my dearest heart,” he said, when she was quieted at last. “If I go there … in this way … I give her her fullest chance. If she means you harm, she’ll have to get past me.… And if she can’t get past me … and I know she can’t … why, then, she can’t get to you… as you’ll have me with you always.”


“But…” the girl moaned, “if she should harm you?”


“My dear child,” he returned patiently. “She simply can’t. I have ‘feelings’” – he threw his bright, assured smile over her gloom – “as well as you. Why, for one thing, should she want to harm me?”


“Because I love you,” said Melany.


He forgot their strange trouble and made her forget it for a moment, in the kiss he gave her for this.


“There’s my invincible armor!” he cried happily, coming out of the sweet trance.


“What?” she breathed.


“Why, your love for me – my love for you – our love. That’s the flaming sword that will turn any power of darkness!”


She pressed her cheek against his arm, looking down, twisting her fingers in his.


“If only…” he heard her murmur.


“If only what, dear?”


“If only you hadn’t defied her…”


“I do defy her! I do! I do!” he reiterated. “Isn’t she the fiery dragon I’m going to fight for you? That I’m going to seal up in her dark cavern forever and aye!”


He drew the girl round in front of him, and took her face in his hands as if it were a chalice that he would drink from.


“Look at me and see how sure my love makes me,” he said. “Look deep in my eyes – don’t you see the will you’ve put there? The will to overcome anything, everything that troubles you?”


She sighed with that full look and her eyes closed as if to keep the love he had poured into them from brimming over.


“You must do as you think best,” she said.


“And you’ll trust me? You’ll trust the power of my love? You won’t sit up all night imagining horrors?”


“Oh, I couldn’t sleep! I couldn’t lie down!” she cried a little wildly.


“Hasn’t what you have seen in my eyes made you know she can’t hurt me? That I can control her, but that she’ll be helpless against me? My God!” he broke out with passion. “If you don’t feel that, you don’t feel the power of love!”


“Yes; I do feel it,” she said, life coming into her voice, and the ring of courage. “I do feel it. I shan’t be afraid. I’m not afraid any more.”


And with her hand on his neck, and her eyes closed again, she murmured over and over, as if it were a strong charm against evil, which in truth it is:


“The power of love … The power of love!”


•   •   •   •   •


Radford was a little astonished at the way the old gentleman took it. They had decided that he must be told of his guest’s intention of spending a night alone in the old house, and Radford had imagined him slyly amused over such an ingenuous desire. On the contrary, however, the dear old man looked decidedly uneasy at the suggestion.


“Alone?” he asked. “Quite alone?… You wish to spend the night in that great, cold house … and alone?”


“Well, I have an idea it might be more – interesting alone,” the young man said lightly.


Mr. Warrenger took a nervous turn about the room.


“My dear young friend,” he then said, “I feel, I confess, a responsibility … a responsibility, you know. I mean” – he shuffled off again in his delightful slippers, that had cross-stitch dog’s-heads on the toes – “there are always chances of unfortunate coincidences in these … ah … these … ah … ventures.” He became more blunt in his evident aversion from the experiment. “Very serious consequences have been known to follow such … ah … undertaking.” He evidently hated to put a pat name to it. “Shocks to the nervous system.… We are all human, you know … the bravest of us.” He was charming in his attempts to soften what Radford felt, now, he meant to be a refusal. “Caesar himself, I am sure, would have felt as unnerved as Brutus, had the cases been reversed at Philippi!”


And he smiled at the young man uncertainly. Radford seized the opportunity.


“Then you do believe … in such things?” he asked.


The old gentleman winced, as if Radford had tossed the classic glove in his face.


“‘Believe’ is … ah … a very weighty word,” he pronounced gravely. “But I am convinced… Yes, I may say convinced that there are … ah … influences that might perhaps … ah … linger … in a house so ancient, and that has sheltered such … ah … vehement personalities.”


“Ancient!” Radford thought of Glamis Castle and a few other venerable ghostly strongholds, and smiled inwardly at this term as applied to “Her Wish.”


He said quietly however:


“I’ve seen what you might call an apparition before now, sir. I think you may count on my not being unnerved even if I do chance to see one at ‘Her Wish.’ In fact,” – he beamed it at the old gentleman – “to be quite candid, that, of course, is why I want to spend the night there.”


Mr. Warrenger actually paled, to Radford’s increasing surprise, and ruffled up his flossy locks.


“My dear lad…” he protested. “My dear lad … why should you?”


“Don’t you think yourself, sir,” Radford couldn’t help putting it to him, “that it would be rather wonderful to see that famous lady, in a ‘gown like a rose’?”


“If I might suggest,” returned the other, more and more uneasy, “I would not jest about her … That is,” he explained, a little incoherently, “she is associated with misfortune … tragedy, I might say. Come,” he produced his most winning smile, “give up the idea. At best you would most likely catch a severe influenza.”


Radford shook his head gaily.


“I’m no more afraid of influenza than I am of ghosts,” he said.


“Oh, of … ghosts…” the old man said vaguely. “It is not precisely … ah … ghosts that I … ah … refer to … but even subtler influences.”


He drew near the fire, warming his hands as if suddenly chilly, and looked over his shoulder at Radford.


“Pray, pray give it up,” he murmured beseechingly.


“My dear Mr. Warrenger,” said the young man, rising and crossing over to him, “of course if you really object to my going, there’s nothing more to say. But I’m probably the least nervous person in the world, about such things, and – well I’ll confess I’ve simply set my heart on it.” He emphasized this by adding, “You see Steve wrote me you’d be sure to let me ‘have a shy at the Her Wish ghost’ … those are Steve’s disrespectful words, not mine. But of course, as I said, if you object…”


He left it thus in the air, dangling with its suggestion of weird inhospitality before the old Virginian – to whom hospitality was the chief mark of gentlehood.


With a dissenting sigh he gave in.


“Well,” he said, “since you have set your heart on it I consent. But at least you must have a fire to keep you company, and rugs, and a lamp…”


Radford couldn’t help laughing.


“All my thanks,” he said. “I’m most grateful, but do spare me the lamp … A candle – a taper, it’s called in ghost stories, isn’t it? – would be so much more in keeping.”


“No, no! A lamp – I insist!” said the old man positively. “When,” he added, “do you propose making the – the visit?”


“Tonight,” said Radford.


“Then I must arrange for these preparations immediately. Let me see…” He reflected with the knuckle of his forefinger against his lip. “Isaac is a sensible fellow, Isaac shall take over the paraphernalia for your…” He smiled dubiously, “let us hope it will be for your comfort.”


Melany of course had not been present at this interview, and Radford thanked his stars that she had not. As for that, he reflected smiling again over his host’s foreboding reluctance, it was surely a lucky thing that he, Radford himself, was not of a nervous tendency in regard to the supernatural.


He realized just then, with an inner start at his own credulity, that he was indeed looking forward to that night’s experience with peculiar zest. An almost romantic eagerness. It was as if, secure in the chastity of a supreme love, he were going to risk an interview: with some famous seductress!
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Radford decided that he would walk over to “Her Wish” shortly after tea, while there was still some daylight left. In reply to Melany’s distressed protest at the idea of his going without his “supper,” he said laughingly that he didn’t think a feast of Cynthy’s waffles a fitting preparation for mystic adventure, and reminded her that Mr. Warrenger had insisted on Isaac’s taking over, with the other articles, a bottle of wine and some sandwiches.


“It’s quite as if I were going on a ghostly picnic, I assure you,” he ended. “Besides, when one is screwed up for such an occasion, the last thing in the world that one feels is hunger!”


At this assertion her eyes quickened with the most piercing question, and she came closer, laying her hand on his breast, as she looked up at him.


“Oh, yes,” he admitted, am screwed up a bit, “but I find it rather pleasant!”


The day had begun in mist, which instead of melting into sunlight by eleven o’clock, as it usually did on these mountains, had increased as the hours wore on, so that by now its milky gauze hung in the nearest trees.


They were standing on the front steps together, while Mr. Warrenger, who would not hear of Radford’s walking over without him, put on his long cape and hat in the hall. Radford noticed, as he looked down at her, how prettily each loose strand of her bronze hair was threaded through beads of moisture. He told her of it, saying:


“You should never wear any jewels less delicate,” and managed to leave a kiss on its damp softness before Mr. Warrenger turned to join them, while Melany had time to whisper:


“I shall be with you…. I shall be asking God all night to watch over you.”


She stood gazing after them as they walked away, until they were only dark blurs that grew less and less behind the veil of mist, vanishing finally into its blank whiteness as into the heart of mystery. As this thought came to her, the girl clenched her hands, and gave that little back-toss of the head, fighting against her own dread, as she had promised him to do, with all her might and with all her love for him.


“At least nature seems in accord with your strange desire,” the old gentleman said with a rather rueful attempt at pleasantry, as they reached the door of “Her Wish” and stood looking back over the lawn to the great hedges that loomed dim and phantasmal through the mist. “The very landscape looks ghostly.”


“It looks marvelously beautiful,” said Radford, his artist’s sense charmed with the faint etching of bare branches against the mist. Even close at hand the trees were veiled with it, so that they rose pale and indistinct, as if transformed by magic into some finer substance – as if they might be growing at the bottom of an enchanted, pearl-colored lake.


And this dense, pearly vapor closed down beyond the great hedges – blotting out hills and fields, blotting out the world, hemming in the quiet place with blank whiteness. The thought came to Radford that the day was like a pale, patient blind woman, waiting in perfect stillness for some revelation.


“I am very glad, however,” Mr. Warrenger pursued, “that the weather is not cold, and that I have provided some cheer for you within.”


As he spoke he entered the house, and opening a door on the right, disclosed with pride the room he had selected for Radford’s vigil. A good deal of the original furniture had been left in “Her Wish” by the various owners, he explained, as a possible bait to future purchasers, and in this apartment were some fine pieces of black mahogany, a big “settle” covered with green leather, and a folding card-table. This table, Isaac had unfolded and spread with a white cloth under the direction of Mr. Warrenger, who had driven over with his servant earlier in the afternoon, and upon the cloth was a cheerful array of silver, glass and china, flanked by a bottle of claret, and lit up by the reflection of a log fire.


“I was determined,” the old gentleman said, in reply to Radford’s exclamation, “that whatever might be lacking in your ghostly consolations, you should not want for creature comforts.”


His amiable pleasantries had a quavering note, and Radford suspected him of indulging in them as one is supposed to whistle in the dark to keep up one’s courage. For his own part, he felt no need of keeping up his courage, as yet. The big room looked friendly and protective in the firelight, and the green armchair that matched the settle seemed almost too comfortable a nook from which to watch for spectral visitants. One might doze off and “miss the whole show,” so to speak.


He thanked his host profusely, and helped him to light the lamp – a simple affair with a green shade – before he went.


When he parted from him at the front door, however, Mr. Warrenger had a more serious word to offer:


“My dear boy,” he said, his hand on Radford’s arm, his old face looking wavering and queer, in the last of the queer, misty daylight, “let me beg of you – let me, indeed, implore you – as one who has some experience – don’t try to brave it out if your nerves begin to fail you. Give it up. Leave this place and come straight back to Hilton. What is it you young fellows say nowadays! Cut and run – that’s it … Cut and run…”


Radford assured him that he wasn’t a bit above cutting and running if things became unbearable; indeed, that he promised to do so; and with this promise, and a wringing handshake, the old gentleman took his departure, somewhat comforted if not satisfied.


Notwithstanding his assurances to Mr. Warrenger, however, it was with a certain sense of being “marooned” that the young man watched the figure of his friend fade gradually into the mist – “marooned” on a haunted island. He stood on the porch watching him, until the last, vague outline had vanished, and there was only before him that blind white wall shutting out the world, shutting out all living creatures but himself.


He decided that before settling down to his night’s watch he would take a turn about the grounds, and he found himself, after five minutes of this lonely prowling, gazing up at a holly-tree in full berry, with another queer feeling. He had no flowers, but would not a sprig of the flame-colored berries be a suitable propitiatory offering to lay on the grave of so fiery a lady? He broke off the handsomest one that he could reach and went down a flagged path toward the “Maze” and so into the rose-garden.


“Surely,” he thought, his heart quickening a little in spite of his will to be perfectly calm and matter-of-fact, “if I am to see her – what better place and hour?”


But the grave lay quiet as a child asleep. The rose-trees beaded with silver drops gave forth no fragrance, and he shivered a little, noticing how the fine, white grasses on that grave were also jeweled just as the bronze hair he loved had been. He stood there long minutes after he had’ placed the sprig of holly on the pale grass, but no presence made itself felt, there was no hint of another consciousness besides his own.


He went back to the house, and after mending the fire, which had somewhat died down, lighted one of the candles that Isaac had left on the mantelpiece, and went out for a general survey of the irregular halls and passages. He had not closed the shutters, and the mist drawing in with night was like the blind white face he had imagined, pressed close against the glass.


He found the door of the corridor leading to the haunted wing shut, and opening it, passed down the corridor and opened also the door of the first room. Then with the candle lifted he went and stood before the portrait.


And now suddenly the thought of his poor Melany’s fearful dream came back to him, the painted lips above him seemed to move in the wavering candlelight. He forced himself to go nearer and to look steadily, and afresh he was struck by the malicious sweetness of the sidelong eyes, and the honeyed rapacity of the mouth.


“Seductive and cruel you were,” he mused. “Seductive and cruel, elusive lady. No wonder my poor love’s afraid of your willful wraith.”


He spoke these last words aloud, rather from the motive of which in thought he had accused Mr. Warrenger – the instinct to whistle, for courage in dark places – and suddenly the candle-flame flared high, then dropped to a blue point and went out. Radford set his teeth and struck several matches before he could relight it. That natural effect of some draft, as he told himself, had given him a start – frankly a rather disagreeable one. He forced himself again to stare at the portrait, then left the room and returned to his fire, and the book he had laid near the lamp.
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It was one of three that he had discovered on the mantelpiece when he took down the candle, a worn, calf-bound version of the “Travels of Sir John Mandeville, from the Cotton Manuscript.” This curious old book he had long wanted to read, and he could think of no more impersonal and fantastic companion for his eerie vigil. It chanced to open at a chapter whose headings caught his fancy by their quaint juxtaposition of highly differing subjects.


“Of the lands of Albania and Libia. Of the wishings for watching of the Sparrow-hawk: and Noah’s ship.”


Leaving the door into the hall wide open, and placing his chair so that it faced the darkness without, he drew the lamp towards him and began to read. It was not till he came to the story of the Castle of the Sparrow-hawk that he found by the odd fatality which is so often shown in trifles, and left out of greater things, that he had chanced upon a ghost story.



And in that country, wrote Sir John, is an old Castle that stands upon a rock; the which is yclept the Castle of the Sparrow-hawk … where men find a Sparrow-hawk upon a perch right fair and right well made, and a fair lady of faerie that keepeth it. And who will watch that Sparrow-hawk seven days and seven nights … Without company and without sleep, that fair lady shall give him when he hath done, the first thing that he will wish of earthly things; and that hath been proved often times.


And one time befell, that a King of Armenia, that was a worthy knight and doughty man, and a noble prince, watched that hawk some time. And at the end of seven days and seven nights the lady came to him and bode him wish, for he had well deserved it. And he answered that he was great lord enough and well in peace, and had enough of worldly riches; and therefore he would wish none other thing, but the body of that fair lady to have it at his will. And she answered him, that he knew not what he asked, and said that he was a fool to desire that he might not have; for she said that he should not ask but earthly thing, for she was none earthly thing, but a ghostly thing. And the Kig said that he ne would ask none other thing.




The legend concluded by telling how the lady put a curse upon him for his boldness, so that “never since, neither the King of Armenia nor the Country were never in peace; ne they had never sith plenty of goods; and they have been sithen always under tribute of the Saracens.”


Laying down the book, to light a comfortable pipe, the young man spent some amused moments in thinking over this singular reason for the misfortunes of a people – misfortunes that have certainly endured to the present day. Then taking up “The Travels” again, he reread the story of the fair lady who called herself “a ghostly thing.” It was an odd coincidence. He pulled out his watch. Only ten o’clock! Did one always have to wait till the accepted hour of midnight for ghostly happenings, he wondered. Then he remembered how the hum of the spinning-wheel had sounded from the “haunted room” at an earlier hour than this.


He went to the door, out into the dark hall and listened intently. Nothing stirred in the great, empty house, but outside the wind was rising. It sighed in the bare branches of the trees with an infinite melancholy, as of a creature whose wings were tired, as if now and then it must perforce sink to the earth to rest them.


He turned back again, and finding that he was prosaically hungry all at once, poured out a glass of wine and ate a sandwich. Then lowered the lamp, finally extinguishing it altogether.


The fire, fallen now into a mass of embers, lit the room with a steady but subdued glow. The night was so mild that he decided to let it go out entirely. He had matches, and in his pocket was a small electric torch.


Having thrown over his knees the rug that Mr. Warrenger’s kindness had provided, he settled himself in the armchair to wait, his eyes on the dark doorway.


He had no memory of his eyes closing, but he started up as if from a blow, to find the fire completely out, and the room surging with a feathery darkness. The rug had slipped from his knees and it seemed to him that the air had grown intensely cold. A strong, icy current was sweeping through the room – probably, he told himself, the draft from the open door to the fireplace.


The sudden plunge from sleep had unnerved him for the moment, so that he did not wait to strike a match but hurriedly turned on the little torch. His watch said five o’clock. Five o’clock! He simply could not believe it – that he had stupidly, ignominiously slept through the greater part of what was to have been a unique night! He gave an exclamation of annoyance – then held his breath, the nerves of his skin tingling as from an electric contact. Still holding his breath, he listened, but the blood so rushed past his ears that he seemed trying to listen through the noise of surf. Then, distinctly, dominantly, it reached him, a low, minor chord rising and falling, pausing, then repeating itself again.…


He went as if drawn by some magnetic force he could not resist – as if impelled by the icy current in which he stood – out of the door, along the hall, down the corridor towards the “spinning-room” – and as he went, the memory of Melany’s dream rushed over him, and he thought, “I am dreaming of a dream. This isn’t happening.”


But this was only for a second; in the next he put out all his willpower, clutched himself hard, realized where he was and what he was doing and that his own will and nothing else impelled him.


He went through the first chamber where the portrait was, into the spinning-room, and stopping in the middle of the floor, turned his torch slowly about him. There was no sound, no stir of any sort. The wheel stood motionless where Melany had left it. He even noticed that the band was still wrapped about the “head.”


Turning off the torch, he remained quite still in the darkness, listening as if with a sense finer than that of his body. He stood there for some ten minutes, then turned slowly towards the door, guessing his direction. He was rather flatly sure, now, that he had imagined that sound, with perception muffled by sleep; still, he would “give her her chance,” as he put it in his thought, with a mocking irritation for his asinine flounderings in the slough of sleep. The least he could do was not to light up her mystic chamber again, with the beastly commonplace of an electric torch.


Then it was that it came, with nerve-shattering suddenness – a pang of sound, sharp as a stiletto through the darkness – ringing, vibrating, keeping up with a congealing insistence of reality its clear note.


He whirled to face it, aiming the white light like a weapon at the spot whence it had come.


The glare fell on the “subject” clock below the sampler, revealing its every delicate curve and chiseling, and as Radford stared, with clenched teeth and damp forehead, the golden figure lowered its mask, and the ivory death’s-head turned slowly towards him.
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For some seconds he stood, in the immemorial phrase, “rooted to the spot with horror”; it was so terribly, so odiously different from anything that he was prepared for – this living movement of dead matter that had been always “dead.” Then, with a sense of being jerked to ordinary consciousness from the slime of nightmare, he perceived that the clock was “going.” From whatever cause, the mechanism had been set in motion, and it was its astounding effect that he was now witnessing. This effect, though, was still ghastly enough. The faint ticking of the old timepiece in that sinister stillness of the haunted room, was like the sudden beating of a heart from a closed coffin; and the stiff movement of the figure above it horribly suggested the movements of a bewitched corpse.


But though the chill of his first dread was still upon him, Radford watched the extraordinary pantomime with an absorbed curiosity. The figure, after having lowered its mask, and turned on him its expressionless grimace, had begun little by little to sink with its wheel into a hollow space behind the enameled “rock” that had supported it. It disappeared entirely, and there was for a second or two only the faint ticking of the clock. Then slowly there began to emerge, from the space where it had disappeared, first the foliage, then the lovely perfection of a flower – a full-blown rose, so exquisite in its artifice that the enameled petals seemed transparent in the round of electric light. There was a click – a whirr – then silence. The clock had stopped again.


As he stood there, fascinated by this lively denouement of an episode that had begun in stark horror, a conviction began to steal over Radford with the slow sureness of a rising tide. There was a meaning in it all, a message. The rose, blooming so sweetly above that vanished image of death, meant something – something for him in particular – was there as a sign, a token, a guarantee. He noticed suddenly, with an inner start, that its color had changed. It had at first an almost vermilion glow; now it had taken on a tone of mauve. At the same time he realized that the whole wall above it was lighter, and glancing round he saw that the dawn had come, was filtering in through the faded green of the Venetian blinds.


He shut off his torch, and turned again to the mysterious rose, that now revealed itself palely, purely pink in the cold daybreak. It was indeed a lovely reproduction of the old-fashioned rose called “Damask” – the flower she had loved best. He sensed its meaning, the whole amazing purpose of it all. There alone with the dawn and the mystic flower, his thoughts had the simplicity of a child’s working out a fairy tale. The hand, that from that strange “other world” could reach to turn a spinning-wheel, had set the quaint mechanism of the clock once more in motion – had caused the image of death to disappear, and the rose of life to bloom above it – as a sign of good-will, of the withdrawal of enmity. Had he not come to “have it out with her” – to seek issue with her for the sake of the one he loved, and whom she had so darkly obsessed? And was not this her message of capitulation? Her beautiful admission to him that her power was less than the power of his love? The hour had struck – the hour that marked the relinquishment of her weird sovereignty – that set the rose of life where death had reigned.


His thoughts grew in clearness with the growing daylight, until when at last he turned to leave the room that was now so gaily empty of any “presence” save that of the first sunbeams, he had a twinge almost of remorse for having so thoroughly “exorcised” her. How would she fare now, where would she wander – the passionate earth-bound ghost of the woman who had written that she would “beat her head against the golden pavement and blaspheme until God cast her out again on the red soil that she adored”? For he found himself, in the first hour of a new day, believing in the existence of her bodiless ghost, as firmly as he believed in the ghost within his own flesh.


He went again to look at her portrait, and again he spoke aloud to it: 


“Forgive me,” he said, “forgive me that love is stronger than death.”


The inscrutable eyes, sweetly, even languidly malicious, held him with their sidelong gaze. From the mere painting of her face there emanated such a suggestion of will, bottomless and indomitable, that he could scarcely credit its submission to any power. And yet – she had withdrawn. The surrounding air was as empty of her as though die had never been. He felt it as one feels that one lives. He was there quite alone with the semblance of her body. Her spirit was as utterly absent as though it had retreated to some star in another universe.


With this last emphasizing of his first conviction, there leaped in him the triumphant joy of what this would mean to Melany. His experiment, thought of in perplexed desperation, had gloriously succeeded. Even she would feel the fulness of its result, must become aware of the positive, complete banishment of the influence that had so long terrorised her. As if to accent his inner jubilation, he flung wide the shutters, letting in the full effulgence of an East all gold and scarlet. The morning, clear as ice, was like a promise. No shred of mist had been left by the wind, that had also blown away the last softness of Indian Summer. It was like a different world from yesterday’s – a world swept and garnished, fresh and sharp, supremely, cheerfully the world of natural happenings, of the tried, delightful “every day.”


But he had scarcely looked on it a moment before he saw something that sent him flying from the place. This was nothing less than the figure of Melany herself, who stood on the terrace, gazing with God knew what apprehension at the window of the room where he had passed the night.


And when he pounced on her like a whirlwind, clasping her to him, he found – the touching homeliness of it! – that there was something in her arms already – a Thermos bottle of hot coffee – “In case,” she explained between tears and laughter, “you should still be there, you know.”


“Ah,” cried Radford, unable to keep it back for a quieter disclosure, “it’s she who’s not there!”


And as she looked at him from under the hood of her cloak, trying to make out whether this was one of love’s tender lies, he began to draw her towards the house.


“Come … if you don’t believe me, come and feel for yourself! You’ll know … the moment you’re over the threshold you’ll know!”


He almost lifted her over, then rushed about, opening the shutters of every window in the hall. The dawn poured in its ruddy light, as if from a huge hearthstone.


“You feel it? You feel it?” he kept saying.


He came back to her, looked eagerly into her face, pushing back the hood.


“Can’t you almost see it?” he repeated. “The emptiness – the clearness she’s left.”


But he saw that he was bewildering her with his excitement, so he said:


“Never mind – wait a little. Come in here and I’ll light a fire, and then we’ll drink that coffee you’ve brought, like a darling seraph! And when you’re quite warm and comfy, I’ll tell you the whole story. By George! It is a story…!”


Over that queer meal, than which surely no lovers ever partook of a queerer, in the sunrise that now filled the old room with gay, domestic friendliness, he told her of his night’s adventure and its astonishing conclusion. Not till they stood hand in hand before the clock, however, with its enameled rose replacing the image of Time as Death, did the last shadow slip from her face, leaving it one pale gleam of wondering love.


“And it’s you who’ve done this for me!” she cried at last, in a voice of soft yet passionate triumph. “Ah, I felt something of what you would do for me, that first day – but I never dreamed of this!”


“And yet,” said Radford, smiling, “it was that first day I began to love you.” ’


She kept the sweet gravity of her wonder.


“It’s all a miracle,” she breathed, “a beautiful miracle.…” Then flushing suddenly: “You’re my Savior – and you’ve turned the waters of Marah into wine for me!”


•   •   •   •   •


That evening they told Mr. Warrenger of their engagement, and his unaffected delight added to their joy. He, too, it seemed, had had “a premonition.” When, on the following day, Radford, to whom the idea had occurred in the night, disclosed as another surprise which he felt would delight the old man, his intention of buying “Her Wish,” Mr. Warrenger actually embraced his future son-in-law.


“My dear boy!” he exclaimed. “Now that you’ve so gallantly proved that that charming old place is not the habitation of specters, what more could I wish than to see my children’s children playing there! Ah, my dear, my fine lad—” he concluded, “you little know what a burden you have lifted from my heart, by bringing happiness to my Melany.”


But Melany herself received the news of the intended purchase with one of her most startled looks.


“You want to buy it – for us to live in?” she asked.


“I want to give it to you as my wedding-gift,” answered Radford.


But at this she had all her old, dismayed recoil.


“No, no!” she exclaimed earnestly. “It’s you it must belong to, – if you really feel you must have it. To give it to me would…” She shivered just as she used to before he had “exorcised” the other Melany. “Yes, I am sure it would spoil everything.”


“But I thought – except for what’s gone now – you loved the old place so dearly?”


“I do love it,” she admitted. “It’s in my blood to love it – and yet…”


“‘And yet’?” he prompted.


She gave a perturbed sigh.


“For me to live there … wouldn’t it be after all – to risk angering her again?”


“My dearest girl,” Radford exclaimed buoyantly, “she isn’t there to be angered!”


It ended by her leaving it to him, only she wouldn’t hear of the deed of purchase being made out in her name, and by the middle of December everything was settled, and “Her Wish” the property of Evan Radford, Esquire, of Buckleigh, Mass.


“You see,” he told Melany with a lover’s glee, “how much better I love you than Geoffrey Branton loved his Melany! I don’t own a rood of land, in New England, except what my father’s house stands on, and here I’ve bought two thousand acres of the red earth of Virginia, just because you love it and sprang from it!”


She had a retort for this, so perfect that it could only be answered by a kiss.


“Ah,” she said, “but I too love you far better than she loved him! – for I love you more than the whole earth and all that’s in it!”
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And now began a time of great pleasure for them both. Radford was bent on restoring to “Her Wish,” as nearly as possible, the exact guise that it had worn in the height of its prosperity. In order to do this, old furniture had to be hunted up, in Virginia and New York, even in England. On discovering, in one of the letters which filled Mr. Warrenger’s bookcase-desk to overflowing, that the spinning-room had been “right tastefully garnished by my daughter Melany, in puce and apple-green sarcenet,” nothing would do but that they should procure old stuffs that displayed these colors. A sufficient quantity of material answering more or less this description was found by an antiquity dealer in London to whom Radford wrote, also a charming old set of chairs and a sofa belonging to the period.


When all these different articles began to arrive, so great was Radford’s interest, and so keen his desire to make the place into something that would allure Melany into forgetting her old dread, that he took up his quarters in “Her Wish” house. His man, a shrewd, adaptable Belgian named Blanc, had rejoined him, and he engaged by the day such other servants as were necessary for the rougher work.


He had succeeded in tracing here and there in Virginia a considerable amount of the old Horsemanden silver, and it was a service that had belonged to the first Melany herself that Blanc arranged one afternoon in the spinning-room, against the arrival of his master’s fiancée to tea.


The afternoon was a biting one towards the first of March, with a low, gray sky that let through gleams of sullen orange, and ground ringing to the tread like metal.


Radford, eager and exhilarated in his part of “host,” moved about the room, giving last touches, now to the tea-table, now to the curtains of “puce and apple-green.”


Mr. Warrenger was to have come with Melany, to this small house-warming, but when Radford looked from the window for at least the tenth time, he saw that she was mounting the front portico alone. He went to meet her, and she explained that a twinge of lumbago had kept her father, at the last moment, greatly to his disappointment. Much as Radford liked the old gentleman, he wasn’t at all averse from having Melany quite to himself on such an occasion.


Telling Blanc that he would ring if he needed anything, he led the girl in triumph along the corridor to the rooms that had once been haunted – and, for her, so terribly haunted.


The breakfast-room charmed her with its old chintzes and china, but when he pushed aside the curtain from the doorway leading to the spinning-room, she gave a little gasp of admiration. It would truly have been hard to imagine anything more lovely than this room had now become, with its furnishings as in a picture by John Morland, and the faded Aubusson carpet that seemed literally to strew her way with flowers. A bright fire burned on the hearth, the tea-kettle chirruped like a fantastic bird.


“Oh,” she cried, “you’ve made it look happy as well as beautiful! I never thought it could look to me like this!” And as she went towards the tea-table, she told him prettily that it was a lover’s thought to put flowers under her feet in March.


“Yes, but I meant to have real flowers for you too,” he said regretfully. “Only Blanc assures me he’s ’phoned twice to the station, and they’ve certainly not come. There, however,” he ended, brightening with a glance at the old clock, “is the rose – our rose of assurance which can’t fade.”


She followed his look, her hand on the silver kettle where the other Melany’s hand had so often rested.


“It’s like a fairy tale,” she said pensively. “Who would believe it!”


“It’s our fairy tale and we believe it, and that’s enough, isn’t it?” he smiled, bending to kiss her hand.


“That’s everything,” she murmured.


“And to the very end,” he continued gaily, “it will be a perfect fairy tale, for we’re going to ‘live happy ever after.’”


“My own love – my dear love,” the girl whispered, laying her hand on his shoulder as he knelt beside her, “I’m so afraid the gods, or the fairies,” she smiled a little uncertainly, “will get jealous – for one oughtn’t to worship a mortal, you see!”


“Ah, have you ever read the English Marriage Service?” Radford asked. “There’s one lovely thing at least in it – ‘With my body I thee worship.’ And that’s how I love you too, my dearest.”


He paled suddenly, and she thought it was with love for her, so her eyelids drooped to hide their dark delight, and further to conceal it she began to pour the hot water from the kettle upon the tea-leaves in the little silver pot. The smoky fragrance of Souchong rose warmly, but there was a stronger fragrance in the room that overpowered it – at least for him.


He got to his feet, and went and stood near the fire, glancing about the room, and then at her. Very composedly, with the sure, graceful movements that he loved, she was pouring more water into the teapot, having waited a moment for the tea to “brew,” and with her other hand arranging the cups and sugar-basin more to her convenience. There was no slightest sign, on her grave yet happy face, that she was aware of anything unusual.


Yet that perfume grew and grew. It was exactly as if someone with a great armful of freshly gathered damask roses had entered the room, as if – and now, had Melany been looking at him, his pallor would surely have startled her – as if this someone had drawn near the fire and were standing close to him, while the heat of the flames drew forth the perfume of the roses that she held, until he could have sworn the blossoms almost touched his face.


“Le the est servi, Monsieur,” the girl called gaily, and held out a smoking cup to him.


Radford took it from her, and stood stirring it, his eyes on her face, with what she suddenly observed was a rather strange look.


“What is it?” she asked quickly. “What are you thinking of?”


He smiled with an effort, and said, “Nothing much. I was only wondering if Blanc hadn’t made a mistake about the roses I ordered – if they hadn’t come after all, you know, and got left about somewhere in the box. We’ve unpacked such a lot of boxes today – he might have got confused. I think I’ll just ring and ask him.”


He pulled the cord of an old-fashioned bell near the chimney as he spoke. They could hear its faint tinkle somewhere far away. Melany, sipping her tea contentedly, gave him a little glance and headshake over the cup.


“Take care!” she smiled. “You mustn’t spoil me too much. The fairies are jealous of mortals.”


Blanc had appeared at the door.


“Monsieur a sonné (rang)?” he inquired.


Radford explained that it had occurred to him that one of the under-servants might have put the box of flowers somewhere and forgotten it – perhaps in this room.


“Ici, Monsieur?” asked the man, looking blankly about.


“Oui; c’est ce que j’ai dit,” said Radford with some impatience. “Dans une de ces armoires, peut-etre,” he ended, pointing to one of the corner-cupboards.

(“Yes; that’s what I said. In one of those cabinets, perhaps.”)


“Mais pardon, Monsieur, elles sont toutes vides,” (“But excuse me, sir, they are all empty.”) Blanc replied, and opened them in succession to prove his statement.


“Bien,” said Radford. “Alors, c’est tout. Merci.”

(“Good. So, that’s all. Thank you”)


Blanc went out with a correctly expressionless face (his ideal was to resemble as closely as possible a valet anglais), but his Gallic heart felt sympathy for his master, who was evidently so much in love that this faute d’arriver (“no-show”) of an offering to his lady made him pale as over some really tragic event.


“You dear!” cried Melany when Blanc had gone, laughing softly. “One would think those flowers were a necklace of rubies!”


“I hate to fail in anything I try to do for you,” he said in a low voice, turning and going over again to the fire.


The scent of roses, which had somewhat died away, came wafting near again – nearer – now warm as with, the flames; he could almost feel the touch of their petals. He gazed at the enameled rose upon the clock. Was it possible that in some unheard-of way it distilled this living fragrance? He leaned closer. No. Its enameled petals were quite scentless; and suddenly, for the first time, he felt that presence, so often described to him by the girl, now quite unconscious of it – a presence as real as her own – near him, near enough, indeed, to be just not touching him. He could not have told what precisely were his sensations – excitement, an unsuppressible curiosity, the queerest flattered emotion as of one “singled out,” but most of all dread for Melany – his Melany, who sat there so unconscious sipping her cup of tea. It must penetrate to her finally, this wonderful, fresh, honeyed yet pungent fragrance.


… And then…? He simply couldn’t face what this “then” might hold for them both.


And he was helpless; for if he suggested that they should go, she would at once suspect something. He could not even propose, with an effect of naturalness, a turn through the gardens that he had begun to restore, for a bleak wind with the edge of a chipped razor was tearing through the shrubbery and the sun had withdrawn even those dull tatters of orange which had been gleaming when she came.


But how, then, was he to “go on”? In that presence he felt awkward, ill at ease as though one should contemplate “making love” in the presence of a third person alive and visibly mocking.


Somehow he felt sure that “she” was mocking him – not fiendishly at all, but with a quiet sense of amusement in her power over him.


She certainly had power over him to the extent of making him feel rigid and unnatural. He glanced at one of the empty chairs near the hearth. He imagined her so vividly – seated in it, the roses across her lap, her black, sweetly malicious eyes fastened on him with a sort of lazy triumph – that for an instant it was almost as if he had actually seen her there.


But what – in the name of all that was most eerie! – did it mean, this sudden manifestation of herself to him, while shutting out – as she was indubitably doing – the girl whom she had formerly so tormented? What, then, was the real message of the rose, that he had read so differently? Was it the oddest instance that surely had ever happened, of mischievous, spritish trickery – or had it meant some other thing? Was it still before him to “have it out with her”?


One of the strangest facts about the whole impression – and all these thoughts which take so long to record in written words had come to him during a moment in quick flashes – was the fact that his sense of her being there wasn’t in the least gruesome. If a man who believed in fairies were to think that Melusine wearing the cap of invisibility had drawn near him, he would feel much as Radford felt. All that could be called an approach to gruesomeness in the extraordinary experience was his sense of the dreadful danger – as she would think it – of this presence so close to Melany, and yet of which she remained so totally unaware.
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In spite, however, of his feeling no fear at this perfumed manifestation – she had certainly a charming way of announcing her presence! – a chill had come over his mood. He could not have kept up the tone with which he had welcomed Melany, if both their lives had depended on it. That embarrassment as of a lover under the cynical regard of a third person, paralyzed all spontaneity; and he was relieved beyond words when Melany herself solved his dilemma by asking him to “show her over the house – everything that he had been doing.”


The strange fragrance did not follow them from the room, but the spell that it had laid upon him lingered all during Melany’s visit, and even after he had walked home with her, in the orange light that had flared again at sunset.


He returned earlier to “Her Wish” that evening than was his custom. He felt the need of being alone, of threshing out for himself the peculiar riddle of this willful unexpected return.


He sat long in the room where he had held his vigil four months ago – a room now one of the pleasantest in the house, with its fire-drawn scent of old leather bindings, its time-toned rugs and damask draperies; and he came to the conclusion that, after all, in a way, “she” had kept the compact suggested by the rose. She had not revealed her presence to Melany. He was still, as he had said he would always be, “between them.” But this very fact was just what was so perplexing. For what, then, had she come again? Was it for something that only a living being could do for her – that he could do for her? Some question he could answer – some assuagement of her willful spirit by an act done in accordance with its wishes?


The old desire to come into closer contact with her – to see, to hear if possible – was upon him stronger than ever. After all, there was no disloyalty to his Melany in this desire. Since he hadn’t been able to “exorcise” the other as completely as he had thought at first, what choice was there between weakly submitting to a vague dread, and seeking, or rather willing – since he didn’t in the least know how to “seek” such a thing – a more explicit revelation? If she would only make known to him her purpose, the object that she must have, in her strange return.…


He rose finally, and went to the spinning-room. It was still warm, though the fire had died into ashes. He re-kindled it himself, not caring to call Blanc for such a service at that time of night, and sat there in the firelight until one o’clock, waiting, hoping – in the end eagerly longing – for some sign of her presence.


None came. The perfume of roses had entirely dissolved. There was no faintest inkling of anything beyond the personality of an unusual room accentuated by firelight.


But a week later, to the day, something occurred which at the time quite overcame him.


Melany had just left that afternoon for a visit to a cousin who lived in New York. They were to be married in May, and she had gone to make certain purchases for her trousseau. He returned from accompanying her to the station, and entered “Her Wish” at that hour before the lamps are lighted, when the dusk is most confusing to one who has just come in from the brighter atmosphere without.


When he was halfway up the curve of the main stair, he became suddenly aware of that perfume of damask roses. The next instant, drawn swiftly, delicately across his face, he felt the contact of the flowers themselves. He stood stock still, petrified by that soft but terrific touch of something that was unreal yet tangible – petrified all but his heart, which gave one sick bound, then beat to suffocation.


And as he stood there, he seemed to hear light feet running up the stair before him. What he did hear, beyond all question of his dismayed senses, was, in the far distance above, a laugh, faint but clear, ascending a little scale then stopping short.


He found himself later in his room, not at all remembering how he had got there, lighting with a hand that shook, the lamp beside his bed. When, a moment after, Blanc tapped at the door, having come for a like purpose, he could just summon enough naturalness of voice to say that he didn’t wish anything; yet such was his craving – a craving as apart from his will as thirst or hunger – for the nearness of some human creature, that he had to make a prodigious effort, not to call the man back, when he heard his footsteps dying away along the passage.


He had wished to see, to hear; but this unspeakable, actual contact with something thrust as from a fourth-dimensional fullness, – a “plenum” such as the ancients spoke of and through which living beings moved unaware, themselves like phantoms to the subtler yet more real essence of its denizens – this he had not bargained for. As to that, he had not “bargained” for anything; there was no agreement, tacit or explicit, between him and the being who had so inexplicably selected him for what he could only think of as her mocking experiment. Indeed, the more he reflected on it, the more it struck him as being an experiment on her part, of just how far she could penetrate the dense veils of non-consciousness that screened off his grosser everyday world from her more rarefied but as real sphere.


As this conviction gained possession of him, he became also aware of an immense curiosity closely knit with a shrinking equally great. He had read enough about such matters and discussed them sufficiently with men of undoubted standing in the scientific world, to know that they were often attended by danger, even by horrors, when pushed to the extreme of the brink on which he stood. And he brooded with wonder on the fact that the light touch of a ghostly flower in the darkness had filled him with more consternation than the coiling of a real snake would have done – there had been in it something as of a sinister coquetry that was more appalling than the rudest violence.


One profound, unmixed feeling emerged at last out of all this inner turmoil – the feeling of thankfulness for Melany’s absence. He would have three weeks to himself in which to think out – fight out, if necessary – his way to a rational solution of his really unparalleled plight. He felt it to be quite without its equivalent in any history of the kind that he could recall, modem or ancient, because of his position between the woman he loved and the phantom of the woman who, for whatever cause, hated her so implacably. He still, however, had also his first feeling of being able to cope with her, “ward her off,” as he had said.


Somehow, even in the recoil of all that was most normal in him, from this latest manifestation of the imperious will that had survived even death, he had no fear of what she might do to him personally.


It was chiefly his failure to imagine even dimly her object in thus revealing herself to him more and more, while, as it were, insulating Melany from all perception of her, that disturbed him most.


What shock and horror might she not be preparing to spring, like some ghostly beast out of the jungle of that dim “other world,” straight at the breast of his love?


As he walked to and fro in his bedroom, engrossed with his effort to solve what was only too plainly an unsolvable riddle, a phrase of Melany’s darted into his mind.… “To propitiate her.…”


He caught at it – held it, scrutinizing it from every side. “To propitiate her.…” Certainly if one could, that would be a way out. To placate her – send her “back” satisfied, before the other returned. More and more he felt sure that her persistent presence meant that there was still something in this world, this particular combination of grosser elements, that she desired, or at least wished to control.


Before going to sleep that night he had fully made up his mind not, for the present, to resist her in any way; on the contrary, to lend himself, by a quiescent attitude, to her evident desire for a clearer, more intelligible intercourse.




 



 •   XX   •






His was now the attitude of mind in which a man “buried,” as one says, in an obscure, lonely place, awaits tidings by wireless of some weighty event on which his whole future depends. He could not dispel his restlessness by long rides and walks; for by leaving “Her Wish” for such extended periods he would be lessening his chances of coming more quickly into closer relations with the personality that seemed as willfully erratic in its present form as it had been when living. Even the hours that he felt it necessary to spend with Melany’s father were a great drain on his nervous force. It was so hard to keep up his accustomed tone of light-hearted gaiety, as became a happy bridegroom-elect.


One day, as he was returning jaded and downcast after one of these visits, a thought came to him, quite overwhelming in the simple commonplace solution of the whole thing that it offered. He was astounded that it hadn’t come to him before. It was merely the realization of the fact that no one who had bought “Her Wish” had been able to live there a year. Might not this be her sole object – to drive him away as she had driven the “Brooklyn person” and his successors? One thing was certain, that if she continued to pursue him he couldn’t continue to live at “Her Wish.” … If he could only convey to her by some means his perfect willingness to give it up, and then see whether her arbitrary, fitful visitations would cease.


He rode his horse to the stables and dismounted there, returning to the house on foot. The day was very mild, full of that subtle stir of hidden life – the mounting of sap in the yellowing stems of willows, the soft push of crocus buds – that is as if Spring had turned in her sleep. His walk led him by the little court where the fountain now gushed again, and he stopped to watch a cardinal-bird that was drinking from it. Then seeing that a bluebird and some sparrows were waiting their turn in a tree nearby, he sat down on the bench under the spinning-room window – yielding to the happy charm that birds always had for him.


The hour was sunlit and very still; yet he had sat there but a few moments before he was aware that this stillness had increased in some extraordinary manner that seemed to affect even the birds on the fountain-brim. They stopped drinking, darted their heads uneasily, were suddenly gone. And the stillness grew and grew until there was in it a sense of suffocation.


Under some impulse, probably akin to that which had made the birds take such quick flight, he sprang away from the bench, and turned, facing the window.


She was there – the elusive, the amazing phantom – there as any realest woman might have been – leaning lightly on the windowsill – her marvelous hair shining in the sunlight – her black eyes fixed on him with a look that had in it mockery, amusement, conscious power – ah, such power, and such consciousness of it! – and, yes, – he was not dreaming, nor was he mad, – coquetry – the same incredible, breathtaking coquetry there had been in the light stroke of those spectral roses across his cheek.


It was fixed in his mind forever, how a little tendril of her red hair stirred in the breeze that rose like a sigh from the utter stillness, then died away.


He stood staring, incapable of speech, incapable even of thought – given up to the astounding sensation of the moment, as a spent swimmer gives himself up to the overwhelming sea. And there came to him from her, not as the old Quaker said of Cromwell “a waft of death,” but a “waft of life” so thrillingly abundant that in the living world about them it was not she, but all the rest, that seemed what men call “dead.”


Still he stood there, held by that dark, ineluctable gaze, shut in with her, as it were, by the weird stillness as of an eclipse, which seemed to have hushed all the innumerable vague murmurings of everyday, leaving them cut off as on an island of silence.


Little by little – like a half awakened sleeper who struggles to recall clearly a magic dream, but cannot possess himself of any circumstance that befell in it, only of the vague, enchanted atmosphere that has drifted with him into wakefulness – little by little, through the spell that numbed him, he grasped weakly the conviction that what the window now framed it had framed often before; that he was not looking for the first time on that matchless perverse loveliness, but had marveled before at it, standing where he now stood. I have called it a “conviction,” but it was scarcely that – rather a mystic apperception which had come to him through what Giordano Bruno called “the flower of the mind.”


And as it brushed him with its evanescent thrill of something apprehended but not understood – she smiled.


He saw then, not only the miracle of a faulty mouth turned into perfect beauty by the curves of a smile, but received from its mute eloquence a message plain as words.


“Foolish man,” it said, with its soft yet proud indulgence, “I come to do you a favor, not to crave one from you!”


As if she had cried it to him, he started, broke as from the loosened clutch of ether, into his normal consciousness. But at his first step forward, she withdrew into the room beyond, yet as she went, turned on him over her shoulder the sweet malice of sidelong eyes, in which the smile that had faded from her lips still lingered.


He saw distinctly the wave backward of the long scarf or kerchief that she wore, and which until then he had not noticed. It was not rose-colored but of a dim, tender green like the flecks on snowdrops. He sprang recklessly to the window, but only in time to catch a last gleam from the marvelous hair, as she passed into the next room between the curtains of the doorway that fell together again, swaying a little just as though some living woman had passed through them.


Without pausing to think or reason, he swung himself over the low sill as he had done on the day the other Melany, his Melany, had spun for him, and ran in the direction the phantom had taken. But there was no glimpse of her, either in the next room or the corridor beyond – only that densely sweet fragrance of just-gathered roses, that faded as he ran on, guided by it, out of the house, down the path toward the rose-garden, until it died quite away in the mild, sunlit air.


He stopped then, and feeling all at once curiously light and faint, threw himself on the grass, his hands under his head, his eyes fixed on the serene, pale blue of the March sky, as if needing to look up into unmeasured heights after having run giddily along the brink of an abyss as unmeasured. Yes, he had just that swimming faintness of one who has been leaning above a huge gulf with not so much as a cobweb between him and an ultimate plunge into nothingness.


This sensation was distinctly a repercussion from the numb trance which had been his state while actually looking on her, meeting the inflexible, ineluctable gaze of those black eyes; had been latent in his spellbound wonder; and now that the whole miraculous happening was over, leaped up quivering in him like a spring released.


He lay there gazing upward into the calm blueness, until it dazzled with swarms of little crystalline globules, then closed his eyes, feeling that he closed in with them a secret that he did not wish to share with the bland candor of that daylight blue. It was the secret of his strange spiritual vertigo, put into words. He knew now that what his dizziness had consisted of was a mingling of horror and fascination: of horror that he couldn’t analyze, but that was somehow made sweet by the wildness, the dual irresistible quality of the fascination that accompanied it. It was as if, out of his own being, his own substance, the exquisite specter had created her visible body; as if this part of himself in her drew him towards that which he had sensed afterwards as a measureless abyss.


The mountaineer’s words, uttered on the night when he had first heard the minor hum of her spinning-wheel, came back to him.


“I felt as if she could draw me up through those shutters like water.” That was it – “like water” … as if the soul, the quintessential part of himself had flowed towards her like water… as if his secret self had been a spring deep buried and she had held towards him a divining-rod of magic hazel.…
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When he had recovered from the state of queer, almost lightheaded exhaustion that had followed his first encounter with her visible seeming, he pondered with a more normal outlook on its significance.


That strange message that her smile had sent to him over the impalpable threads that certainly stretched between them, puzzled him more and more. What favor could she, in the name of all things sane and blessed, have it in her power to bestow upon him? Wasn’t the greatest favor possible to imagine that she could do him, just the withdrawal of herself across the border that separated his commonplace world from her inconceivable one? And yet, as he thought this, he was conscious of a desire to see her if only once again; to have with his vision of her a more complete understanding of its object – to have her express it to him, with that strange telepathic silence, quite fully.


He could not now, recalling the fact but not his sensation at the time, make out why there had been “horror” in his feeling, for her look, while mocking, had not been malevolent. What had struck him as the “sweet malice” of even her pictured eyes had been only the malice of one who knows an extraordinary secret, withheld from others but that concerns them. This expression had been also in the long look she had given him from the window, but it had no threat in it, no hostility.


As the days and nights went by with no further sign from her, until almost another week had gone, his nervous tension grew to such a pitch that he felt as if a slow fever were harassing him. He could not bear it, he felt, if before Melany’s return he had not come to some definite adjustment of the incredible affair. She would read the strangeness of his mind in her first glance at him; she would question, she would suffer all sorts of doubts and fears. To confess to her would be to bring back, redoubled, all the torment from which he had striven to save her.


He had reached the point now where he sometimes spoke aloud, when he was alone and sure no one would overhear, trying to penetrate with his physical voice the silent impalpability with which she, that other Melany, had wrapped herself.


“For God’s sake … in God’s name,” he would say, “come and make me know what it is that you want … I am not afraid … Come now … here…”


And only the silence flowing gently about the usual homely sounds of everyday, within and without the old house, would answer him.


When but five days lay between him and the time of his Melany’s return, he felt justified in excusing himself from his visits to Hilton, under the plea of a recurrence of the malarial fever from which he had once suffered. He did indeed look rather ill, so much so that Blanc ventured to suggest one morning:


“Pardon, Monsieur, mais si Monsieur conseniirait & voir un medecin? Monsieur a besoin d’un tonique quel-conque… j’en suis sur.” (“Excuse me, sir, but would you consider seeing a doctor? You need some kind of tonic... I’m sure of it.”)


Radford, with an irritability that convinced the man still more of his master’s need of a doctor, replied by advising Blanc not to be an imbecile and declaring that it was precisely this particular morning that he happened to be feeling much better.


That day he spent much of his time in the spinning-room. It seemed to him as if here she might be able to manifest herself more easily, and though he had near him some books that he wished to look over, and a packet of neglected letters, he found that he couldn’t concentrate his attention sufficiently either to read or write.


As he sat there turning the wheel of his monotonous thought, which would only revolve about that one subject, he found himself gazing at the beautifully inlaid writing-desk in which had been found her last letter to Geoffrey Branton. It had been removed from her bedchamber and placed here with the other objects that had belonged to her; he had gone through it once, to see whether it were quite empty, but he had never examined it meticulously, and now the thought came to him that perhaps there might he some drawer, even a “secret compartment,” that he had overlooked.


How strange it would be to find a scrap of her handwriting, something perhaps that might bring her nearer, that he might construe into a message! At all events the search would help to pass this heavy interval of waiting.


He rose and went over to the desk, determined that this time no nook or cranny should be left unexplored. The drawers in it seemed innumerable, those at the top bearing the names of the different months, spelled quaintly, as, “Aprill,” “Novbr,” etc. The lower half was shut in by doors, that when opened disclosed a labyrinth of little compartments and still other drawers.


After a half-hour spent in minute examination, he suddenly felt a rounded unevenness in the wood back of a small drawer that he had quite pulled out. He pressed hard on this unevenness with his thumb, his heart quickening nervously, and was rewarded by no less a sight than the “secret compartment” he had conjectured. Now his heart beat with a vengeance! He slipped in his hand and felt about in the darkness – for the compartment was so far back that he couldn’t see its contents. There was something there … something soft like fine velvet.


Taking it out, he saw that it was a glove – a woman’s glove of soft undressed buckskin, having embroidered on its back, in tarnished gilt, a sprig of broom.


He spread it out upon his own palm and sat gazing at it, his blood ruffled as under a chill breeze blowing from that other world where the hand that had worn it now was – the hand that could yet touch and dispose objects as it willed, in this material world where he was immovably fixed. It must have been indeed a lovely hand that this glove had covered, long and slight as the idealized hands of Van Dyck…


Why, he wondered, had she shut the glove away there in that hidden place? Even as he wondered, however, he felt that he knew. It must have been a love-token that she had given Branton in the early days of their betrothal, and then demanded from him when they parted. Some softness in the adamant of her strange nature had kept her from destroying the poor gage d’amour (token of love), but her implacable pride had winced from the sight of it, and so she had hidden it away in that secure darkness, where it had lain for over a hundred years.


As he sat gazing at it, there stole over him the most uncanny sensation of being in closer contact with her than even this movingly personal fragment could have produced. It was almost as if she were touching him – the poignant invisibility! He recalled that impression of his first visit to the “ghost garden” – that feeling as of rose-scented hair blowing against him – and at the same time there flashed in him the conviction that this glove was not a mere, empty sheath – that it contained something still more personal – a relic even more closely intimate than itself…


He slipped his fingers into the full gauntlet and upward towards the palm. They touched a flat, silken object. Withdrawing it, he saw that it was a little packet of the thin, antique silk called “sarcenet.”


Curiously elated, his pulses quickening again, he put aside the glove, and unfolded the faded silk. What lay before him then, coiled round and round upon itself like a lovely, ruby-colored snake, was a tress of the finest, longest, reddest hair conceivable, dulled a little by the breath of time…


That night Blanc was more than ever disturbed over his master’s condition, for he would eat no dinner, and though he retired early he did not go to bed. The astute Belgian, whose real devotion to Radford made him rather a Peeping Tom at times, crept to his door as late as twelve o’clock, and heard him restlessly pacing to and fro. He did not dare knock at such an hour, but shaking his head forebodingly, went back to his own quarters, determined that next day he would make a clean breast of his anxiety to “ce bon vieux, M. Varrangere.” (“That good old Mr. Varrangere.”)


•   •   •   •   •


At one o’clock, Radford, quite worn out with the strain of unfulfilled expectancy, laid the glove with its beautiful, funereal contents, on the little table beside his bed.


The nights were still cold, though April had come with largesse of fruit-tree bloom and lilac blossom so profuse that it swayed down the branches with plumes triple-clustered like Prince of Wales’s feathers.


Radford had kept up the fire in his bedroom, by stopping now and then in his nervous rovings to throw on a handful of pine cones or a bit of apple-wood. Now, at one o’clock, it had dwindled into a bed of coals, on which he placed a bough or two, before undressing. Somehow the fire kept him from feeling so drearily, so – he had to confess it – apprehensively alone. And he lay in the huge bed – which had been one of the original articles of furniture left in “Her Wish” – with wide open eyes, watching the play of light and shadow on the white ceiling, thinking how as a boy he had loved the winter because it gave him that solace at night, and almost wishing that he were a boy again. At least he had been free from such experiences as now wrung him, though even then – he recalled with a pale smile its spectral toy-like woolliness – a ghost had appeared to him. Ah, if she only would appear, and have done with it…!


He was drifting off on the first soft current of sleep, when a rustling in the old chintz hangings that hung about the head of the bed, roused him. He had seen a mouse run up them once in the daytime, and he had almost a woman’s aversion from mice. He was about to spring up, when something caught his eye, that made him lie still as though seized by catalepsy.


Stealing slowly, delicately around the edge of the curtain, which was held out from the bed by a gilded rod, came a woman’s hand. He could see from beneath his half-lowered lids – which he dared neither to lift nor to close wholly, so great was his breathless desire to lie motionless – the fine whiteness of its texture in the brilliant firelight, and the gloss of the nails like pale coral. Softly, cautiously, it emerged, till the supple roundness of the wrist was revealed, then the curve of a lissom arm. This hand, exaggeratedly lovely as in Van Dyck’s idealizations, reached slowly towards him – oh, how slowly! – touched the table, pausing an instant, then creeping across it with a wary, questing touch, nearer ever nearer to his face as it lay with its gelid look of a death-mask, clay-white on the white pillow.


He could not have moved though one had come to seal him in a coffin and bury him living in the earth. He could not move or cry out, and yet he knew that if that small hand touched him he would die. It was not in mortal man to endure that touch and live. And still it crept nearer, delicately, almost cunningly; and with it stole an exquisite fragrance of dewy roses. The skin of his cheek contracted as though at the approach of a searing-iron – his heart seemed pressed between splinters of ice – ice like powdered glass filled his veins. It was death – death by sheer, unutterable, unnamable terror that was approaching him with the soft approach of that perfectly beautiful slender hand. Then, as he thought its touch was upon him – as there was a sick swing of all his frozen consciousness towards the depth of some measureless abyss – as softly as it had stolen towards him it began to withdraw, slowly, delicately, with little questing movements that he could feel upon the pillow, until once more it rested on the table.


Then he realized. It was for that lock of her hair she had come. The wild surge of his blood as he thought this, gave him the pang with which sensation returns to those who have been half-frozen. His heart labored so loudly that he was sick again for fear she would hear it. But as if some benign influence had intervened to keep him from death or madness, he saw the slight fingers suddenly dart and close with a grip as of passion, on the silken packet.


Now there was no more slowness. The white hand had pounced like a white hawk – it was as quickly withdrawn. He heard light steps, no longer cautious, go rapidly to the door, pass through it, and die away along the hall.… Ignominiously he swooned into such abject depths of human weakness that the dawn was white upon the ceiling when he regained consciousness.


•   •   •   •   •


The next afternoon, still lying languidly in the bed that had indeed been a “bed of anguish” for him, he yielded to the combined entreaties of Blanc and


“Monsieur Varrangere,” whom the Belgian had desperately sought out and implored to come to his assistance with a master who was at once very ill and very “entete” (obstinate). A doctor was sent for and arrived within an hour – an intelligent “country doctor” who pronounced Radford to be suffering either from nervous shock or a sudden collapse from overwork. When Mr. Warrenger explained that his future son-in-law was a painter, and had come to Virginia for a rest, after an unusually arduous year of artistic labor, Dr. Borridge looked enlightened. “Then that’s it, sure as sin,” said he. “These artist fellows are always burning their brains at both ends. Painting still in imagination, that’s what’s settled him.”


He forbade Radford to think of any subject even remotely connected with his art, and left a powerful heart and nerve tonic in the grateful care of Blanc.


Radford had been quite willing to see the man of medicine, for he had presupposed a tonic of some sort, just as Blanc had, and for what his spirit was evidently to be called on more and more to endure, his body certainly needed, as Mr. Warrenger expressed it, “bolstering up.”


After only two doses of the stuff he felt much stronger, and it was with a huge relief, but a mortification equally great at his own lack of “stamina” (the doctor’s word), that he heard Blanc moving about in the next room where he had taken up his quarters for the night.
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By the next day he felt almost himself again, though to his own eyes in the mirror perceptibly thinner and paler than he had been two weeks ago. Blanc was ordered protesting to return to his former room in the back of the house.


“Mais, Monsieur,” he pleaded. “Monsieur a encore l’air tres souffrant…”

(“
The gentleman still looks very ill…”)


“Vous m’agacez enfin,” his master had retorted, “avec votre air de vieille femme qui renifle la mort!”

(“You’re really starting to annoy me with your old woman act, sniffing around for death.”)


The man had muttered with devoted impertinence as he went shrugging to do as he was told:


“C’est peut-être que Monsieur me rappelle un squelette, tant il a maigri ces derniers jours!”

(“
Perhaps it’s because the gentleman reminds me of a skeleton, he’s lost so much weight in the last few days!”)


But although Radford had regained outwardly his normal poise, he was inwardly still vibrating with what he had felt as the unendurably close approach of that from which by nature man is set furthest apart.


The emotion that had seized him when he looked on that wonderful tress of hair – the sense, when touching it, that in some occult way he was touching her – was as nothing compared to that dissolving of the very spirit within him when he had feared that her hand – living again, with a life so like and so unlike the life by which he lived – was about to touch him!…


And he wondered – half stupefied by the vanity of all conjecture in regard to such a thing – why she should have come so secretly, in such overwhelmingly human guise, to take it from him. Was it that in some mysterious way her power to reveal herself in the actual world was interwoven with those shining strands that had once been so exquisitely a part of her earthly self? Had she feared that he might destroy them? Or, perhaps, would their possession have given him some hold on her? Some power to draw her nearer than she cared to come? He had for this an inward shudder oddly mingled with a sense of the well-nigh ludicrous superfluity of any such fear on her part. And the shudder renewed itself as he remembered that touch of ghostly roses on his cheek….


The chief result of these vain musings was a conviction that whatever had been her object, his object, now and always, must be to keep his will ready to his need, like a sword.


With his breakfast there arrived a letter from Melany that said she would be unavoidably detained for another week. He felt as if he had been lightened of at least half of the strange burden laid upon him. With a whole week more before him he must be able to arrive at some definite conclusion of the preposterous matter. And he must not shirk a single issue. If, as he now felt, it was to be his will against her will, no other being’s will could help him. The nearness of his servant, for instance, at night, would only delay things. What he wanted was to quicken, to precipitate them.


Yet though he gave her every opportunity, by remaining alone for hours, both within and without the house, there was for two whole days no intimation of her presence. He decided, on the third day, to go down into the rose-garden at sunset, to go and stand beside the grave over which by now the grass must be green as emerald. He had always avoided doing this, hating the idea that connects the escaped spirit with its dust. But he had sent for something that he wished to place there – an armful of roses as near the type of the old damask rose as was now produced. Perhaps, after all, it was only that lock of hair that she had come for, and having obtained possession of it was now content. His offering of her favorite flowers was to be half propitiatory, half in recognition of what might prove her final withdrawal. She had given him as a sign, a rose. These roses would be his sign to her, of comprehension and good-will.


The grave, as he had imagined it, was beautifully green; but as he stood looking down on it, he felt that, whether growing on a grave or on a hillside, there is nothing more exquisitely melancholy than the first grass of spring stirring gently under light airs. He laid his roses on it, and was turning to come away, when he saw something swaying to and fro in one of the rose-trees, now in fresh leaf, that hung above it. He thought at first that it was an oriole’s nest, that most delicately swung cradle in the world, but on parting the branches he saw it to be a glove – a slender glove of undressed buckskin, which had caught on one of the thorns by a gilt thread of its embroidery.


Somehow, he could not have been much more startled had a pale hand emerged from the grave itself, as if to draw closer its emerald coverlet. There was in all these ghostly procedures something so erratic, so capriciously without apparent reason. Why, in Heaven’s name – and Heaven’s name was one he used often in those days, as if it were a protective amulet – why, in the name of all that there must be of logic even in the actions of one under the sway of subtler laws – should she have taken away the glove, to forget it there on a rosebush over her own grave? And if she had not forgotten it, for what earthly or unearthly reason had she left it there?


Detaching it from the thorn, he looked to see if the lock of hair were still within it. The glove was empty: of that splendid, ruddy tress there remained not even a strand.…


Suddenly there swept over him a quite different sort of fear from any that he had yet felt; not exactly the fear of madness, but the fear that he might be the prey of nervous hallucination. He remembered in that moment having read, years ago, a little book on “Demonology” by Sir Walter Scott, and especially a story in it of an hallucinated man who saw phantoms and even heard them speak – a touch more than he had yet experienced, thank God! Somehow he felt that it would be far worse to be the enfeebled victim of such illusions than to suffer a terrible, but real, extension of vision and perception beyond the normal powers of man.


This glove was real enough at all events, and yet might he not have dreamed the whole thing? He had walked in his sleep sometimes as a boy – mightn’t he have walked to this very spot, in his sleep, and hung the glove there himself? He placed it finally in the inner pocket of his coat, and, taking the shortest way back to the house, went up the stone steps and entered the Maze. It struck him all at once that the air was stifling between these dark walls of evergreen, and that a heavy stillness saturated them like rain. It was when he had reached the heart of the labyrinth that, turning one of its abrupt angles between the high enclosing walls, he came face to face with her. She was standing about five yards away from him, with her head thrown back a little and one foot advanced. In the intensity of her steady gaze there was a difference. Ineluctable and proud as ever, it yet contained also a sort of imperious pleading, as it were a prayer that was half a command – a prayer to him for something that he possessed and yet was hers by an inalienable right.


With eyes held fast to hers, he could see at the same time, from head to foot, the tall perfection of the figure, in its dim green draperies – the delicate half-bare arms straightened among the folds, with slight hands clenched as if to help the intensity of her deep-diving stare.


And he had again that appalling sense of being poised on the brink of a measureless abyss. It was as if the black eyes wailed to him:


“De profundis…! De profundis…!”

(“out of the depths”)


Now came the curious lightness – as if he stood on air – as if the power of her look was all that held him suspended above gulfs as dark and fathomless as her eyes…


He broke, drenched with cold sweat by the terrible effort, from the bands of silence that held him vise-like.


“In God’s name, what is it that you want!” he cried aloud – and was alone with the quiet afterglow in the narrow walled passage.


With the strange feeling of exhaustion upon him that he had before experienced – as if she had drawn her visible seeming from the subtler substance of his body – he managed to regain the house and lie down upon a lounge in the library. He had failed in his supreme effort to communicate with her directly, but he was conscious that she too had failed in some effort directed toward him and that was also supreme. It was as if she had abandoned another method for this that she had just tried, and seeing its failure had leaped back across the boundary over which he could not follow.


He tried to puzzle out her meaning and was overwhelmed in the midst of his vain endeavor, by the most profound sleep that had come to him in many a day.


He woke from it refreshed and calm. The thought that woke with him was in itself invigorating: “My will is as strong as hers. At least I can prevent her from advancing on me, obsessing me, when I summon all my will to my aid.”


But remembering that look, half of prayer, half of command, and how it had seemed to cry to him, “De profundis!” a great pity wrung him. It was as if he had failed himself as well as her in summoning all his will to his own aid instead of to hers. Yet when he remembered that unspeakable vertigo of the spirit – which was like the dread of a bodiless consciousness, shrinking from suction into the inmost vacuum of lightless space – he felt that he had acted from blind instinct as a man half etherized fights for breath.


As, after this, nights and days succeeded each other calmly, uneventfully, with a normal commonplaceness that he had the inconsistency to feel emptily dull, it seemed indeed as if that meeting in the close labyrinth of the Maze had been the final tug of two strong opposing wills and that his had conquered. But it was with a flat feeling at the smallness of the result obtained by what must have been her prodigious efforts so to reveal herself, that he tried to reconcile his idea of her imperious will, directed in. its finality toward so petty an object as a lock of hair.


It contradicted his whole conception of her character; it contradicted the presentment of it in her pictured face; how much more was it contradicted by her face as he had actually seen it! Her look had been that of a rebellious angel bent on plucking by her own might the heart from some mysterious desire refused her by God Himself.


That abnormal restlessness came over him again – much the restlessness of the man fighting against the opium habit, who wills ardently and at the same time both to have and not to have the cherished poison.


The time between her last appearance and that fixed for “his” Melany’s return passed, however, without the least sign from the capricious phantom. He sighed, as he left the house that last morning for the station, under the oppressive sense that what he knew he ought to feel as a deliverance, insisted on presenting itself as a frustration. In spite of the undoubted completeness of her withdrawal, he had an odd sense as of a web incompleted, hanging in the air above him from some huge, invisible and fateful loom.


He was wholly thankful, however, that in those days of placid monotony he had recovered much of his usual look. Even Blanc’s glances showed a restored cheerfulness and the content with which one regards a promising convalescent.
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He drove alone to meet Melany, feeling that the attention required by a fidgety pair of trays would prevent her from making too uninterrupted a study of his face.


Then, when he had her close beside him, he forgot everything for a moment, in the renewed sense of her delicate, poetic charm that had in it always an underlying pathos – that stirred as nothing else had ever done the tenderest cords of his heart.


“Ah, but you’re thinner – you’re thinner,” she kept murmuring. “You’ve been iller than I knew. They ought to have sent for me.”


“My dearest,” he rejoined lightly, “you wouldn’t have me miss you as I’ve done, and gain weight? I assure you there’s been nothing more the matter with me than just your absence.”


The off mare made a plunge at a little negro with a shining pail who emerged suddenly from some bushes. He was glad of the chance to let Melany’s dissatisfied, anxious eyes dwell only on his profile.


“No,” she said presently in a low voice; “you’ve been ill … really ill.”


“At all events,” he smiled, “I’m quite well now.”


She said nothing for a moment or two, then she brought out with repressed feeling:


“I wish, oh, I do wish – you weren’t staying all alone … there.”


“My dearest girl,” he hastened to answer, “I’m surrounded by people! Darkies are tumbling over each other all day long, and Blanc fusses about me like an old woman.”


“Does he stay near you … at night?” asked Melany.


“He did when I was feverish.”


“Then he doesn’t now?”


“No. It fidgets me to be pottered over.”


Melany looked down at her hands, twisting them together in the way he remembered.


“I hate you to be alone … in that hous e… at night,” she said, and her voice had its veiled huskiness.


Radford replied in his kindest but most matter-of-fact tone:


“My dear darling, I thought we’d settled all that.”


“It … comes back,” she said, so low this time that he could just hear her above the brisk clatter of the grays’ hoofs.


“What ‘comes back’?” he forced his voice to say. naturally.


“My dread … of that place.”


“Ah, Melany! Melany!” he exclaimed, and she took the ambiguous expression in which he had sought refuge, for a reproach.


“I do fight against it, Evan, – I do! I do!” she protested. “But sometimes … no matter how hard I fight—” she let her interlocked hands fall apart with a helpless gesture, “—it comes back,” she ended.


He pulled the trays down to a walk at this, and slipped one arm about her, holding her hard against him.


“There’s one thing please remember,” he said, with his cheek to hers, “that in less than three weeks now, you’ll be far away from here – with me!”


She gave herself up to his kiss with more passion than she had ever shown him – a passion both of love and a sort of desperation.


“Oh,” she cried, as he lifted his face from hers, “if you would only keep me away – keep both of us away!”


“Give up ‘Her Wish’?” he asked slowly. “Sell it again?”


And there was even more passion in her answering cry of, “Yes! Yes! Yes!” than there had been in her kiss.


It came then to Radford, with the double shock of surprise and bewilderment, that nothing – not even her pleading – would induce him to part with “Her Wish.” He couldn’t remain silent long enough to digest this queer revelation of something in himself that he had not suspected till that moment, so he said, again as if with reproach:


“But I thought you loved it? I thought you had enjoyed with me making it beautiful again?”


“I thought so, too,” she answered humbly, ashamed for so disappointing him yet incapable of lying to him even to save him and herself pain. “And in a way, I do love it. But … you see … though I don’t feel her there any longer … I think of her. All the time I’m there, if I’m not thinking of her, I’m just fighting it off. It’s as if she’d left something of herself soaked into the very walls. And now … when I see you so changed…”


“‘Changed’?” stared Radford.


“So thin – so pale,” she explained. “It’s as if I felt her harming you – willing harm to you.”


They talked to and fro in this strain until Hilton was reached. When he left her, after dinner, driving back alone through the fragrant April night, he felt mortally tired, fagged body and soul by the strain to “keep it up.” He longed, more as a release from intolerable effort, than with a lover’s ardor, that his wedding day were tomorrow. He almost conceded in his own thought, that he was in some obscure way “ill.” A flatness had come over the savor of life, over his thoughts, his ambitions, even his love. He had read often that psychical experiences of the sort he had been undergoing “take it out of one.” Something had certainly been taken out of him. A queer image of profound rest came to him just as he was falling asleep that night – the idea of himself stretched comfortably out in a sunny grave, pulling over him the April grass as a coverlet that would never be disturbed, for a sleep that would never change again into wakefulness.


However, he was to be cheered and not a little surprised by the way in which his strength and a more normal frame of mind returned to him during the long hours that he now spent at Hilton.


At first, this enforced absence from’“Her Wish” had got sadly on his nerves, convinced as he was that there was some ultimate revelation yet to be made him on the part of her whom he had once called “the elusive lady.” And with his recollection of this title there also came the memory of his having defied her in so many words. It disgusted him that he should feel a rill of superstitious awe flow through him with this memory. Indeed, his abashed humiliation before himself was such as to make him sure that he had no right to go on “mawkishly tampering,” as he somewhat severely put it, with psychic phenomena, over which he not only had no control, but at the mere thought of which he couldn’t control his own shrinking. Especially had he no right, in the face of Melany’s distressed dread.


The idea of parting with “Her Wish” – of selling it again – was as painful to him as ever, but he had come to the conclusion that it would be as well if they did “keep away” after their marriage, for at least two or three years. He had a small but delightful villa near Florence, and Mr. Warrenger could come and stay with, them there.


This idea was met with such sparkling, breathless joy by the girl, that he felt he had been rather a particular sort of brute not to have decided on it long before. To the old man it seemed simply as if one of the dreams of his youth had flowered as miraculously in the winter of his age, as a Christmas rose in snow. Radford had to describe the old Tuscan house to them inch by inch, and the whole “podere” (rural estate) not less minutely.


“Now,” Melany cried, “I can breathe!”


And under her beautiful hand, that was so like another he had seen in circumstances which chilled him even now to remember, she lifted her young breast in the profoundest sigh of relief, as if throwing off an intolerable weight.


•   •   •   •   •


A week before the wedding, Steven Campbell, who had been called from New Orleans to New York, and then to England for some months, arrived at “Her Wish.” He was to act as “best man” to Radford, and his letters had been full of such an unqualified and jubilant delight, both in his friend’s engagement to Melany and his purchase of the old place, that Radford decided he had been mistaken about Steve having been in love with the girl.


“Well done, thou good and faithful Yankee!” he exclaimed, as he sprang up the steps at “Her Wish,” where Radford, Mr. Warrenger and Melany stood awaiting him. “A Virginian bride and a Virginian estate at one whack are ‘some’ overcoming of prejudice!”


“You dear old ass,” was Radford’s retort to this. “You are the prejudiced one, as you well know! If Melany had been half the rabid Southerner that you are, she wouldn’t be standing here by me.”


“Ah, you dear child,” Steve was now saying to the girl, about whose shoulders he had flung a great arm. “He might be a Timbuctooian, for all I’d care, since he’s brought that look to your face.”


And bending down he kissed her, while she whispered:


“Dear Steve… oh, I am happy!”


“She’s my only little sister, you know,” said Steven, meeting his friend’s moved look. “And I warn you I shall kiss her whenever I please.”


At which, being a little embarrassed by too much feeling, they all laughed as at some exquisite piece of wit, and took Steven off to show him the restored splendors of “Her Wish.”


•   •   •   •   •


It was after tea, which had been served this time in the library, that Radford and Melany found themselves alone. They could see from the open windows the two others walking back and forth on the lower terrace, while Steven smoked one of his big cigars.


“I am so glad,” Melany said dreamily, “that you don’t like cigars. I do so loathe them.”


And as Radford laughed out at the contrast of her dreamy tone with her prosaic statement, she added quaintly:


“But what I was really thinking was that Steven might smoke even horrors instead of good ones, and I wouldn’t mind, I’m so thankful he’s here with you!”


Radford was sitting on the sill of the window opposite her, and she was leaning back in the low armchair that Blanc had placed for her before the tea-table. The latter had now been removed, and leaning forward Radford put his hand on hers.


“Darling,” he said remorsefully, “has it really troubled you so much – my staying here alone?”


She looked up at him as if it couldn’t be put into words.


“Oh!” she said at last, simply unable to express otherwise the fulness of what she had felt about it.


Then before he could begin to tell her of his immense, repentant regret, she flushed and paled, in the quick succession that was so characteristic, and exclaimed under her breath:


“Evan! I’m going to make you a confession.”


“Well, dear?” he smiled.


“Evan…” she began – then stopped – then, with the nervous tremor he remembered, “Evan … I’ve thought sometimes … I’ve wondered…” She bent forward so that he could hear the whispered words, “Have you ever … felt her here?”


The afternoon sunlight poured in through the gently blowing white curtains and danced upon the opposite wall. He thanked such gods as are that he happened to be sitting with his back to it, and he reflected on the three kinds of lie that an honorable man may tell with honor: the lie that guards a friend’s secret, the lie about a woman for her own sake, and the lie to a woman for the same reason. He brought it out with no perceptible hesitation and with a really magnificent effect of truth:


“Never!”


Still she kept on his face her anxious, questioning eyes.


“You’ve never had a hint … a sensation? Never…?” here she clasped her hands as if imploring him under some stress of conviction that she couldn’t conquer. “Never … heard or … seen anything?”


“‘Seen’? I?” he asked, as if the preposterousness of the idea really staggered him. “My belovèd child!”


His laugh was as splendid a success as his “Never!” had been. A more natural sound could not have been uttered. And yet the tenseness of her look and her clasped hands didn’t relax under it.


“You don’t know,” she said, “you couldn’t know – how I’ve been haunted…” the tremor ran through her again … “yes, haunted by the idea that she might have given me up – just to put us off our guard – to make it easy for you to come here, and then … Oh, are you sure she hasn’t been near you?”


“Quite sure,” he lied with the same admirable imitation of candor.


“You see,” she went on, her fingers twisting together now, and her pale face bent toward them, “I … I dreamed that you had seen her.”


Bedford caught it from her with a tone that had the effect of a shrug.


“Oh, my dearest dear! If you’re going to talk of dreams!…”


“But tell me once more,” she pleaded. “It’s such a blessed relief to hear you say it. You really never, never have?”


“Never!” he said again.


And then, shocked as if a fork of lightning had split the soft shadows of the room beyond, he saw what he had so gallantly lied about – the beautiful, almost insolently smiling image of that other. In a “gown like a rose” this time, she had sprung up like some magic flower directly behind the girl’s chair. Over that unconscious head, she sent across to him a look of exquisite mockery – a look at the same time sweet and stinging, disdainful and indulgent, assured and reproachful.


The imperious expression that had yet been half a prayer was quite gone. Nothing could have exceeded the calm arrogance of that smiling gaze.


And as he gazed back – no more able to withdraw his eyes from hers than had she been the fabled basilisk, instead of simply the most enchanting presentment of a woman possible to imagine – her eyes released him suddenly, dropped for an instant to the girl’s dark head, then lifted to his again.


A hundred poets could not have expressed her meaning more perfectly. It was as if she said to him: “Compare us…! Here we are together – the living woman and the ghost. Which in truth seems more living – she or I?”


Her sudden appearance, her look of subtle raillery that seemed to him of such endless duration, had lasted but a fraction of time, as time is counted by men, yet in that infinitesimal space, he had the impression of a reality so stupendous that in its presence he and the girl before him were but as films of gossamer. It was as if life – raised to a pitch above all his possible conceptions of it, sent out to him terrible vibrations that shook the molecules of both mind and body, as a strong musical tone will cause particles of sand to leap into fantastic patterns. For one wild instant, the phantom seemed the real being, and Melany the phantom. That glowing face with its honeyedly rapacious mouth – never more honeyed or more rapacious than now with that faint subtle smile compared to which the famous smile of Mona Lisa was mere craftiness – that web of gorgeous hair redder than any red of earth – the whole, supreme effect in her utter stillness as of the stillness of incandescence – these dimmed the grosser life of flesh and blood, as a shaft of sunlight dims a candle-flame. He felt himself to be such a flame – this conscious paling in him of the thing he had. known as “life” was a slow fading towards extinction … towards nothingness.… And she too … “his” Melany was paling, waning, in that intolerable glare of something more real than reality…


He started, at what seemed the shrill rending of a silken curtain close to his face, then found himself in the mild light of common day, with Melany clinging to him, pleading out of a white, stricken face:


“Oh, dearest? Don’t look so…! Don’t look so! Oh, what’s the matter? Is it your heart again?”


He caught at this, sinking down upon the window-seat.


“Yes … my heart. But it’s nothing … only…” he dived in the frightful confusion of his mind for the medical term and brought it out with a sigh of relief “…only functional, old Borridge says.” He succeeded in producing a weak smile. “If you’ll just, like a dear darling, ring for Blanc … my tonic, you know.”


Then he drifted helplessly off into a swoon like that which had followed the terribly real manifestation on the night when the lock of hair and the glove had been taken from his bedside, only this time he was unconscious for a much shorter period.
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Three things helped Radford to carry off this unfortunate collapse with a good front. One was the fact, gathered almost immediately from Melany herself, that the appearance which had seemed to him to last so long had only been in reality a matter of a few seconds.


“You were talking to me so perfectly naturally one second, and the next … oh! you looked as if you were dying!” she had wailed, when he was quite restored and the others had left them together again.


His tremendous desire to shield her from any possible suspicion that what she had feared was so dreadfully the thing to he feared, gave him the strength to say, even in that moment:


“I’m horribly ashamed of myself for keeling over like this, darling; but you see now, it’s only a most commonplace ailment and not in the least supernatural.”


“All the same,” she had replied, holding his cheek close against hers, as she knelt beside the lounge on which Steven and Blanc had firmly placed him, “I wish there were ten oceans rolling between us and ‘Her Wish’… I couldn’t leave you tonight, except for Steve’s being with you…”


The other things had to do with this same fact of his being able still to “ward off,” from her at least, all knowledge of that overwhelming presence. They consisted of Blanc’s triumphant “I-told-you-so” attitude when summoned by Steven to administer Dr. Borridge’s heart-tonic, and Steven’s and Mr. Warrenger’s ready acceptance of the man’s conviction as to the cause of Radford’s fainting.


“J’ai dit souvent à Monsieur – ce matin même,” he declared, “que Monsieur a trop vite cessé de prendre sa médecine… et voilà que j’ai eu raison!”

 (“I’ve often told the gentleman – even this very morning – that he stopped taking his medicine too soon... and now it turns out I was right!”)


“You see, old boy, I’ve come home just in time to bully you for your own good – and Melany’s!” Steven had exclaimed on hearing this. “That heart physic shall go down as regularly as the sun – or I – go off! A charming bridegroom you’ll make if you crumple up in a heap at the altar-rail.”


Radford promised from that time forth to take the tonic meekly until he should have quite emptied the bottle, and Melany returned to Hilton with her father somewhat comforted.


“You know,” Steve, who walked part of the way home with them, explained, “the dear old man rather did himself up by overworking last year. That’s why I had him down here. He’s perfectly sound … but high-strung. My eye! a woman – even you, you dear child – aren’t a bit more high-strung than Evan. But all he needs is to get away and play Fairy Prince with you, little sister. And mind you, only let him play. No more work for another year at least. Then hell be right as a trivet.”


“He shall be the idlest man that ever lived,” Melany. had laughed back, in her relief. “You’ll be ashamed of him, Ill keep him so idle.”


“Ah… well, as to that,” Steven had replied with smiling dubiousness, “love-making is a very busy idleness!”


And now it was sheer dogged pride that fixed Radford in his determination to see things out to the bitter end. How bitter that end might be, he could not tell, but of one thing he was sure, nothing could possibly be bitterer or more of an “end” to his self-respect than to feel he had funked a thing which, he was equally sure, depended on the strength of his own will to carry to a definite conclusion. The next time – if there was to be a next time – that she confronted him, he would not remain passive, as heretofore the mere soul-staggering unusualness of the thing had stunned him into being. At the first glimmer of her approach, even at a pounce so lightning-like as had been the last, he would clench himself hard against her – make what he had heard Theosophists call an “auric shell” about himself – case himself in an armor of will and positivity that at least, if he died in the effort, would let him die fighting, and not merely dissolve like vapor, sucked up by some powerful, occult fire.


He almost wished, in the stress of his unshared predicament, that he were what is called “a good Catholic.” He had heard from those who he had every reason to believe “knew,” that the Jesuits, those most learned probably of the world’s spiritual directors, did not scorn or shrug at the idea of such perils as this by which he was beset – had indeed a method of dealing with them. How restful, how marvelously sustaining it would be to have under the roof with him this last week some wise and kindly priest, to whom he would seem neither a lunatic nor a fool, and who would arm him with a weapon of ghostly defense. But a little more thought on the subject made him feel certain that the priestly advice would be a sprinkling of holy water, both actual and metaphorical, and that the weapon would consist of a firm “Vade retro me, Satana.…” (get thee behind me, Satan) Whereas it was no more in him to believe in the efficacy of holy water than it was to think of the lovely and capricious, if somewhat overwhelming, phantom as Satan.


Not that he was an irreligious man; on the contrary, his religion only seemed vague because it could not be circumscribed by any of the creeds that men had set like hard vessels in the infinite sea of the divine, thinking that the forms thus filled with some drops of its boundless essence contained the whole. That there was a center without circumference (which most men called God), and to which the center of his own being directly responded, he felt as he felt that he lived. According to his faith there was nothing supernatural, as all that lay between this center in limited space which was himself, and that supreme center of limitlessness which was God, could but of necessity be “natural.” It lay with him, therefore, to fight against this extraordinary manifestation of the between-ness (he could think of no better word) just as he would fight against any other mighty and impalpable force – say, the force of his own passions.


And yet “fight” was not the exact expression for the course that he felt he must take; rather, it was a need of obtaining on his side a dominion over her that would prevent her from advancing too far and too potently into the sphere set apart for creatures of flesh and blood. The peril, it seemed to him, was not so directly from her, as from a certain essence of that other world that she brought with her; as if – the image presented itself fantastically but with a perfect expression of his felt, not reasoned, meaning – as if a mermaid seeking a closer rapport with some inland mortal should bring with her a tidal wave that might sweep him away.


He realized too, very clearly, that one of the chief perils lay within himself – in the undoubted fascination that the whole strange adventure had for him – that she herself exerted over him, quite as in some Irish legend the fairy queen draws to her some mortal at once willing and unwilling – fearful and yet not so fearful but that one of his fears is to lose sight of her forever.


He simply could not endure the thought that all he had seen and suffered was to end in the vague idiocy of so-called “spirit manifestations” so usually brought to a climax by the frantic movements of furniture that seems capering of its own volition. He could not believe, he absolutely refused to believe, that the whole amazing drama had been played to the end that a phantom hand should remove a piece of hair, and hang a glove in a rose-tree! No; she had a meaning, an object, and what his object must be, was to hold her far enough off to keep his mundane senses from being submerged by the tremendous current she brought with her, yet not too far to make communication impossible.


There were four days and nights left him in which to experiment from this new point of view.


He brought back from this descent, or ascent, into things, a remarkable sense of quiet strength. Blanc had returned permanently to his quarters in the extreme back of the house. Steven occupied a room in the east wing, a room removed from his by a corridor as long as that which led to the spinning-room. He was punctilious, as he had promised, about taking the heart tonic, and without a doubt felt much braced by it. His talks and manner with Steven were models of what one might call normality. If his whole air was rather deliberately quiet, it seemed very natural in a man whose heart, whether “functionally” or “organically,” had been, as Steven put it, “kicking up like the devil.” Steven had used this expression when urging on Radford the necessity of a lamb-like behavior for some time to come.


His behavior was indeed so entirely and reassuringly lamb-like that Blanc felt no misgivings at being exiled, and Steven, having insisted on eleven o’clock as the latest hour for him to go to bed, left him each evening at his door, without the least doubt that bed was where he went forthwith.


It was from this hour on, however, that Radford felt himself particularly wide awake. He would sit by the open window, waiting till Steven should be soundly asleep; then he would rise and go down, wandering about the house, and grounds – watching, listening, waiting. Somehow, though for two nights he waited in vain, his nerves were quite steady. He had a perfectly assured feeling that he was to see her again, and that all was to be made clear to him.


The third night, about one o’clock, as he was approaching the house after a long rest in a hammock under one of the horse-chestnuts, he stopped short, feeling his heart give a hot plunge, in spite of all his determined preparation for just such a sound or seeming.


There had stolen to him, above the rustle of a night full of blowing leaves, the low hum of a minor chord, rising and falling, pausing, then repeating itself again.


He stopped only long enough to summon all his will, reason, fortitude – all of that power of a man over the lesser part of himself for which metaphysics has so many names and none adequate. Then he went quietly along the house to the court of the spinning-room, and as he had been there only a half-hour before, he knew that the shutters were wide open, as he had left them.


The moon was nearly full, but hidden by thick swathes of silverish cloud, between which showed black-blue depths, and now and then the cold glitter of a star.


But though the clouds flew on above him, the lower breeze seemed suddenly to have dropped, for there was now no sound of blowing leaves. In entering the court he seemed to have stepped into a well of silence. Even the fountain, strangely hushed, was like a rod of glass twisting silently in the heavy atmosphere. With a deep breath, as though he sought to inhale some force more subtle than the actual air by which his body lived, he turned and faced the window.


Here again, was something new, something that he was not prepared for. The whole unshuttered aperture was glowing as though lighted up from within, but the glow was of so strange, so inexplicable a nature, that he brushed his hand before his eyes, thinking that his keyed nerves were tricking him. When he looked again, however, it was the same. The window seemed to be partially filled with the finest, iridescent cobwebs, or, more literally, with the most fragile threads of glass spun finer than cobwebs. It was as if these gleaming filaments gave forth the glow that lighted, or rather shimmered a soft iridescence upon the room within. They extended even beyond the window, as a light cloud of thistledown might cling together before a breeze blew it apart, and float like a transparent curtain in the air.


He drew nearer, cautiously, slowly, forcing his reluctant body, as a rider forces a shy horse; and as he went, he had the strangest feeling of wading through some element quite new to him, of being in some inexplicable way half in, half out, of the atmosphere of the solid earth. He had the same sensation of breathing with difficulty that oppresses men on great mountain heights, and he seemed to tread a substance at once elastic and clogging, that dragged at his feet yet buoyed him up. It was as if, in this sudden swimming and swaying about him of all that had a moment ago been most stable, the one strong, inflexible solidity was just that rod of his own will to which with every faculty, every tendril of his spirit, he clung like a man clinging to a steel rope above the glassy funnel of a whirlpool so swift that it seems quiet…


And now, rigid with that desperate clenching of himself upon his own central reality, he knelt upon the stone bench and looked into the room.


The room itself gave him back, as in a mirror, the impression of his own state. It was half in, half out, of the atmosphere of his recognized world – the same, yet not the same. If inanimate objects had each a diaphanous counterpart – something corresponding to what are called the souls of men – then in this room one would have said that some mysterious spell had released them. He could not express it more clearly to himself, then or later. The room was there – but transfigured, subtilized – and to its walls and ceiling clung the same fragile web of iridescence like filaments of glass finer than cobwebs. She stood there beside the spinning-wheel, but transformed, transfigured like the room – yet so real that the wheel hummed beneath her touch, giving out its low minor chord.


She was not looking towards him but away, as if into vistas of unimaginable delight, as if the thread she spun were to be her clue to them, as if when her task was done one leap would send her flying to the very heart of joy. And what she spun and wound back upon the bobbin were loose lengths of those iridescent filaments, that she caught carelessly from the air about her, never changing her fixed gaze as upon vistas of unimaginable delight…


One instant he looked on this astounding vision – for it seemed to him, even then, only a vision, a glimpse behind a dream-curtain woven of spun rainbows – the next, the diffused light from high-blowing, silverish clouds shone tranquilly about him and he heard the rain-like patter of the little fountain…
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He did not return to the house after this experience, so much the strangest and yet so much the most elusive that he had yet had. When he was somewhat recovered from the daze in which it left him, he went slowly back over the fresh wet turf, to the hammock, and lay down again under the canopy of leaves. He felt this time no exhaustion or giddiness, only the natural “let down” sensation that follows a supreme effort of will. But his mind seemed to ring with the memory of it, as one’s ears ring after some tremendous peal of sound; or a closer analogy would be to think of his mind as a breathless pool over which an elfin bird had skimmed, dipping a fugitive wing then vanishing. His thoughts, like the ripple from such a contact, spread in circles widening out to a misty shore – widening out on that deep of conjecture which has, in truth, no shore.


The one clear impression that remained with him was of the supernal beauty of the face thus seen by him for the first time in profile. It was, to her full face, what one might imagine the soul of a mortal to its body; yet it was not “spiritual” as men use the term – merely of a loveliness so passionately unearthly that one marveled at seeing it in a form familiar to earth.


On every former occasion, when his eyes had been “opened,” as the saying is, her eyes had held him; this time they had been fixed on a vision beyond what it was in her power to reveal to him, on vistas, as it had seemed to him, of unimaginable delight. It was as if he had clenched his will too hard against her, and she had turned from him back to the beauty from which she had emerged to seek him… Yes, with a light painfully crude, it flared on him that he himself had turned her from him with her secret untold – sent her back like a wistful Peri, not from the gates of Paradise, but from the heavy portals of this his own “unintelligible “


He lay with his hands under his head, gazing up at the blowing leaves, through which now and then dartled the spiky brilliance of a star. He was searching in his mind for something to which to liken her. “Ghost,” “phantom,” “apparition,” “wraith” – all these seemed too mundane, too crude to express that magical, enchanted beauty, which was yet, in some way beyond all reason, “real.”


He thought of Bran and his voyage to the Island of Heart’s Desire, of Lamia and Melusine, of Fata Morgana, and of the Lady in the queer tale he had read on the night of his first vigil: of how she had told the King “that he should not ask but earthly thing, for she was none earthly thing, but a ghostly thing,” and of how the King had replied that “he ne would ask none other thing…”


Since the far, dim beginning of romance, before even the story of Lilith, when the Apsarases, “fairy-like beings, beautiful and voluptuous,” had appeared to the Aryan heroes, men had sung and told of such happenings … There must be some common source for all the legends: a few men here and there, having caught such a glimpse as he had caught through the gray veil of everyday, parted for a moment by a mystic breath from the beyond, must have wrought songs and poems about it – filling in the blank spaces with the decor of imagination. What easier, for instance, than for a nervous, high-flown boy, with the green-sickness of romantic youth upon him, placed as he, Radford, was placed, to fancy himself the object of an exquisite, eeriesome passion like that by which “La Belle Dame sans Merci” held men in thrall. He wondered, indeed, if he himself, as a boy, could have stood the test of an adventure so opposed to all that is called “natural” and so prolonged. He quite comprehended how those who gave themselves up to such impressions – those vulgarly called mediums and the like – so often ended by becoming insane.


The slightest tip to the perfect balance of mind needed to withstand them and there would be the plunge down into chaotic mysticism, into what he had already at times sensed as a measureless abyss. Perhaps, after all, it was just as well that he had forced her farther back into her airy caverns behind her impalpable, shredded veil of iridescence.


He had heard much prattle at one time about “astral planes,” about a sort of rainbow succession of such “planes” or “worlds” up to what was called, in the Oriental nomenclature of a certain sect, the Devachanic. In fact, with a really magnificent impudence, a certain person of that sect had written a little volume describing how he had attained – above the humbler St. Paul, who only claimed to have been “caught up” for a brief space to the third heaven – even to the seventh heaven of this series, how he had promenaded there as on Piccadilly, and how he was now recounting all the marvels he had there heard and seen.


Even such preposterous, barefaced inventions, Radford was fair enough to suppose, must be based upon some faint glimpse of things forbidden to man except in glimpses. And yet, it irked him that such glimpses should have no meaning, no import, for those to whom they were vouchsafed, whether of good or evil; for one could hardly dignify by the immense term “evil” the nervous strain under which the whole thing had put him and from which he was suffering now, even to the extent of having his heart – what was Borridge’s word? – “functionally” affected by it


Thus, in the soft May night, alone but very far from being lonely, he tried to reflect logically and sanely, as upon another’s predicament, upon the strange, unsolvable situation in which he found himself. No sooner, however, did he cease actively to think, than he found himself in the haunting atmosphere which some dreams project into the following day. He had the uncanny sensation that though he could neither see nor feel them, those delicate multi-coloured filaments were swaying gently in the air about him, spangling the grass, hanging from the leaves overhead. It was as if some impalpable mesh, fine as thought and as strong, had been cast about him – so lightly that he was not aware of it except in thought – so surely that not even thought could release him from it…


Springing up, as if a physical effort might rid him of the eerie fancy, he realized that the dawn had come. With it came a realization even more wholesome and uplifting: this dawn, so refreshing in itself, held yet a fuller meaning than the mere return of the sunlit candor of day – it was a very special day that it heralded, a day to be marked with a white pearl, just the beginning of the last twenty-four hours that lay between him and the day of his wedding with Melany. And at the thought of her, there in the quickening light with the first bird-calls showering clear as drops of rain about him, the spell of night dissolved, and he wondered whether he hadn’t dreamed fantastically. He recalled having had dreams not all unlike it, as a child … puzzled sleep-wanderings through woods of glass tangled in rainbows, with a lovely fairy who was kind to him and showed him the way, but whose face he could never see.


The sun rose in tranquil splendor, and was greeted by the waking earth as jubilantly as though it had never risen before. With that sweet sanity of exultation enfolding him, Radford was sure now that he had only dreamed. The very difference of what he had seemed to see last night, for that fleeting instant, from all her other appearances, made him doubly sure. Even her face, so strangely transfigured in delicate profile, was just the way that dreams metamorphose a familiar face, making it like and yet unlike.


He regained his room before anyone had come into the house, and lying down in bed so that Blanc might not suspect his night’s absence, fell profoundly asleep.


•   •   •   •   •


The sun that had risen in such effulgence even exceeded his promise of bringing with him a perfect days he had, with his dazzling magic, turned May into June, and as the hours wore on, the dry, intense heat grew almost oppressive. The sky was without a cloud, so blue that at the zenith it looked purple. The bourdon of wild honeybees about the great hedges, now covered with tiny rosettes of yellowish bloom, added queerly to the effect of being in the breath of a great furnace, as if their continual, droning hum might be the throb of the engine that controlled it.


Steven, looking huger than ever in his shirt-sleeves, paraded restlessly, seeking a cool spot. He announced that the thermometer in the hall stood at eighty-eight, that it was the most dashed unseasonable weather he had ever known, and that if it were really June, or July as it seemed to be, he would certainly predict a thunderstorm.


Radford, who enjoyed great heat like any lizard, smiled drowsily from a long wicker-chair, on which he was stretched out, and said that for his part he found the weather perfection.


Steven with a grunt retorted that he wouldn’t find it perfection in a stuffy railway car tomorrow, or at least, that if he would, he was sure that “poor little Melany” wouldn’t.


“Ah, yes,” Radford mused, his face changing, “by this time tomorrow we’ll be married and off, won’t we? Somehow I can’t take it in.”


“It’ll take you in all right… I mean this deuced ‘hot wave’ will,” Steven retorted, “when you find yourself in a Pullman with a hundred and ten degrees of it submerging you. Ouf! I’m melting. Isn’t there a cooler place in this house?”


Radford didn’t answer at once; then he said:


“The rooms in the east wing are always cool.”


“You mean the ‘haunted’ wing?” asked Steven.


“Yes. Why?” Radford asked in his turn, staring a little at Steven’s use of the word “haunted.” “You haven’t any objection to them on that account, I suppose?”


Now it was Steven who didn’t answer at once.


“I’ll tell you a rather rum thing,” he said at last, speaking slowly and not looking at Radford. “You know what poppycock I consider ghost stories and all that sort of twaddle, but upon my soul, – there’s something about those rooms – the one with the portrait, you know, and the one they call the spinning-room, that – well, the fact is they depress me.”


“Depress you? How?” said Radford, whose languor, if Steven had been looking at him he would have seen, was completely gone.


“I don’t know how,” he replied bluntly; “I only know it’s a fact. I may go in there as gay as a bushel of larks, and before I’ve stayed there ten minutes I’m as blue as indigo. Not exactly ‘blue’ either, but all fussed up with a horrid sort of feeling, as if things were going to happen… unpleasant things, you know. Now please don’t think,” he exclaimed, holding up a big hand in protest, as Radford gave a suppressed exclamation, “that I’m for one second even inferring that it has anything to do with such rubbish as those old ghost tales about her… What I’ve made it out to be, is the force of association. There’s not a native about here, white or black, high or low, who hasn’t, for a hundred years at least, handed about those legends; and the thought sticks – do you see what I mean? It’s the sort of feeling I suppose one would have if one’s house was built over a place of execution. There is a house in London built where Tyburn gallows used to stand. Well, though I don’t believe in ghosts, I wouldn’t like to live in that house, d’you see?”


Radford had sunk back and resumed the lazy smile that was now a matter of artifice.


“The proud lady of ‘Her Wish’ would be greatly flattered by your comparison,” he said.


“Stuff!” said Steven. “You don’t catch my meaning, that’s all. I’ll even grant that some of her thoughts have stuck; but it’s all a matter of thought – mine as well as hers and the others. Perhaps that portrait has something to do with it. Whenever I take a look at that infernal face of hers…”


“‘Infernal’?” interrupted Radford, sitting up again.


Steven was frowning as if at the puzzle of his own disjointed thoughts which he was trying to fit into some ‘ sort of coherence.


“Well, infernally beautiful, if you like,” he said; “but to me it’s got a look on it that simply shrivels me … shrivels up any admiration I might feel … the look that Lucifer’s twin sister might have had – a ‘damnation-in-my-own-way-before-heaven-in-God’s’ sort of look. Br-r-r!” and he shook his great shoulders boyishly. “To me it’s a horrible face – like what I imagine the face of those medieval what-you-may-call-’ems … Vampires! That’s it… She’s the spit image to me of a Vampire.”


There was a pause in which Radford stared at him curiously.


“At least she seems – in her portrait – to have made a deep impression on you,” he said dryly.


“Oh, I don’t mean a great human-bat that sucks one’s blood,” Steven returned, still very much in earnest. “I only mean the sort of will that would suck out a man’s soul… his own will as a man, you know. Why, my dear chap, think of her real story! Could you beat it for Vampireishness?”


Radford laughed.


“She’s even set you to coining words for her,” he said.


“But could you?” Steven persisted.


“Could I what? Think of anything more like the behavior of a Vampire – if Vampires have got behavior! – than hers towards Geoffrey Branton?”


“Just that.”


Radford pondered it.


“Branton seems to have got away from her pretty successfully,” he then remarked.


“Got away, yes, but how?” retorted Steven. “Without his heart – sucked dry of everything that makes life worth living. A fine ‘getting away’ that was! Besides,” he growled, as if really angry at a dead man’s cruel treatment by a dead woman, “look at that last letter she sent him – a regular Vampire scream of menace from the other side of the grave! Ugh!”


He rose with a wriggle that was half a genuine shudder, half the effort to shake off the unpleasant sensation that merely talking of her caused him. “I’ve always thought her the most odious, loathsome creature possible to imagine! Her beauty’s no beauty to me, I can tell you – whatever you as a painter may find in it.”
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He took a turn away, then came back.


“The whole honest truth is—” he began, standing over his friend and rattling some loose objects in his pocket, decidedly embarrassed at the prospect of telling the whole honest truth. “Well,” at last he blurted, hunching his shoulders as if for a plunge into cold water, “the fact is that I wouldn’t have talked in this strain except for Melany… My dear old man,” – he sank down suddenly opposite Radford and laid his hand on his knees – “what I feel is just nothing to what she feels!”


Radford looked back at him with all the amazement that this declaration caused him. If Melany’s dread was such as to have led her into confiding in Steven about it, then all that he had endured was quite in vain. Steven’s next words, though, somewhat softened his former statement.


“Not,” he pursued, “that she has any more feeling about ghosts than I have… it’s only a shrinking from the whole place that she can’t control. It’s all the queerer because she’s fond of it in a way… think’s it quite beautiful and all that… but it seems that she would rather leave Virginia for good, than live in it. It’s a sort of—” he paused, searching for the right expression.


“A sort of obsession?” supplied Radford quietly.


“Yes, exactly… an obsession. She told me she’d fought it desperately, with might and main – the poor child cried at last – she feels so ashamed, so ‘ungrateful’ she said, but … Well, I promised I’d talk to you, so I’m doing it. It does seem an awful pity – it’s a stunning place and you’ve rigged it out stunningly – but what’s there to do, with Melany feeling like this about it? You see, she’d never have told me, I suppose, except that I happened to mention how those rooms affected me. She felt that I’d understand then, and – well, she even said as much – make you understand.”


Radford looked down at a leaf that he had pulled from a vine near the door, and was fitting between his hands as boys do to make a whistle.


“You mean you think I ought to sell it?” he said.


“It seems a rotten shame,” Steven replied; “but can you suggest anything else?”


After some moments Radford said, still busy with the leaf:


“Very well – I’ll tell her tonight that I’ll sell it.”


“Blessed old boy!” was Steven’s response to this. “I told her that’s what you’d say the minute you knew how she felt about it!” And as a great tobacco merchant he was nothing if not practical, he added by way of consolation: “A whacking price you ought to get for it too, the way you’ve fixed it up!”


•   •   •   •   •


No stranger feeling had come to Radford during the past six weeks than that which crept over him, in spite of all his efforts to resist it, when he saw the suppressed but exultant delight with which Melany received his announcement about “Her Wish.” He had come to love the place with an intensity foreshadowed by his first impression of having always known and loved it. That she could take delight – even this veiled, remorseful delight – in something which, if she knew him at’ all, she must know was a bitter disappointment to him, seemed to spread like a thin, transparent, hardness between them, so that he felt rather as if he were trying to reach a lover-like closeness through a sheet of glass. To him she had never seemed less near than when in her triumphant gratitude she felt herself, because of his great sacrifice for her, quite in his heart of hearts.


There was no resentment in this feeling of his; only a flatness, something like what he had experienced when she first returned after her stay in the North – an unreality in their relations, as if, had their love been what they thought it, she would have insisted on braving it out at “Her Wish” with him, no matter what her shrinking. He wouldn’t have allowed her to do so, of course; only, some obstinate conviction deep within him made him sure that it should have been her desire.


It was odd, he reflected, walking home after having spent the early hours of their wedding eve with her, how one woman of that race had made the keeping of “Her Wish” a condition of her marriage with the man she loved, and another, to all practical intents, the giving up of it.


Those who have no love of places, of portions of the earth for the earth’s own sake as it were, cannot conceive of the strength with which such a passion may root itself in natures that have this capacity. As he approached the old place this evening, walking slowly up the avenue of firs that he might catch the view he best loved of its old iron gates and box-hedges, Radford had the sad, oppressed feeling of one who has just realized that a dear friend has developed some serious malady which sooner or later will bring death.


The evening was as sultry as the day had been. The rising moon shone with an almost tropic splendor, and as Radford looked at the upper heaven strewn magnificently with stars unquenched as yet by moonlight, he saw beyond them the pale flicker of lightning. There was no distant thunder, only now and then that shaken flag of luminosity spangled with stars and covering the whole sky with breathless beauty.


He came within sight of “Her Wish,” and stood still to gaze at it brooding on top of its gradual, terraced hillside under that marvelous sky. The stillness was so intense that suddenly it seemed to give forth sound as of distant surf, and the moon creeping higher, struck glints of light from the dark hedges as it had done the first time he had looked on them. And, just as then, there came over him that obscure, spellbound feeling, as though he had known and loved them long ago in some wild dream – just as then, the dark hedges seemed like some boundary of Fate…


He passed through them and, turning to the left, went as he had done that first night, through the avenue of clipped Euonymus to the Maze, and so down into the rose-garden.


May in Virginia is what June is in colder climates. The garden might have been Armida’s for richness of blossom, for prodigal heaping of rose upon rose, in wreaths, in clusters, in heavy garlands, in veritable fountains of scented bloom. Only about the grave, where grew the more reserved beauty of the roses of Damascus, were the flowers set delicately apart, each in its frame of dark leaves, each breathing forth the honeyed fragrance which no other rose can equal…


He stood there, thinking of that first night, when in the November air that perfume had flowed about him real as now; of the other times, when no tree in this garden was in blossom, and yet a fragrance like theirs had filled the room. He thought of her, and of how in a “gown like a rose” she had suddenly sprung up behind the chair of her namesake whom she hated for bearing her name. He wondered why she should have come to him, and then, without anything revealed, any desire accomplished, have withdrawn at the first real effort of his will to repel her. After all, though, the life of everyday as it was lived by human beings in the actual world was often futile and purposeless enough, heaven knew. Why should he suppose that the mere shedding of a human body would produce logic and reasonableness in the actions of one who had been so extravagantly capricious when she wore it? Had he really seen her for the last time? Was it all to end with this blank abruptness like some ether-bred extravaganza?


He bent and put his face to one of the blossoms. It was cool and heavy with dew – no rosa mystica … a mere lovely product of the element called “earth”… and yet, after all, just for that as mysterious as any phantom rose that ever bloomed.


He felt the stillness swelling in a great chord, like a deaf man to whom sound is only a vibration. He was sure that if his ears were not sealed there would be a strange music in that silence…


“Good-night…” he said at last, turning to go. “Good-bye…” He broke off the rose that he had touched and laid it on the grave. “Good-bye … elusive lady,” he murmured again; and suddenly the silence broke with the twang of a snapped harp-string. Towards the south of the garden, from the thicket of roses, came a light, sweet laugh, running up a little scale, then stopping short…


He wheeled, his heart galloping. The stillness had closed down, again, cloyingly scented and sultry. There was no further sound. The clear notes remained on his ear as if some bird had sung suddenly out of sleep. A kind of recklessness took him.


“Won’t you come … for good-bye?” he said aloud. “I’m waiting … I’m not afraid.”


Here Steven’s voice dived through the heavy stillness like a huge fish: everything more delicate fled at the great splash of sound.


“Hello! I say! Is that you, Evan?” he called. “What the deuce are you mooning about down there?” He came to the head of the stone steps. “By George!” he said, as Radford mounted towards him, “do you know, you gave me the devil of a turn? I was strolling by, thinking I’d meet you in the avenue and walk back … and I saw something white down there near that grave and…” He hooked his arm firmly in Radford’s. “Do you know,” he continued, “that this is really a spooky place to be alone in after dark? Blanc went to the station about five, to look after some things he expected, and hasn’t got back yet, so I’ve been quite by myself.” He paused to give his next words more weight. “My dear man, – there is something dashed queer about this whole place when you’re by yourself in it.”


Radford had all he could do to keep his voice from showing something of what he was feeling.


“What’s happened to make you feel it!” he managed to utter, with sufficient naturalness.


“Nothing’s happened. That’s the worst of it. It’s just the feeling that it’s going to happen … any damn second, that makes it so horrid. It’s as if everything were sort of holding its breath at you … furniture and all … Ghosts! My stars! A ghost would he a relief!”


“Perhaps it’s the night,” suggested Bedford, who had withdrawn his arm as soon as he could, because he was afraid that Steven would feel the heavy beating of his heart through it. “It’s a weird sort of night … Moon and stars and lightning, all together.”


“Don’t know what it is,” growled Steven; “but whatever it is, I’ve put in some beastly hours. I believe Melany’s got me hoodooed with her strange notion. I wouldn’t,” he wound up with conviction, “live in this place – in that house – beautiful as it is – if you gave it to me! It’s nothing but thoughts, as I said, but the thoughts are just about as disagreeable as a churchyard of ghosts!”


As Radford made no immediate reply, he asked abruptly:


“Didn’t it ever get on your nerves… being alone here!”


“Oh, I’ve felt nervous once or twice – yes,” Radford admitted.


“Well, what about tonight! You must have got bravely over it to go down into that rose graveyard? Do you feel anything queer about tonight?”


“Nothing queerer than I’ve felt before,” said Radford. “I don’t mind it, you know,” he added.


“Well, tonight has put me plump on Melany’s side,” announced Steven. “I’m as jumpy as a cat, and I’ll be dashed glad when the wedding’s over and we’ve both cleared out.”


They had come within the light of the hall lamps and Radford, turning so that his back was towards them, faced Steven.


“Steve,” he said, “what has happened?”


Steven tried to meet his eyes and laugh, but the laugh broke short.


“I don’t know what possessed me,” he then said, rather shamefacedly, “but when I first began to feel creepy, I rather enjoyed it. You know how boys love to feel scared. Well, I was just in that idiotic state. I thought I’d go and have a turn in those rooms… have a look at that portrait… just to see how much I could ‘creep’…”


“Well?” said Radford, keeping his eyes on him.


“It’s all the rankest nonsense, of course,” fumbled Steven, trying to tell his vague adventure as triflingly as possible. “I went there with a candle – of all the fool things! – and as I was looking up at that devilish picture … the candle went out – some draft, you know … just flared, and left me there in the pitch dark.”


“Well?” said Radford again.


“‘Well’! It wasn’t ‘well’ the least little bit, I can tell you,” retorted Steven. “I got lost in that confounded room … couldn’t find the door … If I’d been a superstitious chap, I believe I’d have ended by having a fit…”


“Why?” said Radford.


This time Steven was quite serious:


“Don’t know,” he replied slowly; “just sheer Godforsaken panic…” He added more slowly still, after a slight hesitation, as if the words came almost against his will, “I had the damnedest queer feeling that someone was in there with me … someone who could see in the dark and who was laughing at me … sneering, you know…”


“You didn’t hear the laughter?” asked Radford.


Steven jumped.


“Good God! No!” he cried explosively.


A thought struck him the next instant. He shifted his position so that he could see Radford’s face more plainly. It was pale and rather sober, but quiet. Steven put the question he had in his mind.


“Have you ever … heard things?” he said.


He thought Radford’s glance and words decidedly evasive.


“Oh, one fancies one hears and feels all sorts of things in an old place like this – when one’s alone,” he wound up with a smile at Steven.


The latter didn’t say anything for some moments. Then he hooked his arm in Radford’s again.


“I tell you, old man,” he remarked with conviction, as they went up the steps together, “Melany’s right. The sooner you clear out of this place, the better for you and for her.”


“You think,” said Radford, this time with a smile that was very odd, Steven thought, “that I’m in danger of becoming ‘obsessed’?”


“I don’t know what I think, as I’ve told you before,” retorted Steven; “but I’ve an all-overish feeling that there’s ‘something not just good’ in the place – call it ‘ghosts,’  ‘thought,’  ‘association,’ what you like – especially for you, old boy.”


“Why, especially for me?” asked Radford, with another of those odd smiles – “secretive,” Steven called them in his mind.


“Because,” he replied, after a second’s thought, “you’ve got that dashed funny thing, ‘imagination.’ Now I haven’t a scrimption; so if I’m affected by the queer old place – thick-hided as I am by nature, thank the Lord! – you must be a lot more so.”


“I’m affected by it in so far as to love it,” said Radford quietly, looking out over the terraced lawns dappled with moonlight. “I rather think I’m more ‘affected’ by giving it up, than by staying in it.”


Steven stood looking at him in silence. The idea had come to him that perhaps Radford’s stay alone at “Her Wish” had something to do with that heart trouble of his. For the first time in his busy, jovial life, he wondered if, after all, there might be a grain of fact in the mountain of nonsensical rubbish that he called “spook twaddle” – whether, perhaps, some peculiarly organized people didn’t now and then “see things.” To bring it down to the particular point at which he had just then arrived, whether, if such were the case, Radford, who was certainly peculiarly organized, hadn’t “seen something” – and more than once – at “Her Wish?”


Blanc’s appearance in the doorway with his suave, “Monsieur est servi” came like a personal intervention of the God of Commonsense. There was something in the solidity of a good dinner to which a practical man beset by shadows could turn as to a rock of refuge.


“Come along, old boy,” he said to Radford in another voice. “Let’s have a good meal, a good drink, and a good sleep. This spooky mixture of lightning and moonlight has got us positively drivelling. Here’s to tomorrow’s sunlight … to your wedding-day, old bridegroom!” he ended, tossing off at a gulp the cocktail that Blanc was patiently extending.
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Steve,” said Radford two hours later, as they were parting for the night at his bedroom door, “there’s something I’d like you to realize rather particularly tonight.”


“Eh? Well?”said Steven.


“It’s just…” Radford halted, “that I think rather more of you than I would of half-a-dozen brothers.”


Steven plumped a huge hand down on his shoulder, shaking him a little, as one dog “worries” another in fun.


“Old donkey,” he said affectionately, “you’re in a funk about tomorrow – that’s what.”


“No,” said Radford seriously, “I’m not in a funk about anything. I just wanted you to know, somehow.”


Steven took a glance at the pale, sober young face, then gave the shoulder on which his hand still rested, a painful squeeze.


“Same here, Evan,” he said gruffly. Then he put up his other hand to Radford’s other shoulder and turned him so that he faced him. “Now, look here,” he said, “I’ve been watching you all the evening, my young friend. You’re what I should call overstrung. You just make a break for the Land of Nod and stay there till you’re called in the morning, will you?”


Radford nodded.


“Good-night, Steve,” he said. As they shook hands for “good-night” he added, turning into his room: “Don’t forget what I said just now … ever … will you?”


“Oh, you sentimental infant, go to bed!” responded Steven, in a sort of muffled roar. He felt uncomfortably choky, somehow. Pushing the slight figure before him quite into the room, he drew to the door behind it. “Go to bed!” he called again, with his mouth at the crack.


From within an “All right” answered him. He went off down the passage to his own room with an unpleasantly tight feeling about his heart. He decided that the queer, unseasonable, sultry day, and the still queerer and more sultry evening had got them both upset. Besides, not only bridegrooms but “best men,” who happened also to be best friends, were apt to be upset on wedding eves. He scrambled out of his clothes and into bed with depressed irritation, and in five minutes was sound asleep.


•   •   •   •   •


Radford, on the contrary, no? only made no preparation for going to bed, but hadn’t the slightest intention of doing so. His every nerve told him that this was to be the night of his most intense, his most carefully, self-guarded vigil. If ever that presence were going to manifest itself again, something told him as surely as though a voice had spoken it, that this would be the night.


He felt rather tired: the long, stifling day, his interview with Melany, his decision to give up “Her Wish,” the drawn-out evening with Steven, during which he had to keep such close guard over his words and manner, lest they should “give him away” – all this had told on him. Without undressing, he lay down on the bed, his hands under his head in the way that rested him most, his eyes on the graceful shadows of vines on the thin window curtains now silvery with moonlight. As a rule there was the most delicious rustling of leaves from the tulip-trees just outside, but tonight there was not a breath astir, not a sound except that incessant, orchestral stridor of insects, as if millions of tiny elves were playing without pause on flutes and violins. The sound was so continuous, indeed, that it finally wove itself into the fabric of silence: the accustomed ear was no longer conscious of it, so that it seemed the woof of which silence is the warp, just as those glittering filaments which spangle the extremest gloom seem the woof of darkness.


He lay there, quite tranquilly, sure that if she were coming it would be only after the house was still with that after-midnight stillness which to some sensitive people is so remindful of the silence of tombs. He wondered a little, however, why he felt so perfectly sure that she would come tonight. Doubtless it was that soft laugh that had been so sweetly without malice and yet so mocking, when he had said “Good-bye” aloud … Yes, it was that, of course. She might even then have been coming, if Steven’s great shout hadn’t shattered the delicate moment. Perhaps, about one o’clock, he would rise and go down again into the “Ghost Garden” … A lovely name that, by the way… like a poem; she herself was so poetically the ghost to haunt a garden … with that magical perfume of ghostly roses always enfolding her … As for the explanation … such things were no more to be explained than electricity, or timeless-space, or God … Men gave names to them … that was all. Who really knew what gravitation was? Who had ever known? Not Newton! Long before that old fellow in the Bible – who was it? Job, David? – had said “a spirit passed before mine eyes and the hair of my flesh stood up,” such appearances had passed before the eyes of men … some hideous, some beautiful like his elusive lady. He recalled dreamily the odd anger that Steve had roused in him by calling her face “infernal” – by likening her to a “Vampire” … Well – he smiled to himself in the moonlit gloom – willfulness is properly “infernal” in a way, since according to scripture it created the “Inferno” … And she was willful – oh, she was willful! even as a phantom… one felt that … rather … one needed all one’s will in confronting her … needed to cling to it desperately – not to be drawn up by the roots, as it were, out of the firm ground of everyday…


He remembered now his strange dream of her the night he had spent in the hammock … recalled his sensation of clinging to the stiffened cord of his will, like a man to a steel rope above the glassy funnel of a whirlpool that is so swift it seems still…


He wondered, lying there, – watching the moonlight steal more and more into the room, spread in a silver pool upon the floor – if it had been only a dream. If it had not … and if he had not resisted so determinedly … what would have happened? Would he have found himself in it, with her? And what did he mean by “it”? In that weird cavern of iridescent gossamer…? In another world … another “state of being” perhaps? And what then? Would he have “returned”? Or would he have been what is called “dead,” yet knowing himself so tremendously “alive”? And why did he seem to feel that he would have known himself to be, what he thought of as “tremendously” alive? It came, he decided after some moments spent in pondering it, from his sense of her as being so tremendously, even terrifically, alive. It was there – the whole thing. His fear, not of her exactly, but the current that she brought with her, that she came on, rather, – like the mermaid he had once imagined on her tidal wave…


He wondered, suddenly, what time it was, and how: long he had been thus half drowsily musing. Somehow, he felt awfully lazy in spite of being so wide awake. Reaching out his hand, he felt for his watch on the little table nearby. It had been his father’s – an old-fashioned chronometer that struck the hours, quarters, and minutes when one pressed a spring. With its small, crystalline notes it told him now that it was half-past one. Still he did not move… it was so delicious to lie there in the moonlit room thinking over his queer fairy tale. He had a mutinous feeling that if she wanted him she must come to him … It was her “last chance” … He wouldn’t seek her any more … Let her come if she chose…


His eyes closed for an instant; but only for an instant. They were wide enough the next. There had wafted to him a fragrance of damask roses, a fragrance strangely, mingled with another that he couldn’t quite remember – something very faint, yet heady and exotic.… There! was no breeze, or he would have thought it had blown to him from the garden. Strung sharply now, awake and alert, he sprang to the edge of the bed and sat sideways, listening.


There were two doors to his room, one opening on the! main hall, one into the passage at the other end of which was Steven’s bedroom. Why he should have fixed so certainly upon the door leading to the main hall, he couldn’t tell; but as he sat, tense and breathless, gazing at it, the other door opened softly, and before he could turn to face it she had glided through and was standing in the moonlight opposite the bed.


He gasped for the sheer beauty of the apparition. She had never seemed to him before so utterly phantom-like and yet so real. It was as if she had clothed herself in the moonbeams, in a web of them held together by silver threads, crusted, stiff with them. There was a veil of them about her head more diaphanous, and through its folds the marvelous red of her hair flamed even in the cold light that quenches color. That new fragrance, faint and exotic, floated towards him, clung delicately, like a web finer than that the ancients called “woven wind”; he was under its invisible tent with her, closed in as by some magic vapor less tangible than the hues one sees in a waking dream. And with it there came reminiscence, vague yet poignant – a sense of something that had once been realer than the hour itself … a memory as of things forgotten but once dearer than life … a pang of the heart-strings wilder than grief, wilder than joy … an ecstasy, unreasoning, unrelated to reason – the lift within him as of some prisoned self that he had once known, and lost all knowledge of, yet that was the very self of his very self, the innermost vital spark of him, the flame that burns when all else is ashes. And this self of his self, fluent like flame, bent towards her as if blown by a strong wind that came from measureless spaces, that streamed towards spaces as measureless…


Somewhere far, far away – or was it in the depths? – he knew there was a thing called “will” – his will.… And like a man seeking to force his way down through waters grown dense from sheer depth, he struggled to reach it. It was as if some part of him almost numb had yet the power to tell him that unless he grasped that thing called “will” he would never again reach the surface of this deep that weltered over him.… Then with a shudder of all his being, like the shudder of a ship dragged backward by the same wave that sent her on a reef, he felt the spell loosing him, relaxing.… He was conscious with another consciousness … knew that this consciousness was his will.


With drenched forehead and heart laboring, he stood gazing at her – meeting, with all the power of the will which he seemed to have recovered from ultimate depths, her dark, ineluctable eyes. But they no longer commanded; they implored – it was as if they beseeched him for something which was hers and yet which he possessed … as if she were pleading for her own but for something as much his as hers.… And as he stood, bruising his own spirit with the iron of his will bent against her, she turned, with an infinite soft melancholy of drooped head and listless arms, away from him. He tried to call out to her, but his tongue was tied. He took a step towards her, and at that she turned her head, and raised again to his, her imploring eyes. And again there floated to him that faint yet piercing fragrance.… And it was as if he had known both it and her from time immemorial.… Where or how, he could not remember – only that she had implored him then as now; and then as now, it had been his will alone that stood between them.


A blackness came before his eyes. He struck at it with his hand as though it were a cloth that had fallen over them. It passed and he saw clearly. The room was empty of her.…


Then a great pang seized him; he cried out like a man parting with his soul, and rushed headlong to the door, along the hall, down the staircase – following like a hound by the scent of that faint fragrance.


He saw her again, passing across the terrace towards the rose-garden. He could hear the rustle of her skirts stiff with silver threads that caught the moonlight. The veil that was like a bride’s, dimmed the outline of her figure. She was real … yet she was like a moonlit cloud floating before him … He must know.… He must know.… His will held her now. She must not withdraw again until she had told him what she implored.… Until she had yielded him her secret.… And as he held her with his will … drawing her back from her strange escape … he saw, as it were, fine iridescent cobwebs, spread upon the grass where she had passed along … floating filaments that barred his way like strands of gossamer.…


Now they had reached the rose-garden: even in that wild moment he noticed how a rose, brushed by her passing, swayed as from a human contact. He had the sense of holding her by his will as by a fine, strong thread.


When she came to the slender grave … her grave … she passed to the other side, then turned and again confronted him; but her face was hidden now by the transparent, moony veil that enveloped her from head to foot. White flowers held this veil in place – small flowers with golden hearts – orange-blossoms.… She was dressed like a bride. On the swimming immensity of the moment, their fragrance drifted to him, faint yet piercing, subtly honeyed and alluring as the thought of kisses given and returned on the brink of some sweet death.…


The thread by which he held her seemed now finer than a star’s spinning … less tangible than a ray of sound too swiftly vibrant for mortal hearing … seemed indeed the ineffable filament by which his own spirit was held to his quaking flesh.


And thus knit to her by the same impalpable bond with which he held her, and which though impalpable was yet strong as the invisibility which binds the spheres to their courses, he felt himself alone with her in a supernal vast, where the one only other thing was his will to hold her, to look again upon her face and read its secret.…


Suddenly, with a gesture swift and strangely royal, she put back her veil. In the dark eyes, heavy a little as with the opiate of secret dreams, there was no longer any shadow of imploring. Full of a mystic arrogance, an exquisite, soft malice – languid, deliberate and imperious – they dwelt on his with a look as sovereign as had been the air of her unveiling. For a moment that seemed an immortality, those still, immutable eyes fixed him with their resistless gaze; then, slowly, delicately, she smiled: And this smile, exultant and ensorceling, seemed not only for him, but for the idea of death – as she glowed there with a splendor that dimmed such feeble life as could be touched by death – the marvelous, living ghost, standing triumphant over her own grave.…


In a flash of mingled ecstasy and terror, that wild vertigo of the spirit was upon him … as if he were poised on the brink of a measureless abyss … as if he were being drawn toward it by some power stronger than life or death … as if she were herself the abyss that drew him … as if what he possessed and that was yet hers was that very self of the very self in him that bent towards her fluent like flame.… And all at once – he knew that the will he clung to had turned against him, that he had fallen on his own will as on a sword; for it was his own will that sent him to her, step by step, nearer, nearer, until he touched airy hands that clung, that drew him to the heart of mystery – to the ultimate, innermost solution… to a rapture that was death and yet was at the same time life exorbitant.…




 



 •   XVIII   •






That night, the eve of her wedding day, when Radford had left her to return to “Her Wish,” Melany went upstairs and leaned at her open window, feeling that she should be very happy, and yet, in spite of this feeling and all her will set on it, she was not happy. Something vaguer than doubt, neither as hot nor as cold as fear, rose softly like a mist within her, dimming joyousness.


She thought that it must be the mood, half sad, half glad, that comes to maidens on their wedding eves, that wistfulness with which one says farewell to something dear when one is about to turn from it forever although to something dearer. This Melany that was herself would not be any more after tomorrow, not just this Melany, not ever any more. There had been another time when she had said good-bye to herself, a self that was never to be again. It was when her voice had been taken from her. For a long time after that she had felt as if her voice had been her soul, and there was nothing left in her that could hope or pray or desire. Then love had been given her, and her soul which was only sleeping had wakened and lifted within her. Then she had longed for her lost voice with a different longing. It seemed to her then that no words of hers could ever utter her love, only the voice that she had lost. And something else happened that was very strange: it was the feeling that even if her voice were to be given back, she could never use it for any lesser thing than the expression of her love or the gladness that love had brought her.


Yet, tonight that gladness was subdued. It lay within her breast pale and listless. There was even a heaviness about it, so that though it was still gladness, it was as if half asleep. Then with a pang she realized that she had drawn pleasure from her lover’s sacrifice. She had been so glad when he had said that he would sell “Her Wish” that she had not stopped to think how it must hurt him to part with it. She recalled his eyes and voice now as they seemed when he had told her, and she could hear again her own cry of delight. Yes, now that she looked back calmly, putting aside her selfish pleasure, she knew that there had been no pleasure in his eyes or voice. They had been very kind and gentle, but… yes, now that she remembered without the veil of her own feeling to blur them, they had not been glad. And suddenly it seemed to her as if she had set him far away from her by being joyful because of something that grieved him. She felt as if she couldn’t wait to tell him how sorry she was, as if she must go now, running all the way to “Her Wish” to tell him that he needn’t give it up, that she didn’t want him to make a sacrifice for her at the very beginning of their life together.…


She turned eagerly towards the door, then stopped, remembering another thing. This was the last evening of her girlhood, she must spend it with her father. Besides, it would seem very queer if she went to “Her Wish” now. Even he would think it a strange thing for her to do.… And there were Steven and Blanc to consider.…


She went slowly downstairs to rejoin her father, hoping that no shadow of her inner distress would steal into her face against her will, while she was with him. Then, as she was about to open the door of the living-room, a gleam of thought came, chasing away the shadows. She would tell Evan tomorrow; she would give him back “Her Wish” on their wedding morning.…


It was nearly midnight before she left her father and returned to her own room. Through the window which she had left with shutters and curtains pushed back, she could see the whole sweep of sky above “Her Wish” sewn with stars and pulsant with summer lightning. She undressed, then knelt beside the window again and leaned with her arms on its sill, gazing towards the place of her dread, thinking how wonderful was love that could conquer such dread, and of how Evan would smile tomorrow when she told him of it. But even as she thought this, that dread began to mount again within her, slow, stealthy, sure, a dark tide of the spirit. The wild beauty of the night seemed to hold something baleful, to portend some evil orgasm of hidden forces. The lightning was like silent, mocking laughter, convulsing the charged air, and surely the heat had terribly increased. It came billowing down above her, fold upon fold, until she felt smothered in a huge mantle of plumage under which she struggled for breath.…


She rose to her feet, bringing out of the impression which had almost overwhelmed her, one clear thought. She must conquer her dread now, here, if she was ever to conquer it.


“It’s this fearful heat,” she said to herself. “If I could only plunge into cool water … running water.…”


At the same moment a vivid picture floated before her. Just beyond the garden, near the edge of the woods, there was a deep pool overhung by willows, and the picture that she saw against her closed eyelids was of this pool, clear and onyx colored in the moonlight.…


Throwing a light cloak over her nightdress, she stole from the house and down through the garden. It was wonderful to be out of doors at midnight. Already she could breathe more freely. The dread was lifting from her. She came to the quiet pool, and looking in saw the mild stars reflected, and the arrogant moon trembling a little in her watery heaven. As she gazed the lightning quickened beyond the stars, and a golden shiver ran across the pool, but it no longer seemed sinister, only magically lovely. She loosened her hair, and slipping off her nightdress, stood slim and pearly against the background of pale foliage and clear water. It seemed to her fitting and beautiful to bathe thus in living water on her wedding eve, among the reflections of stars and moon and summer lightning.


The soil here was sandy, not red as on the higher lands of “Her Wish,” and the pool was lined with fine white gravel.


She stooped and let the water close above her. Deliciously it clasped her, washing away the last traces of her dread. Rising again she swam languidly for a few strokes, then floated, her arms stretched out behind her head. It was exquisite to rest like this on the cool, elastic element. It was as if she were being gently rocked by a current of ineffable peace. The lustral waters purified her body and her spirit from fever. The sky seemed full now of benediction. She thought that she could almost hear the music of the stars … and she sent upward to them, with her look, a prayer for which she could not have found words, so mingled was it of feelings for which there are no words.…


It was nearly one o’clock before she lay down upon her bed, sinking immediately into a profound sleep. But she had not slept more than a few minutes when with a bound she was on her feet again. The very violence of this bound from the soft depths of sleep into a wakefulness so sharp and cutting that she seemed to have alighted on edged flints, dashed away from her for an instant the memory of what it was that had so fiercely roused her. The next, it crashed down on her like the collapse of a suspended wave, that falls all the harder for its brief pause.


She had seen him, Evan (she knew that she had seen him, not only dreamed of him), with the rigid expressionless face of a corpse, yet moving swiftly, the eagerness of his body contrasting horribly with that still, death-mask of his face – moving swiftly towards some appalling danger. And this danger was drawing him along the upper terrace of “Her Wish” … down the path that led to the Ghost Garden … to that grave.… Yet, in her vision, though he was going so swiftly along that familiar path, it seemed to wind on one side above a sheer abyss, as if the earth there had been rent in half, and that gulf was the edge of the world, and below only soundless space and quenched stars.…


She dressed in a frenzy of haste, that left her damp hair hanging about her shoulders, and now and then heart-breakingly frustrated itself. But at last she was out in the night again running at full speed across the lawn. The old setter gave an excited nocturnal bark, then rushed after her. She did not hear him or know that he was following.


Evan was in danger … in danger … in danger … and what this danger was she . That was the one thought in her brain, but she herself, her whole self, mind, soul and body, was flaming with a will that had been re-kindled as by the stroke of a sword of flame. She was not the Melany that Radford had known, as she ran, tense and gathered to the height of her being, through the strange, suffocating night. She felt dread, inconceivably greater than any she had yet known, but she felt no fear. There was in her, she was exultantly aware, a power of light that throbbed to fling itself against the power of darkness. She did not even fear to be too late. The same power that had wrenched her out of sleep would see that she got to him in time. And now she seized other thoughts and sent them flashing before her, like flights of arrows. She shot to him her keen, sharp-pointed thoughts, hurling them by some wild energy of the spirit, so that to her they seemed to take form and coruscate against the air as they sped from her: “Wait for me.… Wait for me.… I am love.… I am love.… I am love.… I hold you fast.… Wait for me.… Wait for me.…” 


But now wild fantasies began to swarm about her mind. She imagined herself with both hands clenched in the streaming hair of a comet, striving with might and main to restrain it from its headlong course. She was grasping the foamy hem of a retreating tide.… She dragged it an inch backwards and the moon staggered in the sky, as though the hem of her garment had been tugged awry. She was holding in both arms the vast column of black smoke that was an escaping genie.… And the smoke looped downwards and pressed upon her malignantly so that her breath choked in her throat and her eyes swelled and burnt.…


Then suddenly the whirling images dissolved, and she was conscious only of her steady, flaming will again, and the beat of her heart that said: “Wait for me.… Wait for me.…”


Now she had left the avenue of firs, and was flying up the terraced lawn as she had once flown down it, when a child, from that terrible portrait. Some tense chord in her twanged with ecstasy, as she knew that now she was rushing towards the more terrible reality, and was not afraid of it, longed to come near it, to measure her strength against its strength, that power of light in her against its power of darkness.




 



 •   XIX   •






It was that last stretch up the slanting lawns of “Her Wish” that brought her to sudden consciousness of her body as of a hard-driven animal that was failing her. There was a hot constriction across her chest, her throat and mouth were parched, her breast labored. Light and agile as she was by nature, the headlong, unaccustomed run of more than a mile over uneven ground had taxed her forces to the utmost. She felt, during that last hundred yards to the upper terrace, as though the clogging medium of nightmare stayed her, as though she were struggling up a hill spread with bird lime. A pang like the sharp curve of a sickle caught her in the side. She was forced to halt a second, gasping hard; and in this second of arrestment, the old dog, that although panting heavily had kept up with her, ran a yard ahead, then stiffened suddenly and growled, his scruff bristling.


She got her breath again and ran on, but the dog, whimpering uneasily, fell behind, darting now to the right, now to the left, snuffing and questing as though seeking some means of egress through a sudden barrier.


When she had mounted the last step that led to the terrace, she saw that it was empty. Below her the setter was still whining and circling. She turned and, again running, went down the path to the rose-garden. As she reached the arbor that divided it from the lawns, the dog, plunging through the box-hedge, joined her again. He was shivering violently, and the hair all along his back stood on end. When he saw her begin to descend the steps, he lifted his gray muzzle and howled dolorously, but didn’t follow. Back and forth he darted at the head of the steps, baying his terrified anguish, just as a person who cannot swim, rushes shrieking back and forth along the edge of water in which someone is drowning. Dogs near and far began to answer him. Their howling went up in dismal chorus through the moonlit air.


But Melany was aware of nothing except the will to be in time, to find Evan, to save him, to hold him back from that terrible grasp which was drawing him as the moon draws the tide, which she felt drawing him, as if her own heart-strings wound with his stretched and ached under the frightful tension with which his were being drawn apart from them. Suddenly, as the dog had done, she became aware of a barrier across her way, a veil as of soft impenetrable stuff that choked her with invisible folds. All seemed gray about her, vague, formless. She could no longer tell where she was. The foliage and blossoms of roses were on every side, towering unnaturally like a shadow forest. She plunged into tangles of thorny boughs, stumbled on the soft loam of the heaped beds. Her mind spun wildly like the mind of one falling from a great height, and now for the first time she heard that desolate howling, full of helpless terror, of desperate imploring.…


In some strange way, the homely sound brought back her sense of reality. She clenched all her being against the insidious soft force that had closed about her like a gigantic cobweb, broke free from it, realized that she was in the ring of rose-trees that guarded the grave, and ran forward crying his name. The next instant she saw him. He had fallen forward on the low mound, with arms outstretched as though embracing it.…


Her love found strength to turn him so that she could look into his face, to lift his face against her breast, as she stretched herself beside him, leaning for support against the dreadful grave. Though his face was as she had seen it in her vision, she refused, with a sort of wild righteousness of wrath, to believe him dead. This was something even more awful than death that had overcome him, something which she in her turn must overcome. The cheek which she touched piteously was very cold, so were his hands. She could not find the pulse in his limp wrist. There was no stir at his heart when she felt for it, and his breast under the shirt that she had opened was cold like his hands and face. 


Yet she was sure that he wasn’t dead; so sure, that there swept over her the conviction that here and now was to be the great battle of the power of light in her against the power of darkness that strove to overwhelm him. As this conviction came to her, there came also the sense of that presence from which for so long she had been shut out. Personal, tremendous, implacable, it rose there before her, as real, though invisible, as the senseless body she clasped so jealously; confronting her across it, mocking her with the assurance which no words could have made clearer, that it was but the shell she clasped, while with that presence was the spirit that had dwelt in it.… At the same time she felt her own being transfused with one immeasurably greater, yet which was also hers. It was as if she quickened beyond her normal consciousness, transcended her body, became, in her turn, a presence, tremendous and implacable.


For a moment she was all exultation; then, with an indescribable anguish, she felt that darkness stealing over her like a cloud driven by some resistless, steady wind. The new self into which she had been so gloriously lifted seemed dwindling, sinking inward like a spent flame.… She gathered all her strength and uttered it in one cry: “Evan!”


The darkness thinned. She was sure she saw a quiver in his sealed eyelids. She called him again. Then her voice failed her. A hand seemed to shut her throat. She crouched fierce but paralyzed, while the darkness swelled again, billowing over her.… And now the new life, the new will, in her flared again, thin as a spray of fire, but rising, rising, higher than any shadow, piercing that violent darkness, severing it. And suddenly she knew, beyond doubt, that the evil power was divided by her effort against it, that it could not bend its full force on her without releasing somewhat its hold of Evan. With this knowledge came a transformation in her conception of the unseen. It was not only a dark power that she fought, but that power condensed into the form of a woman, one who, if her inner eyes could discern the intangible, would be there before her, visible, actual to the last strand of her burning hair, who was there before her, though unseen, against whose terrible desire she was measuring the might of her love. And even in the horror of this realization, she felt a wild joy, the joy of one who has been a coward and who faces the supreme test with no faintest thrill of cowardice.


Her only fear was that she might fail him, that her love might not prove strong enough.… “Love is strong as death.” … How often she had said it…! But this was more than death that she strove against.… Her love must be stronger than death to conquer it.… As she thought this, that dark will surged upon her, until the inner light that was her weapon concentered to a point. And now her consciousness was strangely shifted. This atom of supernal brilliance that she seemed both to see and feel, was no longer within her, but she was contained in it as in the center of a circle that had no circumference.… And all at once she knew that this was the inmost heart of the love that is stronger than death … Smaller than small… greater than great … that moves not, yet is swifter than thought … The light that is beyond darkness … Very light of very light … Was she remembering, or listening to great voices? 


In this center of being that was both infinite and infinitesimal, she became somehow aware that to be safe, she had only to be still, quite still, holding him there with her by her love that was part of the love that is stronger than death or evil; only to be still, quite still, with a stillness that was unbroken love … with love that was light continuous from eternity to eternity… without end as without beginning. Light that engulfed like darkness… that consumed all things … even her personality and his. She was becoming this light.… Thought was dissolving … memory.… There was only light.… Now she no longer knew it as separate from darkness, or herself as separate from it.… She was blended with it … dissolved in it like a drop of water in an illimitable sea.… And in this sea of light, one with it also, was Evan.… And he was safe.…


It was past three o’clock when the old setter, discouraged by his unavailing appeal from the head of the garden steps, wandered forlornly to the house and began whimpering and scratching at the front door. As no one answered he relaxed exhaustedly upon his haunches and took up again his plaintive refrain.


Roused by this incessant howling so near the house, Blanc, unable to sleep again, got up and went downstairs to drive the dog away. No sooner had he opened the door, however, than the howling ceased, and old “Clip,” all one glad wag from nose to tail-tip, fawned upon him. Blanc recognized him at once as the dog that so often followed Melany to “Her Wish.”


The shortest way to settle the matter, he thought, would be to invite Clip to spend the night inside the house; but the dog suddenly rushed from him, looking back as he did so and giving short, excited barks. Then stopping short, and looking back, he waited as if begging him to follow. When he found that he continued to stand in the doorway, calling in an undertone and snapping his fingers for him to return, he ran back, but this time to leap upon him with loud, imploring whines, and a second later rushed off, repeating his former manoeuvres.


“Bigre!” muttered Blanc in sleepy astonishment. “C’est curieux ça!” (“"Good heavens! That’s odd!”)


As he still hesitated, Clip came to a stand within a yard or two, and lifting his nose began to howl again. Before Blanc could make up his mind what to do, Steven joined him, a stick in his hand and wrath on his countenance. Blanc explained; and Steven’s angry look changed first into surprise, then into uneasiness. What on earth could have happened at Hilton, to send the old dog here at this time of night? He called Clip, who came eagerly fawning and uttering anxious whines, then ran off again, looking back and halting just as he had done with Blanc.


“C’est Hen etrange, Monsieur, n’est ce pas?” (“It’s strange, sir, isn’t it?”) the man said, watching Steven’s face, and beginning himself to feel a queer uneasiness.


“It is,” Steven assented. “It is so deucedly strange that I am going to get into my clothes and follow him. Keep him here till I come back, then dress and be ready in case anything’s really the matter.”


He returned shortly in rough and ready attire of trousers and coat over his pyjamas, and bare feet thrust into tennis shoes.


“Now then, old boy,” he said to Clip, who, yelping with joy as he saw himself understood, darted – not in the direction of Hilton, to Steven’s great astonishment – but toward the rose-garden. As he followed he muttered as Blanc had done: “That’s curious.…”


Back and forth before him, Clip ran, to make sure he was being followed, until they reached the arbor leading to the garden steps. Here he halted, whimpering uneasily, snuffing at the air, before beginning to descend, which he did with apprehensive rigidity, checking on each step, and quickly, gingerly lifting his feet as if from a surface that he didn’t trust. Once in the garden, however, he seemed to overcome his instinctive dread, and, nose to ground, dashed off without any more hesitation. He went so fast, indeed, that Steven lost sight of him for a moment along the turnings of the path. A little after, one loud joyous bark sounded from the depths of the rose-trees, but changed the next instant into a long-drawn wail of utter dismay and grief.


The moon, though westering, was still wonderfully brilliant. It showed Steven that group of man and woman and dog, huddled against the slender grave. He thought at first that both Radford and the girl were dead. But as he knelt down beside them, Melany’s eyelids lifted, and she began to murmur words that for a time he couldn’t make out, his pulses were beating so thickly against his ears. At last he understood. She was saying monotonously, reiterating, as if the words were a spell that her voice must keep weaving, “He isn’t dead.… He isn’t dead.… He isn’t dead.…”


Steven gazed into his friend’s face, laid his hand on his forehead, drew it back shivering.


“He isn’t dead.… He isn’t dead.…” chaunted the low untiring voice, while the old dog crouched and trembled, nuzzling closer. Steven fought down horror. There was something so dark, so mysterious in their being here together, here beside this grave. All the vague apprehension of something secret and menacing, that the evening before had clouded his mood, gathered again. There was something in all this, more sinister, bitterer than the immemorial tragedy of death. There was, too, mingled with it, the threat of a catastrophe that crept slowly towards a piling up of horrors; for it seemed to him that in the girl’s spent voice and eyes was the shadow of insanity. He spoke to her now with the cajoling softness of one addressing a child in the clutch of nightmare.


“You must be so tired, dear.… Let me take him.… Your poor arms must be all numb and cramped.…”


When this appeal won no response from her, he changed it into another: “My dear … I think it would be better to put his head lower … it’s very bad for him to lie with his head raised like that…”


This brought her eyes to his with a look of fright. “You think I’m hurting him? He isn’t dead.… He isn’t dead…”


“Yes, yes … that’s it,” Steven stammered incoherently. “It’s bad for anyone who is … who is unconscious, to lie with the head lifted…”


At this she tried to withdraw her arms, but they were so stiff that he had to help her. While he was doing so, Blanc came up. Steven broke in on the man’s cry of dismay, with a sharp order.


“Quick! Help me to carry your master to the house.”


But at this, Melany sprang to her feet, turning on him a face unreal with passion, with an abnormal vehemence of wrath that struck him as not least of the moment’s dreadfulness.


“No, never!” she said in a voice he did not recognize. “Never to that house.… He shall be taken home … to my home … where I can guard him from her.…”


Not until Steven promised, and sent Blanc off to make arrangements for the removal of the dead man to Hilton, did she relax again, or her face resume its usual gentleness. Kneeling then, with Radford’s hand held in both her own against her breast, she began murmuring to him: “You aren’t dead, dearest.… You aren’t dead.… You aren’t dead.…




 



 •   XXX   •






There followed three days which for Steven represented the steady ascent of tragedy to a pitch of ghastliness almost insufferable.


When Radford’s body had been brought to Hilton, Melany continued her watch beside it, with the same inflexible determination, the same unshakable belief in his being alive. Her cheek to his, her arms about him, she talked to him incessantly in that low, earnest murmur, as if her words were a spell that her voice must keep weaving.


Morning passed into afternoon and night, but still she knelt there. Nothing could induce her to leave him. She consented to drink a glass of milk that Steven brought her, only when he told her that unless she took some nourishment her strength would certainly fail no matter how fixed her will might be. It hurt him to see with what almost fierce eagerness she drank it then.


Dr. Borridge arrived shortly after sunset. He had no more influence with her than the others. It was only when her father, after vainly appealing to her, broke down in tears that she consented to withdraw for a few moments so that the doctor might make the necessary efforts to restore Radford to consciousness. This at least was the merciful way in which it was put to her. In reality, there had been no doubt in Berridge’s mind from the first glance at the white face on the pillow. His eyes had said as much to Steven. Still, as he added in words when the others had left the room, one must always make sure. His tests, however, proved his first impression to be correct. No blood answered the lancet, there was no dimming of the mirror held before the lips and nostrils.


He had scarcely laid the cold wrist down again and closed his instrument case, when Melany re-entered, quivering and defiant as if she guessed the verdict of their silence. But she said nothing, only went and knelt again beside the bed, taking up once more her low monotone of reassurance to the dead.


In the hall outside, to Steven and her father, Borridge spoke bluntly. Melany’s condition he thought alarming. He would like a consultation. To attempt to remove her by force from the body (Steven set his teeth) might throw her into a dangerous state, and yet … here he hesitated, and yet … it might be worse for her to remain. The weather was unseasonably hot …


Steven turned short, and went out into the sultry night. A sick loathing horror at the whole scheme of nature heaved through him. On the wave of disgust his grief swam like a bit of flotsam, defiled by it. Then he fought clear of the brackish tide and knew that his grief was of the spirit, for the spirit. And at the thought of his dead friend, that spirit he had loved, tears cleansed his mood and for a little he forgot the horror threatening the deserted body, the horror of horrors as it would be for the poor girl clinging so desperately to it.…


At Borridge’s request a great neurologist was wired for that evening. The night wore away, link by link, through its interminable length. Dawn came, and the sun, clearing the horizon, blazed with what to Steven seemed an obscene malignity of splendor, as if sucking up from the whole earth the fumes of our helpless mortality. A gruesome dread settled down upon him, choking him, the dread of nameless things. A man finding himself in a cemetery during an earthquake, might feel as Steven felt, the fear of death lessened by the fear of what the gaping earth might disclose.…


And still they were held fast by their terrible dilemma, to which there seemed no solution, for after several attempts to induce Melany to leave Radford’s side, she turned on them at last with such an ecstasy of defiance that Borridge declared any more active insistence might cost her reason.…


A telegram came from the neurologist at midday, saying that he could not arrive till the following night. Steven and the doctor looked at each other. It was a grim look; on Steven’s side it was also one of futile rage, but Borridge didn’t misunderstand. He knew quite well that this rage wasn’t directed against any person. He had seen that look before. All experienced physicians have. He went close to Steven and said quietly: “Don’t rack your nerves over it. I’ll anesthetize her if it becomes … necessary.”


Steven stared for a second, then sank down on a chair, queerly faint under the sudden relief from hourly growing horror.


“Yes, yes, relax … that’s right,” said Borridge, tapping his shoulder with medical benevolence of manner. He stood there tapping it absently for some moments. It had been easy to mention anesthetics in that confident, scientifically superior tone, it had had its effect on the overwrought young man whose shoulder he was tapping; but inwardly he didn’t feel the assurance that his tone had implied; inwardly he was confessing to himself that he had never had to face a professional situation half so painful and puzzling. To leave the girl with her lover’s body until the abhorrent frankness of nature’s way with what she wishes to transform to other uses became apparent, would certainly mean to leave her to ultimate madness; to remove her from it, even by the use of anesthetics, might no less mean to snap the fine tension of her reason already strained to its limit. Yes, she still had her reason, though reasonableness was gone. It was impossible to argue with her, or persuade. To one idea, and one only, she clung with all the strength of her being: the belief that her lover was not dead, that he would finally revive, and that it was she only who could call him back to life.… This horrible, unseasonable weather…! If only some change would come, a storm, lowering the dense, sultry temperature. As yet, however, and he thanked a God unknown to science for the apparent miracle, no change had taken place in the still figure to which the girl clung so desperately. It lay there in austere tranquillity, with that strange, unique pallor, so often likened to wax and marble unblemished by even a shadow of that which they shudderingly apprehended. Perhaps … for one night more.…


The latter part of the night, Steven watched alone with Melany, while Borridge took a few hours’ sleep to steady himself for the ordeal that must surely come with the next morning. He had suggested the day before, as a last possible escape from the dreaded issue with the girl, that she should not be offered nourishment. A natural collapse might save both her and them much suffering. But she seemed to have called to her need a superhuman power of endurance. The late moonlight slanting into the room disclosed to Steven her kneeling figure, vigilant and steady. Now and then she moved a little to ease her position, but there was no sign of faintness about her, and the low murmur went on and on ceaselessly, mingling with the reiterant noises of the summer night.… He could distinguish no words, only a soft cadence that rose and fell, with intonations of unwearying tenderness. He turned his face to the open window and shut out with his hands the sound that had become unendurable.… And the slow night wore away at last, and again the sun rose malevolently sovereign.…


It was at this hour of the sun’s rising, that Melany called Radford by name in a wonderful, great voice that sent Steven to his feet as at the shock of an alarm bell. She was standing now, and had grasped both of Radford’s hands in hers. Three times she called his name, and so imperious was the sound of that summoning voice that Steven stared breathless, feeling for one startled moment that the dead must answer; the next, he recollected himself and rushed forward. This must be the sign of the collapse for which Borridge had hoped. He reached the bedside in time, not as he expected to save Melany from falling, but to see Radford’s eyelids quiver, then lift and from the deathlike face life look out through eyes darkly empty of all but life…


The hours that followed this amazing resurrection (Steven could think of it as nothing less) were as painful in another way as had been the hours that preceded it; for now it was Radford’s reason that seemed in danger, if not already gone beyond recall, left behind in that underworld or overworld from which his spirit had emerged to reclaim the body that science had pronounced dead. The situation had changed with amazing suddenness, and the girl, now in full possession of herself once more, found that the lover for whom she had wrestled with death seemed not to remember her, had indeed no memory of anything or person in his immediate surroundings. There was an anxious cloudiness in his eyes which still seemed focused on some super-sensible experience so tremendous that it held for him a reality which life lacked. Such broken sentences as he uttered were strange as this look in his eyes. He seemed at first to see and hear very indistinctly, murmuring that everything was “in fragments, in parts.” “Where is the rest…? The other side of things? What’s happened?” he kept asking. “There’s nothing whole here, only halves … parts…”


Lifting his hand he let it fall again, a look of puzzled dismay coming over his face. “What’s this heaviness I’m in…? Am I all heavy like that?” And he lay staring at his hand in a sort of horrified loathing, repeating over and over: “Why is it weighted down…? Why isn’t it whole, and yet so dreadfully heavy?”


Borridge, taking a quiet, matter-of-fact tone, explained that he had been very ill, that it would be better for him just to lie still and not to trouble about anything, that his confusion was quite natural. Melany, who still knelt at his side, clasping his other hand, echoed the doctor’s words, begging him to rest, that she would stay with him, that she wouldn’t leave him till he wished her to. He lay as if listening, his eyes wearily closed, then asked for water. But when the glass was held to his lips and he had swallowed once or twice with apparent difficulty, he turned away his head muttering: “No. It isn’t real water … it’s heavy … solid…”


The girl, not knowing how to answer, trying to humor him asked what he meant by real water. And he answered: “It satisfies … wholly … at once … it floats to you like music…” Then he corrected himself with petulance: “No. That’s nonsense. Speaking makes me forget. Words are too heavy. You can’t talk of there in terms of solids.… Oh, it’s monstrous…! talking is … Words … Words … Blocks of lead…! I haven’t used them for ages … countless ages … They break through my thoughts … tear them to shreds … You can’t hold lumps of lead in woven rainbows … The sixth color … There it is in words! Do you understand? Of course you don’t.… The sixth color … There’s no word been made for it.… Its name is hidden.… It’s the secret of space … timeless space … Now you know…” he laughed weakly, opening his eyes an instant, “what you’ll never know!” he ended with faint derision, and closed them again, lying motionless.


Borridge persuaded him, with Melany’s aid, to take some nourishment and told him that he must not talk any more for the present if he wished to recover quickly. He then went into the next room to speak with Steven and Mr. Warrenger.


The girl, left alone with her lover, knelt gazing down at him, until one of the tears that she had so long repressed, crept down from under her lashes and fell upon his hand.


He started, opening his eyes and fixing them on the fallen tear. “How heavy it is…!” he muttered. “Like everything … here.” Then with a sigh, half of weariness, half of exasperation at the gross inexplicableness of all about him, he closed his eyes and turned away his face again.


The girl took care that no second tear should fall, and he lay without speaking for some hours.
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Dr. Ellerson, the great neurologist for whom they had telegraphed three days ago, arrived that evening at seven. Steven, who had gone to the station to meet him, was struck first of all by the fact, somehow disconcerting, that he looked utterly unlike all his preconceived ideas of what a famous neurologist would look like. He was a man of about fifty, very tall and of an almost Oriental darkness. There was, in fact, about his face, especially the brow and eyes, a modeling and an expression at the same time Greek and Asiatic. And these dark eyes, that never left Steven’s face while he answered the first professional questions put to him by their owner, were penetrating yet reticent to an extraordinary degree. Steven had a strong impression that the personality behind them was manifold, and that Dr. Ellerson could have been celebrated for other things besides neurology had he chosen to direct his mind towards them. He felt all at once that there was hope for poor Evan, and that this hope lay in the power of the famous physician who looked so like one’s idea of a poet or philosopher, or rather, like both in one.


By the time they reached Hilton, Steven had given him a general account of the situation and the persons it involved, also the bare facts of Radford’s latest seizure, its duration and his recovery of consciousness that morning. He didn’t repeat, however, any of the strange things that Radford had said, merely stating, in answer to a question, that his mind had seemed much confused at first, and that since then he had relapsed into silence, merely opening his eyes now and then, only to close them again at once, “as if” Steven added, “the sight of everything and everyone fretted him. He doesn’t seem to remember us … not even Miss Warrenger.… Or if he does, it’s as if we jarred on him … almost as if he resented coming to life again.”


Dr. Ellerson said nothing for a few moments, then he asked:


“How did Miss Warrenger happen to find him? Had she any reason for thinking he’d be in that particular spot? I should like to know something of what preceded this last collapse and…” he glanced at Steven rather shrewdly, “all the others.”


Steven met the keen glance frankly.


“I’m going to ask you, sir,” he answered “to get Miss Warrenger to tell you that. It’s a rather queer story altogether, and she knows more about it than anyone else.”


“When you say queer,” returned Ellerson, “do you mean psychic?”


Steven’s quick look at him was like a start, and the great man smiled.


“Trance is a mental state, you know,” he explained; “and from what you’ve already told me, I gather that some fixed idea has produced it in your friend; so when you said ‘queer,’ I naturally thought of the ideas that we call psychic. Was Mr. Radford interested in such things?”


“In a way … yes,” Steven admitted reluctantly. “But only of late.”


“Of late?” asked Ellerson quickly. “Since how long is that?”


“A few months … about six months, I think.”


“And Miss Warrenger? She shared this interest with him, I suppose?”


“Dr. Ellerson,” pleaded Steven unhappily, “please wait and get her to tell you everything … I don’t want to give you a false impression of her … of the whole thing. And I’d blurt it clumsily, and you’d think you were going to a nest of maniacs.”


“Very well,” acquiesced the doctor, with another irrepressible smile at Steven’s last extraordinary phrase. “It shall be as you wish. Only tell me this much: Is Miss Warrenger the kind of woman who will speak out to me – a stranger?”


“I don’t think that a great doctor is ever a stranger in a time like this,” Steven said earnestly. “And if Melany thinks it will help Evan, she’ll turn her soul inside out for you like a pocket.”


“Good,” said Ellerson, with perfect gravity this time, and he said nothing more until they arrived at Hilton.


After an interview with Dr. Borridge, and before going to see Radford, he asked Melany if he might speak with her alone. She led him to her own room and, closing the door, turned to him, saying as if in answer to a question:


“I am going to tell you everything. That’s what you want, isn’t it?”


“Yes, I want that very much,” replied Ellerson. “You can help me greatly by telling me all that led up to Mr. Radford’s present state… all that you know of his mental condition beforehand, and the causes of it.”


The girl sat down facing him, very pale, but with no other sign of emotion, except the rigid way that she held her hands clasped together in her lap. Something in that white, controlled face, and the dark eyes fixed on his, led Ellerson to say:


“I’m going to remind you before you begin, Miss Warrenger, that science no longer laughs at the kind of things you may have to tell me. They may be understood by us differently from the way that you understand them, we may call them by other names, attribute them to other causes, though very great men among us differ as to that; but we look on such things as essentially real, whatever the cause may be.”


“Thank you. You are very kind to say that to me,” answered Melany, and he noticed that her interlocked hands quivered. Then she told him, as she had promised, everything.


When she had finished, he said to her as she had said to him before beginning: “Thank you,” only instead of, “You are very kind,” he added with feeling: “You are very brave.”


“No, I’m only not afraid any more,” she corrected him simply.


“You don’t feel that influence any longer?”


“I’m not afraid of it any longer.”


“You mean you’ve proved to yourself that you are the stronger?”


“Yes, I think so.”


“And I know so,” said Ellerson, rising, and looking at her with a kindliness that she felt like added strength sustaining her. “That is what you must help me prove to him – that he, too, is stronger. Now will you take me to him?”


When they entered the room, Radford was lying with closed eyes, as Steven had described. There was a curious look as of sullen exasperation about those heavy eyelids, as though they rested like stone on the eyes beneath, were sealed stubbornly against the outer world.


Steven, who had been sitting beside the bed, got up as Melany and Dr. Ellerson entered, and moved aside. No one spoke, and the doctor, taking the chair from which Steven had risen, drew it round facing Radford. He studied the set face on the pillow in silence for a few moments, then speaking rather sharply said:


“Mr. Radford!”


Radford started, his eyes flew wide and fixed on the dark, unknown face. A look of recognition mingled with resentment lit them.


“Empedocles!” he muttered. Before Ellerson could speak he added mockingly: “You think you brought me back from the dead, don’t you?” With infinite scorn he concluded: “It’s you who’re dead, Empedocles!”


The doctor answered quietly, as if correcting an ordinary misapprehension:


“My name is Ellerson – Dr. Ellerson. I’ve been called in consultation by Dr. Borridge. You have been ill, Mr. Radford, and unconscious a long time.”


“Unconscious!” echoed Radford. He stared a second longer, then with a derisive, secretive smile, shut his eyes again and turned away his head.


“Mr. Radford,” said Ellerson, in the same practical, quiet tone that he had used before, “your friends have confided certain facts to me. They have interested and impressed me deeply. If you’d consent to talk with me. I’d regard it as a privilege.”


Radford, after a slight pause, opened his eyes again and looked at the physician with an expression strangely calculating.


“Do you think me mad?” he then asked curtly.


“Not in the least,” answered Ellerson; “but I think that you’ve had an experience that doesn’t come to one in thousands, and that it has left you naturally exhausted and over-keyed. If it won’t be too great an effort, I should like to hear about it from you yourself.”


Radford lay gazing at him. Finally he said: “What you think of as life, I think of as death. How are you to understand me?”


“Perhaps I can’t, but I’d like to try,” replied Ellerson. “You called me Empedocles just now. I suppose you were thinking of the story of Pantheia, of how he was supposed to have raised her from the dead. Now, I don’t believe that Pantheia was dead, but in just such a state as you have been in. I’ve often wondered what she told Empedocles of her experience. You can imagine, can’t you, how much I would like to hear something of yours?”


Radford lay still again, his eyes searching the doctor’s face. At last he said slowly:


“Well … but I don’t believe it will have any meaning to you. Somewhere … somehow … I was the whole of myself … yet it wasn’t personality, and it was terrible and glorious all in one … No! It’s no use!” he broke off. “I can’t get it over to you. I was a whole… free… that’s all.… Now I’m only a part … wrapped up in flesh.… Horrible stuff!” he ended with a shudder of repulsion, putting his hand away from him as though it were something unclean. Then he laughed. “What do you make of that?” he demanded ironically.


“That you’ve entered some mental state of being which can’t be described in language,” replied Ellerson.


Radford’s mocking, defiant expression sobered. He looked at the great doctor with an anxious gathering of his underlids.


“Do you know what it was that happened to me?” he asked. “Everything … just before … is a dead blank.” Suddenly excited, he started up on one elbow, exclaiming fiercely: “Swear on your word of honor that you don’t think I’m mad!”


“On my word of honor, you’re no more mad than I am,” said Ellerson with convincing sincerity. “You have, for some reason which I don’t know yet, been in the state called trance. I’ve never before come in personal contact with such a case. That’s one reason why I’m anxious to have your own impressions of it. Does it annoy you to talk with me, or is it perhaps a relief?”


Radford gave a weary, puzzled sigh.


“If I could put it into these beastly things called words, it would be. You see,” he added abruptly, “I asked you to tell me that I’m not mad because I’ve been thinking that I must be.”


“No,” said Ellerson, “you are not.”


“Then why can’t I remember … all these people … who seem to know me so well?”


“You’ve had a severe shock. Sometimes a blow on the head will destroy the memory of events that happened a good while previous to the accident. It is like that with you. Gradually you will remember, and what will help you most will be sleep.”


“I feel as if I should never sleep again,” said Radford.


“I shall give you something that will make you sleep. When you wake, we can talk together again. You will be refreshed, less exhausted. Things will look very different to you.”


Radford lay silent as if thinking it over.


“Shall I dream?” he asked.


“I think not,” said Ellerson. “What I’m going to give you is really more a nerve sedative than a sleeping draft. It will calm though not stimulate.”


“I’d like to sleep… without dreaming,” Radford said wearily.


“Then,” replied the doctor, rising, “I’ll go and prepare you the draft.”
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An hour later, Radford was sleeping tranquilly. Melany pleaded to watch beside him, but Ellerson insisted that she should go to bed and rest.


“There’s much yet before you,” he said. “You’ll need all your strength. Tomorrow I shall want to talk with you again.”


She obeyed, but by five the next morning she was at Radford’s bedside. The thunderstorm that had been gathering for several days had broken during the night, and the dawn was fresh and cool. A breeze fragrant with wet earth and leaves flickered through the room. It brought to the girl the benison of sweet, normal associations: May mornings of childhood, before that sinister influence had breathed upon her. She gazed at Radford’s sleeping face and hope swelled in her heart. It was so different, so blessedly different from what it had been yesterday. All sullenness had left it. The brow was smooth and quiet The eyelids seemed to rest lightly, not with that terrible sealed look. Would he know her when he wakened? Would he? Would he…? Dr. Ellerson had said that he might … that indeed it was very probable.…


When it was breakfast time she asked for some coffee to be brought her, so that she need not leave him. At twelve o’clock he was still sleeping. Dr. Ellerson came in and out. Once he suggested that she let him or Steven take her place, saying that Radford might sleep for some hours longer. But she looked at him so imploringly that he hadn’t the heart to insist. Blanc, who was always on watch just outside the door, brought her some luncheon, but she couldn’t eat it. She didn’t feel physically tired, only weary of the endless iteration of the sentence that throbbed in her mind: “Will he know me? Will he know me?”


Dr. Ellerson came in shortly afterward and sat down near her, looking over some notebooks. At four o’clock Bradford’s eyes opened on hers. She thought her heart stopped beating at that look. Full of a vague surprise it rested on her face for a moment, then changed:


“Melany…” he said.


The doctor had risen but did not come forward. Steadying her voice, she answered: “Yes, dear. Do you want anything!”


He glanced slowly about him, then back at her. “I’ve been ill!” he murmured.


“Yes, dearest, but you’re much better … so much…”


Her voice failed her. The doctor now came up.


“Do you remember me, Mr. Radford!” he asked. “Dr. Ellerson…”


Radford gazed at him earnestly, knitting his brows. A sudden look of relief smoothed them out again.


“Yes,” he said. “You gave me some sleeping stuff. But that’s about all I do remember…” he wound up ruefully. “Have I been delirious? Have I…” He stopped short, and the blood ran up into his white face. “Wait…” he muttered. “It’s coming back.…”


Melany gave the doctor a frightened glance. He motioned her to move aside, and sat down by Radford.


“Do you remember my explaining to you just how you had been ill?” he asked.


The flush still on his face, Radford looked hard at him. Then he asked in a peculiar tone:


“Do you think you really know ‘just how’ I have been ill?”


“I know the name for it at least,” said Ellerson pleasantly. “But I rather think that you will always know more about it than anyone else.”


Radford’s look was still fixed and defensive.


“I must say you’re very modest for one of your profession,” he murmured at last.


Ellerson replied with unmoved good humor that doctors were apt to be rather cocksure.


This brought no response from Radford, who still seemed to be studying him intently. Presently he said:


“I suppose you don’t believe in anything that you can’t touch or see?”


“On the contrary, I believe in thought.”


“Oh … thought…” murmured Radford, still eyeing him.


“But,” continued Ellerson, “I believe that thought is a mode of being whose ultimals no one has ever reached.”


Radford looked at him curiously for a moment longer, then turning away his eyes, said:


“I want to speak to Miss Warrenger.”


As Melany came to him he motioned her to stoop down.


“Melany,” he whispered, “I can’t get things quite straightened out … yet. Are we … are we married?”


“No, dear,” she whispered back.


He pondered a little, knitting his brow again.


“How long have I been ill?” he asked.


“This is the fourth day, dearest.”


“Then it was…” But he left the sentence unfinished. As she still bent anxiously over him, he said in another tone from which the hardness had melted: “Melany … did you drag me back? I seem to remember you calling me … calling me … for hundreds of years … till at last I had to come. But it was horrible … like dying… like entering a dead body.”


He stopped, exhausted, his eyes closing, and the doctor touched Melany’s shoulder. As she looked up, he said in a low voice:


“He will be better alone for a while. I’ll send his servant to him with some nourishment.”


Radford did not move or speak as they left the room. Backward and forward his thoughts shot, “swifter than a weaver’s shuttle” striving to knit the immediate, raveled past together, to recall what had happened to him on the day and night before the day set for his wedding. It was sponged clean out, a blank, an irrecoverable gap in being. Had she come again? Had he seen her? Had she drawn him from the sheath of his body into the dark ecstasy of liberation in a region outside of space and time which, manifest only to the super-rational mind, was already fading from his earth-bound memory? Was this clogging prison of flesh that caged him indeed not death, as he had first thought on waking up in it again, but what men hold to be life? And was this fragment, this infinitesimal part of himself, called “Evan Radford,” all that remained to him of such stupendous wholeness? With these thoughts came suddenly that vertigo of the spirit as if he had plumbed with his naked soul some measureless abyss.… As if in some forbidden ecstasy his delight had been also a supreme defiance. What had befallen him? To what unspeakable cosmic secret had he been admitted and cast forth again?


He had the most extraordinary and torturing sense of spiritual dislocation, as if his ego had been sheared in half, and the separated halves were striving to unite again with throes in which reason dimmed and waned, a weak flame blown upon by gusts from malign stars.… He sat up with a cry, throwing the sheet aside as if suffocating, and clasping his drenched forehead in his hands.


Dr. Ellerson, who had returned to the room as soon as he had persuaded Melany to remain away for a time, was at his side in an instant.


“Talk out to me. You can trust me to understand,” he said. “I am not one of the doctors who think everything is explicable in terms of science.”


“Talk out!” Radford exclaimed. “How am I to ‘talk’ of what I can’t express to myself even in thought!”


Ellerson didn’t reply for a moment, then he said:


“There is a state called by the Hindus, if I remember correctly, ‘shushupti’ or the deepest sleep. When the body is in that condition they believe that the soul or spirit of man escapes to the center of being, but that on awaking he can’t recall his experience clearly. Perhaps your experience has been something like that.”


“You believe such a thing possible?” said Radford, amazed and arrested.


“The little that I know, or that anyone knows, of such things makes me think it may not be impossible,” replied Ellerson. “Even ordinary sleep is a mystery. Of its physiological side, science knows nothing. Metaphysically and psychologically it is scarcely better understood, in my opinion. So you can gather how profoundly ignorant we are in regard to the mental state called trance. All that I really know about the facts in your case is that you have been, to all intents and purposes, what is called ‘dead,’ and are now, what is called ‘alive.’ And yet, from your own impression of your sensations during trance you seem to have been intensely ‘alive’ mentally all the while.”


“So ‘alive,’” remarked Radford with grimness, “that I thought I was dead when I first came, as you’ve put it, ‘to life’ again … here…” He looked for one instant as if he were about to say something further on the subject, and Ellerson waited, hoping devoutly that he would, but when he spoke it was only to ask how long it would be before his wits stopped “wool gathering.”


“You must remember that you’ve gone through a mental and physical experience calculated to unnerve a cave man,” answered Ellerson, smiling. “Don’t be impatient with yourself … or discouraged if your mind doesn’t adjust itself at once to its normal balance. As a rule, from what I have read and heard on the subject, people coming out of trance bring with them no memories, no dreams. It’s as if they had fallen asleep one instant and waked the next. With you it has been different You’ve expressed a sense of countless ages having passed … of…”


“When did I say that?” interrupted Radford quickly.


“When you first regained consciousness, to your friend and Miss Warrenger. I’m telling you these things because I want you to realize that what you must do, if you wish to help me to help you, is to remain as relaxed, mind and body, as unthinking as you can.… Hasheesh produces that sense of eternities passing over one. It is said to be a terrible experience. You can’t expect to regain your normal state at once, but physically you are quite sound. Dr. Borridge’s diagnosis of your heart trouble was correct. It was strictly functional, produced by intense nervous strain.”


As he spoke he was observing closely the effect on Radford of those professional statements with their appeal to his reason rather than to his emotions.


The young man listened quietly, but looked past the speaker to the open window. When Ellerson paused, however, he turned his eyes to him, and said in a level, carefully controlled voice:


“Can you tell me whether I shall be liable to such … ‘experiences’ in future?”


Ellerson’s regard was steady and full of grave meaning.


“That,” he answered, “will depend chiefly upon your own will and actions.”


Instantly there came into Radford’s look a darkening, as of a veil dropped between his inner self and the man who was striving to perceive it.


“He will never speak to me or to anyone about this from his inmost thought,” decided Ellerson instantly. And whether the poet in him, or the scientist, most regretted this, he could not have told.


“Please explain,” Radford was saying in a tone even more carefully modulated than before, “exactly what you mean by that?” .


Ellerson, who had swiftly decided on what his own tone should be, replied at once:


“I mean that you should not think of returning to the place where you went through your strange seizure, for a long time if ever. And that as soon as you are strong enough, you should make an entire change of surroundings – leave this neighborhood and its associations, travel for some months at least.”


Radford’s face by now was a polite mask. “That’s a very easy programme,” he said; “I’m to be married as soon as I’m fit again, and one usually travels. Is that all?”


The doctor looked at him consideringly. “I should like,” he said, “to have you under my observation for a time. Would you consent to that?”


Radford’s own look sharpened.


“You mean go to a sanatorium?” he asked suspiciously.


“No. I shouldn’t want that. Suppose you come to New York for a week or two, then go to some place near my country house, say for a month?”


Radford looked gloomy and obstinate at this prospect.


“I’d rather not … thanks,” he said. “Can’t you leave directions with Dr. Borridge?”


“I can’t leave him my experience,” replied Ellerson somewhat quizzically. “And that’s what I want to put at your service.”


“Thanks,” muttered Radford again. “But I’d rather not. I tell you what I’ll do, though,” he added. “I’ll promise to come to you for as long as you like if … if this sort of thing threatens to nab me again.”


They talked over matters at some length and in conclusion Radford asked:


“When should you say I’d be strong enough to be married?”


“That depends a good deal upon yourself also,” Ellerson answered. “As soon as you feel that you’re well, I shall consider you well.”


“Then I fancy I’ll be all right in a few days,” said Radford. “And now if you don’t mind I think I’ll try for another sleep … that stuff you gave me is certainly effective…”


“It was only a rather strong dose of Bromide of sodium,” returned Ellerson, smiling and rising. “I’ll go and tell Miss Warrenger the good news that you’re going to sleep again. Rest and change are, after all, what you most need.”
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Ellerson wished to leave that evening, especially as Dr. Borridge was to remain with them some time longer, but all implored him so earnestly to stay until the next day that he consented. In the late afternoon, while Radford was still sleeping and Melany watching with him, Ellerson asked Steven to take him over to “Her Wish.” Besides his interest in visiting the scene of his patient’s strange adventure, he acknowledged, smiling, a great curiosity to see the home of the perverse ghost whose story had been told him at length that morning by Mr. Warrenger, and whose letters he had afterwards read.


Steven of course consented, though not enthusiastically, and his evident reluctance, which he tried at once to hide, interested the great man as much as the proposed visit. He thought that there must really be some very unusual atmosphere about a place that could affect so many entirely different people in such a powerful way. He was aware of feeling that he would have liked, under other circumstances, to repeat Radford’s vigil there.


After supper, as Melany joined him on the lawn where he was smoking a very meditative cigar, he told her rather abruptly where he had been that afternoon.


Even in the starlight he could see the sudden rigidity of her slight figure, as die stopped short.


“The whole place has an extraordinary personality,” he continued, as if not noticing anything unusual in her manner; “I can understand certain things much better since I’ve been there.”


There was a dead pause, then Melany said falteringly:


“Did you…” but broke off again, leaving the question unfinished.


He replied as if she had completed it.


“What I did – what I went there chiefly to do – was to put myself as much as possible in the place of my patient when he was there. After doing so, as I said, I had a clearer idea of the present situation and what led up to it. Given his sensitiveness to certain impressions of which you’ve told me, your belief in them, his desire to help you, and the atmosphere of that place, saturated with what must have been a singularly compelling and fascinating personality… given these things, your and his belief in them above all, and it is plain to me that he couldn’t have escaped without some grave mental crisis. I am also more than ever convinced that he should never return there, even for a short time, even after he has entirely recovered.”


As she did not answer at once, he added:


“This is a hard saying, I know. It’s a beautiful old place. He must be very fond of it.”


“He told me … that last evening … that he would sell it,” Melany murmured. “But now I don’t know.”


Ellerson interrupted with authority:


“You must keep him to it, Miss Warrenger. Such things can’t be tampered with. They must be snapped off short.”


In the pale light her face looked up at him passive and dejected.


“How can I keep him to it?” she said gently. “Since he … came bac k… he’s so different. It’s as if…” she turned her face away, “I don’t think he … cares … as he did.”


Ellerson felt a great compassion for her. Her gentle self-control appealed to him enormously.


“Ah, there you must be patient,” he said. “After such an abnormal experience a man can’t become normal again at once. But it’s only a question of time before he returns fully to himself… to you. However,” and here he stopped in his turn to give his words more weight, “I can promise nothing unless he is prevented from going again to ‘Her Wish.’”


“I would do anything to keep him from it!” she cried. “Anything…!” With sudden passion she added: “Oh, how I would like to burn it to the ground!”


To check this outburst, which he was afraid might result in her breaking down altogether after the long strain, he said smilingly:


“I don’t think we’ll have to resort to violent measures. I’ve spoken about it to him already. He will see for himself as he gets stronger that it won’t do for him to return there. And he has promised to put himself under my care if he feels any premonitions of the sort again. I thought it better not to insist at present. You must let me know day by day how he progresses.”


Melany made no reply. Her eyes were fixed, wide and still, in the direction of “Her Wish.”


He spoke her name. As she started violently, turning to him, he said:


“You mustn’t go back to old broodings, you know. You’ve won. Think of that … keep your thoughts fixed on it.”


She had an abrupt and unexpected response for this:


“Tell me,” she said, “do you think it has all been just … thought?”


Ellerson took a last, deep pull at his cigar, threw away what remained of it, and turning to a bench nearby, said:


“Suppose we sit here a while. No one will interrupt us, and I’ll answer you to the best of my ability.”


But after they were seated he didn’t speak for some moments. When he did his words surprised her.


“I know no more than you do what it has ‘all’ been,” he said. “Your thoughts and his have of course played a tremendous part in it.… You, for instance, have been clearly under the dominion of a fixed idea … (I’ll try not to be technical) … and he, being so strongly under your influence, felt the power of that idea in you. Such ideas, dwelt upon and fostered, are capable of producing almost incredible results. For instance,” he looked at her consideringly as he paused here an instant, “it will astonish you, I think, to know that in my opinion the loss of your voice was purely the result of such an idee fixe.… That it is in fact not lost but, as one might say, mislaid.” He smiled at her very kindly. “That if you continue to resist even memories of what so overwhelmed you in the past, you will find your voice again, as suddenly as you seemed to lose it.”


She stared at him, her hands clasped so tightly that he saw her arms trembling.


“My voice?” she stammered. “You think my voice … may come back again?”


“I do,” he said quietly. “If you turn away resolutely from this place and the thoughts it has bred in you. I may even say that I’m convinced of it.”


Her hands went suddenly to her face, and to cover her emotion he continued speaking.


“So you see what a great force I consider thought. However, when you ask me if I think that in this strange case thought has been “all,” I can only repeat what I said at first: I do not know. Scientists far greater than I, would believe thoroughly in the mystic side of it, the side that you believe in, but there I find myself agnostic. I simply do not know. This much I can say, though, and say heartily, that I do believe there are mysteries which science has never explained, and never will explain. And even if someday it should penetrate deeper into them, I am certain that it will find itself only in the vestibule, as it were, of still greater mysteries. And I am devoutly glad of it, because I can think of no more horrible thing than a universe without mystery. Which you’ll admit,” he wound up, smiling, “is a very queer statement for a scientist to make, seeing that our chief object is to solve mysteries.”


They didn’t talk much after that. Melany was too absorbed in the wonderful new idea that had been given her, to be able to turn her mind from it, and Ellerson was anxious that the impression his words had evidently made shouldn’t be lessened.


Her voice … her voice might come back! Surely if that were possible, all things were possible.…


When she said good-bye to him next day, there was a life, a vigor, in her look and words that made her seem like a new being.


“I can’t thank you,” she said; “but you know. And I won’t fail. I won’t disappoint you. I’ll save him if I have to take him by force to the ends of the earth. If I have to…” She stopped, her color leaping, a note almost of exultant laughter in her voice: “I’ll save him!” she repeated. “No matter how.”


In confirmation of her intuitive, almost religious, belief in the wisdom of the great doctor, a week had scarcely passed before Radford became again the Evan that she had known and loved. He was still too weak to do more than lounge on the upper porch for some hours every day, but he begged that they should be married as soon as possible. She was afraid to tell him what Dr. Ellerson had said about her voice. They never alluded to the past or to “Her Wish.” And she was afraid also to try to sing. Someday, when Evan was quite strong again, when they were married and far away from here, she would go out in some beautiful, lonely place and see if the miracle would come to pass. Now it was quite joy enough to meet his eyes with that look in them, and listen to his voice vibrating with the old tenderness…


One afternoon, between her and Steven, he walked for half an hour in the garden, then returned to his own room, where Melany was to have tea alone with him. He leaned in an armchair beside the open window while she prepared it, watching her slight, swift hands, thinking in a dreamy way that it was pleasant to feel tired with this languid almost voluptuous tiredness of convalescence, and that one of its chief delights was the way that it extended even to his brain, preventing those confused, explosive thoughts that at first had so exhausted him. The immediate past seemed very dim this afternoon, like the vaguely remembered dreams of fever … he couldn’t recall them as a clear impression, only that they had been terrible and confused. Sometime when he was quite well again he meant to ask Melany about everything.… Now he only wanted this soft, fluent peace, where his mind seemed to float as in a milky medium that obscured thought.…


They had their tea together, and Blanc took away the tea things. When he had gone, Radford, smiling drowsily at the girl as she sat opposite him arranging some white tulips in a vase, murmured:


“I say, dearest … let’s be married tomorrow and go for a long cruise. I’ve ‘a great wish’ for the sea.”


“Very well,” assented Melany serenely, though her color waxed and waned in the way he thought so adorable. “Tomorrow then…”


“Will you really!” he exclaimed, and sat up, throwing off his pleasant lethargy with amazing ease. “Really! Without fuss or feathers! Just Steven and your father!” As she nodded, her eyes on the tulips, he reached out his hands to her across the table, saying eagerly: “Come! Put your hands in mine and promise.…”


She laid her hands in his, and as she did so a curious flicker ran across his eyes and face; he went white, drawing a breath sharply through his nostrils, his hands relaxed, loosing hers, and he sat stiff and fixed, his look focused on some point far beyond her.
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It was then for the first time that Melany became aware of that faint, stealing scent of damask roses, faint yet overwhelming in its strangeness, for the roses were over in the garden at Hilton, and even when they bloomed there were no damask roses among them. She sat for a breathless second as stony and fixed as Radford, then sprang to her feet and ran to him, catching him in her arms.


“Evan!” she cried. “Evan!”


As if from a long distance his voice came blurred and faint:


“It’s nothing.…”


He was staring into huge, lustrous portals like those the summer lightning reveals in a towering cloud.… He seemed to remember once having passed through them.… Between him and Melany a fine, iridescent veil of broken filaments was swaying.… Memory quickened … beyond those portals lay a region of wild ravishment, of rapture keen as anguish, more wonderful than joy.… The innermost ultimate solution … entirety…


She grasped his face in both hands, turning it sharply to hers. “Evan! Evan!” she cried again. With a spasm like that which wrenches one from a cataleptic dream, he recovered himself, his conscious eyes stared into hers, then he shut them, sinking back from her and murmuring again thickly:


“It’s nothing … nothing…”


But she wouldn’t let him sink deeper into that delicious stupor; her voice, her hands, dragged him to the surface, held him there.


“Look at me.… You must look at me…” she kept repeating. “I’ve something to tell you … something wonderful…” And hardly knowing what she uttered, she began to tell him what Ellerson had said about her voice. What she had imagined about finding it again in some far away, beautiful place where they would go when they were married … after they were married tomorrow.… How strange it was, wasn’t it? To think that tomorrow was so nearly today! By this time tomorrow they would be far from here, rushing into the future together, the future they’d so often dreamed of together.


He seemed to collect himself fully as she talked on, smiled at her, said that she was very wonderful to be willing to marry such a “blithering invalid.” She laughed out in gratitude for the bit of homely slang. It put all ghastly, ghostly things at such a quaint, proper distance.… And his look too was so natural now, rested on her so frankly, with none of that dreadful flicker in it of a consciousness that she couldn’t share.


After a while, he asked for a glass of wine and she ran to fetch it from the table by his bed. When she came back with it, between his sips he said in a would-be casual tone, his eyes on the wineglass:


“By the way … before we’re married tomorrow, I’ll have to get Blanc to drive me over to ‘Her Wish’ … I’ve some important papers there that no one else can get for me.…”


Every drop of blood left her face. She couldn’t suppress a cry, and grasping his chair to keep herself erect, she looked at him in dread and wonder. The look with which he answered hers horrified her even more. There was in it so calculated, so cunningly moderate a surprise. e


“You surely can’t think me too weak to drive the short distance to ‘Her Wish,’ when we’re going to start on a long journey soon afterward?” he asked, still regarding her with that false, subtle look.


She thought in quick flashes while he was speaking, and managed to answer in a natural voice:


“You know Dr. Ellerson thought you’d better not go back to ‘Her Wish’ for a long time, Evan.”


His eyes left hers and he said with some coldness:


“I’m not going for a ‘long time’ but for an hour or two, to collect some important papers.”


She hesitated in anguish, then said softly:


“If I beg you not to go there, surely you won’t go?”


“I’m sorry, but I must. It’s…” His voice caught a second, then he ended, firmly, almost sullenly, “It’s necessary … absolutely necessary.”


Again she thought with convulsive quickness. Dropping on her knees beside him, she laid her hand on his shoulders. Her voice quivering with tragic love, she pleaded:


“Dearest, I’ve never asked you for anything. I ask you this as if I were asking for my life.… Don’t, don’t go back to that place!”


She saw his eyes fill second by second with hostility.


“I can’t believe that you’ll really ask me to refrain from something that I tell you is vitally important…” he said at last.


“You’ll go?… Even if it hurts me so desperately?”


He turned from her. In a stifled, rigid voice he repeated twice: “I must go…”


Then Melany made up her mind what she would do. The idea had flared in her during her last talk with Ellerson, a fierce thought, reckless and lawless, that she had felt must be subdued. But now, as it leaped up stronger than ever, she knew that she would carry it out to the utmost, beyond chance of failure.


•   •   •   •   •


That night “Her Wish” burned to the ground. The fire must have broken out about one o’clock, for it was nearly two when Steven was roused by the glare that lit up the near heavens and the trees on Mist Mountain as by a gigantic display of Bengal lights. He flung on his clothes and rushed out into the hall, to find himself face to face with Radford, who was also dressed. Melany and Blanc were trying to restrain him from going downstairs, and he was repelling their efforts with angry impatience. His face, crazed and furious, was that of a man who has reached the limit of self-control. He gasped in his effort to speak intelligently, choked and stammered on the words: “I must go, I tell you! I must … I must!” Then violently to Blanc: “Let go of me! Let go of me, you fool!” Steven sprang forward, and grasping him by the shoulder tried to reason with him. Insane with some frightful emotion, Radford struck him violently in the face. At Melany’s cry, Steven, dazed for a second, recovered himself, and flinging his arms about Radford, pinioned him without more ado, calling to Blanc to help him. The three men swayed to and fro for some moments, Radford’s frenzied strength being more than equal to that of the other two. Just when it seemed as if he would wrench himself free, he gave a dreadful scream, like the scream of a wounded horse, and collapsed, hanging a dead weight between them.


They carried him to his bed, and as soon as Dr. Berridge had pronounced him to be in no immediate danger, Steven took Blanc, and rode to “Her Wish” in case there might be still time to save something from the house.


Arrived there, however, they found that there was nothing to do but stand and watch the conflagration helplessly.


The old home was aflame from wing to wing, and from the central hall, of which the roof had already crashed in, the voluming splendor poured skyward as from a crater, lighting up the country for leagues around and roaring with the huge, greedy, jeering voice of fire.


To Steven, still shaken from that painful encounter with his friend, it seemed as if he looked on the burning of a sentient thing; as if more than the beautiful old house were being consumed in those savage flames.… And though he regarded himself with contempt for the “superstitious” feeling, in his secret heart he was glad that “Her Wish” would soon be only ashes and bare, charred walls.…


•   •   •   •   •


To Melany, next morning, came one of those astounding surprises which life sometimes offers when we have no more hope. Just as the dawn broke, Radford started up in bed, and, seeing her, cried joyously:


“Melany…! I told you I would win!… That my love was stronger than she was!”


She gazed at him, unable to speak.


He caught her hand, drawing her nearer. His face was vivid with life. Weakness had slipped from him like a shadow.


“Don’t you understand?” he said eagerly. “She’s gone!… For good this time! We’re rid of her for good … for good, darling! You can live at ‘Her Wish’ now without a qualm! Or we’ll sell it … just as you like.”


She couldn’t let him see her face. She clung to him with her eyes hidden against his arm, as he lay hack upon the pillows, smiling triumphantly. The terrible house was in ashes and he didn’t know it! The miracle had happened and he thought that it was his miracle. She would rather have it that way.… It was best for him to think so.…


•   •   •   •   •


Yet in spite of this “miracle,” during all the years that followed, whenever he caught unexpectedly the breath of roses, or the gleam of iridescence on morning cobwebs or flying foam, or clouds, there would sweep over him a strange emotion sensed with the flower of the spirit rather than of the mind, a shudder of the soul fearful yet entrancing, as if there were interwoven with the perfume a spell that wrought for the dissolving of personality; as if the iridescence might suddenly spread into a vast curtain, drifting between him and the known world, veiling with its suave folds the edge of a measureless abyss.…




•   THE END   •
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“And there is always the Tall Villa,” Frances Copley said, in her quiet, well-bred, slightly husky voice.


As she spoke she dropped the stump of a half-smoked cigarette into her finger-bowl and looked at her husband across the dinner table. It was the first time she had looked at him during his surprising confession.


That confession, though embracing wide is sues, had not occupied long because the statements it contained were simple, self-evident, incontrovertible. Nobody in his, or her, sober senses would make such admissions unless they were starkly true; and that Morris was in full possession of his senses his wife did not for one instant doubt. She listened in silence save for a brief enquiry, now and then, to convince herself just in how far this financial failure need not be, or must be considered fraudulent. Her mind meanwhile worked with unaccustomed clearness and rapidity.


It was her habit to surround herself with beautiful things. To do so appeared to her reasonable and right. The appointments of the room and dinner-table bore witness alike to her graceful taste and her power of spending. She loved half-lights, soft subtle colours, exquisite surfaces and textures. By the employment of these she sought instinctively to veil the too frequent crudity of life. Her attitude of mind found fitting expression in the collection of modern French and Flemish paintings with which the walls of the room were hung. The pensive subdued tones of river, or canal wharf, and the shipping lying alongside of it; of crooked, rain-washed streets and alleys, in some obscure provincial city; of lonely country houses, whose curtained-lamp-lit windows spoke of intimate secret histories enacted within; of stretches of barren wind-swept sand dunes fronting a northern sea – in all these, suggestion rather than affirmation appealed to her, the underlying drama being that of expectation or of regret.


Such was the habitual attitude of her mind. But in her new-found activity and clarity of perception, Frances Copley understood that the day of veils and half-lights was over. Now and henceforward she was, as she believed, up against crudities of a most rampant sort. For all these beautiful and costly things, with which she had screened herself from coarse reality, were doomed to dispersion. They must go, were already gone in point of fact, if honour were to be satisfied. And, with her, honour indubitably ranked paramount. Nothing remained save her girlhood’s possession and the fortune – including some London house property – she had inherited from her mother, Lady Laura Winslow, née Cowden, the elder daughter of the late, and sister of the present, Lord Bulparc.


To the large majority of women – gentle as well as simple – a clear twelve hundred a year spells comfort if not actual luxury. But all wealth is relative; and to Frances Copley such an income seemed despicable save as pocket money and, with economy, a modest dress allowance. She beheld herself beggared. Yet, even in her first flush of astonishment, she was sensible neither of anger nor of alarm. She only felt interested, profoundly interested, unusually and consciously alive. For the game, which heretofore, throughout her whole married life, had been rather conspicuously in her husband’s hands, now, suddenly, unexpectedly, was transferred to her own.


Thanks to abounding vitality – which goes so far as to engender and maintain success – to his good looks and to a certain dazzlingly plausible way he had with him, Morris Copley, though less well-bred and well-connected, eclipsed and dominated his wife. Tacitly she consented to be passive, ineffectual. If her baby had lived all might have been different, for the young man possessed a large bump of philoprogenitiveness. As mother of his children, Frances would have scored. But without a baby in her arms, let alone a well-peopled nursery, she became a poor second, though he was very fairly faithful and genuinely fond of her – to the excitements of business, to the sport and passion of making money which, let it in all fairness be added, he held her free very lavishly to spend.


But financial failure once confessed, not impossible bankruptcy staring the two thus sternly in the face, the positions were in great measure reversed. Frances Copley held the cards; and, with an initiative and lucidity startling to herself, she proceeded to play them. Therefore she said:


“And there is always the Tall Villa.”


The young man tried to force a laugh. He was strained, tired, cruelly on edge, and confession to his wife capped the climax.… She had really been as good as gold, he owned, wonderfully calm and restrained. But this attempted pleasantry – for such he took it to be – jarred on him. It was tactless, out of place.


“Which you have always condemned as the most preposterous piece of domestic architecture in existence, my dear Fan – a supreme example of how ‘not to do it,’ wherein only the workhouse as immediate alternative would ever make a civilised being consent to live!”


Mrs. Copley looked down at the cigarette end, floating ungainly and abject in the finger-bowl – emblematic, as it seemed, of the crudities henceforth confronting her.


“Well, from what you tell me mayn’t I reasonably gather it comes within measurable distance of that, Morry – the workhouse as immediate alternative, I mean?”


“In mercy don’t take things too hard,” he said. Throughout the past intolerable half-hour, this was the first direct cut she had given him and he winced under it. “Don’t be bitter, or you will make me too unutterably miserable. I shall smash up, and nothing is to be gained by my smashing up. I frankly own I acted like a fool; but the opportunity was unique. Not one man in ten thousand – knowing all I knew and standing where I stood – would have had the coolness to refuse and resist. Coolness or funk – for really it would have looked more like cowardice than judgement to call off or back out. You can’t appreciate the circumstances because I can’t put them before you in sequence and in detail. They are too complicated to explain offhand or for you to grasp. So I am reduced to stating the net result, which, on the face of it, condemns me more heavily than I deserve.… But all that is beside the mark at this moment. I don’t care a hang about myself—”


His voice shook. His fair, handsome face was haggard. His blue-grey eyes – too arrestingly clear and frank, so the wicked said, Lord Bulparc among them, for perfect good faith – looked dim and bruised. “I might go under for a time, but I should pull round right enough.… You, your position, all you stand to lose through my fault, is what really matters, what I really care about. The thought of all I have brought upon you turns me sick, Fan, deathly sick.”


“Oh! nonsense, nonsense, Morry!” Frances interrupted.


She was touched. For evidently he suffered on her account – not as much as he imagined probably, yet enough to call forth generous response on her part.


“You have the gambler’s soul; but that is no new discovery to me. I reckoned with it long ago – sympathetically, for I am not so very sure I haven’t something of the gambler’s soul myself.”


“You? – my dear Fan!” he protested, as brushing aside a manifest absurdity.


“Yes, I,” she said, with a certain eagerness. “And then, quite independent of the excitement and sport of taking big risks, you honestly believed you were going to bring off a grand coup. I am not stupid. I do understand, and I don’t blame you in the least.”


Frances talked fast, giving him time to recover himself; for she shrank from being too much touched. Her marriage was an old story, its hours of ecstasy and enthusiasm – in as far as they had ever existed – well over. She had no wish to revive them, or rather the semblance of them.


“The question is how we can best meet the situation here, at home, in my department. It is impossible to go on living in this house and keeping our present set of servants. They are our masters, not we theirs, and they would make retrenchment impossible. You and I are not precisely unworldly, I am afraid; but we are unsophisticated as the flowers of the field compared with my maid Norris, your man Temperly, and the great Mrs. Peake. No – if I am to solve my side of the problem we must make a clean sweep of our existing establishment. And then really and truly, Morris, for a time at least, the tall villa, I think. You see, I had it and all its furniture done up last year, for the tenant who wriggled at the last moment, as tenants mostly do – plague them – and left me in the lurch.”


She smiled very charmingly at him as she finished speaking – curiously animated, yet softened. Notwithstanding the fine dignities of a gown of cloth of silver swathed in black net, the diamond tiara crowning her light brown hair, the diamond dog-collar clasping her long delicate throat, Frances Copley looked extraordinarily young.… Younger, so it occurred to her husband, than he had ever seen her since the poor baby’s death; since, indeed, the prospect of the poor baby’s impending advent was first notified. She had stepped back into the innocent grace and eagerness of girlhood. Whether Morris Copley found comfort and relief in this transformation, or whether it merely occupied his quick observant mind to the exclusion of other subjects it would be difficult to determine. In any case it afforded an excuse for closing the conversation, of which he was not slow to avail himself.


He got up from his place at the head of the table, came round to her and, bending down, kissed the little curls on the nape of her neck.


“You are astonishing, Fan,” he said, “and admirable. Far from being downed by it, I could almost swear you enjoyed this fiasco.”


Frances laughed, flushed slightly, and, standing up, pushed him gently away from her. 


“Don’t untidy my hair, please,” she said. “I want to look my smartest. And now come. We are going to the opera just the same – just as if nothing had happened. I can’t desert Lucia FitzGibbon, and, as it is, we are late. Bluff? – no, my dear, just – just – well – breeding, which obliges us both, very literally, tonight to face the music.”


In this high humour Frances Copley continued, carrying all before her with serene yet unswerving persistence, until migration from the house in Grosvenor Square, to the house on the confines of Primrose Hill was duly accomplished. The world gossiped, condoled and pitied, with that secret licking of the lips over the misfortunes of others common to civilised humanity. Relations spoke their minds with the unrestricted rudeness licensed by family affection. Yet Frances remained steadfast. Elements hitherto latent in her nature were aroused, and with a certain questing alacrity she obeyed their impulsion. They pushed her towards the tall villa – so formerly called by her in derision – and to the tall villa she went.


Its tallness, it may be added, was deceptive, a matter more of appearance than of fact. Built in the late twenties of the last century by a none too discriminating disciple of John Nash, it stood at the end of, and detached from, a long curved terrace of white houses, some of which, at the date of the Copleys’ migration, were already in process of demolition with a view to the erection of blocks of modern flats. It consisted of basement and ground floor, with only three stories above; but the loftiness of the lower rooms and the unusual height of their narrow windows – four abreast both on the front and side elevation – produced, vertically, an oddly elongated effect. The whole building might have been pulled up by the shoulders so as to gain a more extended view – over the heads of the elms and chestnuts shading the banks of the canal on the opposite side of the rather ill-kept roadway – of the pleasant green out-stretch of the park beyond. This effect of elongation was increased by fluted pilasters running up between the windows, the whole height of the walls, to the decorated cornice supporting the pediment which masked a slope of slated roof.


The house was set back from the main road by the width of a square garden, enclosed by dwarf walls topped by close-set wrought-iron railings, above which showed the spikes and spires of an unclipped privet hedge. The iron gates of the garden faced on to the side street. Entering them a paved way led to the pillared portico, placed – by some freak of design on the part of the architect – not in the centre but at the far side of the façade and opening at right angles to it. To reach the front door you must walk round the corner of the house and cross the garden under the dining-room windows – a notably awkward arrangement. The three steps, giving access to the portico, were guarded to right and left by a pair of lions – wholly unfearful animals, carved in Bath stone, which had weathered badly, with soot-pitted manes and foolish bubbly faces. Each stood on three legs, looking sideways towards his fellow, while holding aloft one forepaw as though roguishly in act to throw the grimy stone ball inseparably adherent to its awkwardly distended claws.


Portico, dwarf wall, and tall-seeming house, were alike painted a faintly greyish white. In respect of colouring and of their pretentious yet tentative elegance, exterior and interior were well-matched. Plaster mouldings, garlands, medallions, in profusion, adorned the living-rooms, hall and staircase, rendering all hanging of pictures and ornaments difficult and that of wallpapers impossible. This resulted in a general starkness and unclothed-ness of aspect very foreign to comfort, given the many vagaries of the London climate. For the windows were too many, in foul weather, to oppose sufficient barrier to the melancholy reigning without; while, in fair weather, they admitted such excess of light as endangered all nice sense of privacy and repose.


It was of this last – imagined lack of privacy – Frances Copley became specially conscious during the initial period of her sojourn. The move had taken place early in an unusually fine and cloudless summer; and this intrusive, enquiring daylight left no corner of the lofty rectangular rooms unvisited, seeming to ravish all secrecy, outwit every attempted retreat, from sunrise to sunset.


She had a singular suspicion, too, of never being quite alone, though in point of fact she had never passed so many solitary hours. Morris went daily to the City, drawn thither not only by the exigencies of past disaster but by multiple schemes of reconstruction and fresh venture seething in his rather perilously fertile brain.


His present abode represented to him no more than a lair to sleep in, eat in night and morning, and escape from as early and for as long, as business and other interests any way permitted. He did not want to be unkind to his wife or neglect her; but his opinion of the place was unmodified. As a house it was simply unspeakable; and, in the back of his mind, he nursed a little grudge against her for her apparent resignation to its geographical and innumerable other disabilities. That word of hers, in the moment of catastrophe, about “breeding” which compels you to “face the music,” rankled. For was it breeding, or defective sensibility, which dictated her persistent serenity? He would have liked to believe the latter; since the former seemed to set her annoyingly above him, both in the social and moral scale.


•   •   •   •   •


Visitors, meanwhile – as he did not fail to note – were few and far between. All Frances Copley’s world had been loud in assurance that, “of course it couldn’t make the faintest possible difference to them” – the speakers individually or collectively – “where she lived, dear thing. They counted on seeing every bit as much of her as ever, notwithstanding the distance, which was just – well, you know – a little appalling!” But as the weeks went by distance proved longer and memories shorter than even Frances herself quite anticipated. In the rush of an exceptionally brilliant season what could you, after all though, expect? The world just then is hardly in pilgrimage humour; and from all the habitable parts of London – as her world counted habitableness – very much of a pilgrimage to the tall villa it unquestionably was! Thus she reasoned, finding excuses for a desertion she refused to resent. While – as she added for her own further convincing – even if people had given livelier proofs of faithfulness, she would have been embarrassed to return their civilities. For had not motorcar and carriage-horses, alike, vanished in the wake of the aristocracy downstairs – of Miss Norris, Mr. Temperly and the great Mrs. Peake, of Copley’s hunters, polo ponies and their attendant personnel, of his English gamekeepers, Scotch gillies and all the rest of the gold-washed set out; so that there really remained to her as means of locomotion, only bus, underground, the elusive taxi, or her own slender, high-instepped feet?


Yet Frances Copley could not call herself unhappy. She felt no more anger and alarm at the changed conditions of her life today than when her husband first confessed his failure. She still was interested, and that with a widening, deepening interest. Ever since she left the schoolroom, she had been – as she now saw it – mercilessly clamped to the social wheel; which turned and turned till she grew too dizzy with its countless revolutions to realise herself, realise that – deep down in her – she actually was wanted, loved. Her marriage to Morris, his dazzling plausibility, the great wealth and buying power he represented, all belonged to that same matter of the wheel; and, in so far, stultified rather than developed her. But the tall villa, now she came fairly to dwell within its slightly ridiculous portals, through its isolation, not to say its ostracism, freed her effectively if some what ironically from the wheel.


It gave her breathing space, gave her that heretofore unknown quantity, leisure, and the accessibility to impressions which, in persons of temperament, leisure confers. She felt delicately alive, delicately aware in every nerve, at every point. She had time in which to study the subtle, introspective modern music, read the fine drawn modern criticisms, savour the gracefully unemphatic modern minor poets, French and English, who tend to stimulate a refined intelligence while setting any grossness of the senses delightfully apart. All this residence of the tall villa – or was it actually the tall villa itself? – did for her. And before long she came to imagine it did, or very shortly could and would do, very much more than merely this.


For just as its tallness was a fake and an illusion, so was its extreme candour of daylight. It pretended, using all means in its power slyly to take her in and throw her off the scent. And this from shyness, from a suspicion she might misinterpret, scoff at, or attempt contemptuously to expose it, rather than out of malignity or any spiteful intent. With increasing frequency Frances caught herself thinking that these lofty rooms, with their affectation and faded self-conscious elegance, had things of considerable moment to impart could they be sufficiently assured of her sympathy to dare speak out.


More especially was she aware of this impression in the drawing-room, and upon the gallery of the staircase immediately without. She noted it as peculiarly present at recurrent intervals of, say, a week, at and after about five o’clock. Sometimes for two or three evenings together she would be conscious of a push, of a stealthy effort around her – though whether in the direction of sound or of sight, of words trying to make themselves heard or forms trying to make themselves visible, she could not detect.


The effect upon her was pleasurable in its novelty and fantasy, if a little anxious and nervous. She played with it, delicately intrigued and alert. But impressions are not static. It is of their essence that they wax or wane. With Frances Copley the lighter, the merely playful phase, passed. Interest deepened. A sense of the importance – to her and for her – of the whole queer matter, deepened also. Gradually, to herself almost imperceptibly, she embraced opportunity, cultivated it; not only offered it hospitality but began gently to pursue and to invite. At first without success. For the entrance of a maid upon an errand, the somewhat ebullient return of her husband from the City, some noise hailing from the canal, the road or side-street, or sounds, primitive, singularly arresting and exotic – cry of strange birds or caged beasts – reaching her faintly through open windows when the wind drew from the east, would obliterate the effort, annihilate the push, thus breaking up the almost established contact between her intelligence, her senses, and whatever strove to reach her. Then the pretended candour, the shy disarming pretentiousness, of the house, came back in their fullness; while, with a movement of rather poignant disappointment, Frances knew that, for today at all events, all chance of discovery was lost.




 




•   II   •








But delays and frustrations notwithstanding, the event did finally declare itself.


One evening of the first week in July, Morris Copley returned from the City in his sunniest and, it must be added, most attractive humour. His spirits were high. His looks betrayed a suggestion of agreeable excitement. His manner was unwontedly affectionate. After dinner he went upstairs with his wife into the drawing-room and sat there contentedly with her in the gilded post-sunset clearness, which indefinitely lingered on as though unwilling to give place to any real darkness of night. He chattered amusingly, gaily, as he had throughout dinner. Yet Frances detected a certain absent-mindedness in his talk. He did not come to the point, hesitated to do so, and she definitely apprehended a point. Then at last – 


“Upon my word, I begin to believe you were right in moving here, Fan,” he said. “In some ways, at least.”


“Of course I was right,” she answered. His happy temper was infectious. His display of affection exhilarating – even if it did not go very deep. “But I enjoy hearing you acknowledge that. It is a pretty tribute to my perspicacity. You made sure I should repent. Now you pay me the excellent compliment of seeing I’ve nothing of which to repent.”


Gently, in loverlike fashion, sitting on the arm of her chair, Morris pinched her cheek.


“Oh, don’t be too sure of that,” he returned. “The day of repentance, I grant you, doesn’t seem to have dawned yet, but it may come along nevertheless. If you outrage the conventions, sooner or later they’re bound to take their revenge on you. – All the same, I own, you have transmogrified the inside of this house beyond my wildest hopes or expectations. The rooms are growing very liveable. They have a certain cachet – and they suit you. I happened to run across Lucia FitzGibbon this morning, in Lincoln’s Inn Fields, of all places on earth. She’d been to see her lawyers – as I had mine,” – he paused, his thoughts going apparently, for the moment, quite otherwhere. – “And – ah! yes, I remember – she expended herself in praise of your cleverness, – she declared you’d made this preposterous perching place quite lovely and that you looked lovely in it. Only, she said, the whole struck her as a trifle unreal and fantastic, its feet off the floor, so to speak. To be quite honest, what she said worried me a little, Fan. She declared you were wasting, growing altogether too thin – diaphanous was her expression – and that all the time you seemed listening to and watching for things which weren’t there, which didn’t exist in fact.”


Frances Copley felt her breath catch. This came so distractingly near the truth which yet, to her thinking, supremely wasn’t the truth.


“Oh, rubbish, my dear Morry, rubbish!” she took him up almost sharply. “We all know how Lucia’s imagination runs away with her when once it gets going. If you want a pre-eminent example of seeing what isn’t there, you’ve the finest one possible in Lucia herself. She is a darling and I am fonder of her than all the rest of my Cowden cousins put together; but she is an incorrigible sieve; and a sieve – excuse the mixed metaphor with a limitless power of romancing.”


“All the same I did not relish what she said. I have thought a lot about it since, Fan, and this evening I’ve been taking stock of you. You have grown thinner – a great deal thinner – and I can’t account for it. I suppose the sanitation of this house is all right. We did have it tested, didn’t we? I wonder if there can be any malaria from the canal.”


He got up, and stood resting one hand on her shoulder, looking down into her upturned face.


“See here, my dear child, I think you should consult Plowden. I object to leaving anything to chance, and I’m particularly anxious – for reasons of my own – to avoid complications at this juncture. I should like a definite opinion, a definite assurance – before—”


He broke off, looking away towards the open windows.


“What an infernal row those wolves are making at the Zoo. Do you hear? And what an evilly cruel sound it is. One longs to put a bullet through their heads. – Yes, do send for Plowden, like a good child, just to satisfy me, you know.”


“But I don’t need a doctor. I am perfectly well.” Frances protested. “Plowden is delightful to talk to about music and art. But, if you ask for one visit, he gives you a dozen; and I shy at the guinea which sits behind each one of his charming conversations – specially now.”


Morris Copley still winced at the mention of money.


“Oh, good heavens, pray don’t consider expense,” he said with a large impatience. “It’s not necessary. I am on the high road to the straightening out of affairs, – and that far sooner and more completely than I expected – the high road which leads bang back to Grosvenor Square, and all Grosvenor Square meant to both of us.”


And as Frances found no suitable comment to offer, being surprised out of all readiness of speech, he added – 


“Now you will forgive me if I go down to the smoking-room? I expect Charlie Montagu in to talk business.”


He lifted his head sharply, almost nervously, catching the distant howls of wolves again, which cut so discordantly across the security of the fair July night.


“Confound the brutes!” he said, as in sudden anger.


Stooping down he gave Frances a perfunctory offhand, little kiss.


“I must go,” – and then, like one schooling himself into remembrance of a part, he added – “But be a good dear, and call in old Plowden, won’t you, even though he does blow off steam to the tune of a guinea a minute on art? He understands the vagaries of your pretty little body, and I should be so much easier if I knew he was keeping a professional eye on you. – And, for goodness sake, Fan, give up the habit of watching things which aren’t there. You’re doing it now—” He passed his open hand back and forth before her face rapidly, as though sweeping aside some vision or vapour.


“It’s not wholesome. It’s morbid. Pray don’t let it grow upon you. I tell you I don’t like it. It gives me the creeps.”


At that he went, crossing the room and bringing the two battants of the high, narrow folding doors together behind him with a little crash as one in haste.


For some minutes Francis remained seated near the open window. She felt perturbed. Morris had shaken her high serenity, carried some fraction of it away with him, indeed, leaving her consciously the poorer by the loss. He could, when he pleased, be a vastly engaging being. She acknowledged as much. But – but – she did not want that particular stop drawn out just now. She wished he wouldn’t so please. For he thereby threatened her newly-found independence, confused her outlook – lately so concentrated and luminous. And then – though she hesitated to admit it even to herself – she distrusted him in this cajoling humour. For he invariably cajoled, playing upon her affections when, to put it vulgarly, he had something up his sleeve. He had something up his sleeve to night, or she was reprehensibly mistaken – witness those hints of brilliantly and speedily retrievable fortune, witness, in addition, the announcement of Charlie Montagu’s visit to talk business.


She entertained a warm distaste for the said Charlie Montagu – a black-haired, high-coloured bull of a man, bursting with health and money, and always a little overdressed. Before the smash he had paid assiduous court to her, with the object – as she read him – of climbing into society over her back. At the time of the smash, she was bound to allow, he stood by Morris and helped very practically to see him through. But the sense of obligation this induced rendered him only the more repellent. He paid her court as assiduously as heretofore; while, on her part, she read – or fancied she read – in his bold prominent eyes an admiration suggesting payment for his loyalty by a bestowal of favours on her part as abhorrent to her, as it was utterly inconceivable she could ever grant.


The very thought of him stirred up disgust which could only be allayed by movement. So she rose and crossed over to the grand piano – her uncle Lord Bulparc’s wedding gift to her. – A beautiful instrument, standing parallel to, and a few feet away from, the inside wall of the room. As central panel of the said wall an oval mirror of uncommon dimensions, framed in elaborate mouldings, reached pretty well from wainscot to cornice. Looking into it, when seated at the keyboard, Francis Copley beheld, not only a reflection of her own graceful figure, but the whole room, excepting the double doors leading out onto the staircase gallery, these being in the same plane with it and behind her. On either side the mirror, high on the wall, three-branched sconces held primrose-shaded electric lights.


Frances sat down on the music stool and began playing softly she knew not what. For her mind worked, just now, at two distinct levels – the upper and more active one still busy with her just concluded conversation and the questions it raised; the under semi-passive one, with the weaving of delicate harmonies calculated to her vexed spirit.


The appeasing influences thus distilled so gained on her, however, that soon to her surprise – for, in the face of her husband’s recent dazzlingly articulate occupation, conditions would have seemed largely unfavourable – she became sensible the room had quite ceased to be shy, to play hide and seek with her. It had begun, indeed, to put forth its effort, its singular and recurrent push. She had not, as she quickly remembered, felt anything of this for nearly a week; and she welcomed it. She went further. In instinctive protest against Morris’s shaking of her high serenity, his threatening – whether intentional or not – of her dear independence, she set herself, by a direct effort of will, to meet that effort unreservedly and more than ever encourage that push.


But, just as she warmed to the experiment, a motor swished along the road, and turning up the side street stopped before the iron gates. The door of the car banged, orders were given loudly. A heavy swaggering tread passed along the paved way through the garden. The front door bell rang. She heard Morris swing out into the hall to meet his guest. Heard the latter’s voice raised in boisterously genial parley. Heard the two go back into the smoking-room together.


Frances controlled her hands, continuing to weave delicate harmonies, yet she could positively have cried with vexation. For surely this showy arrival, these explosive, eminently male and mundane greetings, must fatally break the so nearly established contact, making disappointment, as so often before, her portion. With a desperation of appeal and of invitation, childishly exaggerated had it not been so sincere, so immediate in impulse, she looked round the room, looked at the just sufficiently and piquantly different presentation of it in the mirror beside her.


And after a time – how long she could not judge – it might have been minutes, it might equally have been hours, she quite failed to measure its duration – the response reached her, but in a manner wholly unexpected.


Someone was coming upstairs. – Not one of the maids. The footsteps, though light, were a man’s, agile, eager and perhaps a fraction unsteady. Frances did not recognise them. Still it must be Morris surely – Morris coming to request her to receive and be civil to his guest, give Charlie Montagu an opportunity, to put it plainly, of unloading his odious cargo of compliment at her feet. This was what he had had up his sleeve then – demand of rapprochement between her and Montagu for the sake of possible advancement of business.


Someone paused at the door. Facing round sideways on the music stool, she saw the two handles turn carefully, almost furtively. She prepared to speak and to refuse. She would tell her husband that she was tired, was about to go to her room. For it would be hateful, intolerable, yes absolutely intolerable, to entertain Charlie Montagu – smelling of whisky and cigars – in the interests of some, probably rather shady, financial enterprise tonight!


The two battants of the folding doors were thrown back simultaneously by quiet, but evidently forcible, pressure from without. “Morris!” she began indignantly, and stopped. For no one entered, neither – as craning her graceful neck she looked through the doorway – was anyone standing on the high walled, white painted staircase gallery in the searching brightness of the electric lights.


The breeding, in which Frances Copley trusted, did not desert her now. After the briefest interval she went on playing – she very much knew not what, discords more than probably, as she afterwards reflected! She was not afraid, had not space nor time to be so, since she felt to balance on a veritable knife-edge of inward and breathless excitement waiting for what should happen next. For though she saw nothing, heard nothing, she knew she was no longer by herself. Knew that what happened next – conviction of this flooding her even as, through these weeks of persistently cloudless summer weather, daylight flooded the pale, lofty, unclothed-seeming rooms of the tall villa – her own tall villa, in which her marriage, her husband, the ever-turning social wheel to which circumstances had so dizzily clamped her, had neither lot nor part – knew, to repeat, that what happened next must be the culmination and climax of her experience, giving the logic of her past, and the direction, for conquest or for submission, of all her coming life.


Someone stood by the piano, against the inward curve of the glistering satin-wood case, facing her. She could see no form. – That effect of luminous vacuity, characteristic of the room, alone held the spot. Yet she knew. – And, knowing, asked herself, with fervid interest and expectancy, whether that knowledge, in and by itself, marked the limit of disclosure, was what she waited for, was what happened next in short?


But, as she speculated, on this acutest tiptoe of attention and wonder, the two men came out of the smoking-room into the hall below, their voices raised in expansive freedom of satisfied agreement. Montagu slapped his thigh and laughed.


“Great!” she heard him say. “Great! You have ’em on toast – the enemy’s nose prettily pulled, prettily put out of joint. – My congrats! You’ll meet Rondbush and the others at my office tomorrow, eleven fifteen sharp? Right you are. So long, my dear chap.”


With that, a heavy swaggering tread on the flagged path again, the purring of a motor before the iron gates in the wide street, followed by three aggressive horn-blasts as the car swung round the turning into the road in front.


Frances Copley quivered with resentment and distaste. No civilities would be asked from her in respect of Montagu tonight it was true; nevertheless she felt outraged, soiled in her native dignity and refinement by her husband’s association with so displeasing a person. She could not forgive the man’s vulgarity, his innate commonness. Even less could she forgive his resonant exit which, by breaking up the protective silence had disconnected her, and that violently, from the prodigy which, as she believed, had glimmered at her through the medium of that same preciously protective silence.


Morris, after attending his guest as far as the portico, came back into the hall, slammed the front door behind him and ran up stairs three steps at a time.


“Not gone to bed yet, Fan? That’s good,” he said.


His fair handsome face was flushed. It glowed. He glowed in manner and movement, fired by the inception of some mighty gamble, some, to him, splendid sport of taking risks. Crossing to the piano, and standing by the inward curve of the glistering satin-wood case, he faced his wife, debonair, dazzling, his shoulders slightly raised, his hands in his trouser pockets, his feet planted well apart.


“We’ve threshed out our business and to some purpose,” he said exultantly. “It’s hardly too much to prophesy that, with any sort of luck, next spring will see you back in Grosvenor Square on the old terms, or better ones – not inconceivably very much better.”


Frances made no response. She was too busy observing him, considering him, in his rich normality. Yes – he was dazzling; yet his words jarred on her. Association with Charlie Montagu did not make for distinction. She asked herself, indeed, if a certain amount of the latter’s vulgarity and materialism had sensibly not rubbed off upon Morris, blunting the edge of his perceptions and lowering his general tone.


“Conceivably very much better,” he repeated. “Always supposing you consent to my deserting you for five or six months meanwhile.”


Then, as she made no response, save that of continued and close observation – 


“Wise woman,” he teased her, “not to commit yourself until you’ve forced me to explain! – Well then, my dear, you may, or probably you mayn’t remember hearing me speak of certain South American mining rights I hold. Exactly how, doesn’t matter, but somehow Charlie Montagu managed to save them for me in the evil day. They were practically worthless at the time, anyhow, owing to a squabble over some delimitation of frontier between the republics of Bolivia and Chile. Now the frontier difficulty is adjusted. We know with which government we have to deal. It remains, therefore, only to get the concession ratified and profits will speedily begin to flow – flow in a silver stream wide and deep. But to do that, firmly and incontestably to establish our claim I mean, it will be necessary to have someone on the spot this autumn and winter with full power to act, and so—”


He broke off, looked behind him sharply, shook himself.


“Ugh! – how abominably cold it strikes in here!” he exclaimed. “What possesses you to sit in a thorough draught, my dear child, doors and windows both open? The place feels like a vault.”


As he spoke, Morris moved over and closed the folding doors.


“There – that’s better!” he said.


Returning he stopped behind the music-stool, and laid both his hands on his wife’s lightly clad shoulders. “You know you are rather dumb, Fanny – almost as cold as this remarkably inclement room of yours. Aren’t you glad?”


Frances remained very still, yet her thought raced.


“Really I don’t quite know,” she said at last; “for your news means nothing less than revolution – if it means anything. And my mind refuses to jump to that without a little preparation. I have made up my face to the existing regime and I don’t find it easy to unmake it on the instant. – You are selected to take the journey to this Eldorado, I suppose, initiate and control the whole enterprise there on the spot?”


“But you don’t seriously object to my going?” he asked quickly, the pressure of his hands growing heavy, compelling.


“No – no – unless—”


“Unless what?”


“It puts you under further obligations to Mr. Montagu.”


“Oh! I thought we should come to that!” he laughed – “But pray make yourself easy on that score, my dear, for it doesn’t in the least. On the contrary it puts Montagu under an obligation to me – which he is the first to recognise, let me add. I undertake the journey, the diplomacy, the work and worry of bringing everything into line, of starting the machine generally; while he – notwithstanding profitable participation in the results – is free to stay here at home in gross comfort such as his soul loves.”


“He has no soul,” Frances Copley broke out, with a concentrated bitterness very startling from a woman so habitually self-restrained and sweet.


“How you do hate the poor brute!” Morris took her up directly, half amused and half vexed. “And all the while he thinks you simple perfection, too! Well, gross comfort then, such as his rather too obvious body loves. – Does that rendering please you better, my dear?”


He turned away, moving towards the range of front windows, four in a row, while vexation gained on amusement. She was narrow-minded, prejudiced! Her refinement tended to make her altogether too censorious.


“Oh! you needn’t enlarge on the subject, you needn’t tell me, my dear Fan,” he waved her off with as she attempted to speak. “You don’t pay me the uncommonly poor compliment, I imagine, of supposing me dead blind to Montagu’s peculiarities? I am perfectly aware he doesn’t belong to our world – to your world perhaps I’d better say, so as to be carefully accurate. – Though, allow me to add, there are scores of women in it who would swallow him and his money at a single gulp did they but get the chance! He mayn’t be up to your fastidious standards – may be a bounder, in short; but he is a thundering good man of business, too, with a grasp and a foresight I’ve rarely seen equalled and never surpassed. Then in addition I can’t, nor do I want to forget he has been as faithful a friend to me as ever a man had. I have no wish to hurt your feelings, Fanny, but I must remind you when things went so deucedly wrong last winter, not one of your own people held out so much as a little finger to help. If despised Charlie Montagu had not stepped into the breech, I give you my word I should hardly have been saved from a very ugly form of—”


But Frances Copley was upon her feet. She interrupted him breathlessly.


“Morris, Morris, did you hear that?”


“Hear what?” he demanded facing round on her. “Great Heavens, Fan, what’s taken you? For pity’s sake don’t look so distracted, so unnatural!”


“But didn’t you hear?” she insisted. “The report of a revolver, a pistol shot and then something, someone fall?”


“Pistol shot – nonsense. A burst motor tyre out in the road, probably. – Not that honestly, my dear child, I heard a sound.”


“No – no it wasn’t a motor tyre, nothing to do with a tyre,” she said, coming close to him, leaning against him in her agitation, so that he felt her whole frame quiver from the violence of her heart beats – “And it wasn’t in the road; but close here, just below the windows, in the garden.”


Copley slipped his arm round her waist supporting her. The assertions she made were manifestly absurd. Robust common sense condemned them utterly. Yet her emotion impressed him as sincere, too poignantly so, indeed, to admit of his just laughing it off. He forgot his late vexation in interest as to the cause of her existing condition; for was it not unexampled to see Frances at once vapourish and almost violent thus? She had been for so long his private possession, that habit brought with it the “take-you-for-granted” attitude which, between man and wife, paves the way to neglect – on the man’s part. She was still his possession – not for an instant did it occur to him to entertain doubts on that point – but within the last ten minutes a differently endowed and unfamiliar one, of which the whole appearance and atmosphere sprung a surprise on him, sharply challenging to his curiosity.


Not the least element in his surprise was recognition of her rare beauty in this strange mood, wherein, though she claimed him, made use of him, he actually counted – as he irresistibly perceived – for rather less than nothing! The weight of her tall slender figure rested delicately on his arm and against him, as by right; yet without any appreciation of him, save as a conveniently supporting piece of domestic furniture. Her large light-brown eyes, matching her hair in colour – “mothlike” was Lady Lucia FitzGibbon’s word for them, and they did call to mind those of some soft, shadowy, night-flying creature – were fixedly wide open. Not, as he felt, that they foolishly or affectedly stared, least of all, stared at him. – He could indeed have put up with a far larger share of their glances, which were notably exquisite, just now, to his thinking – But searched, looking through, rather than at, all objects presented to them, as though striving to wrest an answer, wrest knowledge, from some not readily penetrable medium. And he became queerly jealous of that – whatever it might be, however unreal, however intangible – for which her eyes thus searched. Became queerly anxious to convince her, seriously, finally, of its non-existence; and so force her strayed thought back upon his own great self. For the moment he was in love with her, in short, actively, consciously, moved by her and drawn to her as he had not been for a length of time he did not quite care to measure.


“Come and see for yourself, Fan,” he said. “Come and see for yourself,” – and, holding away the lace curtain with his disengaged hand, he drew her forward into the shallow embrasure of the window.


Under that singular and captivating empire of daylight which refuses quite to die, and of lamplight which fails quite to conquer it, the whiteness of portico, steps, foolish would-be roguishly ball-throwing lions, and flagged way before the house front, gleamed up placid and unbroken. The square garden itself – the weather-worn sundial, holding the centre of the oval-shaped rose-bed edged with pale rounded pebbles, the broad gravel path encircling these, the now clipped and tidy, though rather leggy, privet hedge and stunted rhododendron and orcuba bushes, below it, filling in the two outer corners of the square – lay open to inspection as an unrolled map. Barely could the garden afford concealment to a tomcat, and very certainly to nothing of larger growth than one of those pervasive and privileged bravos.


“Well, my dear?” Morris Copley asked, smiling at her, half masterful, half pleading and wholly plausible, straining her to his side, meanwhile, with a vigour compelling her attention. “Where, tell me, are the signs or consequences of your wonderful shooting episode?”


“Nowhere,” Frances answered, with a long-drawn sigh.


Then she brought her wide, mothlike eyes to bear on her husband in dawning and startled recognition of his undeniably ardent attitude.


“Still I heard it, Morry, I did hear it,” she repeated, though more, as he saw, in attestation of the truthfulness of her original outcry, than in any attempted refutation of the contrary evidence he offered.


“All the more reason for your consulting Plowden, then,” he caught her up. “It’s no use trying to throw dust in my eyes, Fan, not the very faintest. Exile here, in this impossible place is getting upon your nerves. The deuce knows it would on mine if I spent day after day here! No, my dear child, the sooner I have you back in Grosvenor Square and civilisation, have you back in your own world – which I swear is the only suitable and natural one for you, though I did just now fling stones at it – so very much the better. You may, and do, look lovely in this incongruous setting – Lucia’s correct enough there whatever her gift of romancing – but, all the same, I am convinced something is wrong with you, and something for which this place is responsible.”


And as Frances began to protest – inwardly jealous for the reputation of her tall villa and the prodigy it harboured, the prodigy which, after weeks of apprehended push and effort, in the precious silence tonight had glimmered through at her – Morris, swept by a gust of passion, stopped her mouth with kisses.


“See here,” he said, taking her two hands and drawing her back into the lofty white-walled room away from the window, “will you just cut all this, here and now, and come on the trip to South America with me?”


For a minute Frances, carried away by the brave fervour of his manner, played with the idea – looking him in the eyes, trying exactly to sound him, and to sound herself, too, through the mist of charm and of distrust he alternately raised in her.


“Do you really want me to come, Morry?” she questioned him, not without wistfulness.


“I do, I do,” he asserted. “Why, in the name of common sense, dearest Fan, should I propose your coming if I didn’t really want you?”


“Oh! there might be other reasons – the avoidance of some greater ennui, the promotion of some—”


She broke off and looked down, her lips taking for a moment a bitter line.


“But it is altogether delightful of you to ask me,” she added, lifting her eyes to his again immediately and sweetly. “I shall never forget it, dear. I shall lay it up in rose leaves and spices among my best treasures of memory, and take it out and look at it, from time to time, with infinite pleasure.”


“Then you want to come?” he said in a very proper tone of exultation, though letting go her hands somewhat suddenly perhaps.


Frances shook her head, smiling.


“No I don’t – there’s just the beauty of it for us both, I think. For I should not be at all effective on such an adventurous journey. Sooner or later I must infallibly be in your way and hamper your movements, consideration for my comfort, in some form or other, coming between you and your business. And business, the successful accomplishment of what you set out to do, is the main thing, isn’t it? To be a handicap – think how odious, how unpardonably stupid! Oh! I see quite clearly,” she went on. “You must be absolutely free. It would neither be fair on you, nor on the undertaking generally, that you should have such a domesticated and unenterprising woman as I am tacked on to you.”


Frances Copley spoke with rising assurance, amounting even to gaiety. Of her husband’s genius for making money she was as certain as of the rising of the sun tomorrow. Apparent eclipse, in his case, merely argued storage of energy. If those rocks of the Chilean-Bolivian Andes, had not reared their crests above the horizon inviting him to smite them, Moses-like, and set silver streams flowing, then something else would – such was her inalienable conviction – the release of silver streams, from one source or another, being with him inevitable.


In the back of her mind she had, all along, previsioned eventual return to Grosvenor Square, or some equivalent of that distinguished locality. Morris was made that way. To the unwise he appeared to go under. But she knew better. To her it was inconceivable that he should stay under. By some trick – at the word, for she used it advisedly, her lips took the bitter line again – some skilful trick of legerdemain all he touched was bound to turn into money. The trick had started working now, thanks – though through what exact combination she was ignorant – to Charlie Montagu. Hence merciless re-clamping to the dizzily turning social wheel at no distant date awaited her – her independence crushed, her cherished leisure ravished away from her – unless she could find means to consolidate her freedom, consolidate her very self, by forcing, so at least she read it, further disclosure from out the shy hide-and-seek of the tall villa, by meeting and holding the thing which happened next, and thus unmasking both the logic of her past and the direction, for conquest or submission, of her coming life. Her “America,” was, as she told herself, in the most literal sense, “here or nowhere,” let Morris’s be where it might.


All which, as it flashed through her, roused her to a tenacity of purpose not easy grace fully to dissimulate.


“No, no, my dear Morry,” she therefore wound up, with determined lightness, “most emphatically it would be folly for me to go with you. And what costly folly at that, for one doesn’t travel half round the globe on a bare twopence halfpenny, as you will admit!”


“The cost could be met,” he took her up largely, as one sweeping aside a quite unworthy objection.


 – Though not out of her modest income or his damaged credit, as Frances reflected. There remained Montagu’s bulging pockets, and to these she reluctantly feared he alluded. But she entered no protest, just letting the remark drop. For Morris had shown at his best during this last half hour. She had resisted him, yet was too grateful to suffer introduction of any discordant note.


“But, of course, if you really shirk the long journey, and possible roughing it, which I’m afraid the journey must entail in parts, we must leave matters at that,” he went on; and was there not, she asked herself, a flavour of relief perceptible behind the tenderness of his tone and bright affection of his handsome face? “Heaven knows I don’t want to be selfish, and sacrifice you to my own pleasure in having you with me. Only, let it be under stood, the decision is yours not mine.”


He raised his shoulders and spread out his hands as in playfully regretful resignation, smiling at her.


“Have your own way, dear Fan,” he said, “I submit.”


“Yes, you let me have my own way, and it is very sweet of you,” Frances answered, her mothlike eyes strangely alight.


“And aren’t we both bluffing, just bluffing? How very hateful!” she thought to herself.




 




•   III   •








Morris Copley’s start for his field of operations in the western hemisphere may, not inaptly, be described as tumultuous. The leaving of all troublesomenesses – certain aspects of his marriage not impossibly included – behind him, and the prospect of wealth-bringing adventure ahead, combined to fill him to over-flowing with gallant animation. From the moment the inhabitants of Napworth Castle – Lord Bulparc’s fine place in Hampshire – received news of his intended departure, the doors of that historic mansion opened wide to receive his wife during so much of her temporary widowhood as she should care to spend there. This suited the traveller to perfection.


It looked well, sounded well; and, while conveniently relieving him of responsibility concerning her, advertised to the world at large that neither his rather discreditable financial position, nor their joint migration to the purlieus of Primrose Hill, had compromised his wife’s position with her own people.


Frances did, in point of fact, pay her noble relations a visit of quite old-fashioned amplitude; and, during the initial weeks of it, at all events, derived no small pleasure or benefit there-from. The domestic atmosphere of Napworth was not charged with intellectuality, nor its social atmosphere with drama of any conspicuous sort. Life moved forward in stately and complacent monotony. A Primrose League fête – with speeches – on a monumental scale, succeeded first by a Friendly Girls’ Tea, and later by a cricket week, of correspondingly extensive proportions, registered the high-water mark of political, philanthropic and athletic effort. But the mellow, deep-rooted comfort, the spacious and peaceful beauty of the great house and its many acres of park, lake, river, woods and gardens – well known to her from childhood – were undoubtedly very grateful to Frances as an interlude. It is noteworthy that she attached herself to this definition of her stay at Napworth with gentle obstinacy. An “interlude” – low be it spoken, yet very certainly, as she told herself, it represented to her no more than just that! – To remain in London throughout the dead season would have been, as she recognized, bad taste, a proclaiming of herself a martyr to circumstances – in other words to her husband’s wild-cat speculations – little short of vindictive. She might, and reluctantly did, hold definite views as to the questionable character of some of Morris’s business activities; but, Heaven forbid she should give him away! Hence, since she must in loyalty to him spend August and September out of town, Napworth was her choice.


It offered many advantages besides those already enumerated. For example she could, with impunity, wear last year’s gowns there. Lady Bulparc, being herself liberally supplied with more recent if less exquisite creations, approved them as evidences of thrift in one whose economic situation was so parlous as that of her niece. His lordship’s eye – a lively one for a pretty woman – did not greatly trouble itself with her dress, unless the configuration of the garment in question too modestly tended to conceal, rather than bravely expose, the charms of her person. While Lady Lucia – who was passing the summer with her parents, in preference to enduring the eccentricities of the Irish Sea, followed by those of his estate in the wilds of Sligo, in company with Ulick FitzGibbon, her spouse – being restricted in matters of costume, owing to her approaching confinement, found it in her heart, notwithstanding enthusiastic admiration of her cousin, to thank the powers that – “Fanny, poor darling, wasn’t quite too fearfully and wonderfully smart for words just now!”


In the first few weeks of her sojourn Frances Copley enjoyed the profound security of Napworth the more, because, to be truthful, she had received a pretty sharp shake up just before leaving London.


Through the tumultuous days heralding her husband’s departure – Charlie Montagu very much to the fore, moreover, “just looking in, my dear chap, to see how things are moving” – the interior of the tall villa had shown at its barest in sentiment and bleakest in daylight candour. The aura of coming wealth and success so radiantly diffused by Morris, and all the high-spirited paraphernalia of a big journey which encumbered its tables and floors, elicited no response. It stared, blankly elegant and artificial, drawing aside its faded skirts in protest, as it might seem, against such an exhibition of untempered vitality.


Often, during that rather breathless period, Frances Copley questioned, heart-sickly, whether the curtain had not been rung down for good and all on her absorbing experience by the pistol shot in the garden, which she so confidently had heard and Morris so confidently had not. Must she accept that, to her immense discomfiture, as the finish of the whole prodigious matter? And, if so, had not the tall villa betrayed her, dangling promises of knowledge it could in no wise redeem; beckoning down avenues of apparent freedom which, in point of fact, led conspicuously no whither? Or did the fault lie in some ineptitude of her own? Had she frustrated the purpose of disclosure surrounding her by deficiency of faith, or of will-power to meet and help forward the push of that attempted breaking through? She could not tell, and really suffered in being unable to do so.


Copley had been three days at sea, and she herself was on the eve of leaving London – all her little arrangements regarding house and household completed, two maids packed off to job places for the remainder of the summer – the third would attend her to Napworth – and the almost terribly respectable wife of a police constable installed in the basement as caretaker – before any sort of answer to these harassing questions was vouchsafed her. Then it came, with a stealthy and ambiguous suddenness.


Last hours in a house packed up for one’s leaving are inevitably restless and unsatisfactory. One set of habits is broken off. A new set has not yet come into being. After tea, Frances, listlessly busy, set herself to turn out and tidy the drawers of a certain red buhl writing bureau in the drawing-room. These contained an accumulation of letters and papers left over from the Grosvenor Square era, which she had never found inclination or energy to deal with before. She dealt with them now in obedience to the false conscience that restlessness, and, as in her case, fatigue so often engenders.


Amongst them she presently lighted upon a number of art dealer’s lists, and catalogues of picture shows, which she had formerly marked with a view to buying. The two brothers Maris, Le Sidaner, Mauves and other names to conjure with, stared at her from their somewhat dusty pages. Over these she wistfully lingered. For she had loved it very dearly, that so carefully selected collection of modern French and Flemish paintings. To part with them had shrewdly pained her. Sitting here alone, in packed up house and lowering light, she felt it pain her still. And this not merely from a natural jealousy at having her private possessions become the property of strangers; but because these particular pictures, all and severally, spoke words she badly wanted spoken, words she delighted to hear – spoke them in rare modulations, rare harmonies and gradations of form and colour, to her charged with subtle meanings, subtle echoes from out the infinite of life. Her imagination rallied to them, this evening, as to things of edifying and consoling worth, by loss of which she was not only materially but spiritually the poorer. Rallied to them all the more that she was sadly out of conceit, just now, with the tall villa, which after beginning, as she read it, to speak words of the same illuminating quality – though through a very different medium – had gone back on her, making a fool of her, and played her false.


The stifling August afternoon closed in thunder and petulant downpour of hot rain. Sitting at the bureau – placed across the corner of the room, a high narrow window to right and to left of her – Frances could see the moisture rise in steam off the parched pavements and roadway of the side street; and shroud, not only the more distant trees in the park, but those growing upon the scorched slope of the canal bank, with a curtain of indigo mist – an effect mournful and stagnant. The air of the room, too, was stagnant; for during the height of the shower she had been forced to shut the windows against the insplash of rain. And though, in compensation, she had opened the doors on to the gallery of the stairhead – small refreshment reached her thence, the whole house being saturated by long-continued sunshine and the peculiar deadness of London summer heat.


All which helped to deepen the discouragement remembrance of those well-beloved, and now widely scattered, pictures produced in her. Never, until this melancholy hour, so she reflected, had she quite measured all her husband’s financial smash and “the treachery” – for by this large sounding phrase did she qualify her experience – “the treachery of the tall villa” had cost her! Yet presently, by inevitable reaction, this sombre thought led on to one of another quality – namely that, should his South American venture eventuate, as Morris so buoyantly predicted, in the gushing forth of handsomer silver streams than ever, her former rich license of expenditure would be restored.


Frances turned sideways, resting her elbow upon the flat, elaborately patterned writing flap of the red buhl bureau, her chin in her hand, while her mothlike eyes searched the pall of thunder mist covering the near trees. Half resentfully she entertained this thought of recovered riches and the consequences thence deriving. For to do so signalled – didn’t it? – a declension from her recent high serenity of altitude. Nevertheless she dallied with the thought, unable to put it from her. Once again, and wearing enchanting clothes too, she could haunt dealers’ galleries, an honoured patron; and buy all which her intelligence commended and coveted of beautiful and inspiring in art. May not the possession of conspicuous wealth amount, sanely considered, to a great romance through the power it bestows, potent as some mighty magician, over all things, save – well – save the ironic catastrophes of accident, disease and death? Even hearts can be bought; and that not always basely, since gratitude is very surely to be counted among the virtues, a certain popular cynical definition of it notwithstanding. To be rich, very rich? – Through inexperience, through perversity also, perhaps, had she not under-rated the spacious opportunities it confers? Now, wiser by her wider knowledge of ordinary conditions, might not riches, if they returned, in and by themselves suffice?


And, indirect rehabilitation of Morris and all Morris stood for being thus rather quaintly initiated, Frances began to ask whether that which he once said to her about the revenge convention is bound, sooner or later, to take on whoso wilfully outrage it, might not indeed be true? Was he not possibly right, his own brilliant opportunism the sanest, most satisfying investment modern humanity – for the majority of which the great faiths, the supreme self-devotions are extinct – could well make? While, who was she, as she sadly reflected, in any case to set herself in opposition to the standards of her age and class? She who, in no single department – not even the obvious and primitive one of child-bearing – had, to put it roughly, scored a success? Why be too nice, then, to accept current values? Why fret herself with the struggle to build higher or sink foundations deeper than the rest? She really wasn’t worth all that. And to take herself, her own needs and ideas, so seriously merely argued a refinement of self-seeking and self-conceit.


Arrived at which depressing point of introspection, she turned her head, though still resting chin and cheek on her hand, conscious that a shadow crossed the other end of the room from the open doors to a certain gilt arm chair on the left of the fire-place. It did not lie along the floor or rest on intervening objects, as do shadows cast by some solid body; but walked upright, while upon the thick grey carpet she could just hear its muffled tread.


Frances Copley was not only startled but frightened, horribly frightened, so that her heart felt to stand still and her hands and feet grow cold and heavy as lead. She could not move, the weight of them, the weight of her whole slender person, in fact seeming too overpoweringly great. Neither could she find voice, in her weakness, to cry out. Thus was she, perforce, held immobile till the first violence of the shock passed off. By then – actually a matter of a few seconds – although fear, shrewd and intimate, remained, she had regained sufficient self-control and bodily steadiness to observe and to think.


Presently the shadow sat down in, or rather sank on to the chair, the carved gilded frame and plaited cane back and seat of which showed through it. And to Frances Copley watching, there was in this something so agitating, so even hideous, that she closed her eyes, unable further to endure the sight. Confusedly, in the pause which followed, she heard the tap, tap, of rain dripping onto the window ledge from some stone projection above. Heard the swish of a motor’s tyres along the swimming roadway. And these ordinary, everyday sounds were curiously comforting, giving her courage again to look.


So doing, she became sensible of a change, a development, which made her eyes grow wide with new wonder, new apprehension.


For the shadow could no longer be thus simply described. It had grown, in some degree, substantial, taking on, for the most part, definite outline, definite form and shape. – That, namely, of a young man, of notably distinguished bearing, dressed – in as far as, through the sullen evening light, Frances could make out – in clothes of the highest fashion though according to a long discarded colouring and cut. The face alone still continued indistinct, unpleasantly more vague and nebulous than the voluminous black satin stock supporting the chin, the tightly buttoned, short-waisted blue coat – with tails but no skirts to it – the buff breeches and riding boots nearly reaching the knee, and pliable enough about the ankle to display its shapeliness.


One foot was advanced; the other drawn back under the chair, the heel raised. The right hand hung over the chair-arm, apparently clasping some object, the exact nature of which Frances could not, in her present position, determine. The left hand, clenched, was pressed against its forehead, as the figure leaned forward in an attitude of dejection – was it? – or of waiting and suspense.


And in all this surely the tall villa redeemed its promises up to the hilt, surrendering to Frances Copley the hidden thing she had so persistently asked of it, so consciously invited and pursued. For here, if you like, was prodigy, visibly and sensibly enthroned, presenting itself to her amazed and shrinking gaze. And that she did shrink, notwithstanding clearness of brain and recovered self-control, she was only too disagreeably aware. As the minutes passed alarm increased to the point – as she shudderingly registered – of filling the lofty, dusky room throughout its length, breadth and height. And this exactly because she was clever enough to reckon, not only with the immediate but with the obscure and remote bearings of her extraordinary case. Clever enough to understand that, in respect of it, she had broken with normal experience, had crossed the frontier of things conditioned and consequently permissible; and now confronted regions where all natural law – as we know it – ceases to operate. Fairly grasped this was surely a sufficiently staggering intellectual situation. To what moral danger, what mental terror might she not, then, be exposed?


If she could have distinctly seen the face of her astonishing visitant, and thereby gathered some idea of his character and purposes, she would, so she held, have felt less terribly unprotected and astray. But that blurred and unintelligent surface blunted all her weapons whether of attack or of defence. The very distinction of his otherwise handsome person, even the brave clothing he wore, only added, by their grotesquely ironical contrast, to the extreme shockingness of that amorphous countenance. In how far must she hold herself responsible for his coming? And, granting she had, in some sort, called him, forced him, was his present intention to implore the sweetness of a living woman’s pity; or to chastise her impertinence in thus violating his ghostly immunity from the battle and ravage of continued earthly life?


She could not tell – which uncertainty so shrewdly tormented her that, presently seeing him move, lean further forward, his head raised as though fixing her with those undiscoverable eyes, his left hand extended as in appeal or reprobation, Frances Copley could no longer repress her emotion. She drifted on to her feet, softly wailing – 


“Go – go – or show yourself plainly. Go – or tell me what it is you want of me. I will listen. Indeed I will do anything, anything not actually wrong, which you require of me. If, in some manner I don’t understand, I have intruded upon your repose and brought you here against your will, I beg you to forgive me. I acted in ignorance, for nothing could be further from my wishes than to trouble or hurt you. Only show yourself plainly, so that I may know what you are, know to whom I am speaking—”


But there, across the gentle tempest of her denial and entreaty, the voice of the housemaid cut in crudely:


“Mr. Montagu’s downstairs, Ma’am, asking to see you. Shall I show him up?”


The gentleman in question, however, was an altogether too seasoned campaigner, where his interests or admirations were concerned, to waste time – so often but another name for golden opportunity – in ceremonial observances. Learning Frances Copley to be at home he did not wait to be “shown up,” but followed the pink, slightly flurried young housemaid hot-foot – this the more readily that she was a pretty, trim-figured creature. Already his showy person bulked big on the gallery outside; and, after the briefest delay admissible, projected itself into the dim, fear-smitten drawing-room.


“Awfully fortunate to have caught you, Mrs. Copley,” he began, with loud cordiality, pulling off his right hand glove. “I was more than half afraid you’d have flitted – Copley told me you were due at Lord Bulparc’s place in Hants. I must apologise for invading you at such an unconventional hour; but I’ve just run up for the night from my little shanty at Marlow.… Should uncommonly like to show it you someday – not on the Napworth scale, of course, but a dinky little patch for all that.… A great hobby of mine, gardening.… Brought up a few roses, in the car, as samples.… Gave them to your girl downstairs, just to shake the wet off before you handle them.… I felt I couldn’t be up in town very well, without calling to enquire how you were getting along without the caro sposo (dear spouse). Felt there might be some trifling matter in which I could be of service to you, perhaps. Things do turn up sometimes, when a lady’s alone, you know, which are easiest adjusted by a member of my sex. No harm in asking, anyhow!”


And he ended on a rather forced and tentative laugh.


Throughout this address, in fact, Montagu exhibited the oddest blend of watchfulness and swagger. He talked fast, may even be said to have gabbled, in the desire to conceal his uneasiness; for he was not in the least sure as to the reception awaiting him.


“Hang it all, how’s my lady going to take this move?” If he had put that question to himself once, as the great car swept along the, first dusty and then streaming, roads into London, he had put it twenty times. “What the deuce will she make of it? Will there be a frost?”


And he stuck out his coarse under-lip and squared his heavy shoulders, prepared, if needs be, to bully that possible frost into very effectual melting.


But something quite other than bullying was, in the sequel, demanded of him. And, to his credit let it be stated, after scantiest hesitation, every ounce of decency in his hulking, sixteen-stone carcass did instinctively respond to that demand so strangely made.


For the flurried young housemaid – into whose hands the wet roses had not been delivered without complimentary oglings – having retired as far as the stairhead, advised herself to come hastily back and turn on the electric switches just inside the folding doors, thereby flooding the room with primrose tinted light. In this instant illumination Montagu beheld his hostess, as though suddenly awakened to the fact of his presence, turn from the buhl bureau before which she was standing and, with a little cry, make a wild soft rush at him.


Wide-eyed, very fragile, as it struck him, and excessively lovely, she caught at his arm with both hands, an extraordinary expression in her blanched upturned face.


For the moment Montagu came near losing himself and committing an egregious and rather blackguardly folly. The blood went to his head. But, happily, for a moment only. Native shrewdness came to his rescue, reinforced by the decencies aforesaid. For women of Mrs. Copley’s quality and position don’t, as he reasoned, throw themselves into a man’s arms casually, in this abandoned fashion, without cause. If she thus ran to him, it was simply because she very much ran away from something or somebody else. To take advantage of her distraction, was to close the door on all future intercourse, to lose her for good and all, in short. To play a chivalrous part by her was to establish a relation difficult subsequently to ignore or to break. He glanced about him sharply in search of a possible cause of her so-evident terror and distress; and saw nothing save the extra bareness of a room denuded of ornament in the interests of approaching departure, a room particularly incapable of concealments because practically packed up. Saw nothing, yet vaguely, incomprehensibly felt he was being watched; and in this found a challenge to the very best behaviour he could produce.


“But, my dear Mrs. Copley,” he said soothingly, “whatever’s upset you like this? Not had any bad news, have you? Nothing wrong with our South American traveller, I hope? Come and sit down, – here upon the sofa – and tell me all about it.”


Then, as she obediently subsided on to the cushions, it came to him as an inspiration not to do what was obvious, namely take his place familiarly beside her, but to remain standing. She was in an uncommon rum state, thus he put it. So, as she came round, let her feel secure; safe of protection, yet by no means taken possession of or impinged upon to the lessening of her dignity and self-respect. – Oh, he’d play the game, so he told himself, very much play the game of scrupulous delicacy. It was the thing to do – moreover, in the long run, wouldn’t it pay? – He thought it would.


But at this stage of the proceedings, Frances Copley was still too dazed to be capable of any “telling.” Her rush and clutch at him had been instinctive, involuntary, indeed unconscious. Now she sat upright, pressing her hands down upon the bed of the sofa on either side of her, her eyes half closed, trying to control her thought, her senses, trying also to control the recurrent shudder which plucked at her jaw and raced down her spine. And, in this effort, the very size of the man, planted there so solidly in front of her, his very commonness, the gross, healthy, bull-like build and animal force of him, helped her, by their enormity of contrast, to stagger back from out the phantasmal, the abnormal, into ordinary relation to ordinary, law-subjected things. Precisely that which she formerly condemned in him, now – though she was powerless as yet of reasoning it out – appeared his merit. He was of the earth, earthly; and upon that earthliness, as on a sure foundation, she set her so strangely strayed and now returning feet.


Presently her eyelids fluttered, and then steadied as she looked down the length of the bright, naked room to the gold armchair at the left of the fireplace. And Charlie Montagu, carefully observing her, saw her fetch a deep sigh and relax to a less strained and anxious attitude.


“Feeling better, Mrs. Copley, eh?” he asked.


“Better? – oh! yes, thanks,” she answered, speaking at first vaguely, like one only half awake; but gaining poise and manner as she went on. “I cannot explain what affected me so much. I really hardly know myself. But not bad news, nothing of that sort. The thunder, I suppose, and the dusk.”


She paused, a shudder catching her again.


“I felt absurdly confused and faint. I have – foolishly – stayed indoors all day; and the heat is so heavy, isn’t it?”


“But not in here,” he took her up. “You’re as cool as a cucumber in here, my dear lady; not to say as cold as charity. When I came in, I give you my word, I was almost knocked over by it. Wondered what dodge you could have for keeping the temperature so low in this basting weather – saw a little fortune in the trick if one could patent it – eh?” and he laughed encouragingly. “Marvellous – positively marvellous! What the deuce has she been at? I’ll eat my hat if I know,” he said to himself.


For, as he spoke, Frances Copley looked up, her graceful body stiffening again, while terror unmistakable and of high refinement, stared out of her large light-brown eyes.


“Was it cold in this room? Is it cold still?” she asked, with an odd sharpness of enquiry.


“No, it’s not. The temperature seems to have gone up with a bounce in the last minute or so. – No refrigerating trick to patent after all, I’m afraid, and so rope in the boodle!” and he laughed again.


“I am glad,” Frances Copley said, sinking back in her corner of the sofa and half closing her eyes.


Montagu looked hard at her. His allusion to the chill, he had so sensibly felt on entering, was, for some reason, unpleasant to her. – The mention of it clearly a blunder on his part. But why? As long as she stayed so desperately scared it was evident he could make nothing of her. Moreover to see any woman so scared amounted to being downright painful. He wanted to know what had taken place – wanted it badly, all his rather coarse curiosity at burning point. But he also, and sincerely, wanted to soothe, to relieve, to – in a sense – secure her, by a display of sympathy and friendliness. Thereupon, Charlie Montagu decided to take the risk of letting himself go a little. That answered with most women, as he knew by large and varied experience. Might it not, after all, answer in the present case? He drew up a chair and seated himself, throwing one leg across the other, his left hand nursing his right ankle, his right hand lying along the head of the sofa as he fingered the corner of one of the silk cushions – the very picture of easy good nature, of your thorough good-hearted and honest “good sort.”


“See here, my dear lady,” he said in tones of amiable argument, “Heaven knows I don’t want to pester you with prying questions and force myself into your confidence. But there’s no denying I find you terribly upset; and I really can’t be expected, in reason, to leave you till you’re more yourself. I called, as I told you, to see if there was any little matter in which I could be of use. Well, it’s very clearly borne in on me I can be of use, and in a way which gives me more pleasure than I can readily express. You’ve been here by yourself a lot too long, packing up and all the rest of it—”


“I go to Napworth tomorrow,” Frances interjected.


“Delighted to hear it,” he shot back, in generous agreement. “But tomorrow’s tomorrow, you’ll pardon my observing, and a good many hours off yet. I can’t consent to your remaining here alone meanwhile. No, my dear Mrs. Copley, it simply won’t do. You’re putting too great a strain on yourself. What you need is a little fillip in the way of society. Any’s better than none – even mine, at a push—”


He paused.


“You are really very kind,” she could not but murmur.


“Not a bit, not a bit – except to myself. – I refuse to let you stay here and mope. Come out and dine quietly with me, and we’ll go on to one of the Halls afterwards. Name your own restaurant – Carlton or Soho, just as you like – and your own entertainment. I don’t care where, or what, so long as you do me the honour of being my guest. No question of dressing, you know. Just come as you are and forgive my country togs.”


He got onto his feet, towering above her, beaming down at her, genuine in his solicitude for her immediate well-being, whatever ulterior hopes or purposes might haunt the recesses of such mind as he possessed. And that superficial sincerity and solicitude worked upon Frances, in her existing condition, very strongly. She could not look beyond the present, and the sense of relief and safety which his large masculine presence produced.


“I take no denial,” he went on. “My car’s here at your gate and the rain’s ceased. Yes – you’ll come, then?”


He rubbed his hands together; and just remembered not to slap his thigh in his extreme gratification.


“Awfully charming of you, I’m sure; and, if you’ll pardon plain speaking, uncommonly sensible too, Mrs. Copley. I’ll guarantee the little jaunt to drive away the hump and do you good. – By the way, may I have the use of the phone, in Copley’s den, for a couple of minutes? I must alter the date of an appointment. – Nothing of the slightest importance. – No, after you please, my dear lady. I’m going to see you safely started on your way upstairs before I retire to telephone. – Can’t allow you time to change your mind, you know, and give me the slip.”


And laughing, he shepherded her out onto the gallery, carefully closing the double doors behind him.


Once alone all geniality died out of his bold high-coloured face. He looked back at the shut doors savagely, sticking out his under lip.


“Damned if there isn’t something beastly unpleasant about that room,” he said to himself. “Now if I was superstitious – but thank the Lord I’m not—”


And he swaggered away downstairs to cancel, by telephone, an engagement for this evening with another remarkably pretty young woman, though of a quite different style and social order to Frances Copley. – Miss Myrtle Vane of “beauty chorus” celebrity, whose not unnatural fury at his desertion could, after all as he cynically reflected, be satisfactorily assuaged by the gift of a dozen of sweet champagne and a new Marie Soeurs et Cie. frock.




 




•   IV   •








Amidst the fine amenities offered by life at Napworth, Frances Copley found, first a rest cure, and then self-reproach.


For she slipped back into the country house routine – so agreeably fenced against intrusive vulgarities, so sheltered and padded, not to say smotheringly feather-bedded against the multiple shocks and jars of average experience – as some rare silver-scaled fish, caught and thrown gasping upon the river-bank for an atrocious few minutes, might slip back into the cool delight of deep slow-flowing water. Restored thus to her native element, she let herself go, taking no thought of before or after, in the charming safety of it all. In past moments of high aspiration she had girded, it is true, at the tyranny of the social wheel and its ceaseless revolutions. But she was tired, in a mood neither enterprising nor reforming. While never, assuredly, did the wheel turn to pleasanter or less hustling purpose than here at Napworth – through the mellow sweetness of summer days and nights, on the southward-facing, stone-balustered terrace; in the bravely radiant flower-gardens; or on the great lawns below, shaded by spreading cedars, whence wide grey steps, half hidden in wisteria and trailing roses, opened upon the lake. On the opposite side of the lake, the well timbered park climbed, in gentle undulations, to woodlands set along the skyline, and across the turf and through the now yellowing bracken, ranged companies of fallow deer.


To Frances it all was beautiful, and that with a high dignity for which her perturbed and fluttered spirit just now cried aloud. She would, indeed, have rejoiced, during those first weeks at Napworth, henceforth to limit her world to the gracious fraction of it enclosed by park-wall and deer-paling and never set foot without those aristocratic barriers again. This, more particularly, in the interests of her so desirable rest-cure. For, that eminently agitating things – and they in great degree of her own wilful evocation did scaringly lurk and boisterously swagger outside that thrice-blessed barrier, she could in no wise deny.


About these last she, quite tremendously, did not want to think. She hardened her heart against them, still more hardened her conscience for they attacked her on the moral plane – and lent herself with unwonted animation to the mild excitements, the small events, plans, pleasantries and discussions of the hour.


This attitude Lady Bulparc warmly approved, telling quite a number of persons, whom it in no degree concerned, that – “all poor Frances had gone through owing to her husband, Morris Copley’s disgraceful behaviour – he had been hammered on the Stock Exchange or something dreadful of that sort, which she” – the speaker _ “didn’t in the least understand – had so very much improved her. She had given up so many of her exaggerations; was so much more like other people, less fanciful and prècieuse. Eccentricity is always objectionable, but particularly so in a woman in poor Frances’ unfortunate position – Nouveaux riches without the riches, don’t you know.” – Thus may superficial aspects of an almost tragic fall from grace commend the fallen to the conventional and worldly minded!


And that, during the last strange evening spent in London, she had very much fallen from grace Frances Copley became increasingly convinced, as her shaken nerves steadied and her mental sincerity asserted itself. Hence gnawings of self-reproach not easy to ignore or to combat.


Fear – in itself, according to her creed, a thing to be heartily ashamed of – had made her lose her head, to the point of inviting the pity and accepting the hospitality of a man whom she had reason both to distrust and dislike. After so very much riding the high horse with Morris, in respect of his own obligations to Charlie Montagu, she had incurred obligations and those of a delicate character towards him herself! It wasn’t logical, still less was it becoming! Humiliation cut deep. All the deeper, perhaps, because there had been nothing – Montagu’s lack of breeding once admitted – to which she could reasonably take exception in his conduct. He had, indeed, shown praiseworthy good feeling and good taste; very cleverly, thereby, laying up merit, upon which if he elected to draw, at some future date, she could hardly refuse to honour the draught. In ordinary courtesy, ordinary gratitude, she must receive him and be nice to him after Morris came back – even before Morris came back not improbably. She could diplomatise; but effectually to snub, or give him the go-by, she henceforth could not.


The situation was further complicated by the fact that her recollections of that extraordinary evening were disjointed and incomplete, nightmarish in their absence of cohesion and sequence. The rush of the car through the shining rain-washed streets, the lights and noise of the restaurant with its feeding crowd; the dancers, jokers, singers, acrobats, all the glittering quick-change medley of the music hall performance, rioted – to her seeing – in wild arabesque across a black background of limitless alarm. Amid the extravagance and immense incongruity of it all, she failed to disentangle impressions and sensations from words actually spoken and deeds actually accomplished. There were tormenting blanks in her retrospect. She remembered, for instance, making a distracted appeal to the spectral figure sitting in the armchair at the far end of the dusky drawing-room; remembered subsequently struggling back, from some depth of physical faintness, into normal consciousness of her surroundings, to find Montagu, reassuringly high-coloured and corporeal, standing squarely in front of her. But in the interim what exactly had happened? What had she said or done? How far, in words or in impulsive fear-driven action, had she compromised herself?


And she went hot and went cold, now, at the thought of those moments so awkwardly unaccounted for, the social complication having singularly gained in importance in this house-party atmosphere, while the far more vital matter of the supernatural receded into comparative insignificance. Such shifting of values was almost inevitable in the case of one so open to external influences as Frances Copley. For, in good truth, what possible connection have Primrose League Fêtes, or Friendly Girls’ teas with occult phenomena? Prolific in slightly outworn superstitions they may be; but hardly on psychic or theurgic lines.


So by this time it followed that Frances went as far as to question whether she had ever been in touch with the supernatural at all. – To doubt if she was not, in respect of all that, the dupe of her own disordered imagination; whether as Morris, at an earlier stage of the whole amazing business asserted, it wasn’t simply a matter for her doctor, for nerve tonics and change of air and scene. If he were right, and this the real explanation, she had more than ever cause for self-reproach and angry shame. For, if there had been nothing to frighten her beyond her own sick fancies, she stood condemned of weakness and of folly in the extreme.


Around these tormenting propositions her mind worked and weaved, weaved and worked, until the rest and content of Napworth was threatened with eclipse. Not that the dear place was less beautiful, – but that she was, in her own estimation, less worthy of its beauty. For what traffic, as she told herself, could it in its high dignity, its sustained nobleness of aspect, be expected to hold with cowardice, with morbid hallucinations, or with moral indebtedness to a person of Charlie Montagu’s social kidney? From all which it may, not unreasonably, be inferred that Lady Bulparc’s rejoicings over her niece’s delivery from “exaggerations” were – perhaps happily – a little premature.


The cricket-week ended and the house-party broke up. All the good-looking, well-groomed, sweet-tempered and slightly brainless youths – for your crack bats-man is rarely afflicted with genius – along with all the pretty young girls and smart young married women invited to meet, amuse, and admire them, had gone their several ways, when the wind of discomfort veered for Frances Copley, or rather backed unexpectedly, blowing from a former quarter.


For, having disposed of her duties to her guests, Lady Bulparc now proceeded to dispose of her duty to the neighbourhood in the matter of afternoon calls. Its population had crowded to burn incense at the Napworth shrine immediately on the arrival of the family from town. But Lady Bulparc exercised a crafty discretion in her acknowledgement of such local civilities.


“If I return their visits at once,” it was her custom to explain, finely regardless of whoso might, not impossibly, overhear her, “it gives all sorts of people I don’t in the least care to see an excuse for calling twice in the summer, which is quite unnecessary. But if I wait, there is always a hope the weather may break up, you know; and the afternoons grow too short for people to come over who live at any distance. Though it was all so much easier for me before there were motor cars. Every twopenny halfpenny little nobody, who we never used to hear of in former days, has one now; so I can never feel really safe unless I give a general order of ‘not at home’; and then, of course, I risk missing the very few tidy neighbours there are.”


Lady Lucia’s “condition” – to use the accredited euphemism – excusing her from participation in these belated courtesies, it fell to Frances Copley to act as her aunt’s companion. And it was on her return from a more than usually comprehensive progress – since it included luncheon at Filmers, an ancient dower-house in the Harchester district, rented for the summer by certain connections of Lady Bulparc – that the change of wind aforesaid arrestingly greeted her.


Glad to be rid of the dusty roads and of her ladyship’s more continuous than enlightening conversation, Frances went straight out on to the southern terrace. Lingering there, for a minute or so, her eyes travelled gratefully over the glory of flower gardens and reposeful coolness of lawns lying immediately below.


Under the cedars an encampment of chairs and a white-spread tea-table suggested a gathering. But further observation disclosed no human presence in all the bright calm scene, save that of Lady Lucia – a small, rather huddled, much bedraped mauve figure, perched on the dwarf wall protecting the tennis courts and croquet grounds bordering the edge of the lake. She carried a cerise parasol of large circumference, which showed a note of rich vigorous colour as against the expanse of shimmering water and soft greens and yellows of the upward sloping park.


And beholding that lonely little figure, the pathos of her cousin’s motherhood, the brute animalism about to assail this pretty, vivacious, delicately nurtured creature, in approaching hours of danger and of pain, struck home to Frances Copley very sharply. She revolted, she pitied – knowing by experience the event in all its shameless crudity – yet did she not envy somewhat, too?


With light swift feet she went down between the glowing flower borders, where bees still droned and over which butterflies dallied, though the afternoon shadows grew long. Down over the exquisite carpet of turf, her grey skirts gracefully sweeping it – for feminine attire had not then reached its present remarkable altitude below and brevity above the waist.


As her cousin drew near, Lady Lucia waved the cerise parasol in welcome.


“So you’re back, darling. What a let up!” she cried. “I was getting woefully bored with my own company. My father turned up for tea, but made off again directly afterwards. Since when I’ve cleared the table to feed these guttlesome swans – on the best cake, too, which is simply immoral. I know it is. But what would you have? One must pass the time somehow. Now come and tell me all about it – Mama’s last included. Where have you been?”


“Mainly at Filmers,” Frances said; “for they insisted on showing me all over the house.”


“And isn’t it simply too heavenly for words?”


“It’s a wonderfully perfect example of the thirteenth century, if you want to live that far back in English history. Personally I don’t know that I particularly crave to duck my head at every doorway or be able to touch each ceiling with my hand.”


“You prefer the proportions of the tall villa, in short?” Lady Lucia took her up, naughtily.


“I prefer Napworth,” Frances said, her mind meanwhile returning to that question of motherhood.


For Lucia looked all eyes, as she reflected. Eyes set in a pinched, almost witch-like little face. Eyes which seemed to hold back and refuse expression to some ever-present thought. Was she unhappy, feeling, in her innermost soul, shocked, even outraged by the strangeness of that which was taking, and still more was soon to take, place? Frances Copley had a great tenderness for her cousin. Conspicuously feminine though she herself was in instinct and feeling, she realised how cruel it is to be a woman.


“Oh! darling Napworth!” Lady Lucia returned. “Of course there’s no comparison between the two. Still Filmers always fascinates me, because I’m perfectly sure it’s simply crawling with ghosts.”


Mrs. Copley made no immediate answer. She indeed sat down a trifle hastily on the broad stone coping of the wall and fell to feeding the swans, which, fierce-eyed and stately, with rustling of stiff wing-coverts and slow stroke of strong black paddles, glided to and fro over the water just beneath.


“And there are no ghosts at Napworth,” she presently, and as it might seem, rather inconsequently remarked, forcing a laugh.


“My dear, how should there be?” Lady Lucia softly laughed back. “Isn’t Mama in possession, and wouldn’t she successfully sterilise the most germ-impregnated atmosphere of that particular sort? Any ghost would need the courage of nineteen lions to face her, she presents such an impenetrably solid wall of disbelief – unconscious disbelief, which is the most powerful because the most hopeless description, being utterly beyond the range of argument. If Napworth did ever possess any ghostly inclinations, Mama must have annihilated them years ago. Not that I have ever heard any legends. For the most part the family’s walk in life appears to have been of the quite stupidly honestest and least dramatic. If any members of it have ever wanted to run rigs they’ve been careful, I gather, to run them elsewhere.”


And she, too, fell to feeding the swans.


“As for example?” Mrs. Copley asked, relieved to have the conversation drift away from Filmers and the question of hauntings which it had appeared likely to develop.


But Lady Lucia glanced at her sideways before answering, with slightly raised eyebrows, making an amused enquiring little mouth.


“Well, for example, rather conspicuously your own tall villa, my dear, if it comes to that.”


This answer brought Frances Copley sharply upright, flushed and distressed, the Charlie Montagu episode seeming to jump out at her in all its concentrated unpleasantness.


“Ah! no, Lucia, that’s hardly fair,” she protested, too much taken by surprise to dissimulate her hurt. “I did not go to the tall villa to please myself and find opportunity for running rigs – as you not very elegantly put it – but simply to economise, to save money in plain English, and avoid debt.”


“I know, everybody knows, my dearest. Why should you defend yourself? You were superb, simply heroic. I was, and am, on my knees to you about all that. Good patience, Fan, you can’t seriously imagine I’m such a beast as to mean you, with all your angelic sweetness and goodness, in what I just now said?”


“Who else, then?” Frances asked, still too flushed, too harassed by self-reproach, to appreciate the copious libation of cousinly affection and admiration poured forth so generously at her feet.


Lady Lucia hesitated before answering. It wasn’t like Frances to be so touchy, so quick to resent a quite imaginary slight!


“But surely you must have heard the rather pre-historic Oxley story,” she said, “which incidentally transferred the title and estates to our branch of the Cowdens? Of course it was a frightful scandal at the time and made no end of talk. Not that I can be expected to lament it though, since it brought our grandfather – yours and mine – Napworth and all the rest of the property. Billy” – Lady Lucia’s brother, as it may be explained, the present Lord Oxley – “who, as you know, is perfectly crazy on family history, raked up the whole thing when we heard you were leaving Grosvenor Square. It’s one of his favourite legends. He proposed writing to you about it. But I would not let him. I took for granted you knew all you cared to know; and I didn’t see why you should be bothered with letters on the subject when you’d more than enough on your hands, poor darling, already.”


Mrs. Copley sat down on the coping of the wall again. She could not but reflect that her rest-cure must be far from complete since her nerves showed themselves so singularly on edge. She felt quite ashamed. It was too silly to get rattled and give herself away like this! And it was more than silly, inexcusable – she told herself – nothing short of that, to have anything approaching a tiff with poor precious little Lucia, so large-eyed and pinch-faced, under her brave cerise-coloured parasol arrayed in those suggestively voluminous mauve draperies. Consequently Frances had but a single purpose in mind, at this moment, that of apology, of gently and sufficiently making her peace.


“No,” she said humbly, “I am afraid I must confess to an ignorance of family history, which would rule me forever out of Billy’s good books. I have never heard the pre-historic Oxley or any other story about the tall villa. My mother never talked to me about her affairs; and I didn’t even know of the existence of the house until after her death, when I had to go into business matters with our lawyers.”


She leaned forward, coaxingly laying her hand on her companion’s knee.


“Forgive me if I seemed cross just now, Lucia darling,” she very prettily pleaded. “The sun and the long drive” – she might have added Lady Bulparc’s unceasing conversation – “have given me a tiresome headache. I feel rather to pieces, I’m sure I don’t know why. So both to show you forgive me and to save my reputation with Billy, tell me the Oxley story from start to finish. I should simply love to hear it.”


But as the story, with confusingly digressive quirks and flourishes on Lady Lucia’s part, did get itself told, Frances Copley found herself but very doubtfully loving it. For, during its progress, the wind of discomfort sensibly backed to that former disconcerting quarter and blew on her searchingly; chill with the strangest of suggestions, strangest of – were they not? – provocations, until she shivered for all the warmth of the summer evening and peaceful loveliness outspread before her.


“You see our grandfather was the child of that Lord Oxley’s distant cousin,” Lady Lucia explained, in the course of her narrative; “quite a tiny child, of course, at the time it all happened. But there were no other boys in either family, only the usual cohorts of superfluous daughters. And, my dear, don’t be shocked, but Billy says the tall villa, conveniently tucked away on the edge of the London of that period, was just young Lord Oxley’s nid d’amour (love nest). Either he bought it directly it was built, or had it built expressly for this Mrs. Cressidy with whom, as I tell you, he was so madly infatuated. Owing to that unlucky shortage of boys, Lord Bulparc naturally was wild Oxley should marry early, some girl in his own world, and secure the succession to their branch of the family – heirs male, don’t you know, as many of them and as quickly as possible. But he simply wouldn’t look at any other woman. La Cressidy must have held him to an extraordinary degree – though Billy, after his investigation of letters and papers and so on, doesn’t scruple to describe her as a regular wrong’un. She was too deeply dipped to be able to get a divorce, and several years older than Oxley into the bargain; and throughout her spirited adventures – they appear to have been many – never had had any children. So there they both were, you see, hopelessly blocked in every direction. Exactly what brought about the final catastrophe, Billy fails to trace out so far. But either Lord Bulparc made a successful appeal to her cupidity, bought La Cressidy off in short; or she just grew tired of Lord Oxley and his too-great devotion, for she vanished one fine morning in company, as was proved, with one of her former lovers.”


“And he – Oxley?” Frances Copley asked, after a little pause, looking down at her hands very tightly clasped in her lap.


“Oh, well, Billy considers him a cowardly idiot; but I don’t share that view of his conduct. It was wrong, of course, still it seems to me rather exquisite. The men of our generation don’t err on the side of desperation in their affairs of the heart. – He could not make up his mind to live without her.”


“And so – shot himself,” Frances said, very softly.


“That I can’t tell you. Billy refused to give me the details. He says they are rather revolting – and, don’t you know, it is not quite wise perhaps to let one’s mind dwell upon what is horrible under – under certain circumstances.”


She bent forward, and with her handkerchief swept the scattered crumbs off the top of the wall on to the water, where the circling swans bowed their proud heads, greedily slushing them up.


“But no doubt he will be only too delighted to give you chapter and verse,” she added, “regarding the whole treasured transaction if you care to ask him. He comes back from Scotland, you know, next week.”


Frances shook her head, still keeping her eyes fixed on her clasped hands. “No,” she said, “I don’t think I do, perhaps, care to ask him.”


She slipped from her seat on the coping, to her feet, and stood there; but swayed a little, for her knees gave under her so that she was forced to steady herself by leaning against the low wall. Perceiving which Lady Lucia called out in alarm – 


“Frances, Frances, darling, what is it? You look so ghastly pale. Are you faint?”


And bundling down off her perch, she put her arm round her cousin’s waist with the instinct of rendering her support.


“Nothing – indeed nothing,” Mrs. Copley rather wanly protested. “I shall be all right directly. You must not exert yourself. I am only ridiculously tired. Really it’s too foolish. I must have got a touch of sun when I was driving this afternoon, I think – or at Filmers, in the walled garden more likely. It was roasting hot there and I’d forgotten my sunshade. I’ll go indoors and rest in my room until it’s time to dress for dinner.”


Midway in their progress homeward, across the lawns, the two ladies stopped, caught in a sudden wide flung splendour of sunset. Beneath giant oaks and Spanish chestnuts, and through beds of bracken bathed in ruddy light, the herd of deer, with swinging antlers, and dainty mincing tread, streamed down to the lake-side to drink. Above its gardens and grey terrace, the southern front of the great house rose into a sky of carmine and of gold; while around roofs, turrets and chimneys, a whirling multitude of swifts and martins, black against that immense radiance, rushed in the fine madness of their evening flight.


“How heavenly, how wonderful! All the world’s on fire,” Lady Lucia cried. “But it’s a little creepy, too, for it seems to take one out of oneself and away into – well, I don’t quite know what, as if one’s soul swung loose from one’s body somehow.”


And, as seeking protection rather than rendering help, her arm tightened about her companion’s waist. But Frances Copley made no direct response either to the words spoken or to that clinging affectionate clasp. Her mothlike eyes continued to search the sunset glory, singularly blank of expression and distrait.


“Does any painting or miniature exist of that Lord Oxley?” she presently and rather inconsequently said.


“Oh! – of Alexis – La Cressidy’s Oxley, you mean? No, none. By the way I forgot to tell you about that. It appears – I quote Billy’s researches – he was tall and well made, and awfully particular about his clothes, had a remarkably fine figure; but, poor dear, an equally remarkably plain face. Was so ugly a man, indeed, that he never permitted any portrait to be painted of him. I dare say he really wasn’t half as ugly as he imagined. But he seems, if Billy’s to be trusted, to have had a perfect craze on the subject of his own looks. It’s fearfully pathetic, don’t you think; and so unlike most men, who consider themselves Adonises even when they are the most obvious frights. I confess, to me, it ’s all the more touching because he dressed so well. That was just decent pride, tremendous self-respect, for he simply hated his own face.”


Pleading fatigue, Mrs. Copley appeared neither at dinner that night nor at breakfast next morning. Although ill-disposed to sleep, bed still seemed to offer the securest shelter obtainable against the wind of discomfort which so unmercifully buffeted her. To endure those buffetings in public, yet avoid self-betrayal, was beyond her power at this juncture.


For here, once again, negativing every denial and putting scepticism to the blush, the supernatural, and the incalculable issues which – as she was clever enough to perceive – it inevitably raises, confronted her. To twist or wriggle away from that confrontation was useless. Lady Lucia’s chapter of family history confirmed the truth of that which Frances had herself witnessed. What she had witnessed confirmed the truth of Lady Lucia’s narrative. The two fitted into one another with a rather horrible neatness. She had, as she reflected, in the first place pursued indications and solicited disclosures; and, whatever her subsequent fluctuations of belief or encouragement of convenient doubtings, she was now compelled, by unimpeachable evidence, to admit that they had been granted her in no stinted measure. For the oft-quoted “long arm of coincidence” really was not long enough to cover this case, inordinately as she might stretch it. – Thus, placing fact beside fact, impression beside reported record during the watches of the summer night, she recognised only too forcibly.


What must she do then? – By the time the dawn broke, mere feelings had trooped off in a feverish crowd, fear leading them; while that single question emerged, vital and paramount, calling aloud on her tenderness, her breeding, her sense of honour.


“For, since it is true, how can I stand aside and let this misery go on indefinitely?” Frances indignantly wailed, thereby rising to a higher, more general and generous view of the amazing predicament in which she was planted. “To let it go on, now that I know, would be wrong, contemptibly cruel and callous if his sad coming back can, by any means, be prevented. Just that is what I have to do – put a stop to it somehow.”


And, on this, a lull in the wind of discomfort followed; appeasement and calm descending upon her, so that she slept until her maid – pink-cheeked and trim-waisted – arrived, bringing her morning tea and her letters. Among these was one from Morris, written at sea and posted on landing at the Peruvian port of Mollendo. Self-confident and self-centred, mightily entertained and entertaining, the young man wrote in the finest spirits, leaving no doubt in the mind of his reader that in his case, at all events, all was very much for the best in this best of all possible worlds. Here and there, thrown in as sauce to a dish of otherwise unqualified egoism, she found a phrase regarding herself, hope that her country visits proved a success, that she was in good health, and so forth and so on. Upon these rather perfunctory concessions to the marital situation, her instinctive comment was – 


“How little he really misses me, how little he really cares! Of course it’s charming of him to throw dust in my eyes and his own – and he does throw it ever so nicely – yet wasn’t I wise in my generation when I refused to go with him, since he’s evidently so royally happy without me?”


And then, lying in the cool fragrance of the great comely bed-chamber, the dear beauty of Napworth looking in on her through wide open windows, Frances’ thought returned to the man who, so tragically, sacrificed enjoyment of this beauty, sacrificed his claim to this splendid inheritance, sacrificed life itself for love of a woman – and, alas, a but worthless woman at that! – Morris Copley’s attitude, as revealed in his letter, and the attitude of her unhappy kinsman, with his handsome person and his – to himself – unpardonably unhandsome countenance – and here a little shudder plucked queerly at Frances’ jaw and rippled down her spine – offered assuredly a most moving contrast! To be loved, as Alexis, Lord Oxley, had known how to love and as Morris so conspicuously didn’t, what a blessed gift for any woman to receive! Rightly understood, rightly met, wasn’t it a career in itself, and of the most inspiring, most enchanting?


Tears smarted in her eyes.


“And his reward,” she said half aloud, once more in imagination beholding that impalpable and faceless being, seated in the gilt armchair in the drawing-room of the tall villa, “his horrible, his unspeakable reward!”




 




•   V   •








Having attained this height of romantic compassion Mrs. Copley proceeded, as the current phrase has it, to dig herself in.


To ordinary lungs the atmosphere at so extreme an elevation of sentiment might well prove too rarefied for sojourn save of the briefest. Such, thanks to the vein of eccentricity and extravagance Lady Bulparc so loudly deplored in her, was not Frances’ experience. On the contrary, the mountain top once reached, she drew in strength of purpose and clearer discernment with every breath.


The path, leading to those inspiring altitudes, she frankly admitted far from easy or, at moments, agreeable to tread. She had been quite terribly frightened. She did not attempt to minimise the chances of terror awaiting her in the future. Yet, as she exultantly told herself, she had veritably arrived. She had forced discovery. At last she understood. Her whole perplexing relation to the tall villa – what it asked from her, what in return it had to give – was explained, and henceforth ranged itself falling into intelligible sequence and place. From the first she had felt it promised to work for independence and inward emancipation, for the quickening of her spiritual, her personal life. And so it quite divinely did, though through means and to ends hitherto undreamed of.


Self-reproach ceased to vex her. She, indeed, swept aside the very solid, florid person of the financier, Charlie Montagu, and all he might be reckoned to stand for in her present situation, with the lightest, the airiest touch. For, in her new-found singleness of vision and of intention, she became unscrupulous respecting secondary issues, as is the not infrequent habit of your idealist and devotee.


And as a devotee, a gentle implacable fanatic, Frances Copley showed herself in this hour of the blossoming of her soul and – shall it be added? – of her heart. As she saw it, a call had come to her, in and by herself, electing, selecting her, to which it was not only a matter of private honour but of high privilege to respond. As she lay, delicately at her ease, in her bed-chamber throughout the long still hours of the summer morning, she meditated with almost passionate content upon the finely personal character of that call. She alone had heard, she alone had seen, upon the two occasions when, in the drawing-room of the tall villa, the supernatural had, so to say, broken through. Morris and Montagu, alike, felt the chill accompanying that attempted manifestation, but nothing more. So it belonged to her, and to her alone, to meet and to deal with.


At that, Frances Copley raised herself against the fine white pillows, and turning her head to let her eyes dwell upon the lawns and radiant gardens, the dark wide-spreading cedars, the gleaming lake in the hollow, and peaceful uplands of the park, sleeping in the steady September sunshine beyond. So doing, the fair glory of the material world very present to her, she dedicated herself, consciously, voluntarily, to the help and succour of a being earth-bound yet unmaterial, the ghost of a true lover, her kinsman and, in a sense, her guest. As he had – thus she now figured it – trusted her, appealed to and claimed her, she would bend every energy, expend her imagination, her sympathy, to the setting free of his unhappy spirit.


How this was to be accomplished, what pain and effort it might cost her, she could form at present no idea. But she had faith. Ways and means would declare themselves in due time. – Now she just gave herself, without faltering and without reserve.


This excursion into emotional superlatives reacted upon Mrs. Copley’s physical condition with the most engaging results, conferring unaccustomed bloom on her complexion, soft brightness to her mothlike eyes and graceful buoyancy to all her movements.


So notably was it the case that, when – emerging from her temporary seclusion – she joined the family circle at luncheon, Lord Bulparc genially chaffed and rallied her upon her radiant looks, adding a kiss of a warmth and gallantry not, perhaps, strictly avuncular. Her aunt remarked, meanwhile, for the benefit of the assembled company, men servants included, that – 


“All the fuss about Fanny’s headache last night really seemed rather ridiculous, since she was evidently so remarkably well today.”


Lady Lucia took a less superficial view, the temperature of her affectionate curiosity mounting – though she abstained from direct questioning or comment – to close on boiling point. She knew Frances had received letters from the South American traveller by the early post, but – 


“Surely, darling thing, Frances couldn’t care for Morris Copley to that extent at this very mature time of day! She really looked too wonderfully sweet for words. It was too extraordinary. Was it possible that there could be anybody else, don’t you know?”


Leaving her husband out of the question, there was one thing for which Mrs. Copley most emphatically did not care, just now – namely the prospect of meeting Lady Lucia’s oft-quoted brother, the existent Lord Oxley.


She foresaw he would, in the interests of his cherished studies in family history, infallibly put her through the longer catechism in respect of the tall villa. That thought was odious. For Lord Oxley, though an unusually estimable young man in every relation of life, was not over-burdened with tact. He butted and bored at any subject dear to him, totally unconscious of the wearisome effect such buttings and borings might produce on his auditors. That any matter intimately touching herself should be thus clumsily exploited would, Frances felt, be nothing short of torment. Simply she could not bear it. Under stress of his exposition and cross-questioning might she not, only too likely, betray herself, letting drop some hint of her sacred and amazing secret? To betray herself, to that well-intentioned but tedious young nobleman, would be humiliating enough in all conscience; but to betray her tragic, spectral visitant would, as she saw it, be an act of the grossest, most unpardonable treachery. She was very jealous for him; jealous of the trust which, as she exaltedly believed, he had placed in her. She felt an immense and exquisite tenderness towards him, which brought a sob to her throat. Conceive, then, the anguish, the insult, of Billy blurting out – couldn’t she hear his loud unmodulated tones, so unfortunately resembling those of his mother, Lady Bulparc “But, by Jove, my dear Frances, you don’t mean seriously to tell me that you’re under the impression my discreditable namesake actually walks?”


To avoid all possibility of so painful an exposure, Mrs. Copley decided, then and there, to advance the date of the only other visit she had in mind to pay before her return to town; and thus find an excuse for leaving Napworth while the beneficent peace of the dear place was still unendangered by the arrival of its all too-enquiring heir apparent. The visit in question was of yearly autumnal occurrence. Never since her marriage not even during the most crowded period of her husband’s prosperity – had she omitted to spend ten days or a fortnight at Stourmouth, with her god-mother, Mrs. Allenby-Knox a wonderful old woman, ripe in knowledge of men and of affairs, whose apparently inexhaustible fund of anecdote covered the better part of three generations of all which was most salient in the world of politics and of society. Her husband had enjoyed a long and respected parliamentary career as member, first of Lord Bulparc’s pocket borough of Marychurch and later, after the passing of the Reform Bill, for the Marychurch Division of South Hants. To consolidate his connection with his faithful constituency, he bought land and built a comfortable, dignified house among the pines and heather of the East Cliff at Stourmouth – at a time when that now sprawling and tripper-ridden watering place, could still boast a socially select, if geographically rather circumscribed, infancy. Here, giving up London, his widow elected to settle when, death claiming him, the House of Commons knew Mr. Allenby-Knox no more. And here, upon leaving Napworth, Frances Copley came to pay her yearly tribute of affectionate admiration and regard.


If her uncle’s house offered her a rest-cure, her god-mother’s offered her something little short of a retreat – in the technical acceptation of that term. Allenby Lodge sheltered no other guest; and its aged autocratic owner did not come fully to life until comparatively late each afternoon.


With all the freedom and leisure this arrangement secured her, Frances had no quarrel. Her secret, and a deepening assurance of her vocation in relation to it, lay warm against her heart. She welcomed this space in which to take breath, to review the situation, and mature her plan of campaign. If it is possible for a human creature to be perfectly happy, Frances Copley was, I firmly believe, perfectly happy at this time. Through those still, sunny autumn days by the sea, she walked as on air. Romance enfolded her, – romance just sufficiently shot with fear to be tonic rather than enervating – since, for some strange deep-seated reason, bliss lacks savour unless seasoned with just a whiff of pain. Her enthusiasm, her sense of a call to high endeavour, stood at the flood. And then, when she least looked for it, Mrs. Allenby-Knox, of all people, unwittingly echoed that call, gave that enthusiasm a reinforcing shake.


It fell out thus. The conversation during dinner circled round modern feminine standards, apropos of some recently reported demonstration of a peculiarly aggressive type by a band of militant suffragettes. The whole movement was condemned by the handsome old lady, root and branch, and that with a rich flavour of contempt.


“Believe me, they are wrong, my dear Fanny, wrong from the very start. Woman’s strength, like her office, is not collective but individual,” and she punctuated the assertion with an impish laugh.


“And what, then, is woman’s office?” Frances, willing to humour her, asked.


“The subjugation of man. – To accomplish it she must act it singly, not in battalions; and for the simple reason that, in the mass, we are not beautiful. In the mass neither face, figure, nor clothes tell. A flock of sheep, a herd of cows, is more harmonious and therefore more grateful to the eye than any human crowd, especially an excited feminine one. And by beauty alone let us be honest – is man swayed, overcome, reduced to his proper attitude of obedience. All other claims fail – wit, learning, talents, accomplishments, even money itself. Beauty is paramount.”


And as Frances essayed to combat these rather cynical statements, her friend was quick to turn on her with examples from history both public and private.


“Nay,” she said at last, “I need go no further than your own family, my dear, in support of my contention. Think of that famous beauty of my earliest youth – Flora Cressidy.”


Mrs. Copley had some ado to control a start and the little cry which threatened to accompany it.


“I can just remember – as a baby of five or six – seeing her laboriously drawn, in a bath chair, along what it is now the very vulgar fashion to call ‘the front’ at Brighton. By then she had become a mountain of fat, being one of those small-boned women, noted for their little hands and feet, who after forty-five, do grow inordinately stout. The legend of her beauty survived, however, as well as that of the indiscretions which earlier rendered her notorious. People would point her out to one another – my nurse did to my nursery-maid, I remember, and snubbed me severely with ‘a person who no good little girls ask questions about’ when I made some innocent enquiry. Yes – pointed her out, but by that time, poor woman, with something of a wink. Man after man, and they by no means of the commoner order, had wrecked themselves for her. To cite a member of your own family, as I just now said – think of the thousands poor Oxley squandered on her—”


The surface of the dinner table shifted oddly to Frances Copley’s sight. The dessert service, flowers, decanters, glasses and fruit performed the weirdest little dance over the white cloth and then slowly settled back into place.


“Lord Oxley?” she just managed to pronounce.


“Yes, Alexis Lord Oxley – an excellent fellow with abilities above the average, and a rare flair for politics. He sat for Harchester – was expected to make a distinct mark and be included in the next Conservative Government.… I have often heard my father speak of the loss he was to the party.… Instead of which he died miserably by his own hand. Was found in the garden of some house in the St. John’s Wood district where he kept her, with half his face blown away – so the story ran – because beautiful Flora Cressidy had run off from him.”


The elder lady continued to develop and illustrate her original theme. But it is to be feared Mrs. Copley failed to follow her arguments. Lucia FitzGibbon had told her the details of that suicide were revolting – too unwholesomely so for her brother to repeat. Now Mrs. Copley knowing the how and where of them found her bliss – for it still very strangely subsisted – more than ever seasoned to fullness of perfection by pain.


But, even as she led her hostess out of the dining-room a few minutes later on her arm, she realised that the period of preparation had reached its term. The days of her retreat were numbered. The sunshine, leisure, freedom of them already palled on her. She grew restless for action, for the practical initiation of her amazing campaign. Suddenly time pressed – for, when she came to consider, if it were to be successful, must not that campaign be finished, over and done with, before Morris, borne on an ever-broadening stream of opulence, came back? Hence her departure from Stourmouth, like that from Napworth, was a little precipitate.


In London she found autumn had preceded her, had hurried – taking time by the forelock. During the long drive from Waterloo, north-westward, the town struck her as looking curiously out-at-elbows, devoid of dignity and of style. Rules of traffic were relaxed – and the populace – such as showed of it – leaving the pavements, meandered at its ease along the middle of the streets. In the parks, elm and chestnut leaves fluttered down on to the scorched grass, upon which dusty figures lay at full length wrapped in graceless sleep, and across which little troops of tired children aimlessly trailed.


Looking out of the window of her laden taxi, Frances received an impression of all-pervading dilapidation, of litter, of waste-paper, of not water enough to wash with or air enough to breathe. Formerly she would have recoiled in fastidious disgust. Now she only felt pitiful, pitiful exceedingly. For what fate, as she reflected, could be more cruel than to be held captive to so squalid a world as this one immediately visible, by the evil spell of poverty when living; save that of being compelled, unnaturally, recurrently, to revisit it when dead?


And her thought flew forward, with a splendour of tenderness, to the tall villa and to Alexis, Lord Oxley, whose soul, twentieth century science and general modernity notwithstanding, was, as she believed, held there in thrall.


Yet when the much desired tall villa – its rows of narrow windows, fluted pilasters and other over-decorative adjuncts – came into view, as the cab passed before it and turning the corner drew up at the iron gate in the side street, Frances Copley experienced a revulsion of feeling. For, after the serene and happy grandeur of Napworth and quiet dignity of Allenby Lodge, this house did, it must be conceded, look most terribly rococo, its flimsy pretentiousness quite glaringly pronounced. That it could ever have harboured – still more, did now actually harbour – treasures of pathos and romance, absent from those far superior dwelling-places, strained belief. Behind its would-be elegance, moreover, she seemed to detect a grimacing smirk, as though it mocked her high-souled fervour.


Nor were other elements in her reception lacking to give colour to such doubts.


Owing to the earlier date of her arrival, her cook and parlour-maid were still absent. Hence the police constable – husband of the formidably respectable care-taking wife – being off duty, shorn of the official dignities of helmet, tunic and belt, amiably ran out in shirt-sleeves and carpet slippers, to help unload and transport her luggage. His build and expression were those of a colossal, serious-minded small boy, fresh complexioned and innocent of guile – a really virtuous small boy, could so miraculous a human product by chance exist. Anyone further removed from dark extra-mundane influences, from things occult and the super-normal, it would, as Frances ruefully told herself, be difficult to conceive. If she required an insulator, a non-conductor, it was superfluous to look further. She had the genuine article, and in prime working order, too, right here under her hand.


But an insulator, a non-conductor, was, unfortunately, of all things precisely that which she least required or least desired; and its presence depressed her, adding to the general sense of disappointment under which she laboured. She had counted upon some sign, some leading, which, in this hour of her return, would set a seal upon her strange enterprise. But none was vouchsafed her; so that recalling the exalted happiness of the last ten days, the present affected her as a rather cruel anticlimax.


So sharply, indeed, did it let her down that she lingered aimlessly in the little square garden, before finding sufficient energy and resolution to follow her maid and the policeman, carrying the last of her bags and baggage into the house.


On either side the steps of the portico the foolish stone lions pranced in their eternally arrested game of ball. Half-blown roses, withering upon their stems, dotted the bushes in the oval bed surrounding the sundial. Upon the soil, grey and cracked from drought, the privet hedge rained soot-encrusted leaves. A dun-coloured mist, wherein the dust of the streets hung as in solution, covered the houses in the near distance and the half bare trees along the canal bank. It covered the sky, too, almost to the zenith. Through it the sun sullenly glared – an angry, tarnished, vermilion disk, as magnified in size as it was deficient in clarity and nobility of light.


The taxi-driver cranked up his engine, swung his car round and out into the main road, amid a volley of petulant tootings. A lean black cat, long in the leg and flabby in the barrel, leapt from the coping of the dwarf wall to the top of the railings. Clung there a minute its alert head raised, as it surveyed the prospect with hungry yellow eyes, dropped to the ground and slunk off beneath the sooty shrubs. Somewhere, out at the back, a child explosively cried and milk-cans clanged and shattered. The voice of distant trains and traffic swelled and sank away, as though choked and muted by the weight of the dust-laden atmosphere.


And Frances Copley, a delicate very up-to-date figure, in light, straight-cut Shantung travelling coat, and white hat swathed in a voluminous pearl-pink motor veil, stood on the flagged pathway below the dining-room windows, seeing all, hearing all, gauging to its last word the inherent commonness and cheapness of the scene. Her lips, for once, took a bitter line. For was it, she asked herself, possible this could stand for prelude to any supreme act of devotion, supreme achievement, especially upon the moral and spiritual plane?


Failure had, in the past, not infrequently, been her portion. What guarantee had she the present would prove more kind; and that she should, this time, succeed and attain? Was not the whole precious undertaking presumptuous on her part, compact of ambitious vanity? And, worse still, was not the whole undertaking based, only too probably, upon a delusion? Not a delusion as to the fact of Alexis, Lord Oxley’s infatuation and suicide.… These she accepted as too well attested to admit of doubt.… But as to the after consequences of that infatuation and suicide, to which she and she alone could bear witness? To his “walking,” as her cousin Billy, Lord Oxley, would crudely phrase it; to his “haunting” – the word was so wretchedly banal, so vulgar, it hurt her! – this same very rococo, smirking tall villa, at the present day? Thus did the blight of scepticism, of disbelief in herself and in the object of her self-dedication, again descend upon Frances Copley. It shrivelled her inward happiness and sweet enthusiasm, even as the drought and dust of London shrivelled the autumn leaves.


Other sounds had, just now, fallen silent, so that she could hear the dry rustle of those leaves, as a faint draught of air from the east detached them from the blackened twigs and branches, and drove them down in an arid shower upon the pavement upon the opposite side of the road. Surely they whispered, in the blank meagre tones, of failure such as she dreaded and as her heart so desolately forseen?


The garden of the tall villa, even in the existing autumnal off-season and general out-of-townedness, did not lend itself to prolonged occupation. It was at once quite too public and too circumscribed a spot. To dawdle there would be absurd. Of this Frances Copley, notwithstanding her inward distraction, presently became conscious and it flustered her slightly. She glanced instinctively up at the range of drawing-room windows with an uncomfortable suspicion of being criticised and watched. And, with that, it occurred to her how often Flora Cressidy, whose loveliness had been so many gallant gentlemen’s undoing – according to wonderful old Mrs. Allenby-Knox – must have looked out from those same drawing-room windows at this same little square garden below. Couldn’t she imagine the exquisite treacherous woman, holding aside the lace curtains, and gazing down at her – Frances Copley – in mingled amusement and – was it? – challenge, actually now.


The impression, a singularly vivid and living one, stung her pride and gave new vigour and direction to her thought. For the first time Mrs. Cressidy entered into the affair, somehow, as an element actively to be reckoned with. Whereupon Frances was shaken by anger altogether concrete and human. Scepticism, self-distrust, fear of delusion, were swept under by it. Righteous indignation overflowed in her; and, not impossibly, some of that natural antagonism of woman towards woman where a man is the prize of the fight. Dear, gentle, sweet Frances Copley squared up to her adversary, her fists clenched and her sleeves, so to speak, rolled up. In other words, she walked up the steps between the prancing lions, her graceful head carried high, and passed, without further hesitation or tremor, into the house.


Upon the table in the inner hall lay a pile of letters and other postal matter, flanked by a sheaf of lilium auratum, prize flowers of superb quality and growth. The scent of them filled the hall and well of the staircase, hanging dense and heavy in the close dry air. Pinned on the paper enfolding their long woody stems, Mrs. Copley saw a man’s visiting card bearing the inscription – “With compliments, hearing you are due home today. Hope to call shortly. Sincerely C. M.” – scrawled in pencil.


Reading which, Frances’ anger, far from being appeased, took an even sharper edge. Small wonder the tall villa grimacingly smiled if this was the greeting it held in store for her! Montagu had just been lying in wait, spying upon her return, ready to prosecute his unwelcome attentions directly she was again unprotected by her own people, and alone! The man and his gigantic lilies were alike suffocating. Tears of mortification smarted in her eyes. The position was so vulgarised, so unpardonably lowered by his immediate intrusion – gift in hand, too! Flowers? Yes, but so evidently ordered at a florist’s, as though those from his own much vaunted garden weren’t undesired enough! What would he advise himself to offer her next? – Jewels, diamonds? Or would his advances take the rudimentary form of a cheque? Frances piled on the conceivable atrocity and offence. She was furious.


Bundling up the pile of letters in both hands and scornfully leaving the lilies where they lay, she went into her husband’s library, opening off the hall. She could not face the drawing-room – that Mecca of all her aspirations, of all her devotions during the last strangely exalted and happy weeks – just yet. She must master her anger and arrive at a more dignified and peaceful frame of mind first. How could she bring any degree of comfort and tranquillity to another, when in such a tumult of feeling herself? How present the calm, the receptive attitude, which is necessary to any manifestation from across the gulf of physical death?


The library was sober in colouring and nobly furnished. For Morris – by what right it would be difficult to pronounce – had found means to convey to it all the choicest pieces, pictures, books, bronzes, from his own special quarters in Grosvenor Square. This was, as Frances all along had felt, a proceeding little short of fraudulent. But he had carried it through with his usual brilliant plausibility and bluff. The result she admitted was as delightful – Morris’s taste in such matters being excellent – as undefensible. The room had none of the faded elegance or affected candour of the rest of the house; but a ripe privacy and repose.


Oh! Morris knew how to do himself well, no faintest question as to that! – so she reflected, as she sank into one of the deep-seated leather chairs and began to open her letters., The first of these was from Morris himself.


“Business is humming, simply and most extensively humming,” he wrote. “I will not inflict wearisome details upon you; but ask you to take it for said that all is well, beyond my fondest hopes and expectations, as to the fundamental worth of this property. The lode is remarkably rich and apparently inexhaustible in quantity. Only – there is always an only in this wicked world, is there not? – if we are to get full value out of it, matters must be personally conducted for some time longer. To delegate authority would be to lay oneself open to all manner of delays and malpractices. Rascals, of every nationality and colour under the sun, swarm here ready” to swindle you at every turn. I have written fully to Montagu. I do not feel it would be fair by him, let alone by ourselves, to leave things in the hands of a manager at present. Either he, Montagu, or I ought unquestionably to be here on the spot. His want of knowledge of Spanish would be a vicious handicap; and in some other respects, I cannot honestly pretend he is fitted for the job. Rather soft and over-civilised (in not quite the highest sense of the word) – a financier not a pioneer, and it is that last which is required out here. Cut off from his habits and comforts he would be a miserable man and probably a pretty sick one.… All of which, my dear Fan, points to the unpleasing conclusion that I am bound to stay on for another three to six months. I hate being away from you for so long; but with a general ‘restitution of all things’ within my grasp, you can understand I naturally fight shy of the notion of leaving my work half done and so running great risk of a fiasco. You are always so unselfish and reasonable that I feel sure you will enter into my difficulties and see how I am placed.…


“For the rest, I am as right as rain – in first-class condition, and on good terms with man and beast. I get on extremely well with these Spanish Americans, those, I mean, of the upper classes. They are real sportsmen, with plenty of temperament and a surprising amount of tradition – a fine flourish of courtesy and manner, too, which pleases me. The women are superb – if you admire the Goya type. I do – not that I see very much of them. It is singular what a tremendous mark the Moors – that Arab civilisation – has left on Spain, even Spain transported half across the world and that for many generations. There is more than a hint of the harem, even today, about the way these new-world colonials regard and treat their women folk. Probably they know their own business best. I could imagine the ladies by nature amorous, easily inflammable. They produce families, anyhow, on the patriarchal scale – positive broods. President Roosevelt can make himself easy on the score of race suicide south of Panama. The children are the most engaging little velvet-eyed beggars, too. I stayed in a country house near here last week – a big hacienda literally packed with them, of all ages and sizes from a babe a span long upwards; so I have seen Spanish American home life at close quarters. Indeed it has charm. At moments I felt downright envious of my host. The patriarchal stunt had me, in short; so that it struck me as a rather pointless proceeding to spend oneself in piling up money with no fruit of one’s loins to inherit and make play with one’s riches in the future.… It is a little hard on us, my dear Fan, is it not? I never quite make out how far you really mind; but, as I grow older, my regret does not lessen. To have no stake in the younger generation is bad for a man – inclines him to recklessness. One swings too loose. Honestly I feel it—”


Frances Copley read no further.


She closed her eyes. Her face grew very white. She let her hands, and the letter they held, drop in her lap. Morris had never reproached her before; and this amounted to reproach, if indirect still scathing. It cut her to the quick. Her poor heart bled, seeming to empty itself drop by drop, until she grew faint with the drain of it.


Perhaps she was illogical; still she did very certainly suffer. She might, often did, distrust her husband and disapprove his doings. She was not in love with him, it is true. Whether she ever had been so may be doubted. But she admired his cleverness, his gaily dazzling personality. Was pleased and touched – often against her better judgement – when he paid her little lover-like attentions, noticed and praised what she wore, looked or said. Morris had become a habit, in fine, though a habit she found herself disposed to call a bad one sometimes, a habit against which she rebelled, even tried to break herself of. But to have the habit round on and break her was as unexpected as it seemed cruel.… Not that she felt angry now. It went too deep for that. She bled inwardly under the immense humiliation of it.


The more so that Morris was, in some sort, within his rights. Thinking of those prolific new-world Southern women and their extensive progeny, must she not admit herself a failure? As a wife she had not fulfilled her half of the contract in its material, primitive aspects. She granted that. Only Morris need not, surely, have so clearly dotted the i’s and crossed the t’s? It was ungenerous, specially ungenerous to suggest she did not “really mind.”


“Really mind! – really mind!”


The tears ran out of Frances Copley’s closed eyes and down her white cheeks, and her lips quivered. For, to her, a depth of accusation resided in those words thus applied. Her fastidiousness, her refinement, her too delicate sense of humour, her too good-breeding were arraigned in those two words and condemned. Morris had grown tired of these things in her. They hampered him. He pulled at the chain by which marriage bound him to her. At a distance, free to live his own life, he discovered he had no particular use for her any more – and not unskillfully told her so.


Which did not for an instant mean that he proposed to desert her. On the contrary, he would come back – when it suited him, sooner or later – pour money into her lap and bid her spend it with a lavish hand, satisfy her tastes and his love of the spectacular. Be the smartest of the smart. Multiply houses, servants, motorcars, horses, patronise the arts, splendidly entertain.… Oh! she knew the whole gilt-edged programme by rote!


But if, by chance, when he came back, all these magnanimities were not required of him? If he did not find her? If she was herself no longer accessible – no longer here…?


Frances Copley stiffened in the luxurious armchair. Her tears ceased and her moth-like eyes opened wide, searching, searching, half terrified, half fascinated, by something she vaguely apprehended, vaguely inwardly saw.


The scent of Charlie Montagu’s giant lilies filtered into the room, impregnating the air. The guileless, fresh-complexioned police constable, having finished his tea in company with his formidably respectable wife in the basement, was in act of carrying the last of the luggage upstairs. Frances heard the heavy tread of his large-slippered feet and the chippering accents of her maid, holding friendly converse with him, during his amiable if lengthy ascent.


These sounds, reaching her intelligence, awoke her from her trance, recalling her to things ordered and ordinary as from a great distance. Listening to them she regained, though not without struggle, the conscious control and direction of her will. She knew what she meant to do – or rather attempt to do, for it trenched on prodigy, on the miraculous. It was a song of degrees, moreover. It would take time and effort. The end was not yet.… Nor, in a sense, the beginning either – not, that is, tonight.


Tonight must be given to rest, to the schooling of jarred nerves and of a troubled heart. Therefore she would deal very simply with herself. Would eat, and after dinner would go to bed; and there read herself calm, read herself absorbed and quiet till sleep came to her. A new book by Hewlett lay on the table at her elbow, its leaves still uncut. She had ordered it because, so she learned from reviews while at Stourmouth, it told of redemption, of the union of long-parted lovers; breathed of the open air and of flowers, and of the sweet freedom of untenanted spaces by valley and by down. That would suit her humour. She would read it, drench herself with the poetry, the fair words and images of it, until, please God, she slept.


Tomorrow morning she would write certain duty letters.… One to dear little Lucia FitzGibbon, one to her late hostess, Mrs. Allenby-Knox; and one to Morris – that last must be delicately and bravely done – telling him not to hurry, to take his time and on no account to think of quitting South America until he could do so with a comfortable conviction business would not suffer from his absence. Having out his hand to this extremely profitable plough, let him by no means turn back on her account. She would write affectionately, ignoring – by even the most distant allusions – the matter which had so deeply pained her. For her will was good towards Morris, wholly good. She would assure him that she, for her part, was well and contented; that everyone had been delightful to her both at Napworth and Stourmouth, that both houses stood permanently open-doored should she elect to re-visit them at any moment.


Tomorrow afternoon she would go out for a while, and walk in the dusty aridity of this autumnal London which was so new to her. She had never seen it before. It told strange stories, provoking wonder and pity. It meant much.


Then at five o’clock, and not till then, having made herself ready in body and in soul, she would enter the drawing-room, and – wait.




 



•   VI   •








The great cats were restless this evening and complained behind their prison bars. The moaning cough of a lion, presently swelling to the sombre splendour of his full-throated roar, was borne upon the fitful southeasterly wind.… A wind a little sinister in its dry warmth; the breath of it tainted by passage over miles of streets, miles of buildings, and the some millions of but indifferently washed humanity resident therein.


It bellied the lace curtains of an open window as Frances Copley, pushing apart the high narrow doors, came into the drawing-room; and snatching at the long “angel sleeves” of her grey tea-gown, sent them fluttering up from her shoulders like a pair of filmy wings. In an instant or so it fell dead again, or in any case withdrew itself otherwhere. The curtains dropped limply into place, and Frances’ angel wings were folded – her sleeves hanging straight, the pointed ends of them brushing the ground on either side her clinging silken skirts.


She came a few steps forward, and remained for a while looking, listening, taking in – gently resolute – each detail of her surroundings. Everything was in place; yet the room seemed bare and unfriendly seen in the dull diffused evening light. Well, its unfriendliness must be conquered then – that was all. Sympathy and understanding must be re-established between herself and it. She had lost touch – she feared she might do so – owing, not only to absence, but to the larger knowledge she had gained, during that absence, of much which had formerly taken place here. There were new elements to be counted with, new impediments to be surmounted. And this represented a setback to be met with patience, with imagination, and, above all, with a perfect sincerity of purpose. She must work.


Fortunately there was no longer need to hurry events, since Morris postponed his return from the silver-spouting Andes. And of work she wasn’t afraid. Indeed she hailed it. Conquest is precious in proportion to the strain and stress it entails.… Once again that old story of a seasoning of pain needed for the perfecting of bliss.… She did not ask for a walkover. For had she not unlimited treasure of patience, or any other virtue required, very much at the disposal of the tall villa? Was she not, in her present humour, prepared to woo that rather absurd and strangely secretive dwelling until, cajoled by her gracious importunity, it yielded up the last fraction of its mystery?


And there Frances rather tremulously smiled while, her hands clasped high on her bosom, she at last found tender courage to look at the gilt-framed, cane-seated armchair of amazing memories, set by the fireplace – calling it, in some sort, to witness both the strength and purity of her present intention.


The chair was empty. Not for an instant had she expected it to be otherwise than empty. Yet the sight of it tended to confirm her faith, to revive her finer devotion, thus awakening an echo at least of her earlier felicity. And in this she let herself thankfully rest, satisfied for the time being to ask nothing further.


Lightly and swiftly she moved back and closed the doors onto the gallery, shutting herself in with those dear echoes of her former delight. Crossed the room and closed the window also. For the wind began to torment the curtains again; while it brought on its tainted breath the renewed and tremendous complaint of the caged lion.


And that complaint Frances didn’t wish to hear, finding it agitating as some voice of elemental protest, of elemental upheaval and danger. She dreaded agitations from without at this particular juncture, as threatening the detachment, the unruffled temper, in which spiritual enthusiasm blossoms and thrives. Against outside agitations of the vulgarer sort – Charlie Montagu to wit – she had already taken precautions. If she wanted anything she would ring. If anyone wanted her, they couldn’t simply have her. She was not at home. Absolutely she received no guests. She had ascertained, moreover, to her relief, that innocent but possible mar-plot of an insulator, the police constable, was out of the house, away on duty and not due to return till morning.


In these elaborate provisions Frances took a subjective and, some may hold, slightly morbid pleasure, as in the style and finish of her dress. But both they and it were, in a manner, hieratic, part of a self-imposed ritual by which she sought fitly to approach the consummation she had in view. Deeply, even bitterly in earnest, just on that very account, Frances Copley – being who and what she was – thus embroidered her theme, dallied, playing hide and seek with the sternness of her own purpose, and to that end multiplied modes of procedure on her way.


Safe now behind closed doors and windows, orders given which should effectually block intrusion from persons of normal flesh and blood, she sat down at the piano and gave herself to the weaving of dim-coloured pensive harmonies, such as her soul loved in music, in painting and in verse. She turned for refreshment to art – in which the atmosphere of Allenby Lodge and of dear Napworth, though each delicious according to its own fashion, was, it must be conceded, not a little deficient. And that invited refreshment proved great. It lightened effort and the strain of suspense. It softened the humiliation caused by her husband’s letter. It extinguished her too lively awareness of the crudities and squalor of this autumnal London, stretching out on every side to the horizon, ugly and immense. It worked in her towards acquiescence in whatever might be destined to befall, an acquiescence making for clearness of vision and inward peace.


“Tout lasse, tout passe, tout casse, (“Everything tires, everything passes, everything breaks”)” she told herself. “Yes, one sees – isn’t it driven home on one only too sharply and perpetually? – that is so. Yet art remains – a secure and lovely refuge. A well in the desert, which never goes dry whatever the drought; and from which, having once drunk, one is blessedly at liberty to drink again, in one’s need, whenever one may wish.”


In this gracious frame of mind, tranquillised, freed from the tyrannies of time and place, Mrs. Copley continued. So that when, about half an hour later, the doors on to the gallery silently opened apparently of themselves, and as silently shut, she took the strange event calmly. A thrill of expectation and of triumph went through her, it is true, while, quietly turning her head, she looked into the great oval mirror set as the central panel in the wall on her left. In it, just perceptible through the mournful, now fading, evening light, she saw an upright shadow – that of a man tall in height – standing behind her. At the same time she felt a chill draught of air shiver her transparent drooping sleeves and stir the small stray curls upon the nape of her neck.


For some few seconds the shadow seemed to pause as though irresolute what direction to pursue. Then she saw it move forward and take up its station by the inward curve of the piano case facing her.


Frances’ slender fingers played on, touching the keys softly mechanically; but her breath caught in short sighs. She could not control it, for it answered to a pain which clutched, like the opening and closing of a sharp, thin hand, at her heart. And she still looked into the mirror. She judged it safest so, till the pain ceased, and she had fuller mastery of her nerves, and of her muscles also. At present she knew herself to be incapable of intelligible speech. Knew further that although his coming crowned her dearest hopes with the promise of fruition, she must infallibly suffer a moment of mortal terror when first addressing her discarnate guest and looking him in the face. Rich in theory, she had failed to discount the pangs of such a moment as yet. Now they threatened her as a rather horrible certainty close at hand. Her spirit might be, was indeed, fondly willing; but her poor flesh cried out its weakness. Neither compassion, nor romance, nor that ultimate design conceived after reading her husband’s letter yesterday – as a method of release both for him and for herself – proved strong enough, so she sorrowfully recognised, to quell her natural revolt from commerce with this abnormal being, who so tragically had made the worst of both worlds, figuring before her as a deserter – though to her thinking an heroic one – alike from life and from death.


She gazed, therefore, not at the appearance itself but at its image in the mirror, seeing the room on either side the faint and misty blur of it with all the finical neatness and precision a mirror gives.… An effect artificial, even quaintly deceitful, like the sly smile of one who knows more than he, or she, intends to tell.


This effect of smiling reticence, of knowing more, of knowing best, affected Frances, bringing the thought of Mrs. Cressidy to her mind. As once before, she had the impression that lovely and treacherous woman – Alexis, Lord Oxley’s ex-mistress – watched her in mingled challenge and amusement. And this stung her to decision. Still playing, making muted wistful music, Frances Copley turned her head and braced herself to speak.


“When you first came,” she said, her voice veiled, husky, even a little broken – “I was afraid. I thought only of myself. I was terrified both at you and at what you might demand from me. I hastened to leave this house, to go away and try to forget. But I wasn’t permitted to forget. While I was away much concerning you was told me, which changed my feeling towards you and showed me my duty. I have come back of my own free will. I. am still afraid; but I no longer mind being afraid. My desire now is, not to avoid, but rather to meet you. For, as I have learned, we are kinsfolk, you and I; and, since this house is mine, you are in a sense my guest. Of that I have come to be glad. I claim you as part of my inheritance – the most valued, the most welcome portion, if you so will it. If I can help, serve, comfort you, I am ready to do so to the utmost of my poor capacity. What conditions, what laws rule your present state of existence I don’t, of course, know – nor whether what I say is intelligible to you. But even though my speech may not be so, I can’t but hope my intention and my sympathy are.”


A pure and sweet radiance, an effulgence of appeal and reverent pity showed itself in Frances’ expression and intonation.


“I shall live in that hope,” she told him, with gently engaging fervour. “Every day I will come to this room at the same hour. I will wait for you here, so that if you wish to reveal yourself further to me, you may have opportunity and leisure to do so. There’s no hurry, no compulsion. Only, as I say, I am ready.”


She got thus far and stopped, the audacity and conceivable impiety of these promises and proposals borne in upon her.


For might not she, only too probably, be inviting forces outside the legitimate human sphere, forces altogether beyond her power to deal with or control? Might she not sully and debauch her conscience by this rather prodigious compact, as by participation in unholy practices, assistance at some Black Mass? Imagination rioted. She felt to skirt the lip of an abyss, deeper than time, peopled by nameless and forbidden shapes of hideous import and incalculable potency. Stumbling, losing her foothold by ever so little, she might fall into that seething pit of horror, fall past all help, all recovery.


Then, on a sudden, she understood what was happening to her. The moment so lately prevised had, in fact, arrived – the inevitable moment of mortal terror. The pangs of it were upon her, great as those of birth or the agony of dissolution – both of which they in some sort, repeated and prefigured. For wasn’t she, in truth, both giving birth and suffering death in most marvellous fashion, awe-inspiring rites of initiation operating upon her? She had offered herself, was accepted. Mysteries were in process of being revealed to her. She also, though in an inverse position, was “breaking through.” As the dead man forced his way so wonderfully back into the earthly environment, by presenting himself visibly to her, so she now forced her way onward, out of that same earthly environment. In both cases nature was defied, in a sense outraged, and of necessity took her just revenge by the infliction of suffering.


Yet, even when the trial was at its height, Frances had faith, the pangs would pass could she but endure; and that with their passing victory be achieved of the highest illumination and advantage.


Meanwhile, in good truth, they were merciless. They tore her, so that she bowed her delicate body together, leaning her head down and down until her forehead rested upon the backs of her hands, still extended over the keyboard of the piano.


“I dare it all,” she sobbed, in her anguish of flesh and spirit. “I give myself willingly – give myself as ransom for the well-being and happiness of both.… Yes, both, both.… For Morris’s freedom to live largely, fruitfully, by me unclaimed and unhampered; and for this wandering soul to gain redemption, no longer sense bound and passion-haunted to rest in peace.”


With which supreme act of will and of devotion the climax was presently reached. Frances came out of the other side – only so can I phrase it, existing terminology being as yet inexact and misleading in respect of such rare psychic and psychological experiences. This much it is possible, however, to record – namely, that her state was radically yet very subtly changed. Through those amazing self-invoked rites of initiation she acquired the sixth sense and penetrated, in a degree, the fourth dimension, so that henceforth the supernormal was to her normal. She was delivered from the delusion of finality, the earthly life of the individual soul falling into its true and reasoned relation to the sum of things – as but a single lap in the eternal race, a single stage of the eternal journey; as but one dwelling, and that how small a one, in a city of measureless dimensions.… This not to the derogation of her present mortal and mundane condition; for she saw it no less precious, no less momentous or actual than any condition preceding or following it. Saw it as an essential link in the mighty chain of personal being, since without it the chain would be faulty, broken and incomplete. To acclaim only the whole is, as she perceived, an error, since a whole, without each and all of its parts is unthinkable, monstrous. But to limit thought and vision to one part alone is equally erroneous; and hence fraught with much practical distress and danger to both soul and spirit.


The immediate and direct effect of all which upon Frances Copley made for liberty from many conventions and superstitions; her feet, like those of the Psalmist, being thereby “set in a large room.” She awoke to a wondering thankfulness, a happy spaciousness of moral and mental outlook; along with a sense of physical relief, of tension relaxed and pain obliterated. She breathed evenly and freely once more, felt her nerves steady, her body at ease, her confidence restored.


Sitting upright, she raised her hands, passing them over her eyes, as though wafting away some last remnant of unrestful sleep and ugly dreaming.


So doing, she became aware that her ghostly companion not only had moved, but had suffered some change also. He now stood close beside and leaned over her. The outlines of his handsome person had gained in distinctness, his whole figure in substance and opacity. She could distinguish the colour of his clothing, of his black satin stock, short-waisted blue coat and buff cord breeches, his high riding boots creased and wrinkled to the fineness of the ankle. His hands she could not see, they being apparently clasped behind him.


Lifting her graceful head, the dawn of a smile in her eyes and upon her lips, Frances looked up into his face, now so near to her own, and that without shrinking or repulsion although it still showed vague, a dull reddish grey blotch through the encompassing twilight. But this, beyond begetting in her a wistful yearning and compassion, affected her but little. It in fact, as she joyfully registered, quite curiously didn’t matter. It offered no impediment to sympathy, nor to intercourse of the kind she now understood to be possible. For, thanks to those cruel rites of initiation, invited, performed and success fully endured, some new faculty of apprehension, new mode of approach and interchange of consciousness had come into play.


As yet she felt to grope after it, as a baby child learning to speak, gropes after the accredited sounds and associations of syllables by which to convey its needs and express its emotions. She was at the alphabet only of this new, this sublimated language. But she would master it. Oh, yes, she exultantly told herself, given practice and application she would master it effectually enough. Already didn’t it begin to work – this strange new faculty of approach, of interpretation? She felt convinced it did. Felt convinced, moreover, that her ghostly visitant in some sort responded, being aware of her altered and enlightened state.


Persuaded thus, that at last she did veritably hold him to touch, that intelligent communication was established between herself and him, Frances’ smile brightened to a delightful gladness, which set forth the value of her fragile moonlight beauty to the full. She looked, indeed, exceedingly lovely just then, in the repose of her proven courage, her wonder of discovery and achievement.


“As I have said, you and I are kinsfolk; but in the last few minutes haven’t we improved on that, converting the hereditary connection into something of a personal one?” she asked him, with sweetly tempered gaiety. “Mayn’t we go so far as to declare ourselves friends, who, through much tribulation – for I also have suffered, though in a humbler, less conspicuous manner than you – have been drawn to one another, very wonderfully made known to one another to our mutual advantage and content?”


And here, though by instinct and habit the least erotic or flirtatious of women, Frances intentionally put forth all her power to captivate and to engage. For she, on her part, became alive to the increasing attraction exercised over her by this amazing companion. Fear ceased, giving place to quite opposite sensations, to enjoyment, indeed, of his presence. Not alone a philanthropic duty-call to aid the enlargement of some unhappy earth-bound spirit now animated her, but feelings decidedly less abstract and more genial. For while the minutes passed, the man himself – if as man she could in reason regard him – his character and qualities as revealed to her through the medium of that much enlightening sixth sense, claimed Frances Copley’s approval and satisfied her rather exacting taste. Granted, poor dear, he had run after strange flesh, loved not wisely but far too well, and in the despairing sequel taken means reprehensibly crude – as, in the event, shoutingly unsuccessful – to obtain release from sorrow; yet, as she now read him, he remained throughout a finely tempered, finely sensitive creature. She warmed to his reckless devotion, though bestowed on so thankless a feminine object. Oh! without doubt little Lady Lucia was right, on that perfect summer evening strolling up over the great lawns from the lake at beautiful Napworth, when she declared suicide, in his peculiar beau geste rather than an act of cowardice!


And here, as with the lessening daylight, the lofty drawing-room of the tall villa became a place of brooding obscurity, uncertain forms and shadows, Frances grew sensible that the human aspects of her strange companion gained very strangely in actuality and in appeal. What he had formerly been, all the notable promise of his nature and circumstances – before that same ill-judged, though engaging beau geste set him miserably wandering, outlawed by his own deed alike from both worlds – became arrestingly and very wonderfully clear to her.


“Let us trust one another,” she therefore presently prayed him, her soft, husky voice taking an endearing accent and cadence. “I earnestly beg you to have confidence in me, as I most truly have confidence in you. Let us agree to put all desperation away from us – for you, in your time, if what I hear of you is true, have been somewhat over-desperate.… You see, I make bold to claim the privileges of friendship and speak to you without subterfuge or circumlocution.… If, as they tell me, by a woman you were broken, by a woman shall you be healed – even by me. While, if by a man I have been wounded, by a man will I be healed – even by you. Each shall act as physician to the other, thus curing sickness and adjusting past trials and wrongs. Ah! believe me,” she very charmingly admonished him, “it will all work out to an excellently comfortable conclusion, if we keep faith with one another, you, Alexis, Lord Oxley, my kinsman, and I. For it can’t be for nothing we are permitted this extraordinary intercourse, so contrary to the conduct and probabilities of ordinary experience. In justice to our own intelligence we must make a success of it. For wouldn’t it amount to a quite scandalous admission of ineptitude to let the whole business end here and thus, sinking out of sight into nothingness, like so much water spilled on sand?”


Carried out of herself, transported by her own words and emotions, Frances rose to her feet as she concluded her speech. Down the side street, meanwhile, and along the road in front of the house a lamp-lighter made his evening round. Following immediately upon his progress, yellow-gleaming brightness flashed up and inward through the high, narrow windows, stamping the pattern of the lace curtains in fine filigree upon wall and ceiling, transforming the room from an abode of brooding obscurity into one of delicately fantastic light.


In this sudden illumination, far from fading out with the vanishing shadows, the visitor’s person appeared to Frances to cast off its last semblance of the spectral and unreal. Definite in colour and in contour – always excepting the face – positive and substantial as that of any gentleman her contemporary and Acquaintance who, for reasons best known to himself, should elect to masquerade, at six o’clock of an autumn evening in his great-grandfather’s clothes, it was there opposite to her, head and shoulders slightly inclined as though courteously observant of herself and attentive to her address.


In all which hadn’t she cause enough, in good truth, for glorying of the liveliest? For didn’t this courteous and, indeed, almost affectionate attitude very handsomely justify her belief that her meaning and purpose penetrated his understanding, not only finding intelligent lodgement there, but ready acceptance and entertainment? She had been very frank, very outspoken concerning his past action and present parlous state. But this he evidently didn’t resent. He in no wise repulsed her advances. On the contrary, she divined a deepening appreciation, deepening sympathy. To Frances this spelled victory – triumph, and that of the rarest sort. The promise of that enchanted time, spent under the roof of wonderful old Mrs. Allenby-Knox, at Stourmouth – when this, her crusade of rescue, was just conceived – was in act of being quite royally fulfilled. From out the long record of failure, with which she sadly credited herself, leaped a success little short of miraculous. She had staked so much – so immensely, incalculably much – and won…! So at least she delightedly assured herself. Still the whole affair being of so extravagant a nature, she craved further outside testimony to that delightful assurance. The reality of her success meant so very, very much to her. She hugged her belief in it and cried for greater certitude on account of its very delightfulness. Her excitement just now was intense; but thanks to the innate sweetness and refinement of her nature, excitement in no respect demoralised her, robbing her of charm or outward restraint.


“Lord Oxley,” she began, “I beg you tell me, do you agree? Will you enter into the compact and help me to continue this mysterious adventure, this joining of hands across the river of death! For, as I see it, it is nothing less than that. Will you come to me here, visibly, as this evening, again? That you should do so would give me the highest pleasure – would indeed make me singularly happy. I speak in all sincerity. Will you not speak to me in return? I conjure you give me some sign, answer me.”


And, in her fervour, forgetful of his discarnate predicament, she suited her action to the image of hand-clasping across the waters of death, and in fact held out her hand to him. But when, after hesitation, as of one bewildered coming to himself, he moved a step nearer bringing both hands from behind his back, she recoiled in something approaching disgust. Violence in any and every form was loathsome to her; and here Frances set eyes on the symbol, at least, of violence of the coarsest sort. This swung her back out of cherished triumph into sentiment of quite other and earlier character. For in his right hand her visitor clasped a heavy pistol; seeing which she also saw, with rather terrible distinctness of detail, this very same visitor lying dead in the little square garden outside where the fitful south-easterly breeze just now shivered the sooty shrubs and withered roses – the grey flags on which he lay, the steps and foolishly prancing stone lions, horribly bespattered with his brains and blood.


“Oh! no – no” – she cried in agonised protest, “not that, Lord Oxley. In mercy spare both yourself and me any fresh rehearsal of that hideous catastrophe. It is over – for ever done with. Never let us recall it. That you should obliterate all thought of it, gain final relief from the consequences of it, has been my fondest hope, my dearest object. Surely you understand it’s the very core and heart of this whole amazing business? Surely you’re not going so bitterly to disappoint me? Tell me, assure me you do know this, that you do intend to work with me, you do understand?”


A space of – to Frances Copley – cruel suspense followed; while she strained every sense, every faculty to the detection and reception of some answering message. And at last, faintly, dimly, one began to reach her – though whether audibly, through the medium of ordinary speech, or through the new and sublimated channel of communion lately disclosed to her where mind reveals itself directly to mind, she couldn’t for certain say. She listened intently, intensely, to an utterance at first incoherent, as that of a person awakening from grievous sickness to consciousness and sanity. The struggle after expression struck her as infinitely pathetic.


…He understood. He was grateful. Her compassion, her heroic effort claimed and compelled him. But long silence, long disuse made him inept, tongue-tied.… Yes, he would return, since she desired it – he himself also desiring it. It could be done. It could be done, his dawning recovery of will, stimulated by her active will.


This, or something to this effect, she gathered, to her great contentment though also to her no small agitation. For this parley with a ghost, while setting a convincing seal of actuality upon the whole transaction, was on that very account, not a little portentous. “It’s a bargain, then,” she gently told him, exercising rigid self-control though she shivered even as the withered roses in the breath of the east wind there outside. “I am more than pleased. I shall not be unpunctual either tomorrow or after tomorrow, I give you my word. Now – for tonight, farewell – I – I am a little tired,” she said.


Going downstairs Frances clung to the handrail of the slender twisted balusters. Victory exacted its price. The tax on nerves and on imagination had been enormous. Reaching the hall, faintness overcame her.… She sank a piteous, crumpled heap upon the floor.




 




•   VII   •








Elizabeth, the housemaid, drew back the daffodil yellow and white-striped curtains. Raised the blinds, flooding the room with the misty sunshine of a London autumn morning. She brought the nicely appointed breakfast tray across to the bedside, and waited, her forehead worried, her pretty hazel eyes at once timid and perplexed.


Obedient to the call of light and movement, to this opening of the ordinary diurnal domestic ritual, Frances Copley put up her hands, lifting the soft weight of her hair from off her temples, sighed, and then – in spotless raiment of lawn, lace and ribbons of pearl-grey and pearl-pink – drew herself up into a sitting position against the pillows. Vast tracts of dreamless, yet somewhat dolorous, sleep stretched away behind her – the sleep of nervous exhaustion from the depressing influences of which consciousness disengaged itself but slowly and not without a measure of mental and physical distress. She mistook her bearings, hardly recognising where, or indeed who, she was. The edges of her personality were curiously, frayed and ravelled. All objects which met her gaze – the neat blue and white-clad maid, the breakfast tray, the daffodil and white-hung bed-chamber – were curiously unmeaning, unrelated and remote in this bewildering emergence from those vast and doleful tracts of sleep.


But shortly her natural graciousness, and quick consideration for the comfort of others, asserted itself in face of the young housemaid’s evidently troubled state.


“Have I overslept myself? Is it very late, Elizabeth?” she asked.


“After half-past ten, ma’am – and I have been in three times already, but didn’t like to disturb you, you seemed so quiet. Only me and Mrs. Cheape” – inappropriate name of the formidably respectable wife of the police constable – “were frightened to let you go on any longer without nourishment. You see, ma’am, you never had any proper dinner last night.”


Hearing which admonitory and somewhat reproachful statement, Frances Copley’s consciousness further disengaged itself. Remembrance fled rather breathlessly backward across the intervening tracts of sleep to events and experiences immediately preceding them – from which they might indeed be judged to derive. Under the pressure of the diurnal domestic ritual, as represented by her breakfast tray, under the pressure, too, of the hoarse continuous murmur of London and its myriad activities – ranging away for miles on every hand in the misty autumnal sunshine – those events and experiences assumed a high improbability. Reason faltered, denying credence to the offers made, promises given, to that compact respecting further intercourse, to the whole prodigious affair in short of commerce with the dead. Her triumph of last night, this morning took on vulgar pathological suggestions. Had not she been overwrought, hysterical, a prey to morbid hallucinations?


She glanced at the little black-hooded telephone upon the table by her bed – that ugly mechanical canceller of time and space. Should she ring up Dr. Plowden or his under-study…? The great man himself was still probably on holiday.… Request attendance, report her collapse…? Disclosure need go no further than that at present.… Suddenly she discovered herself to be almost sickeningly in want of food. The telephone could wait. She would breakfast before deciding to commit herself to the ministrations of the faculty. Not only did she breakfast, but bathed and leisurely dressed. She felt languid and listless, above all indescribably lonely. The sunshine mocked; so that she was glad when about midday the wind, shifting, began to draw up clouds in the west. The hours went leaden-footed. Scepticism oppressed her. She suffered a coldness, a blank indifference towards her own, real or supposed, mission. Yet she, in fact, neither telephoned for Dr. Plowden, nor did she fail, at the appointed time, to keep her tryst.


Rain, by now, fell steadily but softly, in a quiet penetrating soak. Pavements and roadway took on a darker hue. Air and earth were alike released from the all-pervading curse of dust. A freshness filled the drawing-room, distilled by the silent grateful wet. And Frances Copley, drawing the gilt, cane-seated armchair, of fateful memory, into the shallow embrasure of the second window, sat down there within the shelter of the lace curtains, and looked out over the trees on the canal bank into the grey rain-blotted vistas of the Park.


Thus the skies wept to the refreshing of parched and arid London. And presently, almost unawares, Frances wept with them, tears stealing quietly down her cheeks unchecked.


She bent her head, and setting her elbow on the gilded chair-arm, rested her chin in the palm of her hand. Eventually refreshment came to her, also through the breaking of the drought; for although she was immersed in sadness, that sadness was of gentle quality, unsullied by anger or revolt. Her sympathy went out to all creatures who suffer in mind, body, or estate. Among them, it went out to herself in a strangely impersonal manner, she withdrawn, contemplating as from a distance, her own high hopes, her ecstasies, yesterday’s claim to achievement, today’s revulsion, apathy and weariful distrust.


“Oh! to be stable,” she told herself. “To be fixed, with some sure foundation in oneself or in another on which to build. My heart is hungry.… This chill indifference grows from that hunger.… Yet – yet, at least in act I have kept faith. I am here ready to fulfil my share of the perhaps only imagined – bargain. If I’ve deceived myself, or have been deceived by an unhealthy condition of nerves and brain, I will yet remain true to my delusion. Neither the good Plowden, nor his understudy, shall interfere to cure me of it against my will.”


Frances raised her head, looked round, her attention claimed by a just perceptible whisper of footsteps crossing the carpet, and saw, through the blur of her tears, the form of a young man approach her, both his hands extended and both hands empty.…


“Ah! you too keep faith,” she rather brokenly exclaimed. “And you give me the sign! You come unarmed – at peace with yourself as I joyfully dare believe; and therefore bringing peace to me.”


This marked the last of Frances Copley’s digressions. From now onward she possessed the stability for which she had prayed. If life narrowed for her, it also deepened, as is the way of life when lived under the dominance of a single idea and according to rule. Each day conformed to an inflexible pattern, her course rendered the easier because representatives of the world to which she belonged rarely honoured London, at that pre-war period, save as birds of passage during the autumnal season of the year. Frances’ exile to the confines of Primrose Hill helped further to secure her against intrusion; for what distinguished bird of passage would willingly wing its flight so far astray from routes approved by fashion?


She spent the mornings in her room, reading, attending to her correspondence and such small amount of business, domestic or other, as might demand her care.… The guiltless police constable and Mrs. Cheape had departed, and her two other maids were duly restored to her, thus making her modest establishment complete.… Keeping continental hours, she came down to luncheon at noon, and, after that meal, walked in the park along the road bordering the canal; or – taking train or taxi-cab – went socially west, though actually and geographically southward upon errands of shopping, picture seeing and the like. On her return she had tea in Morris’s library, only subsequent to which did the serious work of each twenty-four hours actually commence. The rest was automatic, a matter of sleep-walking almost, so little did it touch the finer issues and interests of her mind and heart.


She changed her dress, making herself delicately resplendent in soft-hued silks and velvets, jewels, filmy tissues, costly embroideries and lace. Thus arrayed, as for an assembly, she entered the drawing-room, there to sit at first in dusk and firelight, later on, as the days shortened and nights lengthened, in firelight and that of cleverly-shaded lamps, sometimes solitary but more often in converse with Alexis, Lord Oxley’s unlaid ghost.


The nature and method of the said converse is far from easy to describe. Notwithstanding her acquisition of the – so to call it – sixth sense, to sustain and develop that converse kept Frances Copley’s wits, kept her so happily enlarged power of receptivity and divination, very much at the salute.… All the time she must be on the spot, her whole attention, her whole emotion focussed upon her companion; or mental contact weakened, she ceased entirely to hold his mind and to interpret his needs and thought. He began to slip away from her apprehension, to flicker out. Never, truly, had mother a stranger child to humour and tenderly to school! Never had nurse more elusive patient to win back to sanity and health! Not that for one instant he was other than gentle and docile with her; anxious, so she surely read him, to meet, even to forestall, her every request, her every wish. For each scrap of her giving, he’d have given double, treble in return – if he could. But he couldn’t – and in just exactly that lay the extreme pathos, the almost agonising attraction of him and his situation, the quite heart-breaking charm which, to Frances, never lessened or grew stale.


Presently, striving for a definition, that common phrase “a lost soul” began to take on a new and curiously actual meaning for her. It wasn’t a figure of speech, but a scientific reality and fact, and this in its simplest and most obvious application. For as time passed, she grew to understand that she dealt not with one sick, still less with one mad, or even with a person of a different nationality, language and traditions, but with one lost. Just precisely that. A creature lost, condemned to wander without direction and without hope. One for whom neither sun or moon rose or set, for whom no stars shone to steer by through blank confusion of the endless, featureless waste. For wasn’t he every bit as much lost as any solitary castaway at sea, any strayed traveller in trackless desert or trackless forest? He couldn’t find the way. There wasn’t indeed any way to find. He moved in a maze from which there was no exit, journeyed in a vicious circle, perpetually returning whence he started. With this added horror that his only link with things, either of spirit or of sense, was a recurrent draw to this house, the quaintly furtive tall villa, which had sheltered the passion and despair of his young manhood, a recurrent draw to rehearse the culminating act engendered by that despair in futile phantom loneliness.


To Frances Copley, as she increasingly appreciated and entered into it, his sentence appeared sad beyond any more active and direct form of imaginable punishment. For the curse of the forsaken and forgotten was upon it, the curse of being cut off, cast out – lost. Yes, that one utterly woeful word summed it up, covered it.… And it lay with her to teach him he wasn’t lost, to guide him out of the maze, to break up the vicious circle – to pray him out of purgatory, in short, not with phrases but with an illimitable patience, application and provenant tenderness.


Along these lines she not unsuccessfully worked; but the process was slow, and, to her, arduous. For the ground of their intercourse was of necessity extraordinarily restricted. He lived in memory only, his relation to the modern world limited to his relations to her. Yet notwithstanding manifold limitations and obstructions, intimacy grew and ripened, becoming close and, to Frances, very precious. For she loved, and that with an absorbed and hidden wistfulness. She wooed Lord Oxley with music, with sweet words, implied rather than positively said, with long waiting silences, with a fine reticence of comment when – in moments of self-revelation – he held up the mirror to former ambitions, sorrows and that infatuation which had so lamentably proved his undoing and his curse. Frances picked her way among cherished, half-fearful mysteries, a strange light in her moth-like eyes and smile upon her lips. She grew thin, however. Sleep and appetite alike became capricious. She was troubled by palpitations and a quick little cough.


That she should follow so definite and so peculiar a programme week in and week out and not provoke domestic speculation and comment, would be asking too much. The servants wondered both in silence and in speech; but strictly amongst themselves. Since food, wages, “outings” were generous, work light, and Mrs. Copley a “real lady as anybody could wish to serve, ever so kind and nice,” discipline and loyalty prevailed. “Considering what things were done in some houses they could name” – with emphasis, and a pursing of the lips – “if she chose to put on ’eavenly dresses to play the piano, in the drawing-room, by herself, from after tea till the dinner-bell rung, for certain she’d the right.” And at that they left matters.


To Frances, meanwhile, her course appeared increasingly clear. For Flora Cressidy, of evil and voluptuous memory, must be met with her own weapons, beaten on her own terrain, in respect of loveliness at least. Hence she, Frances, must strive to look her fairest, not despising those aids to and enhancements of beauty which rich and tasteful clothing unquestionably supply. This decking forth of herself was at moments a weariness; yet she persisted, spending time, strength, imagination upon it with a fervour almost religious in its exaltation. The position was rendered easier for her through unlooked-for bounty on the part of her uncle, Lord Bulparc.


For that so-large-hearted nobleman, where a pretty woman was concerned – at the tail end of a genial discursive letter announcing the birth, to Lady Lucia and Mr. Ulick FitzGibbon, of a son and heir – informed his niece that he had today given himself the pleasure of placing five hundred pounds to the credit of her banking account. He made light of the transaction, excusing himself indeed for a certain temerity in venturing to offer any such gift.


“But,” so he wrote, “hearing that gadabout husband of yours (who, in my opinion, you would be well rid of altogether did providence happen to see things that way) may not be back in England for another six months or more, as Lucia tells me, I cannot help feeling you may find yourself straightened for ready money. If you raise any objection to accepting this trumpery sum from me, I warn you, I shall be both hurt and offended. I shall mention it to no one – least of all to her ladyship. Nor I trust will you. Just let it be between you and me, my dear child, and the bedpost, if you please.”


Frances, touched and grateful, raised no objection. – Thus, by a curious inversion of all ordinary procedure, did Bulparc cash of the twentieth century, indirectly minister to the solace of a member of Bulparc family getting on for a century dead and buried! Her treasure chest thus conveniently replenished – and truth to tell the contents of it had fallen pretty low – Frances permitted herself to buy some new and more than ever delicious confections, wherewith to further the extinction of any memories of Flora Cressidy’s pernicious beauty which might still survive. But, even while so doing, she could not but ask herself, what would happen when the said extinction was an accomplished fact. And here – since it must be admitted her mental – or wasn’t it rather? – her emotional attitude had changed somewhat, not in intensity but in direction, she found herself on the horns of a really woeful dilemma.


For did not precisely the unholy influence, exercised by those same memories, hold the spirit of Flora Cressidy’s all-too-faithful ex-lover captive to earth, captive above all to the tall villa, her former dwelling-place? Those monstrous bonds once broken, logic compelled Frances’ recognition of what must inevitably follow; and against the inevitable event her poor heart increasingly rebelled. So that during the long, too often wakeful nights of late autumn and early winter, she would turn restlessly in her bed, her eyes wide open in the close clinging darkness, while she made her moan – 


“To save him, to set him free, is also to lose him – unless, oh! unless it is granted me, and that sinlessly, without violence or law-breaking, to carry out to the full my design.”


And she would pause, silent, even in thought, before the consummation she had so daringly conceived on the evening of her return from her godmother’s house at Stourmouth.


Her situation had already reached this pass by the first week in November. Coming back one afternoon after an excursion to the shop of a certain famous modiste in Dover Street, she paid off her taxi in Regent’s Park about half a mile from home. The rest of the way she would walk, since it was still early and the weather unusually bright and mild. The bare black trees spread beneath a sky dimly blue above and, in the west, flushed with faint smoky rose. Looking between the trunks of them lavender mist closed each avenue. Below them, revived by October rains, the grass, though tarnished and sere in the open, had regained much of its vivid green.


The colours pleased Frances, especially that blotting of lavender mist – ethereal in quality, a veil let down over the harsh actualities of London. For she still loved veils, loved things indeterminate, and vague, loved them, perhaps, more deeply than ever before. The weather she loved too. This pause on the verge of winter, windless, reflective, seemed an intermediate state – but not purgatorial, merely of suspended desire, of suspended animation and energy, a peaceful folding of busy hands and sitting still on the part of Nature.


Turning along the road to the left, Frances Copley went half way across the bridge, which here spans the canal, and stood there for a minute or so. Immediately beneath, in the shadow of the broad low arch the water showed a thick greenish black, fouled by floating scum; but, further away, the unbroken surface of it gleamed and glistened, repeating the dim brightness of the tinted sky. Within the park railings on the right, a mountainous heap of fallen leaves burned. Not with outbreak of flame, being damp, but with innumerable whorls and jets of keenly blue smoke which, gathering in volume and uniting as they cleared the top of the umber and russet mound, drifted across the canal horizontally from bank to bank in a weaving and billowing cloud, the pungent, slightly acrid scent of it hanging in the quiet air. And that scent begot in Frances visions of Napworth on November afternoons such as this, the smoke of burning leaves impregnating the atmosphere, when she, short-skirted, with streaming hair and shoutings flew, swift as nimble feet would carry her, down over the sloping lawns to the tranquil lakeside, little Lady Lucia and protesting French nursery-maids breathlessly bringing up the rear.


Then the super-abundant vitality of childhood had risen defiant, instinctively asserting itself against Nature’s reflective mood, against this pause in the creative energy which today she found so soothing and so sympathetic. – Ah! yes, she’d journeyed far since those days of irresponsible and heady gladness! – So, for that matter, had Lucia also; though by an easier course and to a decidedly less eccentric landing-place! Only this morning a positive Te Deum, hymning the wonders of the son and heir, reached her from her cousin.


“It was very red to begin with,” Lady Lucia wrote, “and oh, my dearest, so dreadfully creased. Considering that both Ulick and I are passably good looking I can’t say it was flattering our united effort should produce so very quaint a result. But it is quite the right colour now, with a really divine skin, and not a single crease left. They have all come out, except the cunningest little folds, like bracelets, round its weeny wrists. It really is too darling for words all over. You must see it before it gets more common-place and big. – Ulick talks as though it would be fit to ride to hounds tomorrow. I hardly think that. Still could not you come just for a weekend to make sure of seeing it in this fascinating stage? We’re both booked to go over to Ireland some time before Christmas to exhibit our blessed babe to a devoted (? ) tenantry. I rather dread the idea of the journey and change of climate for the poor innocent; but Ulick has been so perfectly angelic to me about everything lately and so touchingly adores his son – as of course he ought – only one’s men don’t, do they? – always do just what they ought – that I feel in this I must ‘oblige’, as the trades people say.”


And so forth and so on, through three closely written sheets. These over-flowings of rapturous young motherhood, which even a few weeks earlier would have caused Frances Copley much wistful envy, now affected her, to her own surprise, hardly at all. She had, indeed, studied them that morning – her letters being brought with her breakfast to her bed-chamber, where she lay resting after an all too-wakeful night – in indulgent wonder. She rejoiced in darling Lucia’s happiness of course; but wasn’t jealous of it. Why should she be so? For hadn’t she touched deeper mysteries of late, tasted higher, because more spiritual, delights than any which centre round a basinette? She believed so; and so believing flushed, for an instant, with tender, if slightly fanatical, pride.


Reminded of these rapturous over-flowings, this afternoon, by visions of the Napworth of her childhood in which Lady Lucia bore so constant a part, she was again aware how little they moved her. Decidedly they left her cold, in their inferiority of cause and of object, as compared with her own most marvellous possession. And thereupon – drawn by a sudden craving to be back, to obtain sight and knowledge of that same marvellous possession once more – she turned from peaceful contemplation of the gleaming water, the burning leaves and drifting billowing smoke. For the time might be short – she almost bitterly told herself – short just in proportion to the success of her endeavours.


Crossing the bridge, hurrying just a little, she gained the road – here over-looked by blocks of red-brick and free-stone flats piled up rather monstrously to heaven – running parallel with the canal bank and leading, eastward, to the tall villa. As she did so a large khaki-coloured touring car shot past; and, in obedience to orders hulloed by its occupant to the chauffeur, drew up, with a snarl of powerful engines and grind of sharply applied brakes, by the kerb about twenty yards ahead. Charlie Montagu scuffled open the door, bounced out onto the pavement and – the fronts of his fur-lined overcoat flapping open and revealing light yellowish green tweeds beneath – advanced towards her, pulling off his right glove. “Great, my dear lady,” he cried, “simply great, running across you like this in the open – the just reward of perseverance, after the number of times I’ve rung your front door bell this autumn without success! Earlier, I mean, when you first came back.”


He blew out his chest, swaggering in front of her, soft high-crowned brown felt hat in hand.


“Been away for the last three weeks myself. Nipped off to Monte Carlo in that good old car of mine with a friend or two. Cheery little quartette in fact – no grousing and some sport. Out of the season, rather, I allow; still, in season and out, Monte’s a peach, no mistake about that.”


Mrs. Copley walked forward in the direction of the tall villa. He kept beside her. Effusive cordiality, born, in part at least – like his slightly fixed gaze and ripe complexion – of a late and generous luncheon washed down with copious draughts of champagne, exhaled from his large and florid person as from his rapid speech.


“And I needed to ease off a bit,” he went on, dropping his voice to a more confidential note. “Give you my word, I did. With Copley the other side of the globe and his affairs as well as my own to manipulate, I’ve been glued to the end of the phone and the wire all the summer, even when rusticating at my little place down at Marlow. Not that I grumble, mind you, at Copley’s leaving his business on my hands. Very far from that, my dear Mrs. Copley, since anything I do for him I flatter myself I do for you also, don’t you see?”


“You are very kind,” Frances said. – She could no less; though, bursting thus headlong in on her after protracted relief from his society, the man’s appearance and manner struck her as almost flagrantly offensive. To be in any degree his debtor, and that through fear of what was now so wholly precious to her, seemed a very crown and climax of ignominy. Tears of humiliation rose in Frances’ eyes as she paced the grey, softly sunlit pavement beside him.


Of all this Montagu remained fatuously ignorant. He swelled with satisfaction. “Don’t talk of kindness as between you and me,” he answered largely – “or you’ll put me out. Upon my word you will. To do anything for you is the greatest pleasure I have in life. And you must be well enough aware of that – unless I’m a much more reticent fellow then I take myself to be—”


And he laughed, covering her with a bold appraising glance. – Extraordinary how effective she looked in that plain dark blue coat and skirt – and the sables. Thundering good sables though when you came to remark them. They must have cost a small fortune. Dated prior to old Morry’s smash, no doubt. – Just a matter of cut, style and cut, you know, those clothes of hers – and the deuced tip-top smart little woman inside them. Not that she really belonged to the little ones – willowy, if you like, but not little. Over the average in height, for a fact. That helped to give her the A.1. sort of air she had with her – that and blood; for say what you like, when all comes to all, there’s a devilish lot in blood.


He audibly sighed.


 – Pity they weren’t walking down Bond Street now, at midday together, he and she; or at Church Parade on a fine Sunday morning in the Park! Those were the places to show yourself so as just to let people know. A good many of your aristocratic first-flighters, who were so beastly handy at giving him – Montagu – the go-by, would be nicely knocked if they saw him and Mrs. Copley strolling together – she under his protection – 


He rolled the phrase round his tongue, though unspoken, with remarkable relish.


 – Protection – yes – But that nobby little object lesson sadly missed fire in this god forsaken suburban road, was wasted, quite damnably wasted as eye-opening advertisement.


Nevertheless, crossing the said road opposite the tall villa, Montagu made it an opportunity for tucking his hand under Mrs. Copley’s elbow as if her safety were menaced by a stream of traffic. – Supporting, shielding, propelling her affectionately forward although nothing more actively dangerous or impressible was in sight than his own chauffeur, a solitary nursery-maid wheeling a perambulator, and a couple. of scavengers with their flap-lidded, pink-painted cart, drawn by a glossy bay horse whose massive proportions suggested those of a half-grown and healthy young elephant.


In the library at tea – to partake of which common courtesy compelled Frances to invite him – Montagu kept up what he would have described as the same “dear old game.” Not that he was otherwise than sober, technically speaking: but that the extensive luncheon aforesaid induced in him an enterprising and expansive frame of mind. The company sharing his recent trip to Monte Carlo – Miss Myrtle Vane figured in that gay quartette – was hardly of the kind which stickles for refinement or extra fastidious standards of taste. Owing to its habitual freedom of speech and manners, Montagu had a little forgotten, perhaps, that although the ultimate object of your approach to all pretty women may be the same – a very simple one – it is wise to grade your pace, not to unmask your batteries too soon, or omit to fling some slight disguise over the frankness of your assault. To disregard such precautions, incredible though it may appear, is, in some cases, actually to court a disconcerting repulse.


“This is a new move, giving up your drawing-room, and camping here in Morris’s snuggery, isn’t it, Mrs. Copley?” he presently enquired, spreading himself in his chair, throwing one leg jauntily across the other. “And, upon my word, a right one in my humble opinion. Charmingly arranged though it is, I confess it seemed to me there was something funny about your room upstairs the last time I saw you, when you were good enough to let me prescribe for you after that little fainting turn you had. I’m the least superstitious of men, hard-headed, and hard-bitten too, I’m afraid” – and he laughed, as owning bravely to his self-impeachment – “but I give you my word I received the funniest impression. Couldn’t account for it anyhow. Honestly I believe I should cry off sitting there alone in the dark. Now, as between friends, Mrs. Copley, have you ever noticed anything a bit jumpy about the place yourself?”


“I am particularly fond of that room,” Frances said, with admirable and impressive composure, looking up at him from under the brim of her black hat.


“Come, come, my dear lady, don’t be harsh with me!” he heavily bantered her, somewhat taken aback. “You must make excuses for me. – Where one’s interested one’s bound to be sensitive and get anxious, you know. It’s only human nature, eh? – For the life of me I couldn’t help putting two and two together afterwards – my own unaccountable sensations, I mean, and your fainting attack. I assure you I worried a lot about that. Should have worried more if you hadn’t been just off to Napworth Castle, where I could trust to your being properly appreciated and taken care of. – No, no” – as Frances, greatly incensed, made an effort to speak – “I know what you are bound to say, but don’t protest. I take all this pretty seriously, Mrs. Copley. Copley left his affairs in my hands; and if I make free to enlarge the scope of the commission so as to include yourself, it isn’t with out reasonable cause—”


Montagu set down his cup, with ponderous deliberation. His manner had changed to the solemn and official. He leaned back his chair, planting his elbows on the arms of it, brought the tips of his fingers together, and stared at them, his low forehead wrinkled as an ape’s.


“Not without reasonable cause,” he repeated. “And that brings me to a point which has bothered me most deucedly ever since the early days of my stop at Monte. Came on me as a bolt from the blue on my first evening there. – Met these people staying at the same hotel – South Americans, chummed up with them casually, as you do travelling, don’t you know—”


 – Frances Copley didn’t know, this not being her manner of travelling; but let the statement pass – 


“Yes, a bolt from the blue,” he repeated. “And I have been in two minds as to whether it is my duty to tell you about it or not ever since.”


“Clearly it is impossible for me to advise you,” Frances said.


Her eyes were on the clock. She was athirst for relief from her guest’s most unwelcome conversation and presence, be free to prepare herself, with due ceremony, for the dear encounter of almost daily occurrence. Time drew on, and the thought of appearing unpunctual, still more of being cheated of some portion of her cherished converse, mightily distressed her. Under a calm and chilly grace she feverishly fretted, straining as a fine-limbed grey-hound at the leash. Yet how to excuse herself? How to terminate this wearisomely distasteful interview? For hadn’t Montagu contrived to remind her, and that not uncleverly, she was in his debt? His penetration in connecting her distracted state, on the occasion of his and her last meeting – with some mysterious influence resident, here, in the tall villa itself, startled and alarmed her. Aroused her indignation, further, as a laying of profane hands upon that which is holy – a defiling of the shrine whereat she so devoutly, so fervently worshipped.


Pushed hither and thither by which conflicting impulses and restraints, she paid but small attention to the opening phrases of his ensuing discourse; so that he was well away with his narrative before she realised the extremely personal and delicate trend of it.


“I’m too much a man of the world to be hard on my brother man,” he was saying; with conciliatory emphasis. “Ours is not a Puritanical generation – Accepted. I grant that. Still when a fellow has drawn first prize in the marriage lottery – good Lord, Mrs. Copley, it makes my blood boil to have him behave so rottenly. If some others of us had had his chance!”


And the speaker looked upward to the ceiling as calling the heavenly host to witness. “Of course one isn’t going to let an old friend down,” he nobly continued, “even when he does what one’s gorge rises at. It isn’t cricket. So I swore myself nearly black in the face to these good folks – Really tip top people, you know, Mrs. Copley, splendid manners, refined and all that – for colonials awfully smart. And rich. You may take it from me, confoundedly gilt-edged. I sounded them. Made me feel a downright pauper – my aunt! – that they did. – Swore they must be mistaken. Copley might be a bit of a dog but not that sort – giving himself out as a bachelor, and running after a flapper with her hair only just up. I told ’em frankly, at the risk of offending them, I didn’t credit the story. It wasn’t good enough. But they gave me chapter and verse. And they were straight from that part of Chile, you see, from San Diego itself – own a house in the town and big country estate in the neighbourhood. Copley’s stopped with them there more than once. And they gave me to understand local society’s simply off its head about him, ready to let him have his pick of the girls – in the most exclusive set too. She’s a big heiress this Miss Maraquita del Paz and—”


“Thank you, Mr. Montagu.” Frances raised her hand to enjoin silence – “Thanks, that is enough. I have no wish to know the young lady’s name, whether she does or does not exist. I willingly share your belief that she does not—”


“Awfully sweet of you,” he broke in. “I like to hear you speak like that. Exactly the tone I expected you to take, Mrs. Copley.”


He drew his chair nearer hers. “Only, in your high-mindedness – which I admire with my whole soul – you jump to conclusions too fast. For I had to back down. As a level-headed man I couldn’t hold out against the evidence. It convinced me. If it hadn’t done so do you suppose, my dear lady, I would ever have insulted you by reference to the subject? Good Lord, no, Mrs. Copley. I’d too thankfully have spared you, spared Morris – spared myself, for it’s mighty unpleasant, I tell you, to act informer to your friend’s wife. Unless – unless, I might have some cause to hope his – his Copley’s, I mean, turning out such an uncommon bad egg makes a difference as between you and me.”


He drew his chair yet closer, his large high coloured face advanced, his eyes lustful, his lips covetous and gross.


“You must have seen my admiration, Mrs. Copley. I’ve made no secret of it and it isn’t a matter of yesterday,” he said. “You haven’t altogether discovered it, I think – went out with me that evening alone let me dine with you and all that. – I’ve stood by Morris, seen him through, set him on his feet, all – you must be aware of that safe enough all for your sweet sake. And he’s played a low game on you – a blackguardly low game considering who you’re related to and considering your personal attractions. Copley must be demented to give you, of all created women, the go-by. You can’t let it pass. Damned if I can let it pass either. We must read him a lesson in very large print. That’s what I’m getting at. Won’t you – won’t you let us take our revenge together?”


Montagu’s voice grew rasping and hoarse. But before, paralysed by disgust and amazement, Frances had time to apprehend his meaning or combat his purpose, his coarse, paw-like – though much manicured – hand grasped her wrist.


“Take your revenge,” he stammered excitedly, “and give me mine, by giving me bliss. Let him know two can play at that game, by Gad – Punish him and make me happy both – both at once.”


And his hand travelled up her arm as he spoke, tightening its grasp and drawing her bodily towards him.


Suffocating, Frances Copley tried to wrench herself away, tried to cry out. But, against the strength of this great bull-like animal, knew herself to be powerless, helpless. She shut her eyes, giving herself up for lost, to feel a chill draught of air on her face, instead of his hot breath, to feel the grip of his fingers relax, to hear him call in panic:


“What – what’s that?”


Further, heard him stumble, swearing, onto his feet, thrusting aside his chair in such evidently frenzied haste that it collided with the table on which he had just now set down his tea cup – and sent it flying with a rattle of falling silver and crash of broken china.


“What the hell do you want with me?” he raged. “Keep off, you accursed devil, I tell you. Don’t touch me – Ah! ah! damn you, keep off—”


His voice grew feeble and distant, died away in the hall. The front door slammed, and, a couple of minutes or so later, the purring of a big touring car, as it started, broke up the quiet of the side street.


Then and then only did Frances Copley, her breath sobbing in her throat, open her eyes, and leaning forward, passed her hands across them as though to wipe off from her retina some vision causing utter nausea.


Never before, even remotely, had she been exposed to brutal passion or physical violence. They left her, for the moment, shattered, transfixed with shame and with revolt. She had heard, had read of such ugliness, but had given no real credence to its existence; with the consequence that the shock of this first-hand revelation of it was almost greater than either brain or imagination could endure. She turned with loathing from a world in which such things were possible, turned in loathing of life itself.


Her husband’s reported unfaithfulness and desertion – whether true or not – were to her a matter of indifference, save as they went in directly to heighten her own repulsion towards life. For all which appertained to the joys of the senses, however apparently fair, however even natural and legitimate, lay to her just now under sentence of condemnation. Out of them could no good thing come. Her attitude may be likened to that of the fanatic abstainer, who would forbid the wine of the Eucharist, because some persons, somewhere, do on a Saturday night sometimes get drunk. – Only in the spiritual plane could she admit cleanliness, admit purity. Only in it could she – as she believed – ever again breathe with ease, move with security and peace. And wasn’t she justified in this belief, as she told herself? Hadn’t a visitant from the spiritual plane saved her in her moment of utmost peril, saved her from unimaginable degradation and disgust? Hadn’t the spirit of man, disembodied, rescued her from the incarnate man-beast?


Having reached which height of exaltation, Frances, without delaying for prosecution of ceremonial observances, deckings forth of herself in beguiling garments or other methods of suitable preparation, impelled only by an immense and tender gratitude and immense weariness, presently went upstairs, and opening the double doors entered the drawing-room above.




 




•   VIII   •








So doing Frances Copley received a shock of a, to her, very agitating description.


The curtains were drawn. The light of the discreetly shaded lamps was low, but mellow, agreeably restful and intimate. His hands clasped behind him, his head bent, his face in shadow, one heel resting on the rail of the pierced brass fender, Lord Oxley stood, apparently lost in thought, his back to the fire.


Invariably, during the whole history of their intercourse, Frances’ arrival at the appointed place of meeting had preceded his. She came and waited, concentrating her every thought and desire upon his advent; thus, as she believed, rendering his portentous passage from the unseen to the seen easier of achievement. That positions should be reversed, he arriving first and awaiting her coming, marked a new departure, a modification, as she apprehended, of his state and of his and her mutual relation. It caused her questioning alarm. But the natural pose of his handsome person, its apparently absolute solidity and opacity, caused her even greater and more active alarm. For that it should be other than compact of normal flesh and blood, sentient, obedient to material conditions, subject to like passions with those of ordinary men, surpassed imagination. And this idea, this indeed conviction for it amounted to no less – distracted her at once with a strange heart-sick yearning, and with a sense of irremediable loss.


Her situation was, as she recognised, profoundly ironic. She knew herself – only too well by now – to be in love. Yet not in love with Flora Cressidy’s earthly lover of over half a century ago, the unhappy Alexis, Lord Oxley; but with the said Lord Oxley’s returning ghost, his phantom and spectre. If, as she argued, that beloved phantom had, in the last eventful hour, by some rather monstrous alchemy, again become mortal, regaining the attributes and necessities of his long discarded manhood, then not only was her design abortive, her sustained and arduous effort vain; but her love – she being still dominated by horror of Montagu’s lust and carnal grossness – a thing of contempt rather than of unsullied beauty. It became adulterous, a milestone on the road to the divorce court, rather than on that of the road to paradise, as she had so fondly reckoned it. Her poor heart – no longer virgin since, as she rapturously held, it had found its eternal spiritual consort – would be broken past mending, the pieces only worthy to be flung out and trodden into the slime and moral filth of the street. The hated crudities of life, as an undertow, drew her down, submerging her. She tasted the waters of a despair, bitter beyond all calculation.


But here, as though awakening from his fit of abstraction to sudden consciousness of her near neighbourhood, Lord Oxley raised his head, and turned as though to greet her. Whereupon, with a fluttering cry of joy, of exquisite relief which, as a sword, transfixed her, Frances Copley perceived his face still to be blank and featureless.


With a gentle rush, her arms outstretched as to enfold, she made towards him.


“Ah! you are the same. Thank God you are unchanged,” she cried in the extravagance of her joy, midway between tears and laughter. “I have been in torment. You knew and intervened to save me from nameless abominations. But I trembled lest, through that very act, the marvellous bridge which, for us, joined the world of spirit to the world of matter might have suffered damage, making it impossible that I should cross to you or you to me again. Or that, having crossed when coming to my rescue with too boldly human and masculine a stride, you should find – ah! – but no—”


Now she did very actually laugh, lovely in the wildness of her enlarged and recovered happiness, while her moth-like eyes lingered in searching tenderness upon his indistinct and amorphous face.


“Why should I tot up the sum of my terrors since they’re over; or attempt to explain them either to myself or to you? You are here. I am blessed with the pleasure of your society. That’s enough.” Then on a lighter tone – “What shall we do? Will you like me to play to you and with music obliterate ugly recollections from your mind and from—”


There Frances paused, the words dying softly, sighingly upon her lips. For she became aware of an amazing heightening of the intimacy of their commerce, which absorbed her, leaving room for no other thought. Aware that, in some strange sort, as through a fine veil, he smiled upon her, drawing her, rejoicing in her even as she rejoiced in him. Aware, moreover, that notwithstanding the couple of paces still visibly dividing them, she was nearer to him, more closely conversant with his personality, more nearly united to him in sentiment and emotion than she had conceived it possible two separate and individual beings could ever be. Spirit, forcing all barriers, fused itself with spirit, each one enclosing the other, yet by the other enclosed.


“Ah! here indeed is love – here is love absolute,” she murmured, awe-stricken by the magnitude and wonder of her own felicity.


But for those who, like Frances Copley, are still a part of the material scheme, subjected to the laws and limitations of the earthly state, transcendental delights of this super-fine quality cannot be practised with impunity. They are extra-, if not super-natural, and levy heavy tribute on the flesh. Her physical strength began to fail under the stress of such extraordinary emotional output. Instinctively she withdrew a little from her ghostly associate, seeking relief from the magic he distilled. She sank into a chair. Lay back in the low depth of it, her eyes closed; she immobile, emptied for the moment of all volition and all sense.


Yet, after a certain lapse of time – the length of which she could by no means measure – through the numbing weight of bodily fatigue and mental stupor, she grew conscious that Lord Oxley spoke to her. At first she failed to understand and follow his communication. Then words stood out, so soothing and heartening, that before the charm of them, lassitude gave way.


For he told her, and that in noble and courtly phrases, it was true that he very uniquely loved her, loved her to the exclusion of all earlier affections. But told her it was also true that – as she had divined – the marvellous bridge joining, for her and for himself, the world of spirit to the world of matter, had suffered partial destruction and might well prove too frail to carry either across the intervening gulf often again. As against this, mitigating in some degree the ill-news of it, he further told her that he had sensibly entered into possession of himself; and was no more – as in the past fifty years and over – driven helpless as blown sand, as sea spume, as the troops of fallen leaves out there in the roadway, chased shuddering and aimlessly tormented by the autumn wind. She, Frances Copley – thereby earning his eternal gratitude – had put a term to his purgatorial discipline. Her deeds and her devotion had risen, as incense of prayer, to the mysterious Throne of Grace buying his pardon and reinstatement in the scheme of salvation. Therefore was he earthbound no longer, nor was he powerless, the sport of former passion and prisoner of self-inflicted death. He had ceased to be an outlaw and had regained his spiritual birthright. His chains were struck off and he free to go onward, to go higher, to claim his share in the glad activities which are reserved for the soul after the period of its probation is accomplished.


“When I revisit this place now,” he finally told her, “I revisit it, not as slave but as master. I come because I will, not because I miserably and rather horribly must. Nevertheless, each coming, each breaking through, is more arduous, more beset by pain and struggle than the last. Each time I have incredibly further to journey and experience a severer difficulty in adjusting myself to the environment which I find here, and – still more – in adjusting myself to the environment awaiting me on my return. I fight my way out. I fight my way back. To reach you, to be with you, most sweet saviour, I joyfully engage in that battle whatever, as yet unsignalled, penalties it may entail. Only I entreat you not to doubt my constancy should I fail to come; but rest assured that some force, some compelling power, strong beyond all comprehension and all argument, withholds me – that our bridge, to use your figure, lies in ruins and that the gulf it spanned, therefore, is impassable for me.”


This discourse – of which the above is inevitably but a clumsy and halting transcript – threw Frances Copley into a mighty questioning both of herself and of the course it became her duty, here and now, to pursue. She had listened in alternating thankfulness, admiration, and harsh travail of soul. Her eyes were open, but her vision remained clouded. To her seeing, the pale lofty room swam in faintly gilded haze, in which, and in a way a part of it – his image sublimated, transfigured – this young man, her enchanting and enchanted companion, moved thoughtfully to and fro. Frances kept the same attitude. She leaned back in the large chair, her arms lying along the cushioned arms of it, her hands turned inward drooping from the wrist. She felt quite horribly tired; and she was up against the biggest proposition of her life. A chance to display heroism was afforded her. How could she do other than accept it? Nevertheless, watching her phantom visitant, sensible of the love she bore him – a love so recently and splendidly touching consummation Frances shrunk, sorrowed, inwardly cried for mercy in presence of the sacrifice demanded by that heroism, her mind all the while working towards a clear and relentless conclusion. And it is surely testimony, both to her fortitude and to the natural elevation of her character, that at this, for her, tremendous juncture, she disclaimed compromise, thrust away the allurements of delay and of side issues, making straight for the goal although the goal spelled relinquishment of what she held dearest.


For – “Heaven forbid,” she at last said, schooling herself to speak with a calm persuasiveness, “that I, the woman to whom he has granted the privilege of obtaining – as you so beautifully assure me your freedom, should interfere to detain you from full exercise of it. That would be detestably selfish, surely, and self-seeking. We have been too perfectly at one, I think” – here her voice did a little tremble – “for you ever to mistake my motives, misread my intention, or for me to mistake or misread yours. Therefore, I beg you, make no further attempt to fight your way back here. Come no more to this house of many memories; but let the misery you have suffered and – in as far as it might prove a hindrance – the comfort you have received within its precincts, slip out of remembrance like a tale which is told. Inexpressibly though I shall miss you and crave knowledge of you, I implore you neither to come back or look back. Reverence the laws by which your present existence is controlled and do not strive, in your thought of me, to evade or abrogate them. For only so, after all, will my purpose be actually achieved. Oh! I have no scruples, no hesitations,” she exaltedly bade him, “I surrendered myself, gave myself long ago, within, indeed, a very few weeks of our first meeting. And my giving has in the last wonderful hour – not to speak of all those other precious hours in which I have enjoyed your society – been regarded above my hopes or deserts, rewarded so generously that whatever the future holds for me I still am magnificently, radiantly blessed.”


Upon that declaration she balanced for some triumphant seconds, then to turn giddy, slip, waver and lose her precarious footing a little. For the pain of parting was almost insupportable, as was the bewildering prospect of returning to the world, taking up the ordinary race and round where she had left it when Morris Copley’s financial crisis drove her to the shelter of the ridiculous, and now adored tall villa. The habit of the recluse, of the – in some sort – anchorite, was strong in her. To quit its half-lights, its leisures and trances, its so nobly peopled solitude, for smart crowds, amusements, the publicity of entertaining and of being entertained, trenched on the indecent. Grosvenor Square and all that Grosvenor Square required and implied glared at her. Oh! the enormous tedium and uselessness of it all!


Frances turned sideways in the chair, folded her arms on the left arm of it, and let her head drop until her face was hidden, resting upon her folded arms. In this attitude she held herself, indifferent to observation, to appearances, at once rigid and in a manner abandoned, overwhelmed by distaste and distress. Lord Oxley had crossed the room, and now stood by the chair, bending slightly above her. Presently his hand dwelt shyly, lingeringly upon her bent head, her cheek, the nape of her slender neck. And Frances felt his hand as a chill yet tender draw of wind, encircling, playing upon her. This affected her profoundly as attacking her in some sort through the medium of her senses, from the human side, and thereby augmenting rather than allaying the fever of her grief.


“Ah! if it were but the wind of death,” she huskily muttered, “the healing and welcome wind of death! – But don’t try me too far, beloved friend, lest I weaken. – No – come here no more, unless – unless you can take me away with you when and where you go. – Work for that, if it won’t hamper you to do so, won’t impede your own advance. – For a great while I have wanted to ask this kindness from you; yet waited, feeling somehow the time wasn’t ripe. But now that you have spoken and that I know your emancipation from the earth-thrall is complete, know, too, the love I bear you is returned, it can’t be wrong, I think, for me to speak.”


Frances sat erect, looking up at the young man, who still bent over her.


“Believe me, I shirk no duty,” she confidently told him. “No one is dependent upon me for their well-being. I’m not really wanted the least here in life; rather do I stand in the way of others’ happiness, cutting them off from it.”


The thought of her husband, Morris Copley, in all his bright actuality, dazzlingly plausible and alive, was singularly present to her – the thought of him and of Maraquita del Paz. She accepted the existence of that young lady. For wasn’t he cut out to set blooming fine flowers of romance in a girl’s fancy and inflame hot southern blood? In the large gay life of the great Latin-American country house would not he be in his element, in his place? – Rich, gallant, astute, amusing as they make ’em, in every sport and pastime up to the neck? – Oh! she did him justice, just then, she gladly did him justice. Wasn’t he past-master in all those primitive yet liberal arts which derive from horse and rod and gun? For whatever Morris’s short-comings or delinquencies, among them certainly couldn’t be counted the smallest carefulness to save his own skin. A gambler born, he gambled as readily in every shape and sort of danger, as in mining rights, in stocks and shares, and wild-cat financial flutters. If the male population of the del Paz hacienda indulged in a trifle of amateur bull-fighting, for instance, couldn’t she see Morris flourishing the provocative red cloak with the best, and only vaulting the barrier of the bull-ring at the last extremity, thus avoiding the maddened beast’s charge by the skin, so to speak, of his teeth. Yes, indeed, she granted him all that, and all the coercive charm which marches with it in normal, passionate women’s eyes. But for those very reasons, she herself so conspicuously wasn’t the right wife for him, with her fastidiousness, her super-refinements, her squeamishness – if you like – her love of owl-light rather than sun-light, and of all things mysterious and but half-seen, her childlessness moreover – 


“Indeed I’m no deserter, but it’s honestly, scathingly true that I’m not wanted,” she resumed. “My going out of life would hardly be noticed. The water would close so smoothly over me. Save for a day or two, I give you my word, I should hardly be missed. Therefore don’t attempt to come unless you have permission – how or from whom I am ignorant – these things belong to your condition rather than to mine – to fetch me and lead me back across the marvellous bridge, while it still bears, giving me your hand. Then let it crumble into nothingness behind us, if it pleases. Will you try – most beloved?” she tenderly insisted – “Will you try? Only – only let it, if you can, be soon, be within a couple of months from this date, because—”


Putting a great force on herself Frances rose, went across and sat down on the music stool.


“Stand there, Lord Oxley,” she said, “just within the curve of the piano case, where you stood the first evening you visited me. I will look, not at you, but at your image in the mirror – until – that image may no more be seen.”


And her fingers strayed over the keys, bringing forth delicate harmonies in a swan-song of wordless blessing and farewell.




 




•   IX   •








Lady Lucia sat on the fender-stool, in the library, holding the hope of the house of FitzGibbon upon her lap. A comely, cosy baby, possessed of a slow sly smile, and long, pointed humorous upper lip. How the creature would discourse, by the way, when the time came, and with what rollicking merriment! Already wasn’t he, though only a fortnight short-coated, on excellent terms with all creation, a joke in the tail of his eye almost too good for telling – so did he strike Frances Copley, kneeling in her over-refinement of aspect before him.


Little Lady Lucia, meanwhile, chattered with all her accustomed paucity of grammar and wealth of emphasis. She had regained her good looks, the haunting strain of gestation and perils of child-bed lifted off her. To her native prettiness she now somehow added an air of youthful matronly content, mightily engaging. For hadn’t she, indeed, performed the whole duty of woman – witness the rosy, dimpled, infant humorist enthroned upon her lap?


“As you couldn’t or wouldn’t run down to Napworth, Fan darling,” she told her cousin, “I felt I simply must bring him here to show you on our way through to Ireland. I wanted quite desperately to have you see him in this very trottiest stage. Of course it’s passing already – which is a little trying. Every day I seem to see him more growing up. And, though each weeny advance is quite fearfully thrilling, one can’t help regretting his first utter dependence on one. His helplessness was so adorably pathetic. Nurse him myself? – Yes, my dear, of course. I insisted upon that – With help – Half bottle and half me, don’t you know. I had to give in to a fraction of bottle, though I am a bit jealous of it. Ulick fussed frightfully because idiotic people told him nursing would spoil my figure. But with care, and proper corsets, I really don’t see why it should. Anyhow, figure or no figure, I wouldn’t hear of a wet-nurse, which was the alternative. Conceive letting any wretched hired milch-cow of a woman come between me and Patrick Alexis.”


Then, remarking Frances Copley start and, with a quick intake of breath, steady herself by one hand on the white bearskin rug since in kneeling she swayed a little – 


“Yes, Fan, I know,” she continued, “I thought of that directly – of my telling you that uncomfortable story of Billy’s, I mean about the wretched Oxley man called Alexis, who shot himself somewhere in this house. It gave me a creep. But ever since the year one, it appears, the eldest FitzGibbon sons have been alternately named Ulick and Alexis. And my Ulick being Ulick, it was naturally Alexis’ innings, don’t you see. I did protest. But the whole FitzGibbon tribe proceeded to argue with me, in person or by letter. Regiments of FitzGibbon ancestors, they declared, would infallibly turn in their graves – which didn’t seem to me of such desperate consequence, unless by chance they proposed to turn out of them and add their remonstrances to those of their descendants. But what could I do? One can’t be too obstinate with one’s in-laws, specially Irish ones. So I gave in. It did, as I say, give me rather a creep, though it’s wrong, I know, to have any superstitions about what, after all, happened ages ago. Wrong and,” she manfully added, “silly too, because by now it must be so entirely over and done with; while one has to admit that unfortunate Lord Oxley’s departure, poor fellow, did hugely benefit our side of the family by giving us Napworth and the title and all the rest of the delightful set out. Still, you can understand, when it comes to even the most distantly absurd possibility of inherited ill-luck to one’s baby, one does have a skin too little and is inclined to feel like a goose.”


“Oh! I understand, I perfectly understand,” Frances made answer.


She rose from her worshipful, kneeling position, moved aside and absently straightened various objects arranged on a small table – a silver ashtray, some little Japanese monsters of quaint and malicious design.


“But take it from me, Lucia,” she threw off, over her shoulder, and with an odd inflection of harshness, “that affair is, as you say, entirely over and done with. Even the most nervous or superstitious needn’t worry in the very faintest degree – now.”


Maternal felicities and absorptions notwithstanding, Lady Lucia retained a power of shrewd observation. From the moment of their first embrace, this morning, she had been sensible of something not quite accustomed in her cousin’s appearance and behaviour. The vesture of their relation was the same, yet in the substance of it she detected H difference. The difference was slight, very slight. She could not put her finger on that in which it consisted. Yet it was there, all the same – Perhaps she hadn’t been quite tactful in bringing her son and advertising his many claims to admiration – not quite considerate, this, remembering Frances’ own pitiful loss of a baby. Lady Lucia was contrite, ready to blame herself. Yet somehow she didn’t believe it was just simply that. The cause of this elusive difference, she held, lay deeper, derived from a source more recondite. For Fanny was the last woman in the world to grudge another happiness, particularly of so natural and tender a description. No – this wasn’t her, Lady Lucia’s doing. It took Frances from within rather than from without. Fanny had always been so sympathetic; unselfish, dear thing, almost to a fault. And today she seemed so oddly wrapped away, so distrait. She didn’t spring to touch with her old charming veiled playfulness. Really it was as though she forced herself to attend to you and pick up your meaning when you spoke.


Her looks strangely matched this new mental attitude to use fine words and so call it. She was thin, very thin surely. Yet that did not quite describe the impression her appearance made on you. For it had nothing to do with insufficient nourishment. She didn’t look starved in the least; only fragile, almost, as you might call it, transparent. – A delicacy upon her not the outcome of disease, so at least Lady Lucia not uncleverly argued it, but of over-much repressed emotion and thought, of constantly pursuing ideas one idea not unlikely – to the positive eating up of her bodily life.


She wore a light silver-grey dress, and as concession to the winteriness of the December day out of doors, bleak and inclement, a soft chinchilla wrap about her shoulders. This neutral-tinted raiment added perhaps to her air of fragility. – But then wasn’t there though Lady Lucia hardly liked so to state it – a vagueness, an indeed gentle wildness in her expression and glance? What could that mean? Was it not, partly at least, the result of living so much by herself?


Roundly the little lady rated Morris Copley in thought. For wasn’t it simply abominable he should so neglect Frances, leaving her stranded for months on end, in this outlandish quarter of London? But then upon precisely what terms were Fan and her erratic spouse? Lady Lucia would have given much to know. Was some escapade of Morris’s at the bottom of the difference she now discovered and deplored? From Fanny herself she would never gain illumination on that point. Fan was the soul of loyalty. Nothing would induce her to give away that – really rather beguiling – sinner, her husband, of whatever atrocities he might be guilty. Had she not valiantly kept her own counsel, and headed off comment, even at the very blackest moments of his financial debacle?


And there Lady Lucia pulled herself and her speculations up short, aware the silence became prolonged to the verge of awkwardness. All the same she would venture a throw.


“Oh! I take from you, and gladly won’t worry,” she said, “since you’re so reassuringly confident Patrick Alexis runs no danger. But why now, darling Fan? The qualification is yours and it a trifle intrigues me. Wouldn’t you have been so ready to guarantee immunity for him a little while back?”


If Lady Lucia may here be supposed to have felt her way gingerly towards a solution, she met this time with a sufficiently prompt and, in a sense, direct response.


“Why now? Because,” Frances told her, “this house is about to be pulled down – demolished, so that not one brick is left upon another.”


And before her hearer had time sufficiently. to surmount the surprise this announcement caused her, or to discount the singularity of it for intelligent comment, Frances Copley swept on to her knees again in front of the enthroned and jocund infant, and holding out her arms, thus lovingly coaxed him – 


“Come to me, Patrick Alexis – Alexis, my dear lamb, and let me nurse you.”


But the baby, thus tenderly solicited, showed no haste to accept her invitation. On the contrary his sly smile vanished. His face reddened and puckered. Then by a mighty effort, heaving himself over on to his stomach while his clean tiny hands convulsively clutched, he rammed his head into the warm concavity, below his mother’s bosom, of his mother’s waist. Over his pink kicking legs and swaddled little wrong end, Lady Lucia and Frances gazed at one another; the former dissolved in apology, yet diverted, the latter diverted also, if a trifle sore from her repulse. In either case tension was quite sensibly relaxed – Patrick Alexis’ perversity working, somehow, to bring the two cousins together, and tune their intercourse to an easier note. Frances could even take heart gently to laugh.


“Ah! he’ll have nothing to say to me, the little villain!” she lightly said. “No, don’t force him into unwilling friendliness, Lucia. No doubt he knows his own business best. I’m a vast believer in instinct.” And then – “You’re astonished about this house. You thought I’d a craze for it. So I had and have. Such a craze, my dear, that I can’t submit to let other people ever live in it. By the drastic expedient of pulling it down I secure it, you see, against that. Morris is making money hand over fist. This silver mine up in the Andes proves, so he writes to me, quite extraordinarily rich. There can’t be any question of such a Croesus, as he’ll be, inhabiting what he is pleased to call my slum when he comes back.”


“How splendid!” Lady Lucia cried, with pretty enthusiasm. “Sit up, Patrick, my blessing, don’t scrabble and scratch. – I’m so glad, Fanny dearest, so quite tremendously glad!”


But her curiosity was more than ever piqued. For if Morris’s affairs cantered thus jauntily, how account for Frances’ strangeness of manner and for her strangeness of look? She wanted badly to probe the wound – since wound she did surely apprehend – further, and locate, if possible, the bullet. But this must be done with fine tact.


“Yes, I am really enchanted, darling Fan,” she therefore continued, “for all along I’ve been convinced – and today am more so than ever – this place doesn’t suit you in the least. It’s bad both for your spirits and your health. – Don’t be cross with me, Fanny, but really, dearest, it does affect you to the point of making you not quite yourself. It’s such intolerable exile for you out here. Gracious me, how I’ve fussed! Only it seemed useless and unfairly worrying to you to say much while these wretched money troubles were about – because, of course, it was too angelic of you to make up your mind to live here, in the first place. But your solitude – to be so cut off from us all and from all the people you’ve been accustomed to, is so dreary for you – and for them too, for all of us. Your charming talents and your dear charming self are so wasted. And it can’t be wholesome for any woman, of your and my age specially, to live alone so very much.”


“But I haven’t been alone,” Frances Copley said. Her moth-like eyes dwelt steadily upon her cousin’s. Her slightly husky voice was authoritative yet hurried in utterance. Lady Lucia’s heart stood still, even Patrick Alexis, for the instant, forgotten. This was a declaration of moment. Hearing it Lady Lucia felt certain that had she not hurried, had not the speaker surrendered to some sudden squeeze of impulse, the words would never have found utterance. She said them against, almost terribly against, rather than with her will and consent.


Frances sat on her heels in the middle of the bearskin. Her silver-grey draperies shaded into its dimly white surface. And she looked young, hardly more than a girl in her upright slenderness. Yet, for all its youthful grace, the pale slight figure, glimmering before her through the pale December light, affected Lady Lucia as, in a way, quite frighteningly cold and colourless – “unearthly” as she put it. And, although the temperature of the room was actually high, she gathered up her baby, holding him close with an instinct of protection, troubled by unreasoning alarm of his taking a chill such intimate shiveriness seemed somehow about. She, herself, did consciously shiver; and rejoiced to feel the soft downy warmth of his little head snuggling against her cheek and neck. Tension, moreover, was renewed. It indeed held her speechless, she finding it disconcertingly imperative. Yet her social sense and affection, alike, demanded she should take the declaration up, and that playfully, in as ordinary and easy a manner as possible. She rallied her savoir faire; but, to her own hearing, notably failed, sounding stilted, artificial, almost grimacing as, at last, she said – 


“Not alone, darling Fan! So very much the better; but how exciting! And who, if I’m not impertinently inquisitive in asking, was the much to be envied guest?”


 – For Frances meant her to ask – she was certain of that. Wanted her, quite desperately, although as she fancied unwillingly, to ask.


But here, to arrive at the just significance and the values of that which followed between our two ladies, a passing return must be made upon the many ups and downs of Frances Copley’s sentiment and intention during the immediately preceding three weeks. For, though outwardly her life adhered to its self-imposed and self-elected rule, it had inwardly been swept hither and thither upon the tides of a very far from peaceful sea.


After her farewell ghostly encounter, she had at first been carried high on the crest of a splendid wave of attainment in sacrifice. It is not too much to declare the keen-edged joys of martyrdom in some sort hers – its anguish, which still holds a heart of delight. Its languors, too, which – without profanity – one may divine to be little short of voluptuous. Later – more human, more natural and, by as much, more simply sad – she felt the normal yearning of one who loves and whose beloved is absent, ravished away by death’s inexorable law. She mourned like any other woman bereaved, the object of whose constant interest and care is taken from her. It is true she neither craved nor lamented those satisfactions of sensuous passion which too often dispose the widowed to the hysteric state. But, it is also true, she dwelt at times upon the perfect spiritual union in which she had so amazingly participated, and longed after its renewal with tearful eyes and beating heart.


Resignation became harder, instead of easier to practise as the tale of evenings mounted during which she sat, between tea and dinner time, in the lofty, slightly fantastic drawing-room, waiting on the chance – just the bare chance. But no push, no sense of an attempt to break through, to arrive, ever rewarded her vigil. The room had lost its magic and was empty of meaning. It no longer even, as in the earlier days of her sojourn, played hide and seek with her, having now only too clearly ceased to have anything to hide which it was the very least worth her while to seek. The tall villa did, in point of fact, as she felt, most abominably let her down at this period; its absurdities, its faults of style and taste starting quite hopelessly into relief. It was hopelessly rococo, poor place, pretentious and trivial. Yet still, hadn’t it sheltered, harboured, been for the best part of a century saturated by an uncommon splendour of tragic romance?


And here, swept hither and thither upon the tides of that most unrestful sea, Frances Copley’s feelings suffered further transformation. For did she not, perhaps, accuse the poor tall villa unjustly, holding it accountable for a fault really her own? Arbitrarily and of set purpose she had forced its secret. Now that secret increasingly burdened her con science, was it fair so to fix the blame? Under the depression caused by this protracted term of fruitless waiting, she began to distrust her own conclusions, to ask herself hard questions. Had she, in departing so far from common experience and daring to hold intercourse with a disembodied spirit, sinned, done mysteriously wrong? She stood in sore need of some confidante, some counsellor. Could she but share her strange knowledge, recount her prodigious story she would find relief. To be sole depository of it dismayed her – in a sense outcasted her. She grew afraid of herself in face of this unique possession, not to say unique predicament.


Had Frances belonged to the older faith, she would have carried her burden to the confessional and there laid it down. But for such a demarche the conventional Church and State Anglicanism, in which she had been reared, afforded neither place nor precedent. The picture of a suburban vestry and a highly embarrassed parson offered small prospect of intimate comfort or release. The good, scared man would anxiously advise consultation with her doctor, her near relations; hurriedly, nervously bow her out, and later bolt homewards to retail the extraordinary occurrence to his wife! And, if it came to that, had she not, indeed, already given herself exactly kindred advice and summarily rejected it, condemned it as hopelessly impracticable and inadequate? For to expose her situation to that amiable amateur of the fine arts, Dr. Plowden, was merely, in result, to invite a course of ten-minute lectures – at the figure of a guinea apiece – upon hallucinations, optical delusions and their purely nervous or liver-y source. “Slightly run down, regular exercise, diet – more proteids, fibrin, casein – an affair of digestion and general health, with care easily set right.” Couldn’t she hear the well-worn catchwords in which he would suavely brush the whole marvellous business aside, degrading it to physical and pathological plane? And that she would be unable to endure. It would offend her too deeply, anger her too much.


To whom else could she turn? Her genial, florid uncle, Lord Bulparc, or her lawyer – with whom just now she was in frequent communication, as shall presently be shown. In the one case, a rooted impenetrability to ideas,2 in the other the incredulity of rooted common-sense, might very well call the completeness of her sanity in question. They’d handle her with the utmost delicacy and consideration, of course. Yet either, and still more both gentlemen, should they elect to lay their heads together, might doubt her capacity to manage her own affairs, and embody that doubt in the most kindly meant but most intolerable system of supervision and restraint.


All the same, an urgent desire to unburden herself persisted. She dreaded lest it should push her into extravagance. For it plucked at her with sudden gusty violences; so that among strangers met in shops, in picture galleries or in the train, crossed walking in the streets or in the park, she would see, or seem to see, a face which invited confidence, which drew her with silent promise of sympathy, intelligent comprehension and belief. smiled, with pathetic humour, comparing herself to the Ancient Mariner of the ballad and his determined button-holing – in the interests of voluminous self-exposition of the much-distracted wedding-guest. But how, in good truth, she felt for and with that magnificently garrulous old seafarer and egoist! For didn’t she indeed know by experience his driving necessity to tell and tell. Tell, moreover, for preference, to an outsider, to a person unrelated, hitherto unspoken with; and therefore, as one might fondly hope, unbiased in judgement.… On some days this necessity of speech became an absolute obsession. Native dignities of reticence and self-control were rudely shaken. Niceties of pride risked going by the wall.


This mingling of an imperative need of speech and dread of committing herself in some, more than probably, quite unsuitable quarter, was reinforced this morning by the winning spectacle of complacent wifehood and motherhood from which Frances esteemed herself debarred. The average, the every day, the familiar, turned on her in the person of little Lady Lucia FitzGibbon, a deliciously attractive face. The human side pulled at her – pulled all the more because the baby so quaintly and clearly rejected her proffered advances. This last, far more than Lady Lucia’s affectionate strictures and admonitions, drew from her the cry – 


“But I haven’t been alone.”


And even this meagre morsel of confession eased her; so that there she would, how gladly, have let things rest. For all the encompassing difficulties of a thorough and detailed confidence sprang glaringly into evidence directly her cousin made her attemptedly rallying answer “Not alone, darling Fan? So very much the better – but how exciting! And who, if I am not too impertinently inquisitive in asking, was your much to be envied guest?”


“Ah! my dear, if I could tell you!” Frances, after an instant’s hesitation, said as she rose, all of a piece, to her feet.


“And why not, why not?” Lady Lucia bravely kept it up, though much perplexed beneath her determined lightness.


“Because” – Frances also kept it up – “to explain why not, is precisely to tell you everything.”


“And how could anything give me more pleasure than to hear everything? I’m all ears, literally all ears, and surely you know you can entirely trust me. Not even to Ulick should I dream of repeating anything you said, without your permission. I never let marriage swamp the duty one owes to one’s friendships.… Men are such appalling gossips, poor dears. They mean no harm, but gracious how they babble – specially when they get together. The desire to shine before their fellows is too strong for them.”


She lifted her shoulders, laughing knowingly. Then on a softer note – 


“And you and I have been friends, Fan, since before we can quite remember – long, long before mankind – either yours or mine heaved in sight. So whatever touches you naturally touches me – it can’t be otherwise. And I feel it in my bones – oh, it’s not mere curiosity – it comes from a better place than merely that. Of course I am curious. For you are worried, though I haven’t an idea about what – and I’m convinced it would be good for you, dearest, to talk.”


Yet even while she thus warmly and quite honestly delivered herself – sitting on the fender-stool looking up – the rare silver-grey clad figure, standing over her and glimmering through the dull midwinter London daylight, again troubled Lucia FitzGibbon with an unaccountable impression of chill and colourlessness. As in a manner unearthly – that word best conveyed it – so very far did it appear from the thousand and one pleasant incidents, the agreeable, entertaining realities which go to make up the sum of modern social and civilised life. She was, indeed, self-reproachfully sensible of malaise almost amounting to physical shrinking, which her sincere admiration and affection for her cousin strangely failed to allay or combat.


To add to the said malaise, and as though she had by some means subconsciously infected him with it, Patrick Alexis increasingly proclaimed the fact of his existence. From early in their recent discussion – as to revelation or non-revelation of the identity of Frances’ reported guest – he had manifested a disturbing disposition to whimper. At the start, the sounds he gave vent to were small and fitful, no more than those of a mildly remonstrant kitten or pup. Now, however, they gained in volume and in force, until they amounted to wailings descriptive of the fullest tide of infant human woe. Patrick Alexis had healthy lungs. On this occasion he used them to the largest extent of their power; his lamentations positively ringing through the delicate, furtive quietude of the tall villa.


Lady Lucia, both scandalised and alarmed, hushed him, walked up and down the room rocking him, crooned to and cuddled him; in view of possible internal windy complications quite vigorously patted, not to say soundly thumped, his soft bundly back. But without avail. His wailings did not abate. Conversation, nay any and everything – save the immediate situation of Patrick Alexis – became impossible, not of the very faintest account. Poor little Lady Lucia gave way in respect of her vociferous offspring, and distractedly admitted herself out-shouted, out-manoeuvred and outclassed.


“Oh! I’m so ashamed, Frances, but I haven’t an idea what to do. I can’t manage him. He’s utterly beyond me. And I can’t imagine what’s so upset him. He never cries – really never. Will you send for Tancred, please? – his nurse. I told her to wait in the dining-room. Thank Heaven, there she is!”


The above in a series of gasps, ending in a half-tearful outcry of relief. For Frances, sweeping across to open the door and summon help, encountered upon the threshold a solid, bright-faced woman, quite shiningly capable and clean, arrayed in flowing nut-brown veil and cloak. She entered somewhat militant, promptly possessing herself of the small, moist, convulsed and purple lump.


“Yes, I thought it was really time to come, my lady,” she said, not without severity. Then including Mrs. Copley in her address “I never allow my babies to cry – particularly my little boys. It is dangerous. They may do themselves an injury. I shall take him away, my lady. He’ll soon come round, I don’t doubt, when once I get him quietly to myself.”


And she sailed off into the hall, while Lucia FitzGibbon petulantly exclaimed, as the door closed behind her – 


“Her babies – her babies! Did you hear, Frances? Isn’t she too irritating for words. Her babies, indeed, and she not only unmarried but perfectly straight – never had as much as a miscarriage to her credit. At times I positively detest her, yet she’s a wonderfully good nurse – and I do, I do, believe Patrick Alexis really loves me the best.”


She dabbed her eyes with her handkerchief. “I shall never get over this dreadful disgrace,” she said. “I’m too dreadfully humiliated. But he’s never behaved like this before – upon my honour, Frances, he hasn’t, or I shouldn’t have dreamed of bringing him to pay visits.… And now only listen. Not a sound. Oh! that unspeakable Tancred! Not a sound! What must you think of him and of me, too. He’s as quiet as a mouse.”


But Frances was, in fact, as little disposed to quarrel with the small tyrant’s past cries as with his present quiet. In his unseemly behaviour she discovered benefit rather than offence, since it had given her time to adjust thought and emotion to another and more excellent perspective. Her mind, during the noisy interlude, eschewing slow processes of reasoning, had sprung from point to point to – as she believed – wiser and happier conclusions. Patrick Alexis – and she blessed him had borne unconscious testimony and saved her from making a faithless, almost treacherous, mistake.


The bleak London day assumed for her a friendly countenance. Her humour changed, taking on something of its earlier high serenity. She put her arm round Lucia FitzGibbon’s shoulders, and bending down kissed her.


“Think of you, and of Patrick Alexis, my dear?” she took her up. “Why that you are both delicious he even in his manful screaming, you in your jealousy of that immaculate paragon, Tancred.”


Frances’ speech and manner were softly gay; for hadn’t she found a way out? A slightly disingenuous back-stairs way perhaps; but, under the circumstances, expedient.


“Patrick Alexis, through the divine privilege of untouched innocence, perceived that something ugly happened here, in this room, not long ago. It left a moral taint which he, blest babe, so to speak, smelt.”


“But – but is that possible?”


“I set no limit to what is possible,” Frances Copley bravely declared, her moth-like eyes singularly compelling and alight.


“A rather loathsome person has, for some time past, been impertinent enough to suppose himself in love with me. He attempted to give that supposition practical expression, after blackguarding Morris to me as an engaging preliminary. Oh! don’t take it tragically, Lucia! He was stopped in good time; and too effectively for him to venture, I imagine, ever to renew his suit. But the scene he made me was odious, detestable. It took me a little time to get over the impression. Meanwhile the company responsible for the building of those great blocks of flats, which are gradually eating up the terrace next door, want badly to eat up the tall villa also. They offer a considerable price for the site. My lawyer presses me to accept it and to sell.”


“And you will, Fanny darling, you will?”


She stood on the tip-toe of curiosity regarding her cousin’s altogether too enterprising admirer. But that would keep. With a little judicious worming she could get at details of the exciting episode later. Now, Frances being apparently in the humour, the thing was to remove her finally and completely from this outlandish dwelling-place.


“Oh! sell, pray sell!” she cried. “Get rid of the house and come away, come back to us all. You’re not well, you’re not really happy here. No, you can’t deceive me, dearest Fan – you’re not. I can’t say exactly why, but it sounds absurd – but I’m somehow afraid for you. You seem to be slipping further and further away from me, from all of us, from what’s natural. Don’t be angry – indeed I’m not talking nonsense. I feel so wretchedly worried about you – have felt so ever since we met this morning. A very little more, and, upon my conscience, I could follow Patrick Alexis’ bad example and howl.”


“Don’t do that, my dear. I will sell.”


She put her arms round Lucia FitzGibbon and the two women clung to one another.


“But I’ve not been unhappy – far from it here, at the tall villa. And just because I haven’t been unhappy, it shall be pulled down, every stick and stone of it, broken to pieces and carted away.”




 




•   X   •








The upshot of this state in which Frances Copley found herself at the conclusion of her cousin’s just recorded visit, was twofold. By bringing her into contact with old familiar conditions, it made for practical clear-seeing and for a certain moral exaltation. That these conditions possessed merit, had a very charming side to them, she in no wise denied. They drew, yet somehow failed to hold her. She had, indeed, merely to come thus into close contact with them to learn – even while savouring their attraction – how slight their compulsion over her actually was, how far she had actually swung away from and beyond them.


The blest babe’s portentous outcry took place in the nick of time to prevent her committing herself. Thanks to it she had opportunity to revise her position, adroitly to hedge, successfully throw dust in Lucia’s affectionately enquiring eyes, thereby saving the dear, pretty creature from an attack of bewilderment, a strain on the imagination little short of frantic; and herself from a revelation of secret things which would be, she now judged, in a high degree selfish and unfaithful.… Here was ground for self-congratulation! The few spoken words preluding such revelation, while easing long pent-up emotion, showed her – as has already been hinted – the wilderness of risk and danger necessarily encompassing fuller confession. Showed her, further, the futility and weakness of it if addressed to so amateur and unofficial an ear as Lucia FitzGibbon’s. To take that charming little person unreservedly into her confidence would be to tie her own hands in respect of all subsequent action. Even should Lucia keep faith – as in essentials she would valiantly strive to – she’d still be forever on the alert, on the watch, literally humming with questions, ready to enter protests and offer advice on the slenderest provocation. Once in it, there’d be no keeping her out of it. To expect her to keep out, the thing in itself being of so prodigious a nature, was to expect a restraint and self-effacement quite super-human. While if the affair did eventually run to the lengths Frances – in her inmost heart – hoped and prayed for, wouldn’t Lucia throw her promise to the winds and, pushed by ineradicable feminine instincts, invoke the help of the men of the family – that of her husband, her father, of Morris himself, even the genealogical Billy, her brother? A consummation, this, far more disastrous than if she, Frances, had appealed to them, or rather to one of them, namely, Lord Bulparc – herself at the outset.


No – that wouldn’t do – would never do – wasn’t to be contemplated. Therefore did she cite Charlie Montagu’s amorous advances, on the one hand, and the fine price offered her for the site of the tall villa on the other to discount her indiscreet admission and screen her retreat.


That this method of escape: trenched on the disingenuous, she admitted. Yet that lapse from strict veracity lay light on her conscience when she came to reconsider the episode. For of two evils, so she told herself, she had surely chosen the lesser, sacrificing a technical and academic to an active and vital good. Meanwhile she could not deny a movement of private satisfaction in this turning of Montagu’s outrageous behaviour to so useful an account. The revenge was pleasing – none the less so, perhaps, for being based on a misunderstanding, not to say on a fiction. For when all came to all, wasn’t it far less probable that any moral taint, left in the library atmosphere by that high-coloured Israelite’s unbridled animality, set the poor babe so fearfully crying, than some obscure perception of precisely what had put the said Israelite and his animality so ingloriously to flight? The baby, so she reasoned, though a perfectly sweet and clean one, was hardly more, at this stage of its development, than a dear little animal itself.


In this last connection Frances owned herself guilty of prevarication, of seeking and nurturing a white lie – she refused to label it a black one. Owned she had, of set purpose, mystified Lucia, played on her adoring son-worship in encouraging her to believe moral prescience, rather than blind physical repulsion, the cause of her infant’s outbreak. The baby, poor pet, had but whimpered and howled as a dog will in a – to put it vulgarly – ghost-haunted spot. Witness that in the dining-room, across the hall, where no manifestations to her knowledge had ever taken place, his lamentations promptly ceased. Not the fine, large Mrs. Tancred’s “management” of youthful human specimens, but the immunity of that apartment from supernatural influence, had stifled his cries.… To what extremity of re-echoing alarm might he not have been aroused by sojourn in the drawing-room upstairs? Not for one instant did she desire to subject the poor lambkin’s psychic apprehension to so cruel a test. Only hadn’t she proof, now, the house could not be so much changed in atmosphere as she recently imagined it, couldn’t be so empty and soulless after all?


“Very literally out of the mouth of babes,” as she smilingly told herself, “is the truth established; since hasn’t Patrick Alexis, within the last hour, convincingly, even uproariously, borne testimony to those comings of his namesake – that other, and by nearly a century older, Alexis – which have been my illumination and delight?”


Thinking of these things as she lay, after luncheon, on the wide blue-covered, purple cushioned sofa – as soberly handsome and luxurious a piece as the rest of Morris Copley’s library furnishing _ Frances entered into full possession of that high serenity aforesaid. In body she was unaccountably fatigued and spent. To lift so much as a finger seemed too great an exertion; yet this in no degree affected her powers of thought. Her mind worked easily, vividly – she perceived, reasoned, analysed with conscious enjoyment. It might appear, indeed, that physical inertia and fatigue, far from hampering her mental processes, conferred on them brilliance and resource. More than once recently she had been aware of some such divorce between her intelligence and her body, yet never so distinctly or for so long as now. She could almost imagine the two were in act of parting company.… A little more and her spirit would disencumber it of, divorce itself from its natural flesh and blood vesture, and fare forth as an independent and separate entity.


At this moment, now and here, Frances was just as fully sensible of the extreme languor of her body, as of the uncommon activity of her mind. But she could conceive of another moment when that equality of sensation might well cease, and her consciousness concentrate exclusively on the latter. Could conceive, moreover, of the said consciousness standing apart from and altogether outside that material, discarded self – the woman, namely, in silver-grey gown and furs, stretched motionless on the purple and dense blue of Morris Copley’s library sofa – conceive of its dispassionately, yet not unlovingly, taking stock of that same woman and bidding her farewell, as one takes stock of and bids farewell to any other material possession, once all-important in interest and value, now useless because worn out and out of date.


And when that happened, when that moment of separation actually struck…?


Frances envisaged her rather amazing conception in all soberness, yet with a delicate lightness of heart. For she hailed such divorce, such farewell, as the crown of her share in this portentous adventure, even while recognising the intimate pathos of its simply human side. But, as her quick-tripping intelligence did not presently fail to warn and re mind her, it hadn’t yet happened. The moment had by no means yet struck. Sensation was still dual, still equal. Her body, however languid, had her mind on string and was still strong enough to pull it back into an accustomed relation of wedlock, successfully claiming restitution of conjugal rights. The body must sensibly relax its hold on her consciousness, and she must, until then, call on patience to aid her. For that coveted decree of divorce should grow out of the natural course of events – so at least she apprehended – if it were to be justified, to be ethically legitimate.


Money, at the existing juncture, mattered conspicuously little; nor, under any conditions, would the bribe of a high price have carried the day over sentiment with Frances Copley. It could not affect her decision one way or the other. But, with that not impossible discarding by mind of body glimmering up at her over the horizon, decision became imperative as part of the necessary setting of her worldly affairs in order.


The site of the tall villa, its garden and the house in the side street behind it – also Mrs. Copley’s property – had long been a Naboth’s vineyard to the directors of the company responsible for erection of the neighbouring, and towering, rawly red-brick constructions advertised as “high-class residential flats.” Offers had been made her more than once, in the last twelve months, and as often rejected. But another and financially handsomer one had reached her, through the intermediary of her lawyers, about ten days back. The blank tedium of her waiting was then at its most disheartening and worst. She felt quite terribly out of conceit with the poor tall villa and disposed to give it a slap. For it seemed to her rather tragically vowed to lost delights. It had witnessed the birth, growth and mysterious consummation of the most daring, most poetic, most inspiring effort of her life. Had seen the tide of her deepest emotion at the flood; and now saw it slowly, mournfully ebbing. When the last offer for the house arrived she had doubted any second rising of that splendid tide; and the temptation to obliterate the scene of her exquisite secret, and now vanished, drama grew strong.


But within these last hours, thanks to the infant wailings of Patrick Alexis, the situation suffered joyful change. The house thereby regained much of its worth and attraction, since the blest babe had so evidently and alarmedly detected the push of the supernatural, which her staled senses – or was it her staled faith? – had ceased to trust in and to perceive. He read her a lesson she was not slow to learn. Should the tall villa fall then, or should it stand? She inclined to have it fall and that for the reason she, not wholly truthfully, gave Lucia FitzGibbon – namely, that she loved it too well to let any person inhabit it save herself. Yes – she would sell, she would sell! But subject to two conditions. First that the transfer should not take place until the end of the coming January quarter; and, secondly, that the wrecking of the whole building, on conclusion of the transfer, were immediate and complete. As to the price paid for the property – and this struck her as a pretty flight of sentiment – she would bequeath it to Patrick Alexis, with a note of explanation to his mother regarding the why and the wherefore of the said bequest. In this note she might, assuredly, permit her self a certain latitude of revelation, might set some portion of the extravagant tale on paper, since she proposed to leave clear instructions that her missive must only be opened and read in a certain event – namely, that of her death. By this a double end would be gained – the relief to herself of so long denied compression, and financial advantage to the infant disturber of the peace in whose debt she held herself to be. The FitzGibbons, in common with the majority of Irish landowners, were not overburdened with wealth. A few hundreds a year – the proceeds of the sale should be cleverly invested, though not by Morris – would be helpful as towards Eton and, she supposed later, the Guards.


This scheme, in theory nicely worked out, Frances turned her head upon the purple silk cushions and contentedly slept.


She awoke to lights and drawn curtains, to Elizabeth bringing tea – it being the parlour-maid’s “afternoon out.” Awoke, in a measure refreshed, mind and body again in normal working union, her will eager to carry out her intended letter writing without delay. This she indeed did; but once started, the telling of her story proved an occupation so enthralling that she lost count of time. Hence six o’clock had struck before, with flushed face and eyes all too bright though vague and but half-seeing, she prepared to go upstairs, as of constant habit, to the drawing-room.


But in the doorway, when about to pass into the hall, she stopped and looked back. For remembrance of Morris, her husband, suddenly and very strongly came over her; and this as, in some sort, challenging her judgement of, her verdict upon him in face of events seriously affecting their mutual relation.… Immediately it occurred to her how sure and admirable, in some directions, was his flair, his taste – witness the sober charm, the dignified, reposeful colouring and comfort of this special room of his. If his taste in matters both of conduct and of business, his flair for the nicer shades of breeding and of honour, had been equally sure, what a delightful fellow! Frances studied, just now, to give him his due, and that generously; to praise where praise was deserved. She registered his attractions, his good looks, good nature, ready wit – and sighed. If he had been just a little other than experience taught her he actually was…!


Recently, by the way, he figured as but a poor correspondent, having missed more than one mail. His letters, moreover, were brief. In them she seemed to trace a certain hesitancy and embarrassment – this last the oddest thing to associate with Morris, with his dazzling plausibility, his immense gift of bluff! He no longer gave her accounts of his social activities, of entertainments, dinners and dances in town, of family life, sports and pastimes at the hospitable great hacienda in the country. He wrote of labour troubles at the mine. The Indians and half-breeds employed there were, as he reported, pretty low in the scale of civilisation, a dour, dirty lot, sullen and revengeful. It was ticklish work keeping them in hand, and he dared not depute much authority to his subordinates. Oh! he’d his nose very thoroughly to the grindstone – never let her doubt that! – hence the paltry proportions of his letters and the impossibility of fixing the date of his return. All the same, he found his protracted exile well worth while – never let her doubt that either. Profits were in process of piling up to an altitude not unworthy of the great Sierra Madre from whose metallurgically fruitful womb they were drawn.


It followed that though Morris’s address struck her as slightly embarrassed, Morris himself struck her as by no means depressed. She detected, indeed, an insufficiently veiled jubilation and swagger. And of that she was glad.


She hadn’t been the right wife for him from the first, that was the long and short of the matter. Some passionate and fecund creature, even if she were jealous and made him scenes, would have satisfied him, made him happier, and by that much brought out the best in his character, far more than she, Frances, ever had or could have done. If he’d disappointed her, she must have also disappointed him countless times. On the whole, their radical divergence of disposition and interests granted, he had treated her with laudable forbearance; so that, should he by now have set his affections elsewhere, she bore him no grudge, truly had no quarrel with him.


“Only – only—”


Which unfinished mental exclamation coincided with Frances’ arrival at the top of the staircase. There she waited, leaning against the balustrade to recover her breath and ease a certain oppression in the region of her heart.


At the other end of the gallery the double doors, into the drawing-room, were open. In the wide, outstanding basket-grate piled-up logs and coal burned clear and fiercely red. The promised heat of the room was alluring; for, sitting so long writing the letter to her lawyer and that explanatory epistle to Lucia FitzGibbon, she had grown chilly. And the northerly snow-threatening wind seemed, as she noted, in the last few minutes to have got queerly right inside the house. One of the maids must have neglected to shut a window, she supposed, somewhere below. As she mounted the stairs cold draughts of air swept up them alongside and around her, causing her instinctively to draw her fur stole more closely over her shoulders and her bosom.


That high serenity, lately and so deliciously recaptured, possessed her still. Yet, pausing here upon the gallery, she became sensible the perfect shining of it was blurred by vague insidious alarms. These – for she strove to be very reasonable – she put down to physical causes, the unsteady action of her heart which, as she fancied, occasionally missed a beat. And, though clinging all the while manfully to reason, she also became sensible of an immense reluctance, notwithstanding the allurements of that bravely burning fire, to pass in at the open doors. She was tempted incontinently to turn back, seek the library again, and there remain till the dinner hour; or to go straight up to her bed-chamber upon the floor above. Tempted, further, to summon Elizabeth, whom she heard moving to and fro in the dining-room laying the table, and ask some small service of her – anything would do – just to secure, for the moment her companionship. For she felt strangely averse to being or staying alone; and this although she knew these shrinkings and shirkings were after all but superficial. Beneath them, in the deepest places of her being, serenity remained entrenched, finely self-realised and assured.


While Frances thus delayed, the wind increased greatly in velocity and force. It beat and shattered against the glass of the skylight, crowning the pale, rectangular well of the hall two stories above, threatening, as it seemed, to blow this bodily in. To Frances its harsh clamour was eminently disturbing and distasteful; so that, oblivious of reluctance and subjective alarms, she made for the nearest shelter and closed the double doors behind her to deaden these sounds of aerial battle and tumult.


Within the drawing-room she breathed an atmosphere of quite arresting quiet. This was very welcome. Yet for a moment she stood still, hesitating where to place herself. The piano-stool stood conveniently handy, and her knees did most annoyingly give under her. She felt absurdly shaken and weak. But to any making of music she couldn’t, just now, devote herself. It was dear, very dear and lovely; yet would, just now, be somehow out of place and would, moreover, make demands upon her energy she did not care to meet. For she must reserve herself – reserve herself in the interests of some impending event of cardinal importance, of the imminent arrival of which she was as convinced as of its nature she was ignorant.


She crossed the room – how surprisingly, exhaustively great its width! – to the gilt cane-seated armchair set at the further side of the fireplace,and sank down on it with a little gasp of thankfulness and relief. But only just in time. For hardly had she settled herself, leaning back languidly, when everything went black – a blackness rising, spreading smokelike in impalpable billowing waves. These enveloped, enclosed, and for a space, submerged her. She neither saw, nor thought, nor could she utter a sound. A halt was marvellously called in all sensation, all emotion, all volition.


At last, unexpectedly as it had arisen, the blackness lifted, cleared. The primrose shaded lights showed softly radiant again. The fire, a little lowered and fallen together, glowed ruddily incandescent. And between her and it, standing upon the hearth-rug, Frances without shock of surprise, not only saw the figure of Alexis, Lord Oxley, but for the first time distinctly saw his face.


“Ah! our bridge still carries then!” she cried, gently triumphant. “All my preparations are made. Nothing detains me any longer here. Will it bear us both? Can I, too, cross it?”


“You have already crossed it,” he told her. At which Frances registered the desired divorce as actually accomplished. For, while she stood close beside him, her ghostly hands in his, his ghostly lips on hers, the silver-grey clad woman still rested, severely smiling, her moth-like eyes wide open, in the gilt armchair beside the fireplace.




•   THE END   •
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•   I   •

Marshall Returns

 from America






In the latter half of August, Marshall Stokes went to New York, in order to wind up the estate of the lately-deceased brother of the lady to whom he was betrothed. As a busy underwriting member of Lloyd’s, he could ill afford the time – he was over there for upwards of a fortnight – but no alternative had presented itself. Miss Loment had no connections in America, she possessed no other relations, except a widowed aunt, with whom she lived, and it was clearly out of the question for either of the two ladies to travel across in person, to examine books, interview lawyers, deal with claims, etc. – they had not the necessary business experience. The task, therefore, had devolved on Marshall. He had not been able to conclude the business, but he had put it in a fair way of being concluded, and had appointed a reputable firm to act as Miss Loment’s representatives. The estate was worth forty thousand dollars.


Upon his return to London about the middle of September he found that his friends had departed for Brighton; Mrs. Moor – the aunt – apparently was feeling run down. A perfumed little note from Isbel pressed him to join them there. Marshall was unable to leave town immediately, but two days later, on Friday afternoon, he abruptly shut down work for the weekend, and motored down by himself in glorious weather. His heart was high, and as he ran through the richly gleaming Sussex country, overspread with a blue, plum-like bloom, arising from the September mists, he thought that he had never seen anything quite so lovely. The sun was brilliant, and there was a crisp, invigorating breeze.


He dined the same evening with Isbel and her aunt, in the public room at the Hotel Gondy, where they were staying. Neither of the ladies attracted as much attention as Marshall himself. His large, loose, powerful figure went admirably with evening dress, while his full-blooded face, still covered with ocean tan, was peculiarly noticeable for its heavy, good-humoured immobility; his very hands, huge and crimson, yet not vulgar, marked him out from other men. Isbel kept alternately glancing at him and smiling down at her plate with pleasure, apropos of nothing. Most of the talking came from him. Reserving business until afterwards, he entertained his friends during the meal with his personal experiences in the United States, the relation of which was rendered more piquant by a free adoption of the very latest slang. Aunt and niece were both perfectly acquainted with America, but they had the tact to keep this to themselves.


Isbel was dressed in black, on account of her brother’s death. The gown, according to the prevailing fashion, was cut low across her somewhat full bosom, but lower still in the back. She was neither plain nor handsome; a first glance showed an ordinarily attractive girl of five-and-twenty, and nothing more. Her face was rather short and broad, with thick but sensitive features, a lowish forehead, and a dull, heavy skin, rendered almost unnaturally pale by the excessive quantity of powder she employed. The tranquillity of her expression was rarely broken by an emotion or a smile, but whenever this did happen it was like a mask lifting. The full, grey-black eyes as a rule appeared a trifle bored and absent, but occasionally they narrowed into a subtle and penetrating glance which nearly resembled a stab. Her hair was long and fine, but mouse-coloured. She was short, rather than tall, and somewhat too broad-hipped for modern ideas of beauty; nevertheless, her person was graceful and well-covered, she moved with style, while her hands and feet were particularly small and aristocratic. She affected little jewellery.


She commanded all her friends, and was adored by the two or three nearest to her. Further, no matter what company she was in, and although she never exerted herself to win people, before the evening was out her personality always succeeded in making itself felt, and she became the centre of interest to men and women alike. Never self-conscious, never embarrassed, always quiet and rather ennuyé, she fascinated by the very strength of her silence, which, it was abundantly clear, had nothing in common with stupidity. She had already declined three offers of marriage, before Marshall had appeared on her horizon. Curiously enough, these offers had all been made by men very much older than herself.


She had a queer habit, while sitting, of constantly, though quite unconsciously, attending to her person. She would keep putting her hand to her hair, adjusting her skirt, feeling her waistband, altering the position of a necklace or bracelet, etc. It was not vanity, but a sort of nervous irritability, which prevented her from continuing still. Her aunt frequently cautioned her against the fault, which was one of those that grow by indulgence; Isbel would deny the offence, and five minutes later would begin to repeat it. The strange thing was that a good many persons of the other sex liked to watch her toying with her garments in this way. She was perfectly well aware of the fact, and it rather disgusted her.


Mrs. Moor, the third member of the party, had just entered her sixtieth year. She was – as already mentioned – a widow. Her husband, a stockbroker in a small way, had during the rubber boom amassed a sudden fortune, which fell to her intact upon his death, in 1911. By shrewd speculation she had increased it considerably since, and could now be regarded as a wealthy woman. Isbel’s father, who had died nearly at the same time, was her younger brother. He was a widower, with only one other child, a son – the one who had recently died in New York. Isbel, who at that time was sixteen, became Ann Moor’s ward, under the will. She was at once removed from school – rather against her desire – and the two women commenced the more or less vagrant existence together, which they had continued ever since, drifting from hotel to hotel, in all quarters of the globe. It was a free life, and Isbel came to grow extremely fond of it. In any case, her own money was not sufficient to support her, so that in a manner she was dependent upon her aunt’s whims. It only remains to add that she tyrannised over the older woman in all their personal relations, and that the latter not only permitted this, but even seemed to expect it as a natural thing.


Mrs. Moor was short, erect, and dignified, with a somewhat stiff carriage. Her face, which resembled yellow marble, bore a consistently stern and dauntless expression, rarely relaxing into a smile. She was in complete possession of all her faculties, and her health, generally speaking, was good. The art of dressing she did not understand; Isbel selected her garments for her, while her maid told her when and how to put them on. She was, in fact, one of those eccentric women who ought to have been born men. Her tastes were masculine, her knowledge chiefly related to masculine topics. She knew, for instance, how to invest her money to the best advantage, how to buy and sell land, and how to plan a serviceable house; but what she did not know was how to flatter men, how to talk gracefully about nothing, how to interest herself in the minute details of another woman’s household, or how to identify herself in thought with the members of the upper circles of society. She bowed to no authority, and took a pride in speaking her mind in whatever company she might find herself. The natural consequence was that, while her friends esteemed her highly for her genuine qualities, they were more than a little frightened of her, and never really regarded her as one of themselves. It sometimes dawned on her that she was lonely. On such occasions she sought solace in music. She loved everything classical, Beethoven in particular she venerated, but the history of music came to an end, for her, with Brahms. Weeks would pass without her once opening the piano, and then a sudden, almost passionate yearning would seize her, when she would sit down and play by the hour together. Her execution was bold, slow, rather coarse, full of deep feeling.


The two women were excessively fond of each other, though neither cared to show it. Temperamentally, however, they were so antagonistic that frequent quarrels were inevitable. Whenever this happened, the aunt ordinarily expressed herself in very vigorous language, while Isbel, on the other hand, would become sullen and vindictive, saying little, but requiring time to be appeased.


As soon as dinner was concluded, the trio retired to Mrs. Moor’s private apartment on the first floor. The waiter brought up coffee and Chartreuse. The room was handsomely appointed, a distinctive note being lent to it by the bowls of pale chrysanthemums with which it was profusely and artistically decorated – Isbel’s labour of love. The evening was chilly, and a small fire was burning in the grate. They brought their chairs forward, so as to form a semicircle round the hearth, Isbel being in the middle. She stretched a languid hand up, and took two cigarettes from an open box on the mantelshelf, passing one to Marshall and keeping one herself; Mrs. Moor very rarely smoked.


For some minutes they talked business. Marshall told them exactly what he had accomplished on the other side, and what still remained to be done.


“Anyhow,” said Mrs. Moor, “it seems that the main difficulties have been got over, and the money’s quite safe for Isbel?”


“Oh, quite. She may have to wait some months before she can touch it – that’s the only thing.”


Isbel took little sips of coffee, and looked reflectively into the fire.


“No doubt you’ll find a use for it, Isbel, when it does come.”


“Oh, it’s more sentimental, aunt. Naturally, I don’t want to go to Marshall with empty hands.”


The others protested simultaneously.


“You needn’t cry out,” said the girl calmly. “I know it’s done every day, but that’s no reason why I should be content to follow suit. After all, why should a married woman be a parasite? It makes her out to be a kind of property. And that’s not the worst.…”


“Very well, child. You’ve got the money – don’t make a fuss.”


“Isbel’s right, mind you,” said Marshall. “There’s a decent amount of cold horse-sense about what she says. A girl wants to feel independent. I’m not gifted with a great deal of imagination, but I can see it must be pretty rotten to have to keep on good terms with a man – even when she’s not feeling like it – simply and solely for the sake of his cash.”


“I wasn’t thinking so much of my attitude as yours,” replied Isbel.


“Now, that is rather uncalled for. It isn’t at all likely that a question of private means is going to affect my behaviour. What made you come out with that?”


“Oh, I don’t mean it in your sense,” said Isbel. “I don’t mean anything brutal or tyrannical, of course. I simply say that your whole attitude towards me would be unconsciously modified, and you couldn’t help it. Being a man, the mere knowledge that you held the purse would be bound to make you kinder and more chivalrous towards me. That would be a lifelong humiliation. I should never be able to feel quite sure whether you were being kind to me or to my poverty.”


“Rot!” exclaimed Marshall. “That sort of thing doesn’t exist in married life.”


“I couldn’t bear to ask for love and be fed with sympathy.” Her voice was cold, quiet, and perfectly unembarrassed.


“You girls are all the same,” said Mrs. Moor pettishly. “You have that word ‘love’ on the brain. Most married women are very thankful to have an occasional dish of sympathy set before them, I can assure you. We all know what love without sympathy is.”


“What?”


“Pure, brutal egotism, my dear. If that’s what your heart is crying for, so much the worse for you.”


“Perhaps that’s what I want, all the same. Every woman has a savage streak in her, they say. I should probably always sell myself to the highest bidder – in love.… You’d better look out, Marshall.”


“Well, it’s a lucky thing we both know you as well as we do,” said her aunt, dryly.


“The question is, do you know me?” Isbel fingered the lace of her corsage.


“The question is, what is there to know? Girls may be exceedingly mysterious to young men, but they’re not in the least mysterious to old women, my dear. You’ve over-indulged in Russian literature lately.”


Her niece laughed, as if unwillingly. “If all girls are so hopelessly alike, what becomes of ancestral traits?”


“You don’t claim more ancestors than other people, I hope? What is this new pose of inscrutability, child?”


Marshall thought it high time to interrupt the duel, which threatened to develop into something unpleasant.


“To change the subject,” he said, rather hastily, “have you got fixed for a house yet, Mrs. Moor?”


“No, I haven’t. Why?”


“Would Sussex suit you?”


Isbel anticipated her aunt’s reply, turning to him with a friendly smile, as if anxious to counteract the impression caused by her free speaking. “Have you heard of something? Whereabouts in Sussex?”


“Near Steyning.”


“You get there from Worthing, don’t you?”


“You get there from anywhere, in a car. It’s not far from Brighton.”


“Tell us all about it. What kind of a house is it?”


“Surely I may speak, Isbel!” said her aunt irritably. “Is it a large property, Marshall? How did you come to hear of it?”


“It’s an Elizabethan manor. Two hundred acres of ground go with it, mostly timber. The hall goes back to the thirteenth century. I met the owner coming across.”


“And the price?”


“He declined to say offhand. As a matter of fact, he’s not frightfully keen on selling at all. His wife’s just died in San Francisco, so I snatched the opportunity and asked him what his plans were about going back. He hasn’t decided yet, but I’ve got a sort of idea that a prompt bid might do the trick, if it at all appeals to you.”


“Poor fellow! At least, I hope so.… Young or old?”


“He told me his age – fifty-eight. He was in the Birmingham brass trade. His name’s Judge. You don’t know him by any chance?”


“Do we, Isbel?”


“No.”


“He is quite a decent chap. He and his wife have lived at Runhill Court for eight years, so it sounds all right.”


“Is that the name of the house?”


“Yes. Historical – supposed to be derived from the old Saxon ‘rune-hill,’ so he says. The runes were engraved letters, intended to keep off the trolls and blendings. I don’t suppose that interests you greatly; what’s more to the point is that the place is thoroughly up to date, he tells me. He’s spent no end on modern improvements – electric lighting, and so forth.… Well now, do you feel disposed to take it up?”


Mrs. Moor wriggled in her chair, which was a sign of indecision. Isbel emitted clouds of cigarette-smoke, in the manner of women.


“An Elizabethan manor,” she remarked reflectively. “Sounds rather thrilling. Is there a family ghost?”


“Do you want one?”


“In any case, you wouldn’t have to live there long, child.” Her aunt’s tone was sharp. “That is, unless you’ve been altering your programme, you two, behind my back?”


“We’re not conspirators, thanks. It’s still to be April.”


“Then pray leave me to make my own arrangements. When could I go over the house, Marshall?”


“Any time, I fancy. Would you care to have Judge’s address in town?”


“Please.”


He scribbled it on a scrap of paper, and passed it over.


Isbel eyed him thoughtfully. “Aren’t you coming with us, Marshall?”


“Really, I wasn’t thinking of doing so. Of course, if you’d like me to …”


“We should,” said Mrs. Moor. “What day would suit you best?”


“There you have me.” He hesitated.… “Well, as we’re all here together, what’s wrong with tomorrow morning? I could run you over in the car. The country’s looking magnificent.”


Mrs. Moor consulted the paper in her hand. “But Mr. Judge is in town, you say? How can we get an order to view between now and tomorrow morning?”


“Yes, I see.… As a matter of fact, I have an order in my pocket.”


“But, my dear boy, in that case why did you wish me to go to the trouble of communicating with Mr. Judge?”


“Yes, why did you?” supplemented Isbel, puckering her brow.


“The order’s a personal one, you see, and I had no idea I was coming with you.”


The girl stared at him in a sort of bewilderment. “Do you mean you intended to go alone, without us?”


“Well, yes. I purposely didn’t tell you, because it’s more or less a confidential matter, but the fact is Judge wants a private opinion from me with regard to one of the rooms.…”


“Go on. What sort of opinion? Do you mean he’s planning an alteration, or what?”


“Not an alteration exactly, as far as I’m aware.… I’m very sorry, Isbel, but it’s confidential, as I said before. Having passed my word, of course I’m not at liberty to say anything more about it, much as I should like to.… However, I shall be only too happy to accompany you both.”


She slowly passed her palm backwards and forwards across her skirt, feeling its texture.


“It’s very strange, though. So you meant to hide it from us altogether, this mysterious transaction?”


“I meant to keep my word.”


“In plain language, you set a higher value on the regard of this total stranger than on ours? I don’t care two pins about the room, or what he proposes to do with it, but I certainly do care that …”


“But, my dear girl …”


“Why have you done it? It’s disquieting. I shan’t know what you’re keeping back now.”


Mrs. Moor gazed sternly at her niece. “Do try not to be a fool, Isbel. If Marshall has passed his word, do you want him to break it? He’s perfectly in the right, only, of course, you must try to work up a scene. Just tell us right out, Marshall – would you rather have us with you, or not?”


“I shall be delighted to have you with me … 10.30 in the morning – will that suit?”


“Admirably. Well, that’s that. Now you can go downstairs, you two. I want to read. I shan’t see you again tonight, Marshall.… Good-night…! Ring for the waiter, please, as you go past. I want these things cleared away.”


She remained sitting bolt upright in her chair, waiting for the servant to come and go, when it was her intention, not to read – she had changed her mind at the very moment of expressing it – but to play. These wretched misunderstandings over nothing at all always left her with an unpleasant taste in her mouth, which she could only rid herself of by entering that other world of pure and lofty idealism.


The two younger people walked slowly downstairs, Isbel slightly leading the way.


“Shall we see if we can get a game of billiards?” asked Marshall, in a somewhat subdued voice.


“If you like.”


As they passed by the drawing-room the door was wide open; the room was empty.


“Let’s come in here,” said the girl.


They did so. She shut the door after them; both remained on their feet.


“May I ask,” began Isbel, and a spot of colour came into her cheeks, “if it is your intention to keep confidences from me? I wish to know.”


“My dear Isbel—”


“Yes or no?” Her tone was quietly menacing. Marshall felt that the shaping of his whole future very likely depended on the next few words addressed by him to this tranquil, dangerous-mannered girl in black.


He reflected before answering.


“Of course, if you put it in that way, Isbel, I mean to keep nothing from you. I gave my word to Judge, it’s true, but I quite see that perhaps I had no right to give it. I fully realise that personal secrets vitiate the whole meaning of marriage.”


“Then we’ll say no more about it. I’m glad. If we held different views on that subject, it would be rather ominous, wouldn’t it…? But what really is your compact with this man – what does he want you to do exactly? He’s quite a stranger, isn’t he?”


“Oh, absolutely.”


“Then tell me. I shan’t talk.”


“I know that. In any case, the affair isn’t one of national importance. The truth is, this chap Judge once had – or thought he had – a succession of marvellous experiences in one of the rooms at Runhill; an attic on the top storey which rejoices in the name of the East Room. It happened just after he’d moved into the house, eight years ago, and apparently it’s been weighing on his mind ever since. For some unknown reason, it pleases him to imagine that I possess an average quantum of common sense, on which account he has invited my assistance in clearing up the mystery. In a soft moment I agreed – and that’s all there is to it.”


“But I don’t understand. Why you? What made him fix on you?”


“I really can’t say. It just resulted from a casual friendly conversation on board ship, coming home. We happened to be discussing the Fourth Dimension, and all that sort of thing.”


“What were these marvellous experiences of his, then?”


“A species of delusion, I take it. Every morning, for a week on end, a flight of stairs used to appear to him in that room, leading up out of a blank wall. He avers that he not only saw them, but used to go up them, but he hasn’t the vaguest recollection of what took place on top.”


“What an extraordinary fancy!”


“Eventually his wife found him out at it – that is, of course she saw nothing, but it frightened him off. He had the room locked, and no one has set foot in it from that day to this. Now she’s dead, he appears to think there’s no longer the same necessity for secrecy.”


“Does he look mad?”


“Not in the least. Far from it.”


“And you actually promised to investigate?”


“My dear girl, what could I do? I couldn’t tell the man to his face that he was a lunatic, could I? There was no way out of it.… It will be an excuse for a run in the car, anyway.”


“So you agreed, simply to spare his feelings?”


“We’ll put it that way.”


“I think it was rather fine of you, Marshall.… I’m glad you’ve told me.… I must know all your affairs. You see that, don’t you?”


“Of course I see it.”


Having gained her point, she swiftly took him in both arms, and lifted her lips to be kissed. They both laughed.… Marshall, however, remained uneasy. After they had separated again – for obviously it was no place for love-making – he thoughtfully scrutinised her powdered face, with its steady, indecipherable eyes.


“While we’re by ourselves, perhaps you’ll tell me, Isbel – what exactly did you mean just now by that remark about selling yourself to the highest bidder in love? Were you serious, or pulling my leg?”


“Yes, I must have love,” said the girl quietly.


“I don’t contest it. But the point is, you seem to regard love as a sort of jam, to be taken in a spoon. There’s no such thing as love independent of a person. It appears to be a matter of indifference to you who that person is, so long as he makes it sufficiently sweet for you.”


“Don’t let’s quarrel. I didn’t say it to vex you. It isn’t sweetness that I want.”


“What then?”


Isbel was silent for a moment. She turned half-away from him, feeling the back of her hair with her white, tapering fingers.


“I don’t know.… Love must be stronger than that.… I mean, one girl might be content with mere placid affection, and another might ask for nothing better than a thick sentimental syrup. It depends on character. My character is tragic, I fancy.”


“I hope not.” He stood looking rather puzzled.… “Tell me one thing, Isbel – you’re not by any chance finding our engagement … monotonous, are you?”


“Oh, no.”


“Sure?”


“Quite sure. But isn’t it a rather extraordinary question?”


Marshall, gazing at her quietly mocking smile, grew suddenly inflamed.


“I suppose you realise in your heart of hearts that you can do what you like with me, and that’s why you are so contemptuous. It’s a feeble thing to say, but I’d rather go on struggling for your good opinion all my life, Isbel, than be worshipped by any other woman without an effort on my part.”


“You will always have my good opinion, if that’s all you want.”


He flushed up, and took a step towards her. As she awaited him with the same smile, the handle of the door turned noisily from the outside. They started guiltily away from each other.


“Then we’ll see if we can get a game of billiards,” remarked Isbel in a conversational voice, turning her neck to glance at the two ladies who were entering.


Marshall assented, and they at once left the room.




 



•   II   •

The Visit to

 Runhill Court






After breakfast on Saturday morning, Marshall brought the car round. He strolled up and down for some time, smoking, before the ladies made their appearance in the portico of the hotel. Isbel wore a new travelling-ulster with a smart check; her small, black satin hat was completed by a floating veil. Her face was powdered, and she was rather heavily scented. Mrs. Moor’s short, commanding person was dressed with plain dignity. She looked the more distinguished of the two.


Isbel walked round the new car, appraising it critically. Marshall had bought it two months earlier, but delivery had been postponed until his return from America.


“Looks rather ladylike,” he apologised, “but it’s a devil to go.”


Aunt and niece were in the best of humours. The morning was ideal for motoring, while an objective, of course, made it so much more interesting. It was hot, breathless, misty – a typical September day. The sun beat down from a cloudless sky, and the sea was like milk. Crowds of holiday-makers thronged the parade, a piano-organ up some back street was rattling out a popular tune, everyone looked in good health and free from care.


“Can we get back for lunch?” demanded the older lady.


“We’ll do our best. It’s about fifteen miles each way, I take it.”


“Come on, then, and don’t waste time.”


As Isbel lightly touched Marshall’s arm in following her aunt into the back seat, she gave him an intimate smile. Their somewhat dangerous conversation of the preceding evening was forgotten, and both felt the engagement to be a wonderful thing. Climbing in behind the wheel, the underwriter’s face took on a deeper colour.


They started. The girl was delighted with the easy running of the car; its power, smoothness, and silence were something impressive. She was voluptuous by nature, and enjoyed luxurious travel, just as she enjoyed every form of softness. Mrs. Moor, for her part, sat as nearly upright as the thickly-padded cushions would permit, staring severely at the throng, which gradually thinned as they approached Hove.


Their road ran through Portslade, Shoreham, and up the valley of the Adur. The sun steadily increased in power, while the morning mists insensibly dissipated. They passed from sunshine to shadow, and from shadow to sunshine, fanned all the time by their own wind. Isbel’s first exhilaration faded: she wrinkled her brow, and grew dreamy, pensive, vaguely anxious. Nature always had this effect on her. Streets, shops, crowds, any form of human activity, enabled her to forget herself, but natural surroundings threw her back on her own mental resources, and then the whole emptiness and want of purpose of her life loomed up in front of her.… Her aunt viewed the changing landscape sternly. These trees, these fields and meads, but, above all, those bare downs of grass-covered chalk in the background, were to her sacred. Isbel respected her mood, and made no attempt at conversation.


Presently they came to Bramber and Steyning. At the latter place Marshall slowed down to inquire the way, and was instructed to take the left-hand fork about a mile further on. Runhill Court would be, roughly, three miles north-west from that point, but the road was a complicated one.


The Downs were on their left. Chanctonbury Ring, with its crest of dark trees, dominated the whole country. The sun blazed, while a plague of flies swarmed round the car, which had to crawl as soon as they entered the puzzling network of by-lanes. They met few people, and the way was hard to pick up, in consequence of which it was already nearing twelve when at last they drew up before the lodge gate at their destination.


Beyond the gate a winding carriage drive went forward to the house, which was out of sight; it was bordered on either side by the usual shrubbery of rhododendrons, hollies, etc. On the left, again, was a rising park, containing some fine specimens of beech, while to the right a real wood appeared, the extent of which, however, could not be seen. An ancient, moss-grown, red brick wall bounded the estate. On the other side of the narrow lane which passed the lodge were meadow lands, fringed by a line of tall elms, which effectually shut out the view. It was a solitary and charming spot. The air was peculiarly sweet, clean, yet heavy with fragrance.


As Marshall was in the act of getting down, a middle-aged woman emerged from the lodge. She was smoothing her dress and hair, and evidently had just removed an apron.


He produced Judge’s order. The woman took it in her hand and proceeded to read it, passing her thumb under each line from side to side of the sheet, while her lips silently framed the words. She was a tall, big-boned, fresh-complexioned person, of the upper-servant type; handsome, in a common way, but with sarcastic eyes. Her hair was thick and yellow.


Having examined the signature musingly, she turned again to him.


“When did you want to see the house, sir?”


“Now, if we may.”


She stared at one of the buttons of his coat. “That makes it rather awkward, sir. I gave the house-key to an American gentleman a short time back, and he’s still over there. Will you wait?”


“I didn’t know you admitted the general public.”


“We don’t, sir. This was on another order, like yours.”


“Someone Mr. Judge picked up on the other side, no doubt.… Well, Mrs.…”


“Mrs. Priday, sir.”


“Well, Mrs. Priday, I don’t see that it matters at all; we shan’t interfere with each other. As the house is open, I suppose we can get in?”


“Oh, yes – but did you wish me to show you over?”


“If you will.”


“I must find my husband first, before I can leave the lodge. He’s working somewhere in the grounds; he’s head gardener here. Will the ladies step inside and wait, sir?”


“Well, look here, Mrs. Priday – we’re somewhat pressed for time, so if you’ll open the gate we’ll just run up to the house and be starting. You can follow when you’re ready.”


“As you please, sir,” replied the caretaker, with an almost imperceptible shrug. She proceeded, without any great show of alacrity, to unlatch and swing open the carriage-gate, and meanwhile Marshall returned to the car, which a minute later passed slowly through the entrance to the drive.


Travelling at low speed, they obtained round the first bend, about three hundred yards further on, their first view of the house. It stood on high ground, and cool, dark-green lawns sloped down from it on all four sides. The front, which they approached, faced the south-east. It was a large edifice, in the Elizabethan style, but the exterior had been so renovated and smartened – perhaps by Judge – that it looked almost a modern erection. The irregular, many-gabled roof was bright with new red tiles, the facing of red bricks on the ground storey had been pointed recently, while the two upper storeys were plastered with dazzling white stucco.


The house was long-fronted, possessing a double row of lattice windows overlooking the gravel terrace at the head of the lawn. A small, square wing, about thirty feet in height, jutted from the left end of the front, and appeared to belong to a different order of architecture. This was the famous thirteenth-century hall, built during the reign of the first Edward. Its steeply-pointed roof was covered with grey slates. The wide double door was resplendent with dark green paint and highly polished brass.


Mrs. Moor, as she continued to gaze at it, reflected that the possession of so stylish and picturesque a dwelling would not disgrace her in the eyes of her social circle.


“One might live here very comfortably, Isbel?”


Her niece gave a smile of vexation. “Since you have absolutely determined to immure yourself in the heart of the wilds.”


“Pray don’t let us thrash that out again,” said the older lady. “The suburbs I cannot endure, town flats are prisons, while hotels will be impossible after you’ve left me. Here, at all events, I should have space and independence.”


Isbel turned away without replying.


The car stopped outside the hall porch, with its green door. It was exactly midday. The sun glared down, but a refreshing breeze fanned their faces. The house was built on such an elevation that they could see a section of the distant country before them – the Adur valley, with the Downs on both flanks, and, right down at its mouth, the sea at Shoreham.


Marshall stamped the ground with his foot. “This must be the original Run Hill that we’re standing on.”


“Has it a history, then?” asked Isbel.


“Every place must have a history. To me, the mere fact that the ancient Saxons knew it by the same name is rather inspiring.”


“Because you’re of Saxon blood. I’m a Celt.”


“As if that had anything to do with it.”


“And then, Saxons is a very general term. There were Saxon rustics, and there were Saxon pirates. If you’re referring to the latter I might feel sympathetic. It must be awfully jolly to annihilate people you don’t like.”


Marshall laughed. “Evidently your character has depths.”


“Possibilities, anyhow.”


Mrs. Moor became impatient. “Did we come here to discuss your character, Isbel, or to see the house?”


Isbel grimaced in silence, and jerked back once again the veil which kept straying over her shoulder.


Having locked the wheel of the car Marshall walked across to the hall door, and tried the handle. The door opened smoothly and noiselessly. The ladies discarded their wraps, and followed him into the house.


A small lobby brought them to the main hall. Its age, loftiness, and dim light reminded them of an ancient chapel. It was two storeys in height; everything was of wood. The dark-oak, angular roof was crossed by massive beams, the walls were wainscoted, the floor was of polished oak, relieved only by a few Persian rugs, of dignified colours. At the back of the hall, halfway up, a landing, or gallery, ran across its entire breadth. It was reached by a wide staircase, with shallow steps, heavily carpeted, which formed the right-hand exit of the downstairs chamber. Two doors were underneath the gallery, communicating with the interior of the house. A big, ancient fireplace occupied the centre of one of the side walls; against the opposite one stood a modern steam-heating apparatus. Three perpendicular windows over the lobby door had alternate diamond panes of coloured and clear glass; the colours were dark blue and crimson, and whatever object these rays fell upon was made beautiful and sombre.… The woodwork was in excellent repair, and appeared newly polished. All the appointments of the hall were bright, spotless, and in perfect condition. Judge evidently had had the place thoroughly restored and redecorated. And yet the general effect was not quite satisfactory. Somehow, it was discordant …


Marshall gazed around him with an uncertain air.


“Rather over-modernised, isn’t it? I mean, a place like this ought to be more a museum.”


“Not at all,” said Mrs. Moor. “It’s a lounge.”


“I know – but would anyone dream of using it as such? Could I smoke a pipe and read a newspaper here? What I say is, why not frankly make a show-place of it?”


“But how? I don’t know exactly what you’re complaining of.”


“Oh, for heaven’s sake, don’t be so obtuse, aunt!” exclaimed Isbel, irritably. “He merely means, it’s all too spick-and-span. When one goes back a few centuries, one expects a certain amount of dust. I quite agree with Marshall. And of course the furniture’s hopeless.”


“What’s wrong with the furniture?”


“Oh, it’s a curiosity-shop. All styles and periods.… Either Mr. Judge has frantic taste or his wife had. Probably the late lamented. I imagine him as the sort of man to be ruled entirely by shopmen, and no one can accuse shopmen of being eccentric.”


“You’re showing off to Marshall,” said Mrs. Moor curtly. “Of one thing I’m certain. Mr. Judge must be a highly moral man. Order and cleanliness like this could only spring from a thoroughly self-respecting nature.”


“If soap and water constitute morality,” retorted Isbel.


Time was precious. They passed through the left-hand door beneath the gallery, and found themselves in the dining-room. It was a long, low, narrow, dusky apartment, extending lengthwise from the hall. The noon sunshine filled it with solemn brightness, but the hand of the past was upon everything, and the girl’s heart sank as she contemplated the notion of taking her meals here, if only for a few months. She became subdued and silent.


“I fancy you’re not impressed?” whispered Marshall.


“It’s all so horribly weird.”


“I quite understand. You think it would get on your nerves?”


“Oh, I can’t express it. It’s ghostly, of course – I don’t mean that.… The atmosphere seems tragical to me. I should have a constant feeling that somebody or something was all the time waiting to trip me up. I’m sure it’s an unlucky house.”


“Then you’d better tell your aunt. I suppose you will have the final say in the matter.”


“No, wait a bit,” said Isbel.


They passed into the kitchens. They were spotless, up-to-date, and fitted with all modern appliances. Mrs. Moor was delighted with all that she saw.


“No expense has been spared here evidently,” she broke out. “So far the house strikes me as eminently satisfactory in every way, and I am very glad you introduced it to my notice, Marshall. If only the rest is equally convenient.…”


“We’re of one mind about this part of it, anyway,” said Isbel. “If I’m doomed to live at Runhill this kitchen will be where I shall spend the greater part of my time.”


Her aunt gave her a sharp look. “Do you mean you don’t like the rest of the house?”


“I’m not infatuated.”


“What don’t you like about it?”


“I couldn’t stay long in that hall, for example, without reckoning how many coffins had been carried downstairs since it was first built.”


“Oh, rubbish, child! People die everywhere.”


Isbel said nothing for a minute; then, “I wonder if she were old or young?”


“Who?”


“Mr. Judge’s late wife.”


“Why, what makes you think she might be young?”


“I have a sort of impression that she might be. I haven’t succeeded in placing her in this house yet.… Do you think he’ll marry again, Marshall?”


“Judging by the way he avoided women on board I should say not.”


Mrs. Moor glanced at her wrist-watch.


“It’s getting on towards half-past, and we’ve two more floors to see yet. We mustn’t stand about.”


They returned to the hall, and immediately began the ascent of the main staircase. So far they had neither seen nor heard anything of the American visitor; everything in the house remained as still as death. Mrs. Priday, too, was a long time in putting in an appearance.… The landing, which constituted a part of the hall, was lighted by its windows; the golden sunlight, the black shadows cast by the balustrade, the patches of deep blue and crimson, produced a weird and solemn phantasmagoria of colour. All the air smelt of eld. They stopped for a minute at the top of the stairs, looking down over the rail of the gallery into the hall.


Mrs. Moor was the first to get to business again. She took a rapid survey of their situation. On the left, the gallery came to a stop at the outer wall of the hall. Two doors faced them; one opposite the head of the stairs, the other, which was ajar, further along to the left. On the right, beyond the foot of a second flight of stairs, leading upwards, the landing extended forward as a long, dark corridor having rooms on both sides. The obscurity, and a sharp turn, prevented the end from being seen.


Isbel called attention to a plaster nymph, standing in an alcove.


“Mrs. Judge must have put that there,” she said, rubbing her forehead; “and I am sure she was little more than a girl.”


Her aunt regarded her askance. “What do you know about it?”


“I have a feeling. We’ll ask Mrs. Priday when she comes. I think Mr. Judge is a very susceptible elderly gentleman, with a penchant for young women. Remember my words.”


“At least you might have the decency to recollect that you’re in his house.”


The words were hardly out of Mrs. Moor’s mouth when they were startled by a strange sound. It came from the open door on their left, and was exactly like a single chord struck heavily on the piano. They looked at one another.


“Our Transatlantic friend,” suggested Marshall.


Mrs. Moor frowned. “It’s singular he didn’t hear us come in.”


Another chord sounded, and then two or three more in quick succession.


“He’s going to play,” said Isbel.


“Shall I go and investigate?” asked Marshall; but Mrs. Moor held up her hand.


The music had commenced.


The ladies, who possessed a wide experience of orchestral concerts, immediately recognised the Introduction to the opening movement of Beethoven’s A major Symphony. It did not take long to realise, however, that the American – if it were the American – was not so much attempting to render this fragment from giant-land, as experimenting with it. His touch was heavy and positive, but he picked out the notes so tardily, he took such liberties with the tempo, there were such long silences, that the impression given was that he must be reflecting profoundly upon what he played.…


Mrs. Moor looked puzzled, but Isbel, after her first shock of surprise, grew interested. She had an intuitive feeling that the unseen performer was not playing for the pleasure of the music, but for some other reason; but what this other reason could be, she could not conceive.… Could it be that he was a professional musician, who was taking advantage of the presence of a grand piano to go over something in the work which was not quite clear in his mind? Or was the performance suggested by the house?


She knew the composition well, but had never heard it played like that before. The disturbing excitement of its preparations, as if a curtain were about to be drawn up, revealing a new and marvellous world.… It was wonderful … most beautiful, really.… Then, after a few minutes came the famous passage of the gigantic ascending scales, and she immediately had a vision of huge stairs going up.… And, after that, suddenly dead silence. The music had ceased abruptly.…


She glanced round at her friends. Marshall was lounging over the rail of the gallery, his back to the others, stifling yawn after yawn; her aunt was staring at the half-open door, with an absent frown. The pianist showed no sign of resuming; two minutes passed, and still the deathly silence remained unbroken. Marshall stood erect and grew restive, but her aunt raised her hand for quiet. Isbel silently fingered her hair.


While they still waited, the door of the room from which the sounds had issued opened to its full extent, and the musician appeared standing on the threshold, tranquilly smoking a newly-lighted cigarette.




 



•   III   •

In the Upstairs Corridor






The stranger was dressed in a summer suit of grey flannel, and dangled a broad-brimmed Panama hat in his hand. Nothing indicated that he had observed their little group.


Mrs. Moor tapped her heel smartly on the floor. He at once looked round, but with perfect self-possession. He was a shortish, heavily-built man, perhaps fifty years of age, having a full, florid face, a dome-like forehead, and a neck short, thick, and red – an energetic, intellectual type of person, probably capable of prolonged periods of heavy mental exertion. His head was bald to the crown, the remaining hair was sandy-red, and he wore a short, pointed beard of the same colour. His somewhat large, flat, pale blue-grey eyes had that peculiar look of fixity which comes from gazing at one set of objects and thinking of something totally different.


“Are you the American gentleman?” interrogated Mrs. Moor, from a distance. He strolled towards them before replying.


“I do belong to the American nation.” His voice was thick, but not unpleasant; it had very little accent.


“They told us you were here, but we were not anticipating a musical treat.”


He laughed politely. “I guess my apology will have to be that I forgot my audience, madam. I heard you all come in, but you disappeared somewhere in the house, and the circumstance went clean out of my mind.”


Mrs. Moor glanced at the bulky note-book stuffed into his side-pocket, and risked a shrewd conjecture.


“Artists, we know, are notoriously absent-minded.”


“Why, I do paint, madam – but I don’t put that forward as an excuse for discourtesy.”


“Then you were lost in the past, we will say. You have few such interesting memorials in your country?”


“We have some; we are putting on years. But I’m interested in this house in a special sense. My wife’s great-grandfather was the former proprietor of it – I don’t know just how you call it here … well, the squire.”


Isbel fastened her steady, grey-black eyes on his face. “But why were you playing Beethoven in an empty house?”


The singular, softly-metallic character of her voice seemed to attract his attention, for he shot a questioning glance at her.


“I was working something out,” he replied curtly, after a brief hesitation.


“Is it permissible to inquire what?”


He looked still more surprised. “You wish to know that…? Some ideas came to me in this house which seemed to require music to illustrate them – that particular music, I mean.”


“Do you know Mr. Judge personally?”


“I do not.”


Isbel went on gazing at him meditatively, and seemed inclined to pursue the conversation, but at that moment a sound was heard in the hall below. Glancing over the balustrade, they saw Mrs. Priday entering from the lobby.


“I’ll have to be going,” remarked the American.


No one offered to detain him; the ladies smiled, while Marshall raised his hat. The artist bowed gravely, clapped his own hat on and turned to go downstairs.


In the hall he stopped beside the caretaker for a moment in order to slip a coin into her hand. After that he went out, and the door closed behind him.


“What is the name of that gentleman?” asked Mrs. Moor of the woman, as soon as the latter had joined them.


“Mr. Sherrup, madam.”


“Oh…! Well, Mrs. Priday, we’ve now seen the whole of the ground floor, and we’re waiting for you to show us over the rest, if you will be so good. And first of all – what are those two doors there?”


“The drawing-room, madam, and what used to be the old library, but Mr. Judge has turned it into a billiard-room. The new library’s at the end of the corridor. That’s all the sitting-rooms on this floor.”


“Very good, then I think we’ll first see the drawing-room.”


Mrs. Priday without delay ushered them into the apartment in which Sherrup had been playing the piano. It was immediately over the dining-room, and had the same outlook; its windows overlooked the side and back of the house. Quite evidently it was the sanctum of the late lady of the manor – no man could have lived in that room, so full of little feminine fragilities and knick-knacks as it was, so bizarre, so frivolous, so tasteless, yet so pleasing. And underneath everything loomed up the past, persisting in discovering itself, despite the almost passionate efforts to conceal it.… A chill struck Isbel’s heart, and at the same time she wished to laugh.


“Her taste!” she exclaimed. “Couldn’t she see it was all wrong? How old was she, Mrs. Priday?”


“Who, miss?”


“The late Mrs. Judge.”


“She was thirty-seven, miss.”


“Twenty years younger than her husband. I wasn’t so far out, aunt.… Were they happy together?”


“Why shouldn’t they be happy together, miss? Young husbands are not always the kindest.”


“What was she like?”


“Small, slight, and fair, miss; pretty and soft-spoken, with a weakish mouth, but the sharpest tongue that ever was.”


Mrs. Moor looked annoyed, but Isbel persisted with her questions.


“Did they get about together much?”


“Yes and no, miss. She was one for society, while the master likes no one’s company so much as his own. He will shut himself up with a book by the hour together. And then he’s fond of long tramps in the countryside; and he belongs to an antiquarian society – they go on excursions and suchlike.”


“Did she go with them?”


The caretaker smiled. “She hated them like a swarm of earwigs, miss. She used to call them most terrible names.”


“Poor Mrs. Judge!”


“How long have you been in service here?” demanded Mrs. Moor.


“Eighteen years, madam. I married Priday eighteen years ago. He’s been here all his life, and his father and grandfather, too. Many people they’ve seen come in, and many people they’ve seen go out.”


“Most interesting! Has Mr. Judge been down here yet since his return?”


“Not yet, madam. We’ve had letters, and that’s all.”


They passed through the billiard-room. Isbel contrived to linger behind with Marshall for a moment.


“Which is the room we have to see?”


“Upstairs. I think I told you it’s called the East Room.”


“I’m growing more fascinated now. It certainly has an atmosphere of its own, this house. Whether pleasant or unpleasant I can’t decide yet.”


He pressed her arm. “I sincerely hope you will like it, for I don’t see how our marriage is to come off till your aunt gets fixed.”


She looked back at him affectionately, but said nothing. Meanwhile Mrs. Moor had followed the caretaker into the corridor, where she awaited them impatiently. They proceeded without loss of time to visit the bedrooms on that floor. Some were large, some were mere boxes, but the appointments of all were modern, hygienic, and expensive. Whoever spent a night at Runhill Court was sure of a luxurious room. The views, too, from the windows were magnificent. Nevertheless the same oppressive sense of antiquity pervaded everything, and once again the same disagreeable doubts sprang up in Isbel’s mind.


“It certainly isn’t hard to understand how a place like this might affect a man’s sanity, if he lived here long enough,” she whispered to Marshall. “I am sure I should begin to see things, myself, from the very first night.… But he must be mad – what do you think?”


“Probably. Should you like to meet him, and judge for yourself?”


“Yes, Marshall!”


“I’ll see if I can arrange it.”


“Please try. I’m certain he’s an extraordinary man, quite apart from the question of hallucinations.”


The others by this time were in the library, where the younger couple hastened to join them. Mrs. Moor at once drew Isbel into a corner of the room.


“We’ve seen practically everything that counts now. How are we to decide?”


“I don’t think I could live here, aunt, but don’t settle anything in a hurry. You can’t imagine what strange thoughts I have. At one time I feel I hate and loathe the place, and at another – I can’t express what I feel. There’s something very uncanny about it all, and yet it isn’t ghostly, in that sense.… There’s some living influence.… I do wish we hadn’t parted from Mr. Sherrup so abruptly. I feel positive he could have thrown some light on it.”


“Your nerves must be desperately out of order, child, and, that being the case, I strongly doubt whether such a house as this is suitable for you. However, as you say, nothing need be decided on the spur of the moment.… Now we’ll see upstairs, and then go home.”


It was nearly one o’clock.


The upper landing had a low, sloping roof. It was lighted by a gable window facing the south-west. Opposite to the head of the stairs were two servants’ rooms, while on the right hand a passage ran through to the other end of the house, dimly lighted along its entire length by skylights. Doors opened out here and there from both sides; those on the right were dark lumber-rooms, the others were the remaining servants’ bedrooms, possessing windows which faced the back of the house. At the far end of the building the servants’ staircase came up from the ground floor.


After a cursory walk through, the party returned to the other landing.


“Now, is that all?” demanded Mrs. Moor.


“Yes, madam.”


Marshall pinched his chin thoughtfully. “Which is the East Room?”


“It’s locked, sir.”


“Locked, is it? But Mr. Judge told me he was giving instructions to have it opened.”


“I don’t know anything about that, sir. It’s locked.”


“That’s unfortunate. At all events, show us where it is.”


Mrs. Moor cast him a keen glance, but held her tongue.


“We shall have to go through a rather dark passage, sir – if you don’t mind that. It’s this way.”


Parallel with and overlooking the stairs was another little corridor, stretching to the front of the house and lighted by a dormer-window at the end. Along this Mrs. Priday conducted them. When they could nearly touch the sloping roof, the corridor turned sharply to the left and became a sort of tunnel. Marshall began to strike matches.


“By Jove, it is dark!”


“It gets lighter directly, sir.”


After twenty paces or so, there came another twist. A couple of shallow stairs brought them up into a widening of the passage which might almost be described as a room. Its rafters were the interior of a great gable, through the high-set window of which the sun was slanting. Everything had been scrubbed clean, but there was not a stick of furniture.


“The man who designed this house must have had a queer brain,” remarked Isbel, with a smile. “Do you mean to tell me that all this leads only to the one room?”


“That’s all, miss.”


They had paused for a minute to take advantage of the light, before plunging into the next section of night-like corridor. While they stood there, a look of perplexity appeared on Isbel’s face, as she seemed to listen to something.


“What’s that?” she whispered.


“What?” asked her aunt.


“Can’t you hear a sound?”


They all listened.


“What’s it like, Isbel?” inquired Marshall.


“Surely you can hear it…! a kind of low, vibrating hum … like a telephone wire while you’re waiting for a connection.…”


But no one else could catch the noise.


“Judge spoke of some sound in a corridor,” said Marshall. “He told me everyone couldn’t hear it. Kind of thunder, is it?”


“Yes … yes, perhaps.… It keeps coming and going … A low buzz.…”


“That must be it, then – unless, of course, it’s a ringing in your ears.”


Isbel uttered a short laugh of annoyance. “Oh, surely I can tell a sound when I hear one? It’s exactly as if I were listening on the telephone for an answer to a call. A voice might speak at any moment.”


“Foolishness!” said her aunt irritably. “If it’s anything at all it’s probably an outside wire of some sort.… Come along!”


“I can’t understand why nobody else hears it. It’s so unmistakable.”


“Well, nobody else does, child – that’s enough. Are you coming, or are you not?”


“It’s really quite impressive, though. Like an orchestra heard through a thick wall.”


“The question is, are we to stay here until you’ve succeeded in working yourself up into a fit of enthusiasm over it?”


“I wonder if this is what Mr. Sherrup heard? Very likely it is. It certainly does give one the idea of a preparation for something. It’s exciting.… Oh, don’t glare at me, aunt, as if I were some wild animal – I’m quite in my right senses, I assure you.”


“That may be so; but if it’s a joke I don’t know why you should fix on lunch-time for it. How much longer do you propose to keep us here, may I ask?”


Isbel at last consented to proceed, but there was a strange look in her eyes for all the rest of the time she was upstairs.


The second section of unlighted passage led to another gable-room, and this in turn was succeeded by a third, but shorter, tunnel. Towards the end it was dimly illuminated by a skylight. The passage was terminated by a plain oak door.


“Is this the East Room?” asked Marshall.


“Yes, sir.”


He tried the handle, but the door was locked.


“Well, that’s no go, then!”


“Why is it kept locked?” asked Mrs. Moor.


“Because Mr. Judge wishes it, madam.”


They could not tell from Mrs. Priday’s expression whether she were being impertinent, or merely simple. Isbel, however, hazarded another question:


“Is the room haunted?”


“Please?”


“I say, is the room haunted?”


The caretaker smiled, as she wrapped her hands in the apron she wore. “If you mean ghosts, miss, I’ve never heard of any such.”


“I’m simply asking if it has the reputation of being queer in any way?”


“Well, for one thing, miss, it’s very old. Priday says it’s far and away the oldest part of the house – all this end is. It wouldn’t be natural if no stories was told about an ancient room like this.”


“What kind of stories?”


“Ah, my husband’s the one for all that, miss. He’ll tell you all you want to know about the house – if you can get him to talk, that is. Not many can. The master never could get much out of him. The Pridays have served here for more than a hundred years, and it’s to be expected that my husband knows a goodish bit about the place, which he doesn’t want to lose by telling to the first asker. You talk to him, miss, and if he’s in the mood he’ll tell you some funny stories. I don’t pretend to know much about it myself.”


“Do you say that this part of the house is older than the hall?” asked Marshall.


“My husband says it’s nigh fifteen centuries old, sir, only it’s been patched up from time to time, and made to look more like the rest of the house.”


“That’s rather interesting. I wonder if Judge knows it?”


No one answered him. Mrs. Moor again consulted her wrist-watch.


“We really must be getting back – we shall lose our lunch. You’ll have to see the room some other time, Marshall, if it’s a case of necessity.”


There was nothing else to do, and they retraced their steps. Returning through the corridor, they descended the stairs. When once again in the hall, the ladies thanked Mrs. Priday and prepared to go outside, but Marshall stayed behind for a moment to slip a treasury-note in her hand.


Priday himself opened the lodge-gate to allow the car to pass. He was a tough, wrinkled little fellow of about fifty-five, with cheeks like Kentish apples, and a pair of small, wary, twinkling, sloe-black eyes. Isbel viewed him with great curiosity, but no words were exchanged.


•   •   •   •   •


“Then we’ll run over there again next weekend, providing I can get the key of that room?” asked Marshall of Isbel on the same evening, at the hotel.


She looked at him closely. “Yes. And when you write to Mr. Judge, hint to him that aunt is quite prepared to bid for the house. You know how to put it.”


“But is that definite?”


“Certainly. She may not know her own mind, but I know it for her. You’ll do that?”


“You’d be prepared to live there yourself for a few months?”


“Yes – for it’s such a short time that it makes no difference one way or the other.”


And she lifted her hand to her hair with such an air of cold abstraction that Marshall thought she was really bored by the whole affair.




 



•   IV   •

The Legend

 of Ulf’s Tower






The fine weather ran into Sunday. Mrs. Moor went to church in the morning, while Isbel dragged the unwilling Marshall with her to the West Pier to hear music. In honour of his return, she had today for the first time got back into colours, and was wearing a light summer frock, with cerise hat; her pale face was powdered as usual. She was a good deal stared at as they sauntered through the double-row of seated people, which had the effect of irritating her, for she was not feeling in a particularly social humour – she had slept abominably on the previous night.


The band was playing in the pavilion, but the windows were open, and they could hear perfectly well outside. They sank into a couple of deck-chairs which happened to be vacant. An undistinguished valse was just slowing to a finish.


A minute later Isbel nudged her escort; with a significant glance she directed his attention to his neighbour on the other side. It was Sherrup.


“Shall I speak?” he whispered.


“Of course.”


Marshall drew reflectively at his cigarette, making no sign until the piece ended. Then he turned to the other good-humouredly.


“Bit warm this morning, Mr. Sherrup?”


The thick, red-bearded American was in the act of wiping his over-heated brow with an ornate handkerchief. He slipped it away, and calmly passed his hand over to the underwriter. The tail of his eye rested for a single instant on Isbel’s face, but he did not venture to claim the acquaintanceship.


“You’ve got my name, I see?”


“The caretaker told us. My own name’s Stokes – and this is Miss Loment.”


Sherrup rose and bowed.


“Staying long in Brighton?” inquired Marshall.


“No. I’m getting back to London in the morning, en route to Italy.”


“You won’t be seeing Judge, then? You don’t know him personally, I think you said?”


“Why, no; I’ve never met him. My wife wished me to take that house in on my trip, so I wrote him about it, and he was good enough to mail me an order. That’s all my connection with Mr. Judge.”


“You know he’s just back from America?”


“They told me at the house.”


Isbel whispered to Marshall to change seats. He obeyed, and she found herself between the two men.


“Still in quest of music, it seems, Mr. Sherrup?”


He laughed. “Oh, well, music was invented for lonely men.”


“Your wife isn’t with you, then?”


“You mustn’t blame me for that, Miss Loment. It wasn’t my fault. She just wouldn’t come. Scared of the sea.”


“Is it a professional trip for you, or a holiday?”


“Oh, I’m seeing the galleries, that’s all.”


“What is your particular branch of art?”


“I’m a portrait-painter.”


“How awfully interesting! But don’t you have to accept commissions from all sorts of objectionable types?”


“There are no objectionable types, Miss Loment. In an art sense, every man and woman alive is an individual problem, with special features you won’t find elsewhere.”


“I never looked at it in that light. It must be so. But how absorbing you must find it all!”


Marshall got up.


“I’m going to hunt for cigarettes, if you’ll both excuse me. Stay here, Isbel. I won’t be long.”


“No, don’t be long.” She turned again to Sherrup.


“Do you find you get most of your applications from women or men?”


“The sexes are about equally vain, Miss Loment; but maybe the ladies are ahead in self-enthusiasm. I couldn’t supply the statistics offhand.”


She laughed. A light entr’acte struck up, and further conversation was postponed for a few minutes. Isbel began to tap the pier flooring with the tip of her sunshade nervously and absently. As the last notes sounded she threw a hurried glance to the right, to see if Marshall were returning, and then leant over, almost confidentially, towards her companion.


“Tell me – what did you really think of that house yesterday?”


“A real impressive old pile, Miss Loment.”


“Nothing more?”


He gave her a guarded look. “I guess a house can’t be much more than a house.”


“What made you sit down to that piano, then?”


“Oh, that!” He removed his hat, and slowly passed his hand over his broad, prominent forehead.… “My little performance has surely struck your imagination. I thought we were through with that yesterday.”


“But it was a strange notion, you must admit.”


“Perhaps I’m a strange character, Miss Loment.”


“Don’t let’s fence. Mr. Stokes will be back directly. I want to know, please – what had the house to do with it?”


Sherrup hesitated. “I had some sensations.”


“I thought so. And where did you have them? Wasn’t it in the gable of that dark corridor on the top floor?”


There was a short pause.


“We look to be in the same boat, Miss Loment.”


“Then it was there?”


“Not there, but near there. It was outside the door of that room they call the East Room these days. It used to be Ulf’s Tower. Did you get as far?”


“Yes. And what was it you heard?”


“Heard…? Oh, I guess you’re referring to the sound in that passage? No, it wasn’t that, Miss Loment.”


“Then what was it? Tell me what happened?” She spoke quickly.


“Nothing happened. We were talking of sensations, weren’t we…? I’m an artist, Miss Loment, and that means a bundle of live nerves. My mind gets troubled maybe ten or twenty times a day, without my ever guessing what for. This one was what you might call a bad ‘seismic disturbance,’ and there’s no more to it.”


“Perhaps you think my questions are prompted by inquisitiveness? It isn’t that. My aunt may be buying Runhill Court, and, if she does, I shall have to live there; so you see my interest is quite legitimate.”


Sherrup watched her professionally. The quivering nostrils, the nervous mouth, the peculiar expression of the grey-black eyes, fascinated without satisfying him. Her character possessed an important quality which he was unable to locate on her features; it was contained only in that quiet, pleasant, yet metallic and foreign-toned voice.


“I can’t tell you much,” he said at length, and then there was another silence.


Isbel glanced around her rather guiltily. “Still, I feel you can tell me something. Can’t we talk it over together, somewhere? Obviously it’s out of the question here.” She laughed, without conviction. “I know it sounds terribly melodramatic, still you understand my point of view, don’t you?”


“I shall feel honoured,” replied Sherrup, but his voice held a note of reluctance.


“You don’t think the request preposterous? If you’d rather not …”


“I shall feel honoured and delighted. But you’ll sure be disappointed when you see how little I have to hand over, Miss Loment … and another thing – I’m away tomorrow morning, as I told your friend.”


“By what train?”


“Eleven a.m.”


She pondered. Marshall would depart for town three hours earlier than that.


“Let us fix up something. Can you be outside the turnstiles of this pier tomorrow morning at ten o’clock sharp? That would allow you ample time to catch your train.”


“Right. Ten sharp. I’ll be there.”


“I rely on you, mind.”


“Oh, I keep my appointments, Miss Loment,” said the American.


Isbel was about to say something else, when, turning her eyes, she observed Marshall approaching. During his absence his chair had been appropriated by a pale, stout, flabby lady of uncertain age, with a drooping mouth, and eyes which positively snapped; the usurpation had passed unnoticed by the others.


Sherrup rose. “I’ll quit. You take my seat, Mr. Stokes – I’ll have a turn along the front till luncheon.”


•   •   •   •   •


Next morning Isbel breakfasted early with Marshall, and saw him depart for the station. As he intended returning to Brighton for the following weekend, the car and the major portion of his belongings were left behind.


At ten o’clock she was outside the West Pier. Sherrup, who already waited there, immediately came up to her, raising his hat and removing the cigar from his mouth.


“Let’s walk towards Hove,” she suggested. “It’s less crowded that way.”


He assented in dry silence.


“It was most kind of you to come out of your way for me,” began Isbel. “After all, we are total strangers.”


“Now, don’t say that; I feel as if I’d known you quite a long time.… My cigar doesn’t worry you any?”


“No, please …”


“All right. Now let’s get to business. Time’s short, Miss Loment. Well, now, what I’m here for, I conclude, is to specify my sensations at Runhill on Saturday. There wasn’t anything else, was there?”


“It won’t embarrass you?”


“Oh well, I’m not easily embarrassed.… Now, I told you where it all happened. Outside the door of that East Room. Honestly, that was one of the things I came to see. I could have just kicked myself when I found that lock fast.”


“First of all – you did hear the sound in that corridor, didn’t you? My friends didn’t – that’s why I ask.”


“Yes, I heard it. Like the far-away scrape of a double-bass.”


“Yes, yes – it was like that. I couldn’t identify the sound it reminded me of, but that was it.”


“It’s tough to explain, but it might be in the nature of a flow from that East Room to another part of the house.”


“Caused by what?”


“I can’t say. But is that what was troubling you?”


“It was so horribly uncanny. I can almost hear it still.”


“Anyway, we’ll quit that, and come to my experience. It isn’t a mile long. While I stood outside that door, just after trying to burgle the lock – for I had my knife out to it – a kind of smell came wafting over me of a sudden.… Now, I don’t want you to smile, Miss Loment. There needn’t be anything funny in a smell. I know, and you know, that a smell can be the powerfullest variety of sensation, when it sets out to be. You can’t kill a man by a sight or a sound, but I wouldn’t like to say you couldn’t kill him with some smells, and not always disagreeable ones at that. That just shows the superior sensitiveness of the nose as an organ. I would like for somebody to take that up as an art.… Well, this particular odour was of the delirious species. It was like the epitome of a spring day in the woods – all the scent of the pines, and the violets, and the rich, moist, dark brown soil, and whatever else comes carried to you by the breezes – only, all double-distilled, as if it was the spillings of a bottle of a new sort of women’s perfume.…”


“And then?”


“Call to mind where I smelt it all, Miss Loment. In a dark, dusty, airless corridor of an ancient house, which God’s air hasn’t blow through for centuries.… I jumped – nearly. Then it passed away quite suddenly again. I figure it didn’t last all told more than ten seconds. But after it was gone I stood there kind of transfigured, like a man that has just seen a vision. It wasn’t till it quitted that I saw its importance. It was like a waft from another world.… That house is alive, Miss Loment.”


“Is that the whole?”


“That’s all.”


“It’s very, very strange. But still I don’t quite see why it should have suggested that music to you?”


“Yes, now, why did it? But somehow it did. I can’t explain it to myself. The suggesting thought has gone, and I can’t recover it.… The orchestra was tuning up. Something big was going to happen. Something like that. You mustn’t press the resemblance too close. Any kind of big symphonic music might have done, but I just chose that – it must have seemed more appropriate.”


Isbel tried unsuccessfully to put indifference into her voice as she asked the question:


“I’m now going to make what you may consider a very singular inquiry, Mr. Sherrup. Was your reason for playing that music the fact that the passage of the ascending scales suggested to you the idea of a mysterious gigantic staircase?”


He blew out a cloud of smoke, at the same time looking at her from the corner of his eye.


“Why should that be?”


“I don’t know why it should be, or why it should not be; but was it so?”


“It was not. You appear to know something I don’t, Miss Loment. What staircase?”


“Oh, nothing. It was just a foolish question.… Shall we turn back?”


They did so.


Isbel nervously cast in her mind for a change of conversation.


“You say that room used to go by another name. How was that?”


“It was called Ulf’s Tower. The story is that Ulf was the original builder of the house. He lived about a hundred years after the first landing of the South Saxons. Four or five houses have been put up on the same site since then, but the name struggled through till a couple of centuries ago. My wife’s ancestor, Michael Bourdon, set it all down in his papers. The history of Runhill Court goes back to the sixth century Anno Domini.”


“But why should that particular room have been selected to preserve his memory?”


“Oh, well, because the missing rooms of the legend were supposed to be immediately above that side of the house. That’s quite clear.”


“I have heard no legend. What missing rooms?”


“You surely surprise me. I guessed every man, woman, and child in the Old Country would know about the lost rooms of Runhill Court. When Ulf built his house, Miss Loment, it was on haunted land. Run Hill was a waste elevation, inhabited by trolls – which, I figure, were a variety of malevolent land-sprite. Ulf didn’t care, though he was a pagan. He built his house. I gather he was a tough fellow, away above the superstitions of his time and country. And – well, one fine day Ulf disappears and a part of his house with him. Some of the top rooms of the Tower were clean carried off by the trolls; it happened to be the east end of the house, the nearest to their happy hunting-grounds. That was the very last that was heard of Ulf, but all through the centuries folks have been jumping up to announce that they’ve caught sight of the lost rooms.… That’s the fable.”


They walked along in silence.


“Then would you advise me to live in that house?” asked Isbel suddenly, with an unsteady smile.


Sherrup smoked for quite a minute before answering.


“If you ask that, Miss Loment, you must have a reason for asking it. Tell me what you feel.”


“Confessions are so awkward, and I’m not sure you won’t laugh.”


“I won’t laugh.”


“Well, then – when I was listening to that weird sound in that passage, it suddenly seemed to strike a very deep string in my heart, which had never been struck before. It was a kind of passion.… It was passion. But there was something else in it besides joy – my heart felt sick and tormented, and there was a horrible sinking sensation of despair. But the delight was there all the time, and was the strongest.… It only lasted a very short time, but I don’t think I could ever forget it.…”


“Yes, I know,” said Sherrup.


“Then tell me what it means, and what I’m to do.”


He threw away his cigar.


“Do nothing, Miss Loment, and ask no questions. That’s the advice of a man who has daughters of his own.”


“Not live there, you mean?”


“No.” He made an emphatic side-gesture with his hand. “Cut it right out. A house like that is going to do you no good. Shall I tell you what you are, Miss Loment? You’re an artist without a profession. You’re like a lightning-rod without an outlet – you want to steer clear of all kinds of storms. Oh, I’m not a portrait-painter for nothing. Your nervous system is shining through all right.… Well, you asked me for it, so I’ve handed it out. But honestly, I wouldn’t take on that house. If you feel like that at the beginning, what are you going to feel after a while? It’s too risky.”


“Thank you,” she said quietly. “I think I will take your advice. I’m afraid I’m rather highly-strung by nature, although, oddly enough, not one of my friends appears to have any suspicion of the fact. I pass for being stolid, rather than otherwise. You are almost the first to give me credit for exceptional feelings.”


•   •   •   •   •


When they had arrived opposite the pier once more, Sherrup took his departure.


So strong was the impression made upon him by Isbel’s personality that in the train, before it started, he was induced to commit her elusive features to one of the pages of his precious sketchbook. When it was completed, however, he shook his head with an air of profound dissatisfaction. It was a good likeness, but he still couldn’t get that voice into the picture.




 



•   V   •

Isbel Sees Herself






Marshall came down again by train on Friday evening. Judge had replied to him during the week, notifying that he was still considering the question of parting with his house, but hoped before long to come to a definite decision. Meanwhile, no useful purpose would appear to be served by a personal interview with the lady desiring to purchase, but he was willing to undertake to give her the first refusal of the estate. He enclosed the key of the East Room. Marshall communicated only the business part of the letter to Mrs. Moor.


The fine weather continuing, he took the ladies on Saturday for a long run through Sussex and Kent. They wound up with the theatre at night.


On Sunday morning, at the breakfast-table, Isbel announced to her aunt the intention of herself and Marshall to motor over to Runhill Court before lunch. Mrs. Moor, although a rigid churchgoer, manifested neither pleasure nor displeasure.


“But you will be back for lunch this time?”


“Oh, yes. Marshall merely wants to carry out his commission.”


“I know you don’t like the house, so I needn’t warn you against prematurely falling in love with it. I’ve a strong feeling he won’t part with it.”


“Why not?” asked Marshall.


“Oh, I’ve had some experience of these heartbroken old widowers. He’s far more likely to pick up another wife than to renounce an old, familiar home. At his time of life he’s not so much a man as a bundle of habits.”


“Fifty-eight’s not so old.”


“Too old for a new establishment, but not too old for a new wife,” repeated Mrs. Moor with a shade of contempt.


Her niece reached for the marmalade dish. “I expect there are women who would marry him. He must be decently well off.”


“Of course – and even quite young girls. If it’s beauty he wants he’ll find a pretty wife easier to get than a good cook. Mark my words – within twelve months a second Mrs. Judge will be installed in that house.”


“I thought you were an admirer of his,” said Isbel nonchalantly.


“I admire his thoroughness in practical matters, but that doesn’t blind my eyes to probabilities.”


“In other words, you think he’s treating you badly by keeping you on tenterhooks. Own up, aunt!”


“You’re quite mistaken, child. I’m not attacking him. I’m simply finding reasons for his not being able to make up his mind. It’s his own house, and he can do what he likes with it.” … However, it was obvious that Mrs. Moor was annoyed.


The two younger people left Brighton soon after ten o’clock, and as the road was now more familiar they reached Runhill Lodge almost upon the stroke of eleven. Mrs. Priday did not appear; this time it was her husband who attended the gate. He wore a black coat, in honour of the day, and was smoking a nicotine-stained wooden pipe carved in the likeness of a man’s head. Marshall showed him a corner of Judge’s letter, with the signature, following it up with a small pourboire, which the head gardener thrust indifferently into his pocket.


“Can we get into the house now?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Are you at liberty?”


Priday answered in the affirmative.


“As a matter of fact, it’s only one room we have to see. We went over all the rest last time. The East Room. It was locked when we were here before, but I’ve got the key since.”


The gardener gazed at him with his cunning eyes for a moment, and then asked cautiously, as if feeling his way: “Now, why would the boss be having that room opened, sir?”


“Any particular reason why it shouldn’t be opened?”


“It’s been kept locked up for eight years, sir, and that’s one good reason.”


“Why?” demanded Isbel.


“Oh, there’s nothing there for nobody.”


“Then why waste a good lock?” … Finding that Priday did not reply, she proceeded, “I understand it’s real name is Ulf’s Tower?”


“What name?”


“Ulf’s Tower.”


“I never heard that, miss. In my grandfather’s time, the old ’



  used to call it the Elves’ Tower.”


“How extraordinary! I wonder which version is the right one?”


“Well, we can be talking about all this when we get to the house,” said Marshall, “if you’ll get the key and let us through.”


While Priday went into the lodge Isbel closed her eyes and pressed her hand to her forehead.


“I’m afraid I’ve a headache coming on.”


“Is it the sun? If so, the sooner we get inside, the better.”


“It must be the hot sun.”


The gardener reappeared almost immediately with the key in his hand, and at once set about opening the carriage gate. Marshall got back into the car – Isbel had not alighted – they passed through, the gate was closed behind them, and Priday having been invited to mount, they ran smoothly up the drive, and within a minute or two were outside the house.


As they stood waiting by the door, while Priday fumbled with the lock, the throbbing of Isbel’s temples grew so unendurable that she hardly knew how to remain erect.


“Worse?” inquired Marshall, with some anxiety.


“I’m afraid so. I wish he’d hurry up.”


At the same moment that she spoke the door was got open, and Marshall supported her into the cool of the hall, where she sat down. The two men remained standing beside her.


“This is better, but I fear I can’t go on for a minute or two.” … After a pause, she addressed Priday more conversationally: “So you know nothing about the East Room?”


“There’s no ‘so’ about it,” was the blunt, though not offensive reply. “I never said I didn’t.”


“But you say there’s nothing there?”


“There ain’t nothing there that you want, miss.”


“What do I want?”


“You’ve come on a picnic, like.… This house ain’t going to be played with. P’raps it’ll bite back, and bite hard.”


This language, which would have sounded imbecile in another place, seemed almost like a threat to Isbel in their present situation, surrounded as they were by the solemn, silent remains of an extreme antiquity. She discontinued her questions. Marshall, however, who preserved his common-sense, took up the story.


“What exactly do you mean by that, Priday?”


“Gentlemen like you, sir, can go anywhere about the house. You’ll see or hear nothing, and it won’t hurt you. Young female nerves is a very different matter. P’raps those who start a funny journey can’t always come back when they like.… The young lady’s got a headache, you say. That’s a good enough excuse. Let her rest here, sir, while you and me go up to see what you want to see.”


“Oh, rot…! You want to come, don’t you, Isbel?”


“Very much. But really, I’m physically incapable of moving. My head gets worse instead of better.”


“Then, shall I stop with you, or would you like me to get the job over? I could be up and down again in ten minutes. Say what you’d like.”


“Yes, please go. Take Mr. Priday with you. I think complete silence and solitude may do me good. Talking makes it worse.”


“I wish to heaven I could do something for you…! You’re sure you don’t mind being left?”


She gave a feeble, reassuring smile. “Good gracious! I’m not a child.”


Marshall took his departure reluctantly upstairs, accompanied by Priday, whose legs, however, stiffened by a lifetime of digging, were soon unable to keep pace with those of the young underwriter.


Isbel now kept shutting and reopening her eyes. The repose, silence, and gloom began to exercise a soothing effect on her nerves, and she had not sat there two minutes before her head became easier. Everything in the hall was as it had been on the occasion of their previous visit. The dark, dignified, polished woodwork was solemnly illuminated as before, by the golden, blue, and crimson rays from the mediaeval windows, and there was the same deathly stillness.


Suddenly it occurred to her that she was looking at something the existence of which she had never yet realised. It was a part of the structure of the hall, and she must certainly have seen it before, but, if so, it had completely escaped her observation. It was a second flight of uncarpeted stairs, leading upwards out of the hall, by the side of the ancient fireplace. It did not strike her that there was anything odd about these stairs; they were quite prosaic and real; the only curious circumstance was that hitherto she should have overlooked them in so miraculous a manner.


They went straight forward and up through an aperture in the wall. About a dozen steps were visible, but the top was out of sight. It immediately flashed across her mind that by ascending them she would set foot in a heretofore unexplored part of the house. In the excitement of the discovery she forgot her headache. She got up, stood for a moment in doubt, wondering whether she ought to call out to Marshall, and then, deciding that her voice would not carry so far, and that it would be time enough to acquaint him with her find on his reappearance, she resolved in the meantime to do a little pioneering on her own account. Not once did it enter her brain to identify these stairs with those of Judge. They appeared in a different quarter of the house, and, moreover, were too solid and tangible to conjure up the very faintest suspicion of anything supernatural. She was not in the least alarmed; merely intensely surprised and curious.


Deliberately, but with a slightly agitated pulse, she ascended the steps one by one, occasionally turning to look back down at the hall. Something in the whole proceeding occurred to her as mysterious, though she was unable to explain to herself just what it was. The steps were of a dark, shining wood, which resembled teak; there were, from bottom to top, seventeen of them. There was no handrail, but the walls enclosed the well of the staircase on either side.


At the head of the flight she found herself standing in a little room, about fifteen feet square, empty of furniture, and lighted from above, although no skylight was visible. The floor, walls, and ceiling were of the same dark, handsome wood as the staircase. It was a kind of antechamber. There was nothing to see there, and nowhere to sit down, but there were doors leading out of it. There were three of them; one in the centre of each of the three walls, the head of the stairs occupying the centre of the fourth. All were of plain, undecorated wood, investing them with an almost primitive air. All three were closed.


Isbel hesitated. She wished to proceed, but those closed doors seemed to hold a sort of menace. She now remembered that Mrs. Priday had omitted to show these rooms with the rest of the house – or was it that she had thought they had already seen them prior to her arrival? Or, again, like the East Room, they might be locked; they, too, might contain undesirable mysteries.… On that point, of course, she would satisfy herself at once … if it were really necessary to go any further.…


Could it have been something of the same feeling that leads a woman to scrutinise an envelope addressed in an unfamiliar handwriting for several moments before opening it, which induced Isbel to pause for so long outside those doors? It was naturally absurd to suppose that she was actually frightened – so she told herself – and yet, somehow, she could not bring herself to adopt the sensible plan of peeping in.… The fact was, there was something not quite right about them. They were unlike other doors. And not only were they unlike other doors, they were unlike each other. In that fact, perhaps, consisted their chief strangeness. The door in the middle, which she faced, looked noble, stately, and private, whereas the right-hand one had – she could not describe it to herself – a dangerous, waiting appearance, as though the room it belonged to were inhabited and the door at any moment might be flung suddenly open. As for that on the left, most likely it opened on to a passage-way – that was the impression it gave her.… Perhaps all this hypersensitiveness on her part had its origin in the mutual position of the walls.


For some minutes she was incapable either of impelling herself forward or of dragging herself away. She remained standing in nervous embarrassment, biting her gloved fingertips, and smiling at her own weakness. Perhaps she ought to descend again to the hall and wait for Marshall. He might have returned by this time, and be wondering what had become of her.… It was most extraordinary that he, too, hadn’t noticed these stairs…!


Unable to muster sufficient courage to attack any of the doors unsupported, she at last determined to return for his assistance. But she had made no allowance for whim. While her foot was still on the second stair from the top, she turned straight round, then walked with a springing action across the room to the left-hand door, and, defiantly flinging it wide open, stood on the threshold, staring in with startled eyes.


The room was even smaller than that outside. Its fittings were all of the same dark wood. There was no furniture, but a large oval mirror hung on one of the walls, and on the side of the room furthest from the door was a long, rich-red curtain, which seemed to conceal another door, Isbel took a tentative step forward. She kept asking herself what these rooms could be for, to what part of the house they belonged, and why they had been left unfurnished.


Abstractedly she walked over to the mirror to adjust her hat.… Either the glass was flattering her, or something had happened to her to make her look different; she was quite startled by her image. It was not so much that she appeared more beautiful as that her face had acquired another character. Its expression was deep, stern, lowering, yet everything was softened and made alluring by the pervading presence of sexual sweetness. The face struck a note of deep, underlying passion, but a passion which was still asleep.… It thrilled and excited her, it was even a little awful to think that this was herself, and still she knew that it was true. She really possessed this tragic nature. She was not like other girls – not like other English girls. Her soul did not swim on the surface, but groped its way blindly miles underneath the water.… But how did the glass come to reflect this secret? And what was the meaning of this look of enchanting sexuality, which nearly tormented herself…?


She spent a long time gazing at the image, but without either changing the position of her head, or moving a muscle of her countenance. Petty, womanish vanity had no share in her scrutiny. She did not wish to admire, she wished to understand herself. It seemed to her that no woman possessing such a strong, terrible sweetness and intensity of character could avoid accepting an uncommon, and possibly fearful, destiny. A flood of the strangest emotions slowly rose to her head.…


She heard a man’s voice calling her name from a very long way off. The voice was muffled, as if by intervening walls, but she had no difficulty in recognising it as Marshall’s. She guessed that he was shouting down from the top of the house, and that, on getting no response, he would quicken his descent to the hall. She would have to go and meet him. Before retracing her steps, however, it was of course essential to peep behind the curtain.


Hastening across to it, she pulled aside the heavy red drapery. There was revealed a doorway, but no door; another flight of wooden stairs started to go down immediately beyond. Isbel persuaded herself that she would still have time to explore a little.


Half-way down, the hall came in sight.… She could not understand.…


Near the bottom she realised that she was coming out by the side of the fireplace – in other words, that this staircase was identical with that by which she had ascended.… How this could possibly be, however, she had no more opportunity of asking herself, for at that moment she reached the hall, and at the very instant that her foot touched the floor every detail of her little adventure flashed out of her mind, like the extinguishing of a candle.


She remembered having commenced the ascent of those stairs, she was perfectly conscious that she had that very minute come down them, but of all that had happened to her in the interim she had no recollection whatever.


She turned round to look at the staircase again. It had vanished…! It was then, for the first time, that she recalled Mr. Judge’s story.


Instinct informed her that the whole transaction must be concealed from Marshall. She required time to think it over quietly and tranquilly, in all its bearings, before taking him into her confidence – if, indeed, she should ever decide to do so. He was very unlikely to put a charitable construction on her tale; it would almost certainly cause disagreement and general unpleasantness – it would be far better never to say anything about it at all. She sat down and waited for him. Her headache had returned.


Presently Marshall, followed by Priday, entered the hall, but not from upstairs – from outside. He appeared rather distracted, and on catching sight of Isbel his face flushed up.


“Where in the name of wonder have you been all this time?”


“All which time? What is the time?”


“It’s well past twelve. I’ve been looking for you a good twenty minutes.”


“Oh…!”


“Where were you?”


She forced a smile, while thinking rapidly.


“Evidently I wasn’t here, since you didn’t see me.… As a matter of fact, I went outside for a few minutes.”


Priday regarded her with a dubious stare.


“Even so, you must have heard me shouting,” said Marshall.


“My dear Marshall, are you trying to be unpleasant, or what? If I had heard you, I should have answered. Perhaps I dropped off to sleep – I can’t say. My head was bad, and I was sitting under some trees, with my eyes closed. I really don’t think that you need make such a fuss about it.… Did you see the room?”


“Of course we saw it. It’s just a room like any other room.”


“Nothing mysterious?”


“Oh, that’s all bunkum…! Well, are you fit, or would you like to wait a bit longer?”


She got up slowly. “We’d better go.”


Marshall looked at her strangely, but said nothing more. They left the house. Marshall went across to the car, but Isbel stopped for a minute to address Priday, who was engaged in locking the door.


“So I should have run no great risk in that room, after all, Mr. Priday?”


He finished his task before looking up or replying.


“That may be, miss – but I ain’t taking nothing back. And, what’s more, I ain’t so sure you ain’t seen too much, as it is.”


“Really, this is most uncalled-for!” she exclaimed, laughing. “Why, what do you imagine I’ve seen?”


“You know and I don’t, miss. All I say is, I see a difference in you since forty minutes ago.”


“An improvement, I hope, Mr. Priday?”


“You’re amusin’ yourself with me, miss – and that’s all right. But I ain’t one to speak of what I don’t know, and I sticks to it – and you mark my words – this house ain’t one for young ladies like yourself. There’s plenty more old houses in the kingdom for you to see over, if you want such.”


“Come along, Isbel!” called out Marshall impatiently from the car. “Don’t stand gassing there, with your bad head.”


As she obeyed and took her seat, the smile dropped from her face, leaving it so puckered and anxious-looking that he uttered an involuntary exclamation:


“By Jove! you do look washed-out.”


Isbel made no reply, but after they had re-passed through the lodge-gate, she unobtrusively produced a small mirror of polished silver from her handbag and carefully scrutinized her features. She certainly was not looking very attractive, but otherwise she could detect no special change in her appearance.




 



•   VI   •

Judge Appears

 on the Scene






It was Tuesday afternoon. Marshall had returned to town. The weather had suddenly broken, and rain had fallen steadily since early morning. Mrs. Moor was in her room, while Isbel, rather reluctantly, took the opportunity of bringing her correspondence up to date – a task she cordially detested. Half a dozen laconic epistles, sealed and addressed in her large, sprawling handwriting, already lay piled on the table, and now she was writing to Blanche, expressing her pleasure at the intimation that she and Roger proposed to spend the coming weekend at the Gondy. Blanche was her old school chum and dearest friend. It was she who had introduced her to Marshall (her husband Roger’s younger brother); consequently, she regarded the engagement as her own peculiar handiwork, though of course Isbel held different ideas on the subject, which she kept strictly to herself. Isbel, who was “Isbel” to all the rest of her circle, was “Billy” to Blanche and her husband. They lived at Hampstead, and were fairly well off.


A knock sounded at the door, and a visiting-card for Mrs. Moor was handed in by the hotel hall-boy. Isbel read the name in silent astonishment. Directing the boy to wait, she at once went to her aunt’s room.


“Mr. Judge is here,” she announced dryly, standing by the door.


The older lady half got up, then lay down again.


“Where is he?”


“Downstairs, presumably. Will you see him?”


“Really, it’s most unreasonable! He appears to imagine he’s privileged to do whatever he pleases. What an impossible hour to call…! Well, I shan’t see him, that’s all.”


“You’d better ascertain what he wants, hadn’t you? Shall I go down?”


“You? Certainly not, child. Just send down word that I’m not at home, and if he has anything to say he can write.”


Isbel smiled remonstratingly. “I think perhaps I’d better go down.”


“A pity you’re not always so considerate.”


“It’s only common courtesy, after all. The poor man may have come to Brighton specially.”


“Do as you please about it – only, bind me to nothing.”


“Don’t be absurd, aunt! How can I bind you?”


She went away. Mrs. Moor stared thoughtfully at the closed door, rubbed her eyes, and took up her book again.


“Where is the gentleman?” demanded Isbel of the hall-boy.


“In the lounge, madam.”


She accompanied him downstairs. It was not yet the tea-hour and the lounge was nearly deserted. Judge was sitting in a stiff attitude on a straight-backed chair near the door. Although his garments were suited to the weather, he looked exceedingly well-groomed, and Isbel, contrary to her anticipation, was favourably struck. He appeared considerably younger than his reported age, was short, wiry, and clean-looking, and altogether was a thoroughly good and dignified type of wealthy provincial Englishman. His clean-shaven face was sallowish; it possessed power and resolution, quite evidently derived from long practice in handling men. The eyes were grey, shrewd, and steady, and he wore no glasses.… The boy briefly introduced him, and disappeared.


Judge rose and bowed gravely, waiting for her to speak first.


“Mrs. Moor unfortunately is engaged. I am her niece.”


He bowed again. “May I ask your name?”


“I am Miss Loment.”


He scrutinised her person somewhat closely. Her rather full bosom was strongly suggested beneath her loose silk afternoon jumper. Her neck was bare. A long chain of amethyst beads hung from it as far as the waist, and with this chain she toyed all the time they stood talking.


“I happened to be in Brighton on other business,” he explained, in a pleasant, solemn voice, “and thought to kill two birds with one stone. I’m sorry I’ve been unlucky. Perhaps you’ll be kind enough to convey a message?”


“Of course; I shall be most pleased to.”


“You may possibly be aware that Mrs. Moor and I have been in indirect communication, through Mr. Stokes, regarding the sale of my property, Runhill Court?”


“Naturally, I am aware. My aunt and I live together, and always have done.”


“Of course, I was ignorant of that.… Well, Miss Loment, I am sorry to have kept her waiting so long, but at last I’ve been able to come to a decision. After a very full consideration of the matter, and looking at it from all sides, I find it will not be – for the present, at all events – quite advisable to dispose of the estate. I shall confirm it in writing when I get back home, but in the meantime no doubt you will intimate my decision to Mrs. Moor?”


A red blotch appeared suddenly in the centre of each of Isbel’s cheeks.… There was quite a long pause.


“But this decision appears to me very strange,” she said at length, in a scarcely audible voice.


“In what respect?”


She lost her head. “I understood from Mr. Stokes that you were anxious to sell your house.”


“Mr. Stokes was not authorised by me to make any such statement,” replied Judge, in a tone of extreme annoyance. “I have never at any time expressed anxiety to sell. It was he who suggested the business, and I made my reluctance clear from the very first. There is no breach of faith in any shape or form.”


“I don’t mean that, of course.” She cast him a propitiating smile. “But shan’t we be able to talk better sitting down?”


There was a settee situated in a retired corner of the room, and towards this she steered him, without protest on his part. They seated themselves. Isbel smoothed out her skirt and kept throwing nervous glances about her, as though at a loss how to reopen the subject.


“Would it be rude to ask you why – I mean …” She broke off in confusion.


“Why I don’t wish to sell? Because my future movements are uncertain, Miss Loment. There are substantial reasons against my taking up residence there again at the moment, but later on I may wish to do so.”


“I see.”


There was another awkward silence, the end of which was marked by a bitter smile on Isbel’s face.


“No doubt you are more accustomed to dealing with business men, Mr. Judge?”


“Now, what makes you say that?”


“This decision of yours is so blunt. It’s almost like a challenge.”


“A challenge?”


“I feel just as though I had received a slap on the face.”


He fidgeted in his place. “I may have expressed myself rather abruptly, but that was because I had no idea that the matter was of any great importance to you ladies. If I have unwittingly been the means of upsetting your plans, I can only say I am very sorry.”


“But you remain stubborn?”


“My dear lady, you hardly realise what you are asking. I have lived in that house for eight years, and it is associated with the happiest period of my life. You have never even seen it, and yet you are disappointed because I decline to give it up in your favour. And you must remember that you ladies, after all, are total strangers to me.”


“But we’re not asking for charity, Mr. Judge. We would take the place at your figure, even if it were a trifle unreasonable. If you don’t mean to live there again yourself – and you seem very doubtful about it – surely there can’t be any object in refusing to allow other people to occupy it? If you don’t want to sell it outright, you might consent to let it for a term of years?”


Judge smiled uneasily. “It’s very painful to me to have to go on refusing. I must admit I don’t quite understand your eagerness in the matter. Not having seen Runhill Court, you don’t even know that it will suit your requirements.”


“We have seen it. Mr. Stokes took us over. It will suit our requirements perfectly.”


“Oh…! I had no idea. Mr. Stokes said nothing to me in his letter about that. However, there’s no harm done.”


“My aunt and I are quite harmless persons.”


“I regard it as an honour to the house. May I ask whether you saw the whole of it?”


She imperceptibly drew a little nearer, so that the perfume of her clothes began to insinuate itself into his consciousness.


“Except prohibited parts.”


“It’s a pity I wasn’t told beforehand, Miss Loment. I could have shown you over personally.”


Their eyes chanced to meet. Isbel smiled, and looked down at her lap, while Judge coloured faintly.


“That would have been nice.”


“At all events, you would have had the advantage of seeing the so-called ‘prohibited parts’ as well. I might still hold that out as an inducement for a second visit, but I suspect you would think it not worth while?”


She began biting her chain. After a pause, she said:


“Something might be arranged, perhaps. I should love to see it again. My best friend’s coming down for the weekend, and I could bring her with me – if you feel you could endure the society of a couple of frivolous girls for half-a-day. You’d be quite safe, Mr. Judge; Blanche is married, and I am to be soon.”


“Your aunt would come, too?”


“I haven’t the slightest objection, if you can persuade her.”


“I have first to meet her.”


“Then dine with us here one night. Let me think.… Friday would do, if you can manage it?” She gave him a friendly look. “We can discuss the programme at table. Blanche’s husband is Mr. Stokes’s brother; they’re both coming down.” … Hesitating, and blushing a little – “Of course, their company wouldn’t be inflicted on you at Runhill.”


Judge also hesitated. “It’s most kind of you; but how do I know that your aunt may not have objections to sitting down to table with a stranger, who is not even obliging?”


“The invitation is mine, Mr. Judge.”


“Then, of course, I shouldn’t know how to refuse, even if I wanted to. A charming invitation demands a graceful acceptance. I shall be delighted to come.”


“At seven.… But will you have to come all the way from town?”


“No – my headquarters are at Worthing for the time being. I have to be near Runhill to look after things. I can quite easily run over.”


“Then it’s a fixed engagement.… And meanwhile, you still remain adamant?”


Her own question seemed to agitate her, for her bosom rose and fell. Judge summed her up in his mind as a spoilt and capricious young woman of fortune, who was totally unaccustomed to being baulked even in her most unnecessary whims.


“It’s exceedingly unpleasant for me, Miss Loment, but I’m afraid I must reply in the affirmative. If circumstances permit me later on to change my decision.…”


“It would be too late. In point of fact, the moment my aunt has your verdict we shall leave Brighton. We’re only waiting for that. But I shall leave you to tell her yourself, so as not to interfere with our little pleasure-party.”


“Then your permanent residence is not in Brighton?”


“Oh, no.”


Judge contracted his brows. “It’s a strange fact, but it has always been my disappointing lot to fall in with really pleasant acquaintances just when it is too late.”


“It does seem to happen like that very often. Perhaps it’s because the pleasure doesn’t have time to wear off.… Of course, if you were to leave the question of your house in abeyance we might still see something of each other – especially since you are staying so close at hand. But that wouldn’t be quite the right thing, I expect?”


“Mrs. Moor would hardly consent to postpone it indefinitely.”


“Then that’s no good.… Anyhow, don’t write her, Mr. Judge. She can very well wait till Friday.”


He got up to go. Isbel rose, too, and held out her hand. It was white and elegant in shape, but was ink-stained from her correspondence. Judge continued holding it while he went on talking.


“I’ve no right to ask such a thing, Miss Loment, but I’m interested, and perhaps you won’t mind telling me. You said you are to be married; is it, by any chance, to my friend Mr. Stokes?”


“Yes.” She coloured nervously, and withdrew her hand.


“Thanks! And may I venture to add my congratulations to those you have doubtless received from friends of longer standing? He is a very pleasant, sensible young fellow, and, from what I know of him, will certainly make an admirable husband.”


“Thank you, Mr. Judge! My only fear is that I may not make as admirable a wife.”


Judge laughed courteously. “All I have to say to that is that I consider Mr. Stokes a very lucky individual – very lucky indeed!”


Isbel felt so strangely confused that she could not bring out another word. They passed into the hall, where Judge, with leisurely dignity, put on his gloves and buttoned his coat, while the girl watched him. At last he bade her a smiling “Good-day,” and went out stiffly through the swing-doors into the rain. She remained for a moment standing by the office, looking after him with a peculiar little smile.


On arriving upstairs, her aunt gave her a keen stare.


“You’ve got a very flushed face, child.”


“I ran upstairs.”


“What a long time you’ve been with that man. What did he want?”


“Oh, he’s frantically long-winded. The long and short of it is, I’ve asked him to dinner on Friday, to meet you. It seems he’d rather discuss it with you personally.”


“Upon my soul! Why in the world should we dine him…? I had a presentiment you would do something silly.”


“Oh, he’s perfectly presentable. Besides, he’ll be glad to meet Marshall again. I had to make some definite arrangement.”


Mrs. Moor growled in her throat. “Well, the point is, are we to get the house, or not?”


“I fancy he still hasn’t made up his mind,” replied Isbel indifferently.


Her aunt made sundry inarticulate sounds, indicative of her vexation, and prepared to rise.




 



•   VII   •

The Dinner-Party






At seven o’clock on Friday evening the party of six sat down to table in the public room. Judge found himself between the two girls, while Mrs. Moor had the two brothers for neighbours; Isbel faced Marshall across the table, and Blanche her own husband.


Blanche, the tall, pale, slender, fashionable blonde, looked a creature of fine clay in her dinner-frock of foam-blue and silver. She drew many glances from the other diners in the room, and for a long time Marshall and Judge entered into a sort of competition for her favour. Isbel was amused, rather than otherwise. With regard to “personal property,” there was a perfect understanding between her friend and herself, and she had already, earlier in the day, intimated to Blanche what her wishes were concerning Judge.


While waiting for her to disentangle herself, she occupied the time by chatting with Roger on indifferent topics. There could be nothing very exciting in that; he was a nice man, but she was quite well aware that for him only one woman in the world existed – namely, his own wife. His profession was historical research – fortunately, he did not rely upon it for an income – but, as everyone possesses a dual nature, his favourite rôle in society was that of Mephistopheles, which he undertook consistently. He was four years older than Marshall, and not unlike him in person, though built on a smaller scale. He had the same broad, pugnacious, good-humoured face, but it was more humorous and sympathetic, and the eyes were livelier.


Isbel’s new wine-red gown had the effect of investing her face with a strange, luminous pallor, which almost took the place of beauty. At intervals Judge turned to her in a puzzled way, but Blanche’s fascinations were more obvious, and the pear was not yet ripe.


It was not until the meal was half-way through and a few bottles had been emptied, that the talk became loud and general. Mrs. Moor was fidgeting about Runhill Court, and began to think that she would never have an opportunity of opening that business. She could hardly start negotiations at table, but she told herself that at least she ought to try to find out how things lay. At the first lull in the conversation, therefore, she addressed Judge directly by name, and when he looked up, rather surprised, she introduced the subject of Sherrup.


Judge raised his brows. “I know who you mean, but we’ve never met. There has been some correspondence between us. He was making the trip to England, and wished to visit my place. It seems his wife’s people at one time owned the estate.”


“So he told us. It was actually in your house that we met him.”


“Thumping your piano, incidentally,” added Marshall.


Judge shot him a glance of inquiry.


“Hammering out Mendelssohn,” explained the underwriter.


“It was one of Beethoven’s Symphonies, to be exact,” corrected Isbel, with a smile. “The Seventh. Are you musical, Mr. Judge?”


“Not very, I fear. You, of course, are?”


“But why ‘of course’? Am I so transparent a person?”


Roger tossed off a full glass of Sauterne. “Some women have accomplishments, and some women are accomplishments. Billy is one of the latter sort.”


“Honey with a sting in it, Roger. Those of us who have no brains you are kind enough to console with fascination. But perhaps I have neither.”


“Or perhaps both,” suggested Judge, gallantly. “I, for one, see no reason why they should not go together. Many of the cleverest women in history have been the most fascinating.”


“But history has been written by men, and men aren’t the most enlightened critics where women are concerned. All that will have to be re-written by qualified feminine experts someday.”


Judge laughed. “But, in point of fact, men happen to be the best critics of feminine human nature. A woman’s natural impulse is to look for faults in her sisters; a man’s first thought is to look for noble qualities.”


“It may be very chivalrous, but I don’t call it criticism,” rejoined Isbel quickly. “You’re not in the least likely ever to understand a woman’s character that way.”


“If faults constitute a character – no. But my contention is that it’s this constant dwelling on faults which obscures our view of a woman’s real underlying nature. In this sense men are the best observers of your sex.”


“Let me translate,” put in Roger. “It’s good policy to credit a woman with virtues, for if she hasn’t got them already, she will have as soon as she clearly understands that other people believe that she has. Does that go?”


His wife answered: “If you praise a woman’s frock, she will probably like to go on wearing it. Why should it be different with a virtue? Because you haven’t worn a thing for a long while, it doesn’t follow, when you do wear it, that it isn’t your own rightful property.”


“Then there are no counterfeit qualities?” demanded Isbel.


“None which cannot be easily detected,” said Judge. “To extend Mrs. Stokes’s comparison: a borrowed or stolen garment can in most cases be discovered to be so by the misfit. In life, it isn’t difficult to distinguish between true and false.”


“Does that apply to everything – every quality?”


“Undoubtedly, in my opinion.”


“To the relation between men and women?”


“Certainly. Genuine love – for I take it you mean that – would be the most difficult thing in the world to simulate.”


“Really?”


“Almost an impossibility, if only men and women were not so anxious to be deceived.”


“Yet coquettes have existed, and still exist.”


Judge lifted his glass with a hand steady as a rock, and examined its contents against the light meditatively.


“Don’t misunderstand me, Miss Loment. I don’t assert that an infatuated man couldn’t be hoodwinked by a clever woman, if she made it her business. All I say is, if he is dubious about her good faith, tests exist.”


“What tests?”


“A coquette, for instance, would know how to flatter his vanity and use her eyes to the best effect, but it’s extremely unlikely that she would consent to throw overboard all other society for his. That would be one test.… And then there’s the question of sacrifice. Is she, not only ready, but eager, to sacrifice her own happiness for his, not in one way or on one occasion, but in all their relations and at all times…?”


“Most excellent tests!” said Roger, with twinkling eyes. “If fulfilled satisfactorily, the fair lady in question might be safely set down as mortally wounded, and our friend could go full steam ahead with every assurance of eventually leading her to the altar.”


Blanche leant her beautiful arm on the table and propped her face with her fingers.


“But do you insist, Mr. Judge, that every romance is imperfect which doesn’t exhibit these extreme symptoms on both sides?”


“As a matter of fact, I wasn’t thinking of romance, in the common acceptance of the term, Mrs. Stokes. There are deep, and possibly painful, transactions of the heart to which the term ‘romance’ would be quite inadequate.”


There was a general silence, while the waiter removed the course. The subject was not resumed across the table, but Isbel followed it up with Judge, in a low voice.


“You seem to speak from experience, Mr. Judge?”


“A man of my age must possess a large accumulation of experience, Miss Loment, but it needn’t necessarily be personal experience.”


“In that case you are to be congratulated, for it can’t be a happy condition – this deep passion you have just described.”


He toyed with the stem of his empty glass. “Only certain natures have a capacity for it, perhaps, and they perhaps have an inward tormenting craving for it. It’s very difficult to lay down a law as to what is good, and what is not good.”


“And I think women must have it more than men.”


He glanced at her swiftly. “As the self-sacrificing sex, you mean?”


“No, I don’t mean that. I mean, as the sex which worships the heart, and believes it higher than the highest morality.”


“That’s true.”


“And the worst of it is,” went on Isbel, speaking still lower, “no woman can feel really safe until she has experienced this feeling you speak of.” She uttered a nervous laugh. “Someone else may turn up, who will prove to her how mistakenly she has been living.… But, of course, I know nothing about it. Girls get all sorts of queer fancies in their heads, and that’s because they don’t live in the real world.”


“The wisest course is not to think about such things. By a useful provision of nature, passion comes to comparatively few, and there’s no reason for anyone to suppose that he or she is one of the tragic band. The chances are infinitely against it.”


“Yes, of course – that’s the only sensible way to think.… I hope you’re not offended by my breach of decorum in discussing such matters?”


“How could I be?”


“Then don’t let’s say any more. My aunt’s watching us.… Apropos, have you spoken to her about Runhill yet?”


“I’ve had no opportunity up to the present.”


“Is it really necessary to this evening?”


“Possibly not, if it could be avoided.”


“Will you leave it to me?”


“Willingly; but if she questions me, I must answer her.”


“Of course, but don’t be precipitate.” A quick smile. “I don’t want to return to town yet.”


“You find Brighton attractive?”


“It has attractions.”


Judge’s cream-ice stood in front of him untouched.


“The place itself, or the connections you have formed here?”


“The place itself is horrid.”


Meanwhile Blanche had been exchanging words with Marshall.


“I want to get Mr. Judge to show us over his house – myself and Roger, I mean. What’s the best way to go to work?”


She did not explain that the idea was Isbel’s, and she herself only the friendly medium.


“Ask him, of course,” said Marshall. “He’s quite an obliging old sort.”


“You go back on Monday, don’t you?”


“Yes. Why?”


“I thought we might fix Monday. You wouldn’t want to see the place again, would you?”


“I’m not at all keen. I should make it Monday.”


“I want Billy to come with us, though. I expect you wouldn’t take it in bad part for once – running off like that without you, I mean?”


“Lord, no! – why should I? Very glad if you can make a decent day of it. I’d take lunch and make it a picnic, if I were you.”


“Good man…! Then here goes for the lord of the manor…!”


Judge, having concluded his talk with Isbel, had mechanically turned to his other neighbour. Blanche met his eye with a soft, disarming smile.


“I’m glad you’ve remembered me, Mr. Judge. I’m in a difficulty.”


“That’s woeful news.”


“My husband and I are madly jealous. We’re the only ones here who haven’t seen your much-talked-of house. I daren’t proffer a direct request, for fear of being snubbed.”


“You pay me a very bad compliment, Mrs. Stokes; I didn’t know I possessed such a forbidding exterior.”


“Then, may we come one day?”


“I shall regard it as a distinguished honour. Pray fix your own day.”


“We go back on Tuesday. Monday perhaps … ?”


“On Monday it shall be. I’ll bring my car over for you. At what hour?”


“But really, we wouldn’t dream of putting you to that trouble.”


“It will be a very great pleasure. Unhappily, it’s only a four-seater, so I fear the party would have to be separated.”


“Mr. Stokes – Mr. Marshall Stokes” – she laughed – “can’t come, for the simple reason that he’s due back to work on Monday. What about you, Mrs. Moor?”


“I’ve seen the house already, my dear. Isbel will go with you, no doubt.”


“Will you, Billy?”


Isbel appeared to hesitate.… “I don’t know that I care to, thanks. I’ve seen it, too, you know.”


“Oh, I’d go, Isbel,” urged Marshall. “The summer’s practically through, and you won’t get many more decent spins. I’d squeeze in, myself, if I hadn’t to go back.”


“Mr. Judge may object to so many women.”


“Surely you weren’t waiting for my formal invitation, Miss Loment? I shall feel extremely hurt if you refuse.”


“Very well – I’ll come,” said Isbel quietly, bending her head over her plate, with a very slight access of colour. Judge marvelled at her seeming reluctance to her own scheme, but he somehow felt pleased. It was flattering to be behind the scenes with her.


“Then that’s all right,” said Blanche. “What time will you come and collect us, Mr. Judge?”


“You shall decide. I reserve the whole of Monday.”


Isbel leant over in front of Judge to address her friend. “You don’t realise, dear, that he’s staying at Worthing – ten miles away. We’re all being deplorably inconsiderate.”


“Five miles per beauteous lady is not an extravagant addition to the petrol allowance.” Roger had not spared the bottle. “How say you, Judge?”


“As you say, sir, it’s not worth considering – especially when I have the pleasure of your society thrown in.”


Blanche’s brow was puckered, as though an idea had occurred to her. “I wonder, Mr. Judge, if it would be possible to arrange a picnic-luncheon in the grounds – or the house itself, according to the weather? It would be rather jolly. The hotel people here would make us up a hamper.”


“Not at all,” said Judge. “I’ll see to that myself. It’s a capital suggestion, for it will give us more time to look round.”


“But really, that’s the woman’s department, and we can’t allow you.”


“I insist, Mrs. Stokes. I’m an obstinate man, and there’s no more to be said. I’ll bring the hamper along with me, and call for you all at … ten – eleven…?”


“Call it eleven,” said Roger. “I’m a late riser. We’ll lunch first, and saunter through the house afterwards. Don’t forget the wine.”


The girls scolded him; he defended himself with new jokes, and drank off another glass. The coffee came on. The younger people lit cigarettes, but Judge reserved his after-dinner cigar till later.


Mrs. Moor, who had been silent throughout the meal, grew more irritated as she saw the minutes fly by without bringing her any nearer to an exchange of views with Judge. She momentarily expected to see him rise from the table and take his departure, leaving her still in ignorance of his intentions. Perhaps it wasn’t deliberate avoidance of the topic on his part, but it began to look very much like it. Isbel glanced at her aunt anxiously; she read her thoughts with perfect distinctness.


“You’re very quiet tonight, aunt.”


“You others are doing quite well without my help.”


“Mr. Judge has asked me to intercede for him.”


Mrs. Moor stiffened. “What is it?”


“He wants another extension of time, before giving you a final decision.”


“Really, Mr. Judge …”


“It can’t be helped, aunt, and we mustn’t be stupid about it. How long do you want, Mr. Judge?”


“Shall we say a fortnight?” His manner was strangely embarrassed. “I may not need all that. If not, I would notify you at once.”


Mrs. Moor eyed him sternly. “A fortnight, then. You quite understand my inquiries for a house are continuing in the meantime?”


“That is but fair.”


“A firm offer on my part wouldn’t expedite matters, I presume?”


“I regret to say ‘no.’ The financial question does not arise at present.”


Baffled by his formal tone and the distant gravity of his demeanour, she retired into silence, to nurse her displeasure. Isbel turned in her seat to glance at Judge, and uttered a quiet little laugh.


“I’m afraid you won’t be altogether in her good graces now. It’s my fault.”


“Since I have the misfortune to be obliged to displease one of you, I would rather it were she.”


“I know that.” Her voice was very low, but he caught the words, and his face took on a deeper colour.


“How do you know it?”


“Because we are already friends.”


Both turned away, moved by the same impulse. A minute later, however, Isbel whispered to him again:


“In case I ever need it, what is your address at Worthing?”


“The Metropole.”


She thanked him, and turned finally to Roger.


“Isbel seems to find a lot to talk about with Judge,” Marshall had just been remarking to his sister-in-law.


“No cause for alarm, dear boy – she only wants his house.”


“Do you tell me she’s deliberately laying herself out to be pleasant…?”


“Don’t you ever use diplomacy in your trade? One has to fight with what weapons one’s got. You’re in this too, Marshall. I suppose you do want to get Billy to yourself one day, don’t you? Well, then – hurry up and find Mrs. Moor a house.”


Shortly afterwards the party rose from table, and Judge immediately took his departure.




 



•   VIII   •

The Picnic






At midday on Monday, Judge’s Daimler pulled up outside the hall porch at Runhill Court. Roger jumped out and assisted the girls to alight, after which Judge himself got down. Beneath their motoring wraps, Blanche and Isbel wore light summer dresses, for, although it was already October, the sky was cloudless and the sun hot. All congratulated themselves on the happy selection of such a day for their excursion.


“Where do we go?” laughed Blanche.


Judge was struggling to get out the baskets. He deposited the second one on the ground and dusted his hands.


“We’re going to picnic in a very charming spot, Mrs. Stokes. Leave it to me. Mr. Stokes, as the younger man, the bigger basket falls to you.”


“Thanks! How far is it?”


“Come on!” said his wife. “Never mind how far – we’ll all give a hand. You and I will tackle the big one, Roger; Mr. Judge can take the smaller; Billy can carry the rug.”


“Won’t you leave your wraps, though?” inquired Judge. “It seems to me that once or twice I’ve half caught a glimpse of something very enticing underneath. The grass should be moderately dry.”


“You haven’t forgotten the wine, Judge?” demanded Roger. “If I work, I want pay. The girls’ frocks leave me uninspired, more especially as my wife’s hasn’t been settled for yet. I don’t stir a step till I know what’s in that basket.”


“This is a picnic, not an orgy,” said Blanche reprovingly.


Judge lifted the smaller hamper. “I saw the wine go in, and I believe it’s very good stuff.”


“But you’re a horrid sybarite, Roger,” put in Isbel. “Why is it that strong and healthy young men are invariably the most self-indulgent?” She removed her wrap and flung it carelessly in the car; Blanche followed suit.


“I like that. You women pass your whole lives delighting your souls with fine raiment, and then you have the cool impudence to rebuke us for indulgence.”


“Personally, I regard feminine adornment not only as justifiable, but as a public duty,” remarked Judge. “One can hardly say as much for the private pleasures of men.”


Roger chuckled. “If you carry on in that strain you’ll make yourself popular. Look at the girls, drinking it all in with open mouths.”


“Mr. Judge is a knight,” said Isbel coldly. “You are only a jester, Roger.”


“But is it good to be a knight, fair lady?”


“So it seems to my poor intelligence.”


“ ’Tis a most dangerous profession. Your knight is a flatterer. But your flatterer may well end by becoming regarded as personal property. I shall remain a jester, I think.”


They started off, by Judge’s direction, along the terrace which skirted the front of the house. Blanche and Roger went on ahead, bearing the large hamper between them, while Isbel and Judge fell behind, the latter carrying the smaller basket.


Isbel looked pensive. After a minute she said: “That last remark of Roger’s was as bitter as it was untrue. It makes out that we women are incapable of discriminating between personal and impersonal flattery. It isn’t words that we go by; it’s the man himself – his character.”


“I imagine so. But, still, pleasant words lead to friendship.”


“Sometimes, perhaps. The best kind of friendship needs more than empty compliments.”


“And what do you understand by the best kind of friendship – between persons of opposite sex?”


She coloured faintly. “It is one of those things which are more easily known to oneself than defined.”


“For a friendship like that requires great tact, and tact is not of the brain. It is very delicate instinct.”


“Yes. And that’s why I am so glad to have you for a friend Mr. Judge – for I feel certain that you possess this … tact, in the highest degree.… However, it would make no difference. We shall soon see no more of each other?”


“Can’t we arrange to the contrary?”


“How? We shall be leaving this part of the country almost directly, and you know we don’t know the same people. It’s extremely unlikely we shall ever meet again.”


“In plain language, Miss Loment – pardon me, I must speak openly – my house is the price of the continuance of your friendship? That is what you mean?”


“The statement is yours, not mine. I don’t presume to flatter myself that my humble acquaintance is worth more to you than your house. I should indeed be an egotist.”


“You mustn’t say that, Miss Loment. My interests are very complicated; it isn’t at all so simple as that. Please say no more at present.… Of one thing you can be quite assured – I certainly do not wish to lose your friendship, and if it can in any way be arranged …”


“Oh, it doesn’t matter,” said Isbel.… “Let me relieve you with that basket.”


They had reached the east end of the house. Blanche and Roger were standing waiting at the angle, ignorant which way to proceed; they had set down the hamper.


“Which way now?” demanded Blanche.


“We’ll change over,” said Isbel. “The men can take the big basket, and we’ll bring up the rear. I’ll have the other basket, Blanche, and you can carry the rug.”


Roger, with a groan, prepared to stoop again. “Don’t say it’s far!”


“About two hundred yards,” replied Judge. “The spot I have in mind is at the bottom of that field you see there.”


Isbel was staring up at the house; she pointed a finger towards a gable. “Isn’t that the window of the East Room, Mr. Judge?”


“It is; but what makes you ask?”


As she was about to reply, Blanche suddenly broke in:


“I didn’t know the house had four storeys. You said only three, Billy.”


“There are only three.”


“Four, darling!”


“No, three. Count again.” The men confirmed her statement.


Blanche did count again, and now made it only three. She confessed her blunder, laughed and promptly allowed the incident to pass from her mind. Isbel stole a glance at Judge, who was thoughtfully stroking his chin, while gazing at the house.


Nothing more was said till they commenced the descent of the steeply sloping lawn, the lower end of which adjoined the field. Judge and Roger went ahead.


“Did you really think you saw four storeys?” asked Isbel with assumed carelessness.


“Yes, I did. Why?”


“Oh, nothing.”


“What makes you so keen on that house, Billy? I know it isn’t only on your aunt’s account.”


Isbel laughed. “You’re developing into a very suspicious person. What other motive could I possibly have? Considering the short time I should have to live there, it isn’t worth my while to get excited on my own account. It’s a quaint old place, I admit.”


“Have you got round Mr. Judge yet?”


“Not yet.”


“Don’t make poor old Marshall too jealous, that’s all.”


“Really, you say the most weird things. What do you imagine I’m doing? You might give me credit for a small modicum of self-respect.”


“All right, but men are strange animals. The flash-point is very low in some of them. Don’t forget that.”


They reached the bottom of the lawn, and then had to cross a low stile into the field. The descent continued, but not so sharply. The field lay fallow; a fringe of elms bounded it on three sides, while on the fourth was a wood, towards which they made their way. The sun blazed, and the flies were troublesome. Roger looked back, to point out to the girls some swallows which had not yet departed.


“Why should you think he’s that sort of man?” demanded Isbel.


“Oh, my dear, I’ve caught him looking rather strangely at you once or twice. Men are men, and you can’t make anything else of them. He knows you’re engaged, of course?”


“My dear Blanche…!”


“Well, I won’t say anything more. You know best. Only, do be very, very careful.”


Isbel maintained an indignant silence until they neared the lower end of the field. The men, who had increased their distance, kept glancing over their shoulder by way of protest against the girls’ leisurely pace.


“Surely, I’m not asking very much of him, Blanche? If he doesn’t want to live in the house himself, he might just as well let us have it. Aunt will pay him his full price.”


“No doubt he’s an excellent business man,” said Blanche enigmatically.


They rejoined the others at the spot selected for lunch.


The rug was spread on the grass, and the hampers were unpacked. While Roger busied himself with carving the pheasants and uncorking the hock, the girls neatly set out rolls, pastries, fruit, etc., and Judge made himself generally useful. They lunched in full sunlight in the field, by the side of a rather romantic little stream. This brook separated them from the steeply-ascending wood beyond, and – though quite narrow, and only an inch or so in depth – was so beautifully transparent, and flowed over its clean bed of pebbles with so musical a gurgle, that Isbel’s spirits imperceptibly became tranquillised. They were in the trough of the two hillsides, and the house was out of sight.


“This licks friend Omar, I fancy,” said Roger, vigorously attacking his half-bird. “For one flask of rotten syrup we have three bottles of the genuine stuff, for a loaf of bread we have game, and for one ‘thou’ we have two. Can’t you compose a verse for the occasion, Judge?”


“I strongly protest against figuring in it as a ‘thou,’ ” said Isbel, coolly. “Those times are past forever. Henceforward men are going to exist for us, not we for them.”


“Capital! You have my fullest consent. I haven’t the faintest shadow of an objection to assisting to change a pretty woman’s wilderness into a paradise. Choose forthright between Judge and me.”


“This is the grave historian, Mr. Judge, who spends his days in the dusty old reading-room at the British Museum.”


“All the more justification for letting it go now, my dear,” returned Roger. “After long enforced spells of hobnobbing with kings, heroes, and politicians, nature cries out for a little human intercourse with simple Jane and pleasant Muriel.”


“Which of us is simple Jane?” demanded Isbel coldly.


“Simple Jane is the one with the fewer ideas, and pleasant Muriel is the one with the greater number of smiles. You can fight it out between you.… Now leave me alone. I’m going to be busy.”


“Mr. Judge, are you going to let this unparalleled rudeness pass without rebuke?”


Judge threw out his hands. “What can I do, dear lady? He leaves nothing to catch hold of. Personally, I think it is a very cunning device on his part to draw more smiles from both of you.”


“Are you asserting that we are being dull?” asked Blanche, retaining her fork with its fragment of food in midair, as she stared at him with wide eyes.


“Not dull, certainly. Perhaps a shade more thoughtful than the occasion warrants. I was wondering whether possibly I had said or done something to offend you?”


“How absurd!” exclaimed Isbel. “You of all people.”


“Guilty conscience, Billy,” said Roger, with his mouth full. “He’s done something, but isn’t sure if it’s been spotted. Out with it, Judge!”


“No, no, that doesn’t arise. Since Miss Loment assures me to the contrary, it would be ungallant to carry the matter further.”


“Coward…! Moi, I offend Billy on an average once a fortnight throughout the year. A capital creature, but slightly hasty-tempered.”


“You’ve never once upset me in your life, my good man. Whenever you get beyond a certain level of offensiveness, I can see only the funny side.… Besides, that’s not the point. We were discussing Mr. Judge, not you. To be offended is to be disappointed, and what right have I to be disappointed at anything Mr. Judge may say or do, seeing that I am practically unacquainted with his character?”


Blanche looked up sharply. Judge’s face took on a deep flush.


“As far as that goes,” he said, after a moment’s pause, “I don’t know that I’m very different from what I seem.”


“That must mean, you never do unexpected things? Everything proceeds with you according to your physiognomy? You must be a very happy man, Mr. Judge.”


“And why should he do unexpected things?” asked Roger. “The unexpected is sometimes charming, but nearly always idiotic. Give me a man who can explain his actions afterwards.”


“Yes, I suppose that’s the man’s ideal. It isn’t the woman’s. We like men who obey the heart occasionally, instead of the head. It’s stupid, of course, and we can’t defend it, but somehow that’s the kind of men we should prefer to have for a friend.”


“And why?”


“Because we women count generosity as a virtue, Roger.”


Roger drank, and wiped his mouth.


“Then, is an irresponsible person necessarily generous?”


“No, but all I mean is, we admire people who place friendship first, self-interest second.”


“It appears that the fair Billy doth know a thing or two!”


Isbel wriggled her shoulders impatiently. “I don’t want gifts from friends, but I do want friends who aren’t afraid of giving. Surely that distinction is obvious?”


“Quite. What you are suffering from is acute romance. Such interesting persons no longer walk this hard, cold world of ours, if they have ever done so. A man’s best friend is his bank-balance. You may take that as an axiom.”


“I fully believe it.” Isbel raised her glass to the level of her face. “So here’s long life to money, property, and self!”


“And wine, and women, and smiles, and the blessed sunshine – everything, in short, that makes life worth living! And à bas all metaphysical discussions between living men and women! A special staff of professors has been retained by the world to deal with all that trash.”


Having emptied his glass at a gulp, Roger pulled out a cigar, which he proceeded to cut and light with relish. Judge regarded him smilingly.


“You never take things seriously, Mr. Stokes?”


“Yes, my work. But after work I believe in play.”


“And no doubt you deserve it. Does he deserve it, Mrs. Stokes?”


“He works like a nigger, I fancy,” answered Blanche, negligently. “It runs in the family. His brother Marshall’s rapidly acquiring a fortune, and Roger is rapidly acquiring a reputation. Sometimes I feel I should like it to be the other way round.”


“So Mr. Marshall Stokes is really clever?”


“They tell me he’s a sort of little Napoleon, in his way. Billy’s a lucky girl, whether she knows it or not.”


“And Mr. Stokes is lucky, too.”


“That remains to be seen,” said Isbel. “A girl’s a fearful gamble, when all’s said and done.”


“No, no – no gamble about it at all. A man is not a man till he gets married, and if he’s unhappy afterwards, it’s in all cases entirely his own fault. Look at Mr. Roger Stokes, here. He’s thoroughly contented with life – it’s true he’s been a trifle spoilt … Mr. Stokes, your health…! You must come to all my future picnics, if I am fortunate enough to have any more – if only for the sake of your high spirits.”


“Then, on the whole, I’ve given greater satisfaction than the girls?”


“That I didn’t say. Some things are outside praise, as you know – the glorious sun, for example. You’re the wine of the party, Mr. Stokes, while the ladies are the sunshine.”


•   •   •   •   •


As the afternoon wore on, Isbel developed a headache. She withdrew from the talk, and kept glancing at her wrist-watch; it was nearing two o’clock.


“You look pale, Billy,” said Blanche at last.


“My head aches a little.”


Everyone manifested sympathy. They decided to pack up and go, and meanwhile Isbel was made to sit in the shade of the trees. When finally they were ready to start for the house, she found herself with empty hands, walking beside Judge.


“May I speak, or would you rather be quiet?” he asked, after a few paces.


“No; please do.”


“It’s about my house. Why do you want it so badly, Miss Loment?”


She was silent for quite a long time.


“Perhaps it’s your friendship I want, and not your house.”


“Ah…! But since when.…”


“I don’t know. These feelings grow, don’t they?”


“Yes … but why my friendship…? How have I deserved this…?”


“Then perhaps it is your house I want, after all.… Really, Mr. Judge, I know as little about it all as you.” She lowered her tone. “Of course, you know you are an exceptional man? You can understand it must be very flattering for a girl to be friends with such a man.”


His face grew dark, but he said nothing till they were nearing the stile, where the others stood waiting for them. Then:


“You have my permission to tell your aunt that she may have Runhill Court at an agreed figure. I won’t stand out any longer.”


“And this offer is … unconditional?”


“Yes, unconditional.”


“You clearly understand – oh, I can’t say it.…”


“You need not try. I clearly understand everything, and the offer is entirely without conditions.”


“Then I will accept it,” said Isbel, in a nearly inaudible voice.




 



•   IX   •

What Happened

 in the Second Room






As they trooped into the ancient, strangely-coloured hall their voices instinctively became lowered and joking ceased. Blanche drew her friend aside.


“It’s a lovely place, Billy…! Well, did you speak to him again?”


“Yes, it’s all right – he’s going to let us have it.”


“How did you manage it?”


“I didn’t manage it at all; the offer came from him.”


“Really?”


“Certainly – why shouldn’t it? So now we shall live here, I suppose.”


“Congratulations, my dear…! I expect you’ll have to see quite a lot of him after this? You took that into consideration, of course?”


“Why do you dislike him so much?”


“I neither like nor dislike him. I’m only afraid you may have to pay rather a high price for your house, that’s all. However, it’s your funeral.…”


Blanche forthwith turned to Judge, to express her astonishment at the beauty of the hall. It looked even weirder than usual, by reason of the circumstance that the sun’s rays now penetrated the windows obliquely, so that one half of the place was in shadow. Judge responded to her with somewhat worried courtesy. Meanwhile Isbel seated herself in a wicker chair, with her back to the fireplace.


“Is the headache worse?” asked Roger, quietly and kindly.


“It isn’t any better, Roger.” As the others came up: “I wonder if you would all mind seeing the house without me? I hate being a wet blanket.”


“What do you propose doing, then?” asked Blanche.


“I’ll stop here; my head’s going like an engine. I’ve seen everything before.”


“Except that one room,” Judge reminded her. “Still, there’s absolutely nothing to see there.”


“What room is that?” asked Blanche


“A room on the top floor,” explained Isbel. “Supposed to be haunted – isn’t it, Mr. Judge?”


“I don’t know where that information comes from, I’m sure. Foolish tales may be told of it, as of any other room.”


Blanche laughed. “A real live ghost, Mr. Judge?”


“I hope it’s a classic example, but I really know nothing about it.”


“How thrilling! You’ll take us there?”


“Certainly, if you wish it.”


But, first of all, they decided to complete their inspection of the apartments on the ground floor. Isbel remained sitting while the others wandered about the hall. The almost incessant drone of Judge’s voice, as he explained his property, detail by detail, began to exercise a soporific effect upon her, and she had a hard task to keep her eyes open.…


She must have dozed, for she awoke to consciousness with a start. She was alone in the hall. Her friends were still somewhere on the lower floor; she could hear their voices sounding from one of the rooms in the back of the house. The words were indistinguishable, but Judge’s rumbling tones were nearly continuous, while Blanche’s high-pitched organ supplied an occasional punctuation. She thought how singular it was that a woman’s voice should always sound so absurdly shrill when heard from another room in conjunction with a man’s.


She sat up sharply and rearranged her skirt. Without her being aware of the fact, her foot was tapping the floor rapidly in nervous agitation. Before going upstairs they would have to return to the hall. They might reappear at any moment, and until they were safely away in the upper part of the house she dared not risk turning in her chair – to see what was behind her.… If those stairs should be already there…!


When, shortly afterwards, the door of the dining-room was thrown open and her friends re-entered the hall in a cluster, bringing with them a clatter of conversation, Isbel smiled towards them, but made no offer to rise.


“Aha! she’s awake,” exclaimed Roger.


“Did you expect to find me asleep, then?”


“You were slumbering beatifically when we left you. We went out on tiptoes, like a trio of conspirators. Endorse me, Judge.”


“Well, what do you think of it all, Blanche, as far as you’ve seen?”


“It’s a perfectly wonderful house. So picturesque and quiet, and so full of shadows. Won’t you come over the rest with us now?”


“No, thanks. I’d better keep still, I think.”


Judge pulled out a gold half-hunter. “We shan’t be a great while. It’s now a quarter to three. It ought not to take us above an hour, I fancy. You don’t mind waiting that time?”


“No, no – only do go!”


Before departing, Roger lit a cigarette.


“Have one, to pass the time away, Billy?”


“Perhaps I will.”


The first match went out, and she reached her hand for the box.


“I’ve seen steadier hands than yours,” remarked Roger.


She passed back the box without a word, retained the lighted cigarette in her mouth, and suffered her hand to remain motionless on her lap. Blanche and Judge were already at the foot of the staircase, and Roger hastened after them. Isbel gave a noiseless sigh, smoking on nervously.


From her seat she could hear her friends debating on the upper landing where they should go first. Judge suggested the first-floor apartments, but Blanche insisted on the haunted room. Apparently she gained her way, for a minute later their footsteps sounded on the upper staircase, leading to the top of the house. Their voices sank to a confused murmur, which grew lower and lower, until at last absolute silence reigned.


At the end of three minutes or so, Isbel rose suddenly, overturning the chair in her vehemence. Her eyes swiftly fastened themselves on the wall next to the fireplace.… And then she gave a silent laugh of reaction, for she at once realised how unnecessary her impatience had been. Not only was that staircase there, directly confronting her, but how could it help being there? – it was so manifestly solid and tangible, it was so essential a part of the structure of the hall.… Truly, it was most puzzling that she had not noticed it on their entrance a short time ago, and that none of the party had called attention to it, but it was out of the question to go against the evidence of her senses. The staircase was made of wood, it had been constructed by human hands, and it ascended to a different part of the same house. There was nothing mystical or unnatural about it; it was a straight-forward piece of work, intended for everyday use. And in fact, she had used it. If she hadn’t perfectly well remembered that, she would certainly not have plotted and planned to be there that afternoon.


More minutes passed before she could bring herself to move. Covering her eyes with her hand, she made a violent effort to recall what had taken place before; it was both odd and exasperating that it should have so completely escaped her. She distinctly recollected her impressions while standing with her foot on the first step, but after that all was oblivion, until she had been in the act of re-descending into the hall. What could possibly be the cause of this unpleasant failure of memory…? Perhaps the atmosphere of that upper part of the building was hypnotic? That, however, would only be explaining one mystery by another, for what kind of rooms could they be which had the effect of drugging the brain to permanent forgetfulness? But perhaps she had dreamt it all, and was still dreaming? Or she might be suffering from hallucination, suggested by Judge’s story…? She had never felt more sane, wide-awake, or rational in her life. The explanation could not be that.…


Time was creeping on. She looked upwards towards the gallery, and listened intently, with held breath. There was not a sound; the others evidently were still on the top floor. She stepped noiselessly across to the bottom of the staircase, and began to ascend. Again the thrill of adventure seized her which she had experienced on the former occasion. She felt that she was visiting an unknown region of the house, where strange discoveries awaited her.…


Almost immediately she started to remember. She could not recall everything at once, but had to piece it together, as one pieces together an old and buried event in one’s career. At the head of these stairs there should be an anteroom, with three doors. Through one of those doors she had passed. In the room beyond she had seen … a wall-mirror … and a red curtain. Pushing past the curtain – what had happened next…? She dimly recollected having descended more stairs – having found herself once again in the hall.… It was all frightfully obscure and dark!


In the act of reconstructing her experience she paused frequently. So deep was her abstraction that she was already standing quietly in the very anteroom she had recalled, before she was fully conscious that she had reached it. She looked up with a sudden start, and gave a single rapid, comprehensive glance around the apartment. The three doors were there – closed and forbidding, as before. The coloured light of the hall had given place to a sort of grey twilight.…


It was all perfectly real to her senses, yet she had a disquieting feeling that she was wandering in a dream-house, where anything might happen. The excitement which had so far sustained her now began to ebb, and she grew frightened. She had no intention of retreating, but she liked the look of those doors less than ever. How she had plucked up courage to open one of them on the last occasion, she could not conceive.… It had been the left-hand one. As it was useless to repeat that experience, she ought really now to try the middle door – if only she could bring herself to do so. The other, on the right, she dismissed with a little emphatic shiver. Its appearance scared her. She did not know why, but merely to be standing in front of it was formidable. She had an idea all the time that it was on the point of swinging solemnly open.


The headache had departed, but her nerves were in a low condition. She kept starting; her heart was hammering away; flush after flush came to her cheeks. Then a sudden panic possessed her. She was sure that that awful door was about to open. She imagined that something was waiting just behind it, preparing to glide out, to intercept her from the stairs. Hardly knowing what she did, she clutched the handle of the middle door.… It opened. She passed in quickly and breathlessly, and hurriedly closed it again from within.


She stood in a small, wainscoted room, unfurnished except for a carved wooden couch that was against the further wall. The floor was bare, and the walls were undecorated. The apartment was duskily lighted from overhead, since not a single side-window existed.


Notwithstanding its emptiness, there was an atmosphere of stately opulence in the little chamber, which could only be accounted for by the exquisiteness of its dark, naked timber. Merely to be in it impressed her with a sense of personal dignity; it was like entering the private cabinet of a nobleman … She fancied that the presence of that solitary couch seemed to point to the room’s being primarily intended as a place for intimate meetings … though that would be queer, too…!


She sat down, but in an erect attitude and without relaxing her muscles. She prepared herself to spring up suddenly again, if need were. In fact, she felt far from easy in her mind. To be sitting alone in that mysterious room, behind a closed door, which might at any minute be opened – the situation was not precisely tranquillising.… What was she waiting for, and why did she not retire, since she had seen all there was to see? She asked herself the question, and found no satisfactory reason for remaining, but it was as if she were in a state of enchantment – she continued sitting, watching the door with nervous anxiety. Her sensitive fingers were playing all the time with the long, delicate scarf she wore round her neck. She dared not acknowledge to herself that she was waiting for that door to open, and yet perhaps she was.


She uttered a faint cry, and half-rose from the couch. The door was opening.… Her terrified eyes met those of Judge!


She got up altogether, and stumbled towards him. Judge closed the door behind him quickly and quietly; then, coming up to her, he supported her with his arm to the couch, and both sat down. Isbel could not stare at him enough. He seemed younger, and different. It might have been the effect of the dim light, but it was too remarkable not to be noticed.


“How have you got here?” she asked, as soon as she could command her tongue.


He did not reply immediately, but continued gazing at her with a sort of stern kindness. His face was different. It was less sallow, less respectable, more powerful and energetic … and always younger. He looked no more than five-and-forty.


“I’ve come straight from the East Room,” he said at last. “I mustn’t stop – the others are expecting me back. I left them in the drawing-room, while I returned to lock the East Room and bring away the key. I had forgotten to do so. When I got there – a minute ago – I saw the stairs, and here I am.”


“But where are we?”


“In a strange place, I fear. I can’t conceive how you have found your way up.”


“I came up from the hall.… What is that third door?”


“I’ve never ventured to enter. Perhaps some other time we will try it together. We haven’t leisure now.”


Isbel turned pale, and removed herself a little away from him.


“That’s a strange thing to say. You know it’s impossible.”


“How do you regard this meeting, then?” He eyed her gravely.


“As accidental.… Tell me – is this really a part of the house, or are we dreaming?”


“Possibly neither. I’ve been here many times in former years, and I’m still no wiser than on the first occasion. You may not be aware that in ten minutes’ time neither of us will remember a single detail of this meeting?”


“I know. I also have been here before, though not in this room.”


“Then you have been deceiving me?”


“By force of necessity.”


“Yes, you could not have acted differently. Those stairs have an irresistible attraction. I know the feeling, and how everything else has to give way.”


Isbel still toyed with her scarf. “Did you guess that I was practising a stratagem on you?”


“No, it didn’t occur to me, although I did not altogether understand your anxiety to have the house.”


“Now I’ve sunk hopelessly in your estimation?”


“No – but you have succeeded in depressing me. I dreamt of friendship, and I wake up to find it’s nothing of the sort.”


She looked at him with a strange smile.


“When you came in just now, and found me sitting here, what passed through your mind?”


“I was unaware that you were here as the result of a fixed purpose. I thought it was your first visit, and I presumed to imagine that fate had brought us together. Pardon my audacity.”


“And why do you suppose that your friendship is a matter of such indifference to me?”


“Because you have used it as an instrument for your designs.”


“It is not a matter of indifference to me,” she said, in a very low voice.… “As everything is to be forgotten so soon, there’s no object in my concealing my true feelings. There is such a thing as honour. I am to marry another man, and all my love is for him. But though I can’t and mustn’t love you, you have already influenced my life very strongly, and I feel that you will go on doing so more and more. I don’t wish our friendship to die away – on the contrary, I wish it to become richer and more intimate. I’ve deceived you in other things, but not in that.”


Judge’s manner appeared curiously humble. “If I have had some influence on your life, you have inspired me to new life altogether. Before I met you, I was a lost man. I was wifeless and friendless.… I don’t think I could go on without your friendship. I’m willing to pay higher prices than the one you’ve exacted.”


They looked at each other in silence for a minute.


“We shall understand each other better after this,” said Isbel, softly. “Even if our minds forget, something in us will remember.”


“Perhaps; but give me something to remember by.”


After a moment’s reflection, Isbel slowly unwound the silk scarf from her neck. “Take this, then!”


He again glanced at her before accepting it. “Won’t its absence be remarked?”


“It’s mine to dispose of, I think. I’m not giving anything with it except respect and kindness.”


Judge held out his hand, took the scarf, and, after carefully, almost reverently folding it into small compass, bestowed it in the breast-pocket of his coat.


“I shall guard it as the most precious of secrets.… I have an idea that we shall meet here again.”


She shook her head doubtfully. “It’s a fearful place. I’m not sure that we have either of us done right to come here at all.”


“Do you feel a worse woman for having spent these few minutes with me?”


“Oh, no – no…! Not worse, but, far, far better! I feel … it’s impossible to describe.…”


“Try!”


“I feel … just as if I’d had a spiritual lesson.… It’s foolish.…”


“Let me interpret for you. Isn’t it your feeling that during the short time we have spent here together we have been enabled temporarily to drop the mask of convention, and talk to each other more humanly and truthfully? Isn’t this what you feel?”


“Yes, I think it is.… The air here seems different. It’s nobler, and there’s a sort of music in it.… If it hadn’t been for this strange meeting, we should never have known each other so well. Perhaps not at all.”


“Then we have done right to come here.”


Isbel got up, and started walking about restlessly. Judge sat where he was, with a face of stone. Presently she stopped short in front of him, and demanded with quiet suddenness:


“What can be waiting for us in that other room?”


“We must find out – but not now. I must go now.”


“But haven’t you formed a guess?”


“I have somehow received the impression that this room and the left-hand one are merely lobbies to that other. If we are to experience anything, it will be there. All this is only preliminary.”


“I think so, too,” said Isbel. “But I should never find the courage to enter that room alone.”


“We’ll go together. The same fortune which has brought us face to face here this afternoon will provide us with an opportunity.”


He got to his feet.


“So now we separate, in order to meet again?” asked Isbel.


“As strangers, unfortunately.”


“No.” She spoke with quiet dignity. “Hearts which have once met can never be strangers. I am sure we shall know each other.”


They moved towards the door, and, as they did so, the same idea occurred for the first time to both.


“Surely we couldn’t both have come up the same flight of stairs?” asked Isbel.


“I know of only one way up. We must have done.”


“But I came up from the hall, and I only climbed to the height of one storey.”


“We have to recognise, I fear, that physical properties here are different. I have plagued my head sufficiently over all that. I’m not disposed to worry about it any longer.… We will go down together, but I think we shall lose sight of each other on the stairs.”


They passed through the door, into the anteroom.


“Couldn’t we put it to the test, by my taking your arm?” queried Isbel.


“Better not play with unknown forces, I think.”


He bowed, and stood aside to allow her to precede him down the staircase.


Half-way down, she turned her head to see if he were still following, but he had disappeared.




 



•   X   •

Blanche Speaks Out






The hall was as she had left it, and her friends apparently had not yet returned. Her head was bewildered; she was unable at first to realise what had happened to her. She knew that a staircase had appeared to her, that she had climbed it some little time ago, and that it was only this minute that she had come down again. But the stairs had vanished, and her memory concerning the adventure was an utter blank. Pressing her hand to her hot forehead, she stared earnestly at the wall, in the effort to concentrate her will on that one task of recollecting; but it was quite useless – the experience, whatever it was, had graved her mind as lightly as a dream.… Yet it had now happened to her twice, and it had happened to Mr. Judge as well, in years gone by.…


She made up her mind to talk to that man on the subject. He was the only one to whom she could talk about it, and it was impossible to go on any longer hugging this awful secret in solitude.… That would be the best. He might be angry at Marshall’s breach of confidence, but perhaps it would be possible to contrive that that should not come out. She need not decide now. When she got home she would think it all out carefully, weighing the affair in all its bearings.…


Her watch told her that it was close upon half-past three. It was evident that she had been somewhere all that time.… Then suddenly she realised the absence of her scarf. Uttering an exclamation of annoyance, she quickly cast her eyes around for the missing article, but it was nowhere visible in the hall, and she had not been in any other part of the house. She concluded that she must have dropped it out of doors – perhaps where they had picnicked in that field. She did not value the scarf highly, but it was vexing to lose it so stupidly. It would not take long to run there and back before the others came downstairs again.


Passing out of the hall door, she retraced their route to the place where they had lunched, keeping a sharp watch for the bright, silken fabric, which ought to catch the eye quickly enough. She covered the whole distance, only stopping short at the little stream, but failed to see it anywhere. Then, recollecting that Blanche might possibly have picked it up and taken charge of it, she returned more quietly to the house.


The little distraction had at least had one good result, it had enabled her for a few minutes to forget that other thing, thereby permitting her nerves to tranquillise themselves, and in consequence she was now in a position to meet her friends again with tolerable coolness. On re-entering the hall she found them waiting for her; they seemed to have just come down.


Even before anyone spoke, Isbel was conscious of a changed atmosphere. An air of constraint hung over the little party, and for a moment she had a guilty feeling that this embarrassment was in some way connected with herself. No one remembered to inquire after the condition of her head.


Blanche addressed her with a cold smile: “We seem to be playing at hide-and-seek this afternoon. First Mr. Judge loses himself, and then you.”


“I’m exceedingly sorry. I missed my scarf, and went outside to look for it. You haven’t picked it up by any chance?”


“No.”


“It doesn’t matter, but it’s gone.”


“You haven’t been upstairs, have you?”


“No – oh, no. Why?”


“You needn’t look so startled – I only meant you had it round your neck when we went up. It was the last thing I saw.”


“Surely not!” said Isbel, much puzzled.


“Were you in the hall all the time, up to the moment you missed it?”


“Yes.”


Blanche shrugged her shoulders, and turned away.


“Mrs. Stokes must be mistaken, and you must have dropped it out of doors,” suggested Judge. “I’ll tell Priday to institute a thorough search for it. When found, I’ll send it on.”


“Thank you very much!”


Isbel kept stealing perplexed glances at Judge, and each time she did so she surprised him in the act of hastily averting his eyes from her. She could not imagine why they were regarding each other with such furtive interest. As far as she knew, nothing had changed in their relations since they had last spoken together, yet now it seemed as if they had a great deal to say to each other which they had somehow failed to discover at the time. She wondered how she could get to speak to him again.


“How did Mr. Judge contrive to get lost, then?” she inquired of Roger, who appeared the most approachable of the trio.


“With perfect ease. Blanche and I were wandering about the premises, like Adam and Eve turned out of Eden, for the space of half an hour.”


“I can only repeat my apologies,” said Judge rather stiffly. “I admit it was a most unpardonable breach of courtesy.”


Isbel looked from one to another. “How did it come about, then?”


“The explanation is not very much to my credit, Miss Loment, but I fear I have no right to stand on dignity. We had come downstairs from the top storey, after visiting the East Room, and were about to enter the drawing-room, when I suddenly remembered that I had omitted to lock that other room again – which is to break my own rule. Mrs. Stokes was kind enough to allow me a couple of minutes’ leave of absence to attend to the business.…”


“Which Mr. Judge promptly extended to half-an-hour,” said Blanche, with her back still turned.


“Why, what happened?”


“A somewhat absurd accident, Miss Loment. Whether it was the hot sun, or the wine, I don’t know, but I fell asleep upstairs.”


“How funny!” Isbel began to laugh.


Blanche swung round. “But the funniest thing was that when we went upstairs to look for him he was nowhere to be found.”


“I repeat, Mrs. Stokes – because you looked in the wrong place. I was in one of the servants’ rooms. I recollected having seen a window left open, and went along to shut it.”


“Quite a chapter of accidents!” said Isbel. “However, the main thing is we’re all happily assembled again, safe and sound, after our various adventures. Did you see anything interesting, Roger?”


“Much. The house is a veritable potpourri of styles and centuries. I have counted three distinct periods, and perhaps there are more.”


Judge entered the conversation with a visible effort. “This hall is one, the main body of the house is another, but what is the third?”


“Why, the East Room. There’s old, old, very old work there, unless I’m crassly ignorant. One of the rafters of the ceiling is carved with runes. That was placed there by no Elizabethan hand.”


“You said nothing about this at the time?”


“I had no audience, my dear proprietor. My lady-wife was gazing around for ghosts, while you were deep in abstract thought, and did not once remove your eyes from the blank wall they chanced to alight on.”


“But what would be the object of this carving?” demanded Isbel hurriedly.


“Doubtless a magic formula employed by our heathen Saxon forefathers to prevent the goblins from riding the roof – a favourite supernatural pastime of the olden days. Were I Judge, I would fain remove the timber and send it to our authorities to be deciphered.”


“Perhaps I will,” said Judge.


Isbel did not listen to Roger very attentively: she was cogitating Judge’s story. She did not believe that he had spoken the truth. A quite different explanation of his disappearance had dawned on her, and with Isbel’s intuitions from dawn to full day was but a flash. On his return to the East Room, he had seen that staircase again which he had seen so many times before. He had ascended it, and – her heart beat rapidly – they two had met up there…! That was why they had been glancing at each other so strangely.… She was as sure of it all as if she had heard it from his own mouth.


She turned aside in sick excitement.


“We’d better get home,” remarked Blanche coldly. “It’s nearly four, and I shan’t be sorry for some tea?”


Judge glanced at her rather anxiously. “Would you prefer to stop somewhere en route?”


“We’ll get home, I think.”


As there was nothing to wait for, they at once left the hall. The girls went in front, but as soon as they were outside Blanche accompanied her husband to the car, leaving the others on the doorstep, while Judge prepared to lock up.


“I’m coming over to Worthing tomorrow, to see you,” murmured Isbel, standing straight up, facing the door and Judge.


Without changing countenance or so much as looking at her, he bent down to insert the key in the hole.


“Certainly, Miss Loment.”


“I’ll come over by train in the morning. Can you meet me on the front, as if by accident? Do you know a train?”


“There’s the 10.40 from Hove.”


“That will do. Please don’t say a word to anyone.”


Without waiting for his response, she hastened to join her friends. The two girls resumed their wraps, and got into the back seat. Judge took his place behind the wheel, and lastly Roger climbed in. After a little preliminary backing, they made a clear start down the drive.


At the lodge-gate they stopped for a minute, while Mrs. Priday called her husband out, in obedience to Judge’s request. The head gardener was in the middle of tea, and his mouth was still busily engaged, in spite of his efforts to empty it.


“Priday,” said his master, leaning out of the car towards him, “one of the ladies has lost a scarf somewhere in the grounds. It might be as far away as the stream by Moss’s Wood. Have a good look round for it – today. It must be found.”


“Colour, sir?”


Judge mutely transferred the inquiry to Isbel.


“Vieux rose. A long silk scarf.”


“Pink, Priday. See to it at once. Good afternoon!”


•   •   •   •   •


Blanche paid a visit to Isbel’s room that evening, during the dressing hour before dinner. Isbel, fully gowned, was sitting on a sofa, reading a magazine. Blanche had on the frock which she had worn on the occasion of the dinner-party; she refused to sit down, and altogether seemed rather unusual in her manner. Isbel, being in a highly sensitive mood, detected the presence of feminine electricity at once; she quietly set down her paper beside her, feeling more apprehension than she cared to admit to herself.


“What’s the matter, Blanche?”


“Nothing. I’ve just looked in.”


“I thought perhaps you wanted to say something.… Well, have you enjoyed your day?”


“Oh, I expect so. Have you?”


“Yes – but I’m vexed about the scarf.”


Blanche pointed her toes together and gazed down at the carpet. “Is it worth worrying about?”


“I hate losing things.”


There was a pause.


“I know where it is – if that’s any help to you,” said Blanche quietly.


“You do…? Why, where is it?”


Her friend slowly lifted her eyes, until they stopped on Isbel’s face. “In Judge’s breast-pocket.”


Isbel jumped up, then sat down again.


“What!”


“That’s where it was, dear, at any rate, for I saw it there – peeping out.”


“Oh, absurd…! What on earth should he be doing with my scarf?”


“I wonder you don’t rather ask how it comes to be in his possession. You didn’t give it to him, I presume?”


“I decidedly didn’t. I’m not in the habit of giving articles of clothing to men.”


Blanche pursed her lips for a second or two.… “You certainly were wearing it when we went upstairs. You never came upstairs at all, and Judge never went downstairs. Yet, the next time we meet him, it has become mysteriously transferred to his pocket. He hadn’t even taken common precautions to hide it.… Somewhat puzzling, don’t you think?”


Danger signals appeared suddenly on Isbel’s cheeks.


“You infer…?”


“Nothing, dearest. But if you’re speaking the truth – as I hope, for your own sake, you are – then that man isn’t. In any case, he isn’t. A girl’s scarf doesn’t float upstairs and find its way into a man’s pocket of its own sweet will.”


“Most likely it wasn’t my scarf at all.”


“My dear child, whatever else I don’t know, I do know the contents of your wardrobe. You might put Roger off with that suggestion, but not me. It was your scarf.”


Isbel bit her lip, and stared at the carpet beneath her.


“Then all I can say is, he must be pretty far gone. He has no right to it, and I don’t know in the least what he’s doing with it. Perhaps it’s a form of mania with him.”


“Yes – but you won’t see the point. How did he get hold of it?”


“I expect after he had made his escape from you he slipped quietly down the servants’ staircase and got into the hall that way. Finding me asleep, he appropriated the scarf. I can’t think of any other solution.”


“He may be a lunatic, of course,” said Blanche, in her driest tone.


“Thanks! I quite understand what you’re driving at all along.”


Blanche said nothing. Isbel, after waiting in vain for her to speak, uttered a high, metallic laugh.


“Oh, I admit the evidence is overwhelmingly damning against both of us. You might as well be honest about it.”


“For heaven’s sake don’t take up that tone! You must see for yourself how it compromises you. Instead of losing your temper, you had much better set about recovering your property. If I’ve seen it, somebody else may.”


“From which I assume that you don’t propose to acquaint the others with the details of this romantic affair?”


“I’m not a sneak. You ought to know me better than that.”


Isbel gnawed away at her fingernails.


“I came here to try and help you,” went on Blanche. “It’s not very encouraging to find myself treated as an interfering busybody.”


“Oh, don’t imagine I’m not grateful to you. It isn’t everyone who would undertake such an unpalatable duty – I quite see that.… Perhaps I should have been even more grateful to you for a little loyal backing up, but I see your point of view perfectly. I’ve no right to expect other people to behave as quixotically as I should have done under similar circumstances. Every woman must act according to her nature.”


“It will be time enough to show sympathy when I know it’s wanted.”


“And deserved. Don’t spare me, I beg.”


Blanche sat down slowly on the sofa. After a minute she impulsively seized her friend’s hand.


“Billy, swear there’s nothing between you and that man, and I’ll believe you. I don’t think you could tell me a direct lie. Up to the present we’ve always shared each other’s secrets.”


“I do swear that I haven’t the faintest notion how that scarf got out of my possession, or into his. I’m as utterly mystified as you are.”


“Sure?”


“Quite sure,” said Isbel, colouring and smiling.


“Very well; that’s all I wanted to hear. As long as it’s all right on your side, his conduct is of quite secondary importance. I’m more relieved than I can tell you.… But you’ll have to get it back, by fair means or foul.”


“I’ll think it over tonight in bed.”


Blanche gazed at her steadily, still holding her hand.


“If I were you, I should drop the acquaintance altogether. You won’t derive much good from a man like that.”


“You mean, give up the idea of his house?”


“There are plenty of other houses. Have you told your aunt yet about his change of decision?”


“No.”


“That’s good. Don’t.… Dash a line off to Judge to say it’s all over. And you can mention about the scarf at the same time. Say you understand it’s in his possession, and beg him to return it at once.… You could almost do it now, before dinner.”


“No, there isn’t time,” replied Isbel. And she found no time the whole of the evening.


In bed, the same night, she tossed for hours, tormenting her brain over the events of the day. As often as she had satisfactorily assured herself of the impossibility of her having given that scarf personally to Judge, the whole problem would break open again, like a badly-bandaged wound, and she would find herself once more searching in vain in all directions for some escape from the necessity of accepting this awful, unthinkable hypothesis.


Her thoughts travelled round and round in circles, and relief came to her at last only in absolute physical exhaustion.




 



•   XI   •

Isbel Visits Worthing






Immediately after the departure of Blanche and Roger next morning, Isbel – attired in an old, though still serviceable, tweed walking costume, with stout, low-heeled shoes – announced her intention of taking a long tramp on the downs by herself; she might, or might not, be back for lunch. It was the only programme she could think of in which her aunt would be certain not to offer to participate. Mrs. Moor, of course, raised some half-hearted objections – that was more in the nature of a ritual between the two ladies – but in the end Isbel got her way, and before ten o’clock she was out of the hotel. Not en route to the downs, however. At the top of Preston Street she caught a bus to Hove Station, and, on arriving there, purchased a ticket to Worthing.


The train was a little overdue. Not many people were travelling, and she was able to secure an empty first-class compartment. Her first action was to fling down both windows for the atmosphere was suffocatingly close; it was one of those heavy, sluggish, overcast, depressing mornings which are the sure forerunners of steady rain. As they ran into Worthing a few spots already began to gather on the left-hand side windows.


She found Judge waiting for her at the Parade end of South Street. He was smartly clad, had his hands behind him, and was gazing idly, yet with dignity, at the outside shelves of a book-dealer’s shop. No one could have guessed from his manner that he was there by appointment. When she touched him lightly on the arm, his start of surprise nearly deceived herself into imagining that the meeting was accidental; but then she remembered her own caution to him.


“I am the one you’re waiting for, I hope?” she asked, with a smile.


He replaced his hat. “I would have come to the station, but your instructions were definite.”


“Then let’s get on to the front. It’s going to rain, isn’t it?”


“I fear so – and you have no protection.”


“I’ve nothing on to spoil.”


They crossed the road to the Parade, and started to walk in the direction of the Burlington. There were few people abroad, and certainly no one she knew, yet the mere fact that she was in a strange town, strolling with a strange man, had a peculiarly exciting effect upon her nerves. Everyone they passed seemed to her to be regarding her with suspicion.


“You didn’t mind meeting me here this morning, Mr. Judge?”


“Just the reverse, Miss Loment. I regard it as a great honour.”


“It’s nothing very dreadful. I just wanted to talk things over.”


“I quite understand.” But he looked rather puzzled.


She waited till some approaching women had been met and passed. “First of all, Mr. Judge – did you find my scarf?”


“Yes; it’s in my pocket, and you shall have it when we separate. I’ve made a small parcel of it.”


“Where was it found, then?”


He hesitated. “In a very queer resting-place, I’m afraid. On getting home last evening I found it reposing neatly folded in my breast-pocket.”


“I see.”


“Doubtless a practical joke on someone’s part – but a kind of joke, I must admit, I don’t much care about.”


“You mean Roger, I suppose? I don’t think he would have done it. Couldn’t you have placed it there yourself in a fit of abstraction?”


“No, that is entirely out of the question. I think we must call it a joke.”


There was an interval of silence, and then she turned to him quietly:


“Mr. Judge …”


“Yes, Miss Loment?”


“When you disappeared yesterday afternoon, where were you?”


“Surely I have explained that?”


“I don’t blame you for giving an untrue account of your movements, because, of course, you had to say something. But you’ll tell me the truth now, won’t you?”


“But, really…!”


“You did go up those stairs, didn’t you?”


Judge gave her a swift sidelong glance. “What stairs?”


“That strange staircase leading out of the East Room.”


“Mr. Marshall Stokes told you, then?”


“Please leave him out of it. My information is first-hand.”


It now came on to rain more sharply, and they were forced to take refuge in an adjacent shelter, which luckily proved to be vacant. They sat facing the sea. Judge rested both hands on his gold-headed stick, and stared straight before him.


“Yet I distinctly gathered that you have never personally visited that room, Miss Loment?”


“Nor have I. Your house has more mysteries than you are aware of, Mr. Judge. The hall also has its staircase.”


“What staircase?” He frowned. “I don’t quite know how to take this.”


“Not only have I seen it with my own eyes, but I have twice set foot on it – once yesterday afternoon. I want you to believe that I am being quite serious, and not fabricating in the least.”


“Yesterday afternoon?”


“Five minutes after you had all gone upstairs.”


“Could you describe them – those stairs?”


“They were plain, narrow, wooden stairs, going up through an opening in the wall; no handrail. The top was out of sight.”


“This is indeed extraordinary! Can you tell me your experience?”


“No; for I remember nothing of it. But I went up them and came down again.”


There was a long pause, during which Judge frequently cleared his throat.


“I must believe you, Miss Loment, and yet … And this was the second occasion, you tell me? Were you by yourself the first time as well?”


“Yes.”


“I can’t doubt your word; the same thing has happened to me more than a few times. Astonishing as your statement is, Miss Loment, in a sense I’m relieved by it. I may as well confess it – I have sometimes been alarmed for my reason. The stable laws of Nature are the foundation of the whole of our experience, and when once in a while we seem to see them no longer valid, it is inevitable that we should prefer to suspect our understanding.”


“Then you did go up yesterday?”


“Yes, I did go up.”


“And remember nothing?”


“Nothing whatever.”


“Nothing strikes you?”


“What do you mean?”


“Might not we have met in that upper part of the house?”


Judge looked up quickly. “What makes you think that?”


“You don’t realise that it might explain my scarf’s being in your possession?” she asked in a very low voice.


“Your scarf?”


“Don’t be in a hurry. Think it over for a minute, Mr. Judge. It’s important.”


“I cannot see how our meeting there, or anywhere else, would account for your scarf’s being in my pocket.”


“If you cannot see, I cannot help you.”


“I am not a thief, and why should such a gift be made?”


“But perhaps it was made.”


“I cannot imagine what you mean,” said Judge, turning pale.


Isbel cast uneasy glances around her. She drew a little closer to him, re-arranging her skirt with nervous impatience.


“That’s another thing I wanted to talk about, Mr. Judge. I don’t know how we really stand towards each other.… Of course we’re friends.… Since yesterday, our relationship has somehow seemed to me very undefined. It has been worrying me.”


“I think I understand what you mean.”


“Is it our experience in common, or is it something else? Do try and help me. It’s frightfully difficult for me to speak of all this.”


“But is it necessary to, Miss Loment? As you say, we are friends. Perhaps if we show ourselves too curious, we shall merely be robbing ourselves of what we already possess.”


“Oh, don’t you see? If we don’t know how we stand, we can’t even be friends. How can I have a man for a friend whose feelings I have to guess at…? I believe I’m justified in asking you. I don’t require you to commit yourself in any way, and whatever you tell me, I shan’t take advantage of it – but I think I ought to know just how it stands with you.”


Judge kept closing and opening his hand agitatedly.


“We are really carrying the conversation too far, Miss Loment. You must see that you and I have no right whatever to discuss feelings.”


“You don’t or won’t understand. If you have feelings which refer to me, they are my property, and I have a perfect right to know what they are.” Her voice quietened. “I must ask you to tell me.… Do you regard me … in any special manner? Or … Can’t you see how awkwardly I am situated till I know how … we stand to each other?” she concluded weakly.


“We are good friends, Miss Loment, and nothing more.”


“So you persist in setting up this icy barrier? But how can we go on meeting each other, if our heads are to remain full of unsatisfied fancies and suspicions…? I promise you one thing, Mr. Judge – if you decline to be my real friend, you shan’t be my friend at all. I shall never want to see you again after this.”


“I shall be sorry for that, but if everything is to finish so suddenly, at least I prefer that it shall not be owing to an act of egregious folly on my part. Since I don’t possess the advantages of a younger man, I daren’t imitate the rashness of one.”


“But what are you afraid of? I can scarcely punish you for obeying me. Whatever you tell me, I promise you it shan’t bring our friendship to a close. Nothing will be changed, except for the better. Won’t you speak now?”


“I cannot.”


She paled, and began to tap the asphalt paving with her foot. “You can hardly refuse to answer a direct question. Am I anything to you at all, Mr. Judge?”


“Perhaps you are a very great deal, but the point is, I can be nothing to you.”


“You mean exactly that?”


“Yes. I have a higher regard for you, Miss Loment, than for any other living woman.”


“But what is implied by a very high regard?” She could scarcely breathe the words out.


“There is a special term for that feeling, but I am not permitted to pronounce it.”


“Do I understand you correctly?” she asked, nearly inaudibly.


Judge made no reply.


After a long silence, Isbel gave a spasmodic, wavering sigh.


“Shall I take my scarf now? There’s no one to see.”


He produced a small brown paper packet from his pocket, and passed it over to her. She kept turning it in her hand, with a sort of weary indifference.


“What are we to do about it? You know we must find out how it came into your possession. I cannot go there again, but you can.”


“If you wish me to. But of what use is it, if I am to remember nothing?”


“Could you not take pencil and paper?”


“That’s an idea, and I can’t conceive why it has never occurred to me before. Very well, then; I will run over.”


“This afternoon?”


“It could be this afternoon. But how shall I communicate the result to you?”


“I don’t wish you either to write or call, Mr. Judge. Couldn’t you manage to come over to Brighton tomorrow afternoon, and see me somewhere?”


“I must manage it. Where shall it be, and at what time?”


“My aunt always takes her rest in the afternoon. Let’s say three o’clock – at Hove, I think; there are fewer people there to bother one. You know the Baths, facing the sea?”


“Yes.”


“Outside there, then. You see the importance of this to both of us, don’t you?”


“My only motive in the business is to re-assure your mind. I draw no anticipations from the result.”


Isbel gave him a keen glance. “Yet after what you have said, it can’t be a matter of indifference to you.”


“Candidly, Miss Loment, I don’t wish for a result. I want our friendship to continue, and that will be impossible if … I desire nothing more than that we shall settle down again into the old pleasant state. I feel confident that you will find we have foolishly allowed our imaginations to run away with us over this matter.”


They had both risen to their feet, but a heavier shower at that moment coming on, they were compelled to seat themselves again. Isbel turned her head away, and started fingering her hair.


“By the way,” she announced suddenly, “I haven’t mentioned your decision about the house yet to my aunt, so you had better not, either.”


“Just as well not to. I’m not at all sure, after this, that Runhill will make a suitable residence for you.”


“For all that, I may keep you to your word. However, we won’t do anything in a hurry.… That woman will spoil her furs, if she’s not careful.”


She referred to an elegantly-garbed lady who was bearing down on their shelter from the west. She was obviously flurried by the distressing rain, as only a woman is flurried; but her action remained perfectly graceful and fascinating to watch, while she carried her furs and velvets as though they were a part of herself. Though tall and slender, it was evident even at that distance that she had long since finished with girlhood, but Isbel was unable as yet to distinguish her features. Judge happened to be sitting on her other side, so she failed to notice his embarrassment.


“It’s an acquaintance of mine,” he brought out somewhat quickly. “That is, she is staying at the same hotel. A Mrs. Richborough – a widow.”


“Charming!” responded Isbel vaguely. “I can’t see her face. Is she pretty?”


“More distinguished-looking than pretty. A most interesting woman to talk to – which is as far as my acquaintance extends. A keen spiritualist.”


“Yes – I can see now. She’s got one of those white, peaky faces. Is she well-off?”


“I really can’t say. She has fashionable clothes and jewels. I am merely on nodding terms with her.”


“She seems to be coming here. I think I’ll go.”


“No – don’t, please, Miss Loment! It will look too marked. I’ll just introduce you, and you can take your departure immediately.”


Isbel bent her mouth into a scornful little smile. “As you please. It’s rather bad luck, but, anyway, she won’t know me from Eve.… Do tell me a train back. I expect you have a timetable.”


He had, and produced it for consultation at once. While he was hurriedly turning over the leaves, Mrs. Richborough advanced upon them with a quickened step and a sudden smile of recognition – but, somehow, Isbel had a suspicion that the meeting was not quite so unpremeditated. All her poses were so accurately graceful and studied that the latter wondered if, by any chance, she could be a mannequin on holiday; her heels were perfect stilts. The face, however, when she came close up, was a good thirty-six or seven, and was not even decently pretty for that age. It was long, thin, and pale, with high cheekbones and a fixed, insolent smile, which expressed nothing at all except pretension. But it was very beautifully made-up – so much so that it almost required another woman to see that it had been touched at all. Her whole toilette, from clothes to perfume, was based on an appeal to sex, and, men being such crude animals, Isbel thought that it was quite possible she might still pick up an occasional victim here or there.… She glanced down at her own shabby tweeds, and smiled ironically.


“May I come in out of the weather? What a delightfully unexpected meeting!” Mrs. Richborough, without waiting for permission, stepped under the shelter and shook out her muff.


Judge, still holding the open timetable in his hand, rose with a courteous smile and removed his hat; he continued standing.


“It is indeed a pleasant surprise! But aren’t you terribly wet?”


“A little.… Am I intruding?” Her voice was quiet, sweet almost to lusciousness, and very leisurely. Each word was produced with a distinctness nearly theatrical, but at the conclusion of all her periods she had the strange trick of dropping to a whisper.


“Not in the least,” replied Judge. “We’re cast up here by the rain, and very thankful to see a new face. This is a friend of mine … Miss Loment – Mrs. Richborough.… I’m just in the act of looking up a train for Miss Loment, if you’ll pardon me a minute.”


Mrs. Richborough sank lightly down next to Isbel.


“You aren’t a Worthing resident, then?”


“Oh, no. Do I look like one?”


“I hardly know how one distinguishes them by appearance. Then you come from…?”


“From Brighton. Why?”


The widow laughed. “I really can’t say why I’m asking. Why does one ask these things? So Mr. Judge is in Fortune’s good graces this morning. Was yours accidental, too?”


“My what…? I fear the rain won’t have done your beautiful furs much good.”


“Isn’t it perfectly distressing? And I so hoped it was to be fine. You have been sensible, at any rate.”


“You mean my get-up? Oh, I put these on specially to come over here.”


Mrs. Richborough glanced at the little parcel on Isbel’s lap. “Surely you didn’t bring lunch with you?”


“Oh, no; I’m only here on business.”


Judge at last succeeded in finding a train. It would convey her to Brighton in time for luncheon, but she would have to start for the station at once, and lose no time on the way.


Mrs. Richborough held out her hand. “I hope we shall resume the acquaintance under more propitious circumstances.”


Isbel returned the slightest and coldest of bows, deliberately overlooking the hand.


“No, don’t trouble to come with me, Mr. Judge,” she said, touching his fingers, with a smile. “People who run for trains aren’t very good company, and I know the way quite well.”


And she immediately set off through the rain in the direction of the railway station.




 



•   XII   •

Mrs. Richborough’s Errand






Wednesday afternoon turned out cold and fine, with a watery sun. Isbel arrived at the rendezvous at a few minutes before the appointed time, but Judge was not yet there.


She was fashionably but inconspicuously dressed in a dark serge costume, with skunk furs; at the back of her mind was the desire to correct any possible wrong impression caused by her unfortunately-chosen attire of yesterday. After pacing up and down the parade in front of the Baths for a good while, however, with carefully assumed nonchalance, she began to fear that her forethought would be wasted; no one even distantly resembling Judge was in sight.


Her feelings passed from disappointment to impatience, and thence to anger, by the gradations which are familiar to everyone who has ever been kept waiting. At a quarter past three she decided that it was inconsistent with her dignity as a woman to stay for his good pleasure any longer … yet five minutes later she had still not dragged herself away from the spot.…


She was really going, when she caught sight of a familiar person approaching her – a surprising vision, which caused her to catch her breath and turn rather pale. It was Mrs. Richborough. She was mincing along the parade, without any great appearance of haste, from the direction of Brighton. Her furs were still very much in evidence, but they were different from those she had worn yesterday, being even heavier and more expensive-looking; she had on a smart black velvet toque, ornamented with a single paradise feather, and was wearing quite new white gloves. Isbel feared that her presence there was directly connected with Judge’s absence; she felt wretchedly sure that something must have happened to him. Without standing on pretence she hurried to meet the widow.


They met, and lightly touched hands – Mrs. Richborough with a correct smile, but Isbel too worried to think of observances.


“I suppose you come from Mr. Judge?” she demanded, at once.


“I do, and I’m frightfully sorry I couldn’t get here before, for I know what girls are when they’re disappointed … but really – I’m so out of breath with running here … you will excuse me, won’t you? The trains, as usual, are running just at the wrong time.… You see how distressed I am with hurrying.”


“Never mind. Why couldn’t he come himself?”


“He’s unwell.… No – not badly. A chill on the liver, or something of the kind. Of course, we know he’s not as young as he was. He wanted to come, but I wouldn’t hear of it. Rather than that he should risk more serious complications, I offered to act as messenger myself.… Shall we sit down?”


“You’re sure it’s nothing serious?”


“Oh, my dear…! It’s only a cold. He’ll be all right tomorrow again.”


They sat down side by side on one of the public seats. Mrs. Richborough made a feint of recovering her breath, which Isbel did not condescend to notice.


“Have you brought a note from him, or is it a verbal message?”


“It’s a letter, my dear. I’m going to find it in a minute.” She opened her handbag, and peered into it with provoking leisureliness.… “Do you know, I feel quite an intrigante. Of course, it isn’t a romance, but I’ve been amusing myself all the way here by imagining it really to be one. I’ve a fearfully romantic disposition.”


“Oh, it’s only about his house, which my aunt proposes to buy.”


“How disillusioning…! So you act as her business manager?”


“I help her sometimes. Is that the note?”


“It’s a little crumpled, but otherwise quite intact.”


Isbel turned the large, square envelope over in her hand; it was unaddressed, but sealed with yellow wax. Contact with Mrs. Richborough’s scent-sachet in her bag had invested it with a heavy feminine odour. She examined the sealing-wax more closely than was altogether courteous.


“Does he want me to read it now, and return an answer?”


“He is rather expecting one, I fancy. Don’t study me, my dear – I shan’t look.”


Isbel still fingered the envelope. “You’re not in his confidence, naturally?”


“That’s quite a horrid question!” The widow’s voice remained soft, but her eye was hard and insolent. “I’m afraid we haven’t arrived at that stage of intimacy yet.”


“I didn’t know.”


She hesitated no longer, but at once broke open the envelope. Her companion discreetly bent down to lift and minutely inspect the hem of her skirt; she allowed it to fall again gracefully, and then produced from her bag a little silver mirror, in which she critically scrutinised her reflected features.


In addition to a letter, there was something wrapped in white paper, and this Isbel opened first. It proved to be a hairpin. She gazed at it in blank astonishment, and then hurriedly thrust it back inside the envelope, before Mrs. Richborough should see. The letter itself was in Judge’s firm, precise handwriting, and ran as follows:



My dear Miss Loment,


I am not quite the thing today, so please forgive my non-attendance. Mrs. R. has very kindly offered to run over to see you and bring you this letter, with enclosure. The latter was picked up – you know where. The pencil-note I brought back with me from the same place related, I am reluctant to inform you, only to my own personal feelings, and I have taken the liberty to destroy it; but I am afraid that your hypothesis is, after all, correct. If you are able to identify the article enclosed, we must regard the evidence as conclusive.


I now propose that we shall go over there tomorrow (Thursday) together. Mrs. R. has kindly volunteered to accompany us, and, if you think well of the proposition, perhaps you will fix up things with her. She knows nothing of the affair in question. Very probably I have no right to ask you to come, and I do not do so on my own account – which I believe you understand. But I know what anxiety the whole business is causing you, and must cause you, so I thought it only fair that the opportunity should be placed within your reach, should you desire to avail yourself of it. If you are unable to arrange for tomorrow, perhaps you could give Mrs. R. another date?


It is unnecessary to impress on you the desirability of destroying this letter at the earliest moment.


“Very sincerely yours,

“H. J.”




Isbel read through the missive twice, then returned it thoughtfully to the envelope and placed the latter in her handbag.


“Thanks, Mrs. Richborough!”


The widow, who was in the act of adjusting her veil, turned about with a quick, impulsive smile.


“Everything satisfactory, my dear?”


“As regards the main business – yes. But he says something about our all going over to Runhill Court tomorrow.…”


“Do let’s! I’m positively dying to see that place.”


“Why?”


“I dote on these ancient family houses. I don’t know why. I’m more than a little mediumistic – that may be one reason.”


“If you’re so keen, you needn’t wait for me, I suppose?”


Mrs. Richborough’s smile faded. “I suppose not, if I could find another woman. Unluckily, I know nobody in this part of the world. My own set happens to be up North.”


“Is there no one at the hotel?”


“I’m just a little exclusive, I fear.… Why shouldn’t you come, my dear? What are you afraid of?”


“You don’t know, of course – I’ve already seen that place three times. There are limits to one’s enthusiasm.… I don’t think I’ll come, thanks!”


“This is truly unexpected. Most girls would be charmed at the prospect of another pleasure party.”


“The only pleasure I can see in it is the pleasure of your society, Mrs. Richborough. Of course, that is a great inducement.”


“No, don’t be horrid, my dear. Let me put it in a different form. Perhaps you’re not keen on coming; but do it to please Mr. Judge. The poor man’s so proud of his house, and so delighted – so almost childishly delighted at the opportunity of exhibiting it to his friends. For some unknown reason, he chooses to set a very high value on my artistic opinion, and I have promised to tell him honestly exactly what I think of Runhill Court.… And now, because you’re afraid of being a little bored, you’re going to dash all our plans to the ground.”


Isbel laughed. “The long and short of it is I’m not wanted for my own sake, but only to act as chaperon to you.”


The widow, too laughed – so energetically that her long, white face became quite strange to look at.


“It sounds rather weird for an unmarried girl to chaperon an experienced widow, but you know, my dear, two women can always go where one can’t. After all, I have my reputation to lose, just as much as the youngest and most innocent of you.… You will come now, won’t you?”


“I’m still rather at sea, Mrs. Richborough. Is all this solicitude on your own account, or Mr. Judge’s?”


“On his – because I’m so sorry for him. The poor man is so lonely. He’s lost his wife, he has no friends to speak of, and he lives all by himself in a seaside hotel, where he’s surrounded by a set of entirely new faces every day. We women ought to do what we can for him. I know he can’t be precisely a congenial companion for a girl of your age, but if you’ll only act the good Samaritan and come with us I give you my solemn word of honour I’ll take as much of his conversation off your hands as I can manage.”


“Oh, I don’t doubt that in the very least.”


“Then you consent?”


“No, I refuse,” said Isbel, drily.


“It’s too bad of you…! Won’t you give a reason? I must tell him something.”


“Tell him I don’t care to. He’ll understand. Tell him I don’t care to go running about the country with total strangers. I don’t like it, and my friends wouldn’t like it.… Thanks for coming over, Mrs. Richborough! There’s nothing else you want to say, is there?” She prepared to get up.


“One little minute more, my dear.… If you don’t care about accompanying us, would your aunt, I wonder? You say she is negotiating for the house. Mr. Judge, of course, would bring his car for her.”


“I’m afraid if he brought wild horses it wouldn’t have the desired effect. She’s a very difficult person to move.”


“There’s nothing like trying. If I were to walk back with you to your hotel, should I find her in?”


“She would be in, but whether she would be visible is quite another matter. I may as well tell you that her interest in Runhill Court is extremely thin at the moment, and as for Mr. Judge – merely to mention his name is like holding out a red cloak to a bull.… She fancies he hasn’t treated her with an excessive amount of consideration – and that’s really why the negotiations are falling on me.”


“There would be no harm in my trying, though. I think I will look in on my way to the station. It’s the Hotel Gondy, isn’t it? I fancy I once stayed there.”


“You seem quite well posted,” said Isbel, smiling with vexation. “Go, by all means, if you think it’s at all likely to answer the purpose. Only, please don’t bring my name into it – I particularly request that.”


The widow shot her a malicious little glance.


“If it can possibly be avoided, my dear, it shall be. In any case, she shall hear nothing of the letter – I promise you that.”


“I begin to see!”


“I can hardly do more, can I? If we aren’t to be friends, you really can’t expect me to fib for you. Be reasonable!”


“No, I really suppose I can’t.… The only thing that still puzzles me is why my humble society should be so much in request. Such red-hot zeal in the cause of sight-seeing strikes one as quite uncanny! Surely you can’t have told me the whole story?”


“I believe we shall come to terms now. Do you know, my dear, you’re ever so much cleverer than I gave you credit for at first.” She bestowed on Isbel one of those disarming smiles which she ordinarily reserved for her male acquaintances. “As you’re so direct with me, I’m going to be equally open with you. Runhill Court is notoriously haunted, and … I’m a spiritist.… That explains everything at last, doesn’t it?”


Isbel stared at her. “But is it notoriously haunted?”


“Perhaps ‘haunted’ is a rather misleading term. Shall we say queer? There’s a corridor there which is quite celebrated throughout the length and breadth of the kingdom – in psychic circles, it goes without saying. You must know it, since you’ve been there so many times?”


“Oh, yes – but if that’s all, it’s not much.”


“Not to you, my dear, for you take no interest in such matters, but to anyone who is interested in another world the smallest clue is deeply engrossing. Possibly you have never lost anyone who was very, very dear to you? I have.”


“And that’s the true reason why I’m to be forced to do something I don’t want? Excuse my scepticism, Mrs. Richborough, but you’ve been rattling out different explanations at the rate of sixty miles an hour for the last ten minutes. I’m not sure whether there are more to come.”


The widow threw her a hostile glance. “Such as what?”


“That’s what I don’t know, and what I am wondering.”


“You seem to suggest a personal motive?”


“I suggest nothing at all, but it’s very funny.… How long have you really known Mr. Judge?”


“Exactly a fortnight tomorrow, my dear. You see, there’s no question of intimacy between us.”


“What is the extent of his fortune, really? I’ve never heard.”


Mrs. Richborough showed her long, but beautifully white teeth, in a smile. “Has he one? He has that house, of course.… I confess I’ve never heard whether he’s rich or poor, and, to tell the truth, it doesn’t worry me in the slightest. I’m afraid I’m a dreadfully unmercenary creature; I choose my friends for their distinction of character, and not at all for their money-bags. I’ve never had anything to do with money, and I hate the very mention of it.”


“Then how do you contrive to live?” asked Isbel bluntly.


“Oh, one has an income, of course … still, one leaves all that to one’s banker. The great art of living happily, my dear, is to cut your coat according to your stuff.… Now, it’s getting late – what about tomorrow?”


“I suppose I shall have to say ‘Yes,’ since you’re so very persuasive.”


“I felt sure you would relent eventually.”


“On condition that the whole thing is kept quiet.”


Mrs. Richborough reassured her with effusiveness.


“It had better be the morning,” said Isbel, cutting her short somewhat contemptuously.


“I was going to suggest it. I’m so glad you can fit in – I know how horribly tied you girls are. They call it a free country, yet a girl is a perfect slave to her little circle.… Now, will you come over to Worthing by the same train as before? Come straight along to the Metropole, and ask for me. The car will be waiting, and we can start at once – just the three of us.”


“How do you know that Mr. Judge will be sufficiently recovered to come?”


“Oh, he will be. There’s nothing seriously wrong with him, my dear. I shall pack him off to bed early, and see that he gets a real good night’s rest.”


Isbel stood up. “He’s evidently in good hands.”


“Any woman would do that much for him. It would be abominable to leave him to the mercies of the hotel staff.” Mrs. Richborough also ascended to the perpendicular position – a floating mass of soft furs.… “You don’t wish me to convey a personal message?”


“Oh, say I’m sorry he’s unwell, and that the other matter is all right.”


She extended her hand, which the widow hastened to grasp warmly. The latter even raised her veil and pushed her face forward, but this was too much for Isbel, who deliberately ignored the invitation. Mrs. Richborough, recognising her faux pas, made all speed to cover it up:


“I hear you’re to be married, my dear?”


“Oh, yes.… Who told you?”


“Mr. Judge hinted at it.… I’m so glad!”


“Thanks! But I wish he’d leave my private affairs alone.”


“He’s so isolated, and has so little to talk about.”


“He has no right to discuss me. I don’t like it.”


“My dear, it was only the shadow of a hint – perhaps not even that. Perhaps he said nothing at all, and it was merely my intuition.… Well, then, good-bye till tomorrow. By the way, if you would care to dash off a few lines to him, I have paper and a fountain pen.”


Isbel declined, thinking the offer rather strange. They separated, to go their respective ways.


Five minutes later, as she passed along the now nearly deserted parade towards the hotel, she whipped a hairpin out of her hair, and, halting for a moment, compared it carefully with that which Judge had sent her. They were identical in size and shape.… She returned them both to her hair.




 



•   XIII   •

The Lunch

 at the Metropole




It had been raining heavily, but the sky was rapidly clearing and there were great tracts of blue everywhere as Isbel mounted the steps of the Metropole Hotel at Worthing shortly after noon on the following day. She had been unable to escape from her aunt in time to catch the earlier train, but to compensate for this she was free to spend the whole day as she pleased. By a lucky chance, Mrs. Moor was compelled to go up to town on business.


Judge was waiting in the porch. He grasped her hand warmly, preventing her apologies.


“It was very good of you to come at all, Miss Loment. As far as we are concerned, the time is of no importance. Mrs. Richborough will be here immediately.”


Even as he spoke, the widow appeared. Her tall and lovely form was attired as usual in the rich, soft furs and velvets which she so much affected. She moved charmingly, and her gracefully-swaying waist was that of a quite young woman, but Isbel no sooner saw the angular, witchlike face than her old feelings of repugnance and distrust returned.


As it was so late, an early lunch at the hotel was agreed upon, before starting. They passed into the restaurant. Here Isbel received an unpleasant shock. She recognised and was recognised by a girl acquaintance belonging to her particular set – Louie Lassells, who probably was more intimate with Blanche, Marshall, and the rest than with her own relations.


Louie was lunching with a couple of youngsters of the subaltern type; she seemed in the highest spirits, and champagne was already on the table. She pledged Isbel in a glass from the other side of the room. Presently she came over to her, her dark, bold, handsome, gipsy-like face looking very flushed and defiantly gay.


“So this is where you get to!” she began, throwing a single critical glance towards Mrs. Richborough and Judge.


“I’m not the only one, it appears,” retaliated Isbel. She laid down her knife and fork, and looked up calmly. “You’re having a high old time, obviously.”


“Rather! We’re making a day of it. Sorry I can’t introduce you, but we’re all here incog. I’m supposed to be in Regent Street at this blessed minute.”


“Bravo! I’m supposed to be in Brighton. We’d better draw up a deed.”


Louie laughed immoderately. “What shall we drink it in?” Her eye roved round the table. “What are you drinking? Only Burgundy…? I say …” – she bent to whisper – “you’re not having much of a time, are you? Where did you dig them up?”


Mrs. Richborough unluckily overheard.


“Surely I know your face?” she remarked graciously to Louie, who still held on to the edge of the table. “Your name is just hovering on the tip of my tongue.”


The girl smiled vaguely, without even looking at her. “One sees so many people. It’s going to turn out a quite charming day, I think.… Well, ta-ta, Isbel! No manner of use asking you to join us, of course?”


“You see, I can’t.”


Louie trod lightly back to her impatient squires, while Isbel watched with some amusement Mrs. Richborough’s efforts to regain her composure.


“She seems a pleasant girl,” remarked Judge.


“Is she a very close friend of yours?” inquired the widow of Isbel, returning, however, to her plate.


“We know each other fairly well.”


“What an unfortunate coincidence that she should be lunching here today, of all days.”


“Why?” asked Judge.


“Miss Loment rather wished to keep her visit private, I fancy. I’m afraid she is inclined to regard it in the light of an escapade.”


“Is that really so, Miss Loment?”


“Naturally I have appearances to consider. However, it’s no good crying over spilt milk. If anyone splits, it won’t be Louie.”


“Quite sure?” asked Mrs. Richborough, with a smile which was almost a sneer.


“I hope I can trust my own friends to behave with common decency.”


Judge looked perplexed. “I hope you’re not here against your will?”


“Why should I have come, if I hadn’t wanted to? I’m a free agent.”


“Can’t you grasp it, Mr. Judge? La tante terrible! Miss Loment is experiencing the fearful joy of being out of school.”


“Clever, but unsound, Mrs. Richborough. I was thinking more of public opinion.”


“You think you are acting unwisely?” asked Judge, wrinkling his forehead.


“Oh, I know if there’s any doubt about it the judgment won’t be given in my favour. Lunching in a strange town, with quite unknown people, strikes me as being exactly calculated to lead to a lot of questions being asked. And we know that if a question is uncharitable, the answer to it won’t be otherwise. Even if I were to plead altruistic motives, I’m afraid it wouldn’t be of any avail.”


“Does that imply you’re here out of kindness?”


“Perhaps it comes to that in the end. The pleasure of a chaperon is always rather impersonal.”


“Of a chaperon, Miss Loment?”


“Didn’t you know? I’m chaperoning Mrs. Richborough. She made such a strong point of it that really I hadn’t the heart to refuse. Otherwise, I didn’t mean to come.”


Judge’s expression was one of absolute amazement.


“Here is some misunderstanding, evidently. Mrs. Richborough was kind enough to offer herself as chaperon to you, on learning that you were so anxious to see the house once more.…”


The widow actually coloured, beneath her paint and powder. “Really, I’ll never equivocate again as long as I live! Miss Loment seemed so unwilling to join us that there was positively nothing left to do except appeal to her sympathy.… I feel an absolute criminal.”


“Oh, it’s funny, Mrs. Richborough!” said Isbel. “Don’t start apologising or you’ll spoil the joke.”


“But surely, Miss Loment,” said Judge, “you didn’t for one minute imagine that I desired to fetch you all the way from Brighton merely to act as companion to another lady? I must have made that clear in my letter.”


“Oh, it’s a mix-up, and that’s all about it. Mrs. Richborough was obliging me, and I was under the impression that I was obliging her. When women start conferring favours on one another there’s no end to the complications. To show our thorough disinterestedness, we stick at nothing.”


“It must certainly have been a most confusing situation for both of you,” remarked Judge, smiling at last. “However, the main point is we’ve got you here, Miss Loment, by fair means or foul; and I don’t think you need be in the least afraid of tittle-tattle, as we are both highly respectable people. If I might suggest a compromise, you had better terminate your dispute of generosity by agreeing to chaperon each other, since in the eyes of the world I am such a dangerous person.”


“Then what are we waiting for?” demanded Isbel cheerfully. “Lunch seems to be at an end.”


They stayed for coffee, however, and then, while Judge went outside to prepare the car, Mrs. Richborough led the somewhat unwilling girl upstairs to her room, where for five unpleasant minutes she was forced to inhale an atmosphere almost nauseous with feminine perfume, while witnessing the elder woman’s final applications of paint, powder, and salve. Refusing the use of these materials for herself, at the end of that time she broke away, and went downstairs alone.


She found Judge promenading before the hotel. A rather embarrassed discussion of the weather began.


“Thanks for the letter!” said Isbel, quietly and suddenly.


“Ah, yes.”


“It was my hairpin.”


“I decided as much; there’s no one else it could have belonged to.”


“Won’t you tell me what was in that note you destroyed?”


“I can’t – I can’t. Say no more about it.”


“Whose idea really was it, that I should come over today – yours or hers?”


“Mine, Miss Loment. She has nothing at all to do with the business. I am simply bringing her because you can’t go with me alone.”


“I’d rather it were anyone else. Who is she? Do you know anything about her?”


“Nothing, I fear, except that she’s quite reputable.… Don’t you like her, then?”


“Not particularly – but we won’t pay her the honour of talking about her.… What are we to do today, may I ask?”


“I thought we could make a desperate effort to get this mystery cleared up, once for all.… I fear we must both recognise that things can’t go on in the way they’re doing. It’s unfair to both of us.”


Isbel gave him a half-frightened glance. “What’s to prevent us from finishing now? Why need we take a still deeper plunge – for that’s what it amounts to … or doesn’t it? What do you think – shall we really ever get any satisfaction? I’m fearfully uncertain.…”


“You place a great responsibility on my shoulders, Miss Loment.… To be quite truthful, I feel I have no right to ask you to proceed further. I would not have written you as I did, except that I somehow had it firmly wedged in my head that the uncertainty was causing you great uneasiness.…”


“It’s half-killing me.… We’ll go.… But what are we to do with that woman when we get there?”


“It hasn’t occurred to me. It may be awkward, I can see.”


“If we don’t hurry up and plan something, we shall have her trailing after us all the time.”


“Something may turn up, to give us our chance.”


“That’s most unlikely – nothing ever turns up when you want it to. We’d better contrive something after this style: while we are all three going over the house together, I’ll accidentally become separated from you, and you must leave her while you hunt for me. We both know our respective stations.”


“But if she insists on accompanying me…?”


“Oh, she won’t keep it up; she’ll soon tire of tramping up and down stairs, and along interminable corridors, in her high-heeled boots – searching for a girl she’s utterly callous about. Besides, she has a weak heart.…”


“Did she say so?”


“No, but she has all the symptoms.… Of course, you’ll make a point of looking upstairs first.”


Judge obviously was reluctant to assent to her plan. “I suppose we can think of nothing better. Apart altogether from putting a deliberate deceit on a defenceless and unsuspecting woman, we have to consider the circumstance that she will be alone in a large and gloomy house very likely for upwards of half an hour; and you say her heart is not in good shape.”


“I expect she’ll survive the ordeal, and if it’s any consolation to you, I fancy her own programme won’t bear a great deal of looking at.”


“What programme is that?”


“Oh, I don’t pretend to know the details, Mr. Judge; only I’m pretty sure she’s hatching something. Otherwise, why should she go to the trouble of blackmailing me into accompanying you today? I don’t suppose you’re aware of the fact that she openly threatened me with informing my aunt that I had met you privately at Worthing?”


“You don’t tell me that…! Upon my soul…! Solely for the purpose of getting you to come?”


“Yes. I refused at first. I wasn’t very keen on her society, to tell you the truth.”


“But what can her motive be for such conduct?”


“I have my ideas on the subject.”


“I really must ask you …”


“I may be mistaken, but my belief is she wants to compromise me.”


“But why?”


Isbel smiled cynically. “As a necessary preliminary to breaking off my intimacy with you, I imagine.”


“You are telling me most astonishing things, Miss Loment. What interest is it of hers to break off this intimacy?”


“Oh, that’s the simplest question of all to answer. To keep the matrimonial field clear for herself, of course.… Didn’t you know she had marked you down?”


“I cannot believe it,” said Judge, halting to stare at her, in his bewilderment.


“If you don’t know it, I expect everyone else does at your hotel.” The words dropped from her lips with such dry assurance that he felt she must be possessed of special knowledge.


He was silent for a moment.


“This is a revelation indeed, Miss Loment…! I don’t know what to say to it all. Now you speak of it, I confess I have had my suspicions once or twice lately, but I have always dismissed them as discreditable.… But really, such a diabolical plot against the honour of a young girl is wholly unbelievable. It savours more of melodrama.”


“Oh, I won’t swear to that part of it, but there’s something funny up, and I advise you to keep your eyes opened to the fullest possible extent. I mean to.”


“I hardly feel like meeting her after this.”


“You must, though – and you must go on behaving to her as nicely as ever. Remember, it’s our only chance of going to the house together.”


Mrs. Richborough herself at that moment appeared, descending from the hotel.


“I didn’t tell you,” said Isbel, “but we’re returning to town next week.”


“What! You are leaving Brighton? But this is very unexpected. Has your aunt changed her plans, or what?”


“I only knew last night. She thinks I am looking unwell.”


“But you are not feeling unwell?”


“It’s useless to deny that my nerves are a bit jangled,” replied Isbel carelessly.


“Then she is giving up all idea of my house?”


“I can’t say, Mr. Judge. I shall have a word in the matter. We shall see. Don’t say any more – here she comes.”


The widow came up to them with a prepared smile. “I’m so frightfully sorry to have kept you both waiting. No doubt you’ve been saying hard things about me?”


“People evidently have spoilt you, Mrs. Richborough,” returned Isbel. “When I turn my back on company I invariably expect to be promptly forgotten.”


“What ideal modesty! People always talk. The only problem is: have they been pitying us, or annihilating us? I’m not sure I wouldn’t rather it were the second.”


“Well, you’re still alive,” was the dry reply.


Judge opened the door of the car gravely, without committing himself to a word, and the ladies got in. While he was settling himself preliminary to starting, the widow turned to Isbel.


“I understood you might have something to say to each other, my dear; that’s why I delayed.”


“That was very kind of you.”


“I do hope we’re to be friends. I like you tremendously already.”


“What for? I really can’t see what I’ve done to make myself so beloved.”


“Oh, it isn’t what one does, but what one is. I think you have a perfectly wonderful character, for a girl.”


Isbel did not even smile. “My dear Mrs. Richborough, if you were a man I should think you were trying to make love. As it is, I don’t understand you in the least.”


“Surely it is permissible for women to admire one another’s natures? You are so sympathetic, and so tactful, my dear. I’m sure when we know each other better we shall get on splendidly together.”


“What good qualities do you bring into the pool, Mrs. Richborough?”


“Alas, my dear! I have only one; and that is a heart.”


“So you are to do the feeling, while I am to do the sympathising; is that the arrangement?”


The widow gave a distant, rather melancholy smile.


“No one can deny that you are a very clever girl, and perhaps that is one more reason why I like you.”


The dialogue was terminated by the abrupt starting of the car. Isbel glanced at her watch. It was half-past one.




 



•   XIV   •

In The Second Chamber

 Again






At ten minutes to three, while they were all together in the library on the first floor, and Mrs. Richborough and Judge were inspecting one of the corner shelves, with their backs turned upon her – thereby effectually excluding her from the conversation – Isbel seized the opportunity to slip quietly from the room. Descending on tiptoe the servants’ staircase opposite, she found herself in the kitchens, through which she was obliged to pass in order to regain the hall. As she went by the foot of the main staircase, she heard her name being called.… “Miss Loment! Miss Loment!” … It was Judge’s voice. She had been missed already, and the mock search had commenced.


A short half-hour ago, when she had entered the hall from out of doors in company with the others, those strange stairs had not been there. Whether it was that her agitation prohibited the use of her reasoning faculties, or whether that her mind had become surfeited with marvels, it hardly occurred to her to doubt that she should see them now. Hurried to action by the distant hailing, she at once lifted her eyes, anxiously and fearfully, to the wall beyond the fireplace, while still hastening across the floor.… They were there! …


She arrived at the foot of the staircase as in a dream, and stood for a moment with one shoe poised on the bottom step, her gaze vainly directed towards the invisible top. Then, without changing a muscle of her face, she began to mount.


Half-way up, when the hall was already out of sight, her memory came back, and she started piecing together the incidents of her last visit to that extraordinary region of the house. To allow herself time thoroughly to reconstruct everything, she seated herself sideways on one of the steps, staring fixedly downstairs, with twisted neck and eyes which saw nothing.…


The more she recollected of that meeting with Judge, the greater became her disquietude; she kept starting nervously to rise, while the blood ebbed and flowed in her cheeks. If in that interview they had succeeded in keeping within the bounds of friendship, it obviously had only been by the exercise of great self-control; and, in view of his later confession, who could say what would now happen? The warm sympathy of their exchanges, their almost unseemly anxiety to lay aside all deception with each other, their mutual approval of one another’s conduct – upon which the world would pass an altogether different judgment – and, lastly, her gift to him of that scarf, warm from her own neck: all this, as it grew slowly together in her mind, appeared to her as something which was irreconcilable with her true character, as something shameless and dreadful; it was like awaking by degrees to the awful consciousness of having committed a crime during a period of temporary insanity.… Only it was not insanity; it was not even an accidental expression of excited feelings, induced by the strange circumstances in which they had found themselves. It was worse than that. It sprang from the genuine and unfeigned emotion of both their hearts.…


By what miraculous chance had they met there, at the same hour, on the same day, in the same unreal room of a house of which, less than a month ago, she had not known the existence? Judge had not set foot in that weird room for eight years, while she had never been inside it before in her life – and now, suddenly, they meet there, and within a few minutes she has given him a tangible pledge of her favour.…


It was more than chance; it was fate. Something – some strange influence in the house, was throwing them together .… how far, and for what purpose, she dared not ask herself. It was of no use to disguise things. Every step they took – inside the house, or out of it – had the direct effect of entangling them more and more, and there could be but one end to it all; an end which bore a double face. The obverse face was noble, uplifting union with a man of unique character; the reverse face was social catastrophe.…


She was a betrothed girl, and honour commanded that she should go back at once. It was untrue … she did not love Judge, she did love Marshall. On the last occasion she had met Judge by chance, therefore she was not at fault, but if now she persisted in repeating the adventure she would be committing a sin of conscience. And how would it be possible for her ever to hold up her head again among her friends, if she elected to act with such disgusting faithlessness towards a true-hearted man of her own age, in order to accept the sudden protestations of emotional affinity of an elderly widower…? She buried her face in her hands.…


But it was out of the question to turn tail now, without first clearing things up. If she did, it would simply mean the whole torturing business over again – the same failure of memory, the same anxiety to find out what had happened, the same dallyings with Judge, the same surreptitious visits and counter-visits, the same humiliating scheming and deception, the same lowering of her entire moral and physical tone, and in the end … exposure! If she were so miserably weak and cowardly, so unsure of her own moral fibre, that she dared not meet a strange man in a private place for ten minutes, in order to finish with him once for all, then affairs had arrived at a very serious impasse, and she was deliberately turning her back on the only apparent means of escape from an impossible situation.


However much she dreaded it, there was really no alternative to her seeing Judge upstairs just this once more … not as a stolen joy, but in order to put a definite end to their disagreeable intimacy. Exactly how this was to be effected she did not know, but, since he was a gentleman, he would of course make it his business to devise some plan.… After all, this dreadful manor house was his, he was responsible for what went on inside it; if there were mysteries there requiring a solution, he had no earthly right to call upon her for assistance.…


She got up and mechanically shook out her garments. Slowly climbing the remaining stairs, she again stood in the familiar antechamber, with its three doors. Without any hesitation whatever she advanced to the middle one, and, sharply turning the handle, let herself into the apartment, where last Monday she had met Judge.


Nothing was different. There were the same panelled walls, the same polished flooring, the same solitary couch at the end of the room. She cast a troubled glance round, and sat down, with heaving bosom, to wait.…


Five minutes later the door was thrown open, and Judge walked in. He stopped where he was, looked anxiously at Isbel, and at the same time pushed the door to, behind him, but it failed to close. Isbel gazed in his direction with equal earnestness, but she did not offer to rise.


“I’ve got away, as you see,” began Judge. “May I sit down?”


“Please!” She made space for him. They both sat in stiff attitudes, at some distance from each other.


There was an awkward pause, which Isbel broke by saying: “I don’t wish to come here again, so we must think of some way of ending it.”


“I quite understand.”


“It’s making my existence intolerable.”


“It was madness on my part to accept that scarf. That’s the root of all the mischief. I ought to have known that we should remember nothing of the circumstances under which it came into my possession.”


“We were both to blame for that. It doesn’t matter now. But I shan’t come here again, so I wish to ask you to take steps to prevent a repetition.”


“Very well. I’ll write a note before we go down, and put it in my vest pocket, where I shall be sure to strike it.… But are we not to see that other room?”


Isbel, glancing at him, uttered an involuntary little exclamation.


“What’s the matter?” asked Judge.


“Nothing – but how extraordinarily young you look!”


“You are strangely altered, too. Not younger, not even more beautiful, I think, but … more wonderful.… It’s a weird, mystical room, there’s no doubt.”


“Have you still no idea where we are?”


“None.”


She pointed towards the walls. “All this is workmen’s work.”


“We daren’t think otherwise. But the place is intensely dreamlike … and yet I can’t remember having ever enjoyed a more poignant sense of actuality.”


“Was it accident, or fate, that brought us here together last time? It has been puzzling me. It looks as if something – perhaps the house itself – were throwing us together, without our wills being in any way consulted.… Is such a thing possible, do you think?”


“We cannot think it. Of what possible advantage can it be to an unseen Power that I should be forced to play the part of a persecutor, and you that of a victim?”


“Aren’t we both victims? To me we seem like moths fluttering round a lamp. I expect a moth has no memory, either – only instinct and a capacity for suffering.… I see no end to it; we shall return here again and again, until our wings are burnt indeed!”


Her voice caught a little. Judge moved closer to her, and placed a hand on her sleeve, but lightly and without familiarity.


“We are not moths, but creatures endowed with reason, and we can blow our lamp out without waiting for the tragedy. If necessary, I will shut the place up, and go abroad for a time. It won’t be long before you have forgotten all about the affair.”


Isbel gave him a singular, half-wistful smile. “Have you sufficient strength of character to do this?”


“Yes; if I were once assured that your happiness is involved. To secure that, I would willingly burn the whole house to the ground.”


“I know it.”


“And I know that you know it; and that is my reward.”


There was a break in the conversation, but she made no movement to disengage her arm. After a moment she said very quietly:


“It’s just because you ask less than other men that I can afford to give you more. You understand that?”


“So let it be,” replied Judge.


“Are you content?”


“I have confessed my feelings, and you have not withdrawn your friendship. That fixes our relations, and I have no desire to transgress the bounds laid down.”


“Because your temper is naturally noble,” said Isbel. “All the other men I have met have been plebeians, but you are made of different material, and that is why you act differently.… When I go downstairs again, I shall go downstairs indeed…!”


•   •   •   •   •


They were so absorbed in their talk that neither of them observed that the door had become pushed half-way open, and that a figure stood on the threshold, watching them in silence.


It was Mrs. Richborough!


It did not appear how long she had been standing there, but suddenly Isbel looked up. She uttered a little scream, wrenched her arm free, and started to her feet. Judge followed the direction of her horrified stare, and swore under his breath; he also got up.


“I’m sorry if I’ve frightened you,” said Mrs. Richborough quietly, without smiling. “I won’t stay – but where are we, and what does it all mean?”


There was a tense silence.


“I’m afraid Miss Loment feels slightly upset at finding herself here,” offered Judge at last, in a fairly firm voice. “I have been trying to reassure her. We met here by accident.”


“But what part of the house is this? I thought the East Room was at the top, immediately under the roof?”


“So I believe.”


“Then where are we?”


“Higher still, it appears. You know as much as I do about it, Mrs. Richborough.… You followed me after all, then?”


“Yes. Your manner struck me as peculiar, and I was suspicious. I kept you in sight as far as the East Room, but there you shut the door after you, and I didn’t venture to intrude at first. Your direction was so very decided that I felt positive it was a got-up thing. I listened outside for voices for some minutes, but, as everything was quite quiet, at last I did summon courage to enter. You weren’t there, but I caught sight of another flight of stairs leading upwards, so very naturally I made use of them. And here I am.”


Judge heard her to the end attentively, and then, turning half away, began to whistle beneath his breath, between his teeth. Isbel, looking very distressed, sat down again.


“Has either of you ever been here before?” asked Mrs. Richborough, glancing first at one and then at the other.


“I have, a good many times, in former years,” answered Judge.


“Then surely you have some idea where we are?”


“I haven’t.” His tone was dry and decided.


Mrs. Richborough launched a queer look at him, and began to gaze around her restlessly.


“What’s in that other room?”


“Which one?”


“On the right, as you come up the stairs. The other one can’t be anything much.”


“What makes you say that?” questioned Isbel, surprised out of her silence.


“Intuition.… But what is in that right-hand room?”


“I’ve never been inside it,” replied Judge.


“Why ever not? Most likely it’s the key to the whole place. Someone ought to go in. May I go?”


“I don’t care to ask you, Mrs. Richborough. It’s totally unexplored, and you might quite conceivably meet with an unpleasant experience.”


“I don’t view these things from the common standpoint. For me, there’s nothing whatever terrifying in the supernatural.… Have I your permission to go?”


“Of course – but perhaps we ought to accompany you?”


“Oh, no – there’s not the slightest necessity. Besides, you have your talk to finish. I’m perfectly conscious of having interrupted you.”


Isbel clutched the couch on either side of her with her hands, and looked up. “Have you nothing to say about … your surprise … at finding us together like this?”


Mrs. Richborough gave a strange, but not unpleasant smile.


“No, I have nothing to say about that.”


“But, of course, you … put the worst construction …”


“No.…” She passed her hand across her eyes. “A change of some sort has come over me. It is this terribly unreal place, I think. Your meeting is not what I expected to find it. You must be struggling against your hearts, both of you.… No, I have nothing to say.”


“And yet you came to look for us?”


“Yes, I did; but it is all different. As I came upstairs I hated you both, and vowed revenge – I confess it. But now I can’t even remember how I came to be like that. All that state of mind suddenly seems so trivial and unimportant.”


She was about to move towards the door.


“Mrs. Richborough…!” said Isbel abruptly.


“What is it?”


“Why were you so anxious to bring me here today?”


“You must know that without my telling you. Here all things are so transparent to all of us.”


“You meant to tell Mr. Stokes, didn’t you?”


The older woman looked down at her calmly. “Yes, I meant to restore you to your duty. But now I no longer pretend to know where your duty lies. Let me go now, my dear. All that is ancient history; everything has changed.”


Isbel said nothing more, but allowed her to leave the room. The door closed behind her.


Judge resumed his seat.


“We need not fear this development,” he said slowly. “She will remember nothing.”


“So much the worse, for she will go back to her plots and schemes. You haven’t thought of that?”


The suggestion startled him. “You think so?”


“How can it be otherwise? Oh, if her present mood lasted, I should never, never wish to speak ill of her. But we know it will disappear with her memory. What is to be done?”


He preserved silence for a few moments.


“After all, there is no cause for alarm. She will demand her price, and we shall pay it.”


“No, no; she will accept nothing short of the whole – I know her. In that she will be disappointed, and so she will do whatever mischief she can. Oh, I’m quite sure of it.”


“What do you mean by ‘the whole’?”


“She intends to marry you.”


“And failing that…?”


“Failing that, she will dishonour me – or perhaps she means to dishonour me in any case. You heard with your own ears what she said.”


“But if I consented to marry her I should, of course, make her silence a condition.” The words came in a very low voice, as he bent his head towards the floor.


“What do you mean?” she demanded, sharply. “How could you marry her? You don’t love her.”


“No.”


“Then it would be wicked of you…! What put that awful thought in your head? I can’t understand.”


“Yet it would solve other difficulties, too.”


“What difficulties? What difficulties can a wrong marriage solve? It would be criminal.”


“Some such decisive step must be taken to end the situation. Our friendship won’t continue to pass unnoticed.”


“You wish to terminate it, then?”


“For your sake; not mine.”


“And to achieve that result you accept a living death…? But perhaps you do really love her?”


“No.”


Isbel laid her hand on his arm. “Promise me never to think of this again. It is absolute madness. We will find some other way out of our troubles. Promise me.”


“You may be sure of one thing,” replied Judge, looking at her steadily; “I shall not renounce my moral right to devote my life to your service, except as the very last resource. Beyond that I cannot go.”


Suddenly Isbel raised her head and seemed to listen to some sound outside the room.


“What was that?” she asked quickly.


“It sounded extremely like a stiff window-shutter being jerked open; it’s probably Mrs. Richborough in the next room.”


He had scarcely spoken when another noise, more distinct and far more peculiar, struck their ears.


“It’s music!” said Isbel, shaking from head to foot, and attempting unsuccessfully to rise.


“Yes.… A bass viol – but some way off. I can’t conceive what it can be. Would you wait here while I go and investigate?”


“No, you mustn’t – I won’t have it! I won’t be left.…”


Judge sat down again, and they went on listening in silence. The low, rich, heavy scraping sound certainly did resemble that of a deep-toned stringed instrument, heard from a distance, but to Isbel’s imagination, it resembled something else as well. She thought she recognised it as the music of that dark upstairs corridor, which she had heard on her first visit to the house. But this time it was ever so much nearer, fuller, and more defined; the electric buzzing had resolved itself into perfectly distinct vibrations.… A tune was being played, so there was no doubt about the nature of the noise. It was a simple, early-English rustic air – sweet, passionate and haunting. The sonorous and melancholy character of the instrument added a wild, long-drawn-out charm to it which was altogether beyond the range of the understanding and seemed to belong to other days, when feelings were more poignant and delicate, less showy, splendid, and odourless.… After the theme had been repeated once, from beginning to end, the performance ceased, and was succeeded by absolute stillness.


They looked at each other.


“How beautiful…! but how perfectly awful!” said Isbel.


“Do you wish to go downstairs at once?”


Some seconds passed before she answered.


“No, I’ll stay. How could we leave it without finding out…? We’ll go in there in a minute. I don’t wish to while she’s there. Let’s finish what we were saying.… You mustn’t commit that crime.”


“Your honour comes before everything.”


“No; something comes even before my honour. You don’t belong to her.” She drew a long breath before proceeding.… “You belong to me.”


“I do not belong to you.”


“Yes – you know it is so.”


“I beg you to reflect upon what you’re saying. You are not yourself at present. Don’t use language you will be sure to regret afterwards.”


Isbel ignored his interruption.


“I have lied too much to my own heart, and it’s time I were honest. They talk of faith and loyalty, but how can one be loyal to others, if one is not first loyal to one’s own nature? There cannot be a greater sin than to pretend that our feelings are what in reality they are not.”


“This is no place for such deliberations. I beg you earnestly to say no more here and now. Reserve it until later.”


“No, I must speak. If I don’t speak out now, when shall I get another chance…? My engagement has been a ghastly mistake.… It must always have been in the back of my mind, but now I see it all clearly for the first time.…” She crouched nearly double, and covered her face with her two hands.


Judge, much agitated, got up.


“I can’t listen to this. It’s impossible for me to discuss such a subject. It rests entirely between you and your own heart.”


“I made the terrible blunder of imagining that identity of tastes and friends means love. I took things too much for granted.… His nature has no depth.… He has never suffered. It isn’t in him.”


“You must think it over in quietness. Say no more now.”


She sat up suddenly, and stared at him.


“You throw me to him, then? – you who profess to have such ideal love for me!”


Judge was silent.


“So you don’t love me?”


“In the end you will understand that I love you deeply and truly.”


She slowly rose to her feet. “Then what do you advise me to do?”


“Do nothing at all, but wait.”


“You have no questions for me?”


“What questions?”


“I love no one but you,” said Isbel. She caught his hand, and crushed it hard in hers; then abruptly turned her back on him.… Judge stood like one transfixed.


At the same moment Mrs. Richborough came into the room. Her natural pallor was intensified, while her face was set and drawn, as though she had received a shock.


“Oh, what’s the matter?” exclaimed Isbel, taking a step in her direction.


The older woman swayed, as if about to fall. Judge hastened forward to support her.


“I’m afraid I’ve just seen a sight which I can only regard as a warning. As you look out of the window there is a man, with his back turned. He looked round, and then I saw his face. I can’t describe it.… I think I’ll go downstairs, if you don’t mind.”


The others looked at one another.


“Shall I take you down?” asked Judge.


“If you would assist me to the head of the stairs, I shall be all right.”


He asked no questions, but at once supported her from the room. Isbel followed. On arriving at the top of the staircase, he lent the dazed woman his arm down the first few steps, then watched her out of sight before rejoining his companion.


Again they gazed at each other.


“You heard what she said,” remarked Judge quietly. “Under the circumstances I don’t feel justified in asking you to accompany me into that room.”


“Are you going?”


“Yes, I’m going.”


“Then I shall go, too.”




 



•   XV   •

The Music of Spring






They walked over to the right-hand door, which Judge, after turning the handle, at once kicked wide open with his foot.… A sudden and unanticipated flood of brilliant sunshine, streaming through the room from an open window on the further side, momentarily blinded them, so that they staggered back with the shock.


Judge was the first to recover himself.


“It’s all right, we can go in. The room’s empty.”


Isbel hastened to the window. It was breast-high. There was no glass in it, but it possessed a stout wooden shutter, opening outwards, which at present was swung to its full extent squarely against the outside wall. The aperture of the window was so narrow that there was barely space for their two heads together, and she found her smooth cheek grazing his harsh one.


From out of doors came not only the sunlight but the song of birds, the loud sighing of the wind in its passage through trees, and an indescribable fresh, sweet smell, as of meadow grass, turned-up earth, and dew-drenched flowers. It seemed more like spring than autumn.


“Where are we, then?” was Isbel’s first inquiry, uttered in a tone of bewilderment. “How do we come to be so high up from the ground?”


“I don’t recognise any of it. It’s all new to me.”


From the foot of the house wall, forty feet below, the free country started. Judge stared in vain for familiar landmarks – the more he gazed, the more puzzled he became. Not only had his own grounds disappeared, but neither in the foreground nor in the distance was there a single sign of human occupancy or labour. Look where he would, fields, hedgerows, roads, lanes, houses, had vanished entirely out of the landscape.


A bare hillside of grass and chalk, perhaps a couple of hundred feet high, fell away sharply from the house, to terminate in a miniature valley along which a brook, glittering in the sunlight, wound its way. Beyond it there was a corresponding hill up, but not so steep or high; and here the woods began; an undulating but unbroken forest appeared to extend right to the horizon, many miles distant. The intensely blue sky was adorned with cirrus-clouds, while the dazzling sun was high above their heads, about half a point to the right. Apart, altogether, from the strangeness of the scenery, anything less like a late afternoon in October would be hard to imagine; the forests were brilliantly green, many of the smaller, isolated trees in the valley were crowned with white blossom, while the air itself held that indefinable spirit of wild sweetness which is inseparable from a spring morning.


“Just look at that man!” said Isbel, suddenly.


He was sitting on the slope of the hill, directly opposite their window and not a stone’s throw from them, but half hidden by the crest of the small hollow which he had selected for his perch, which explained why they had not previously noticed him. He sat motionless, facing the valley, with his back to the house; what he was doing there they could not imagine. It was his extraordinary attire which had evoked Isbel’s exclamation. Only his head, the upper half of his back, and one outstretched leg were visible; but the leg was encased in a sage-green trouser, tightly cross-gartered with yellow straps, the garment on his back resembled, as far as could be seen, a purple smock, and the hair of his hatless head fell in a thick, bright yellow mane as far as his shoulders.


Notwithstanding Isbel’s amazement, she began to laugh.


“No wonder poor Mrs. Richborough was startled! Is it a man, or a tulip?”


“He looks like an ancient Saxon come to life,” replied Judge, also laughing, but more moderately.


“Ulf, perhaps.”


“Very likely,” he agreed, without understanding her.


“Cry out and ask him if his name’s Ulf.”


“But who was Ulf?”


“Don’t you know? Why he’s the man who built your house. The trolls ran away with him, poor fellow! and probably he’s been sitting here ever since, yearning to get back home again.… Do call out.”


“You really want me to call?”


“If you don’t I shall, and that will be immodest.”


Judge shouted at the top of his voice. The man neither responded nor turned his head.


“Again!” commanded Isbel, laughing. “Louder – much louder! As if someone were running off with property of yours.…”


This time Judge roared, and then Isbel added her strange clanging cry twice or thrice, laughing between whiles; but still they were unable to attract his attention.


Temporarily abandoning the effort, she turned her head and glanced sideways at Judge, with an almost joyous expression.


“We can’t be in October. That’s hawthorn blooming … and look at those beeches over there, with their pale-green, transparent leaves.… Hark…!”


They kept quiet for a minute.… A distant cuckoo was calling. The cry was regularly repeated, at very short intervals.


Judge rubbed his eyes, in actual doubt whether he were awake or dreaming. “It’s spring, sure enough – but how can it be?”


“Oh, if we could only get down into it all!”


Both instinctively measured the wall beneath them with their eyes, but the distance to the ground was too great, the footholds were too precarious.


She leant further out, inhaling the sweet, fragrant air in deep breaths, and sighing it out again.… “Beautiful! – beautiful…!”


Then once more she became fascinated by the man.


“It can’t be true. Such men don’t exist – at least, nowadays. It’s an optical illusion. If it were a real person he would answer us.”


Judge hailed him again, but still without result. A moment later, however, the man stooped to pick something up, and when he regained his sitting posture they caught a glimpse of a fiddle-shaped instrument in his hand, somewhat larger than a modern viola. Wasting no time in preliminaries, he swung his bow across it, and at once started to repeat the air they had heard already from the other room.


Isbel, drawing back a little, rested her elbow on the windowsill and her face on her elbow, in order better to concentrate her thoughts on the music. Judge retired altogether into the room, to make space for her. The tone of the instrument, notwithstanding its small size, was midway in depth between that of a violoncello and that of a contra-bass, and the low, slow scrape of its strings had a peculiarly disturbing effect upon her feelings. The theme had a strange, archaic flavour, as though it had come down through the centuries, yet it was so appropriate that Isbel could almost fancy it to be the voice of the landscape. It was hauntingly beautiful, and full of queer surprises; each long, sonorous note contained a world of music in itself, but it was the powerful, yet delicate and passionate thought slowly being developed as the air proceeded which stirred her so exceedingly.


While she stood listening, feelings which she had not had for ten years suddenly returned to her, and she realised, as in a flash, how far down the hill of life she had already travelled. That complex state of youth, composed of wildness, melancholy, audacity, inspiration, and hope, was momentarily restored to her, but only as a memory, as if for the purpose of mocking her.… As the music finished, tears stood in her eyes, and her heart was choking, yet she was not unhappy.…


Judge approached her from behind.… “Isbel!” …


“It was like the voice of spring,” she said, without turning round. “You are tortured, but you don’t know what is happening to you.”


“Music must have been like that at one time.”


“Did you feel it, too?”


“It must be very, very old.” … They hardly knew what they were saying to each other.


The musician had sunk back into a reclining position, so that only the crown of his head was visible. Isbel at last looked round. She caught sight of Judge’s face, with its contracted muscles and pained expression, but instantly left that to glance at an envelope which he held in his hand.


“What have you there?”


He handed it to her. “I found it lying on the floor.”


The envelope was addressed to Mrs. Richborough, at the Metropole, but its contents had been abstracted. On the back had been scribbled very roughly in ink the first few bars of the tune they had just heard.


“It has probably got blown down,” suggested Judge. “She must have left it for the ink to dry, and forgotten it, in her alarm.”


Isbel looked at it for some moments, and then slipped it in her handbag. “That woman will take notes on the Day of Judgment. But why shouldn’t she? That music could have meant nothing to her.”


“What does it mean to us?”


They stood close by the window, but not looking out. Isbel’s face bore a singular smile.


“It means something, I think.”


“What?”


“Do you feel nothing?”


“I feel a great happiness, which I am striving not to account for.”


“It means what spring means,” said Isbel.


She suddenly threw both arms around his neck, clutching him tightly, but at the same time turning away in such a manner that it was the back of her hair only which brushed his cheek.… When she disengaged herself violently a few seconds later, her face was hot, and she was in tears.…


Judge breathed hard, and looked dark under the eyes, but he made no attempt to draw nearer.


“What’s wrong, Isbel?”


“You are cruel…!”


“I, cruel…?”


“Oh, go away from me – altogether…!”


She turned her back on him, and bent her head.


“Will you listen to me…? I have no right …”


“I know. You’ve told me so a thousand times already.… You put law first, love second.”


“I demand a very small assurance from you, but that assurance I must have. Are you free now?”


“I won’t say – I refuse to answer. I’ll have everything, or nothing, from you.” She wheeled round fiercely. “If I’m not worth that, I’m worth nothing at all.…”


The scent of violets and primroses seemed to come in with the breeze through the open window, while Isbel’s voice, like soft brass, thrilled the ear with its strange range of tones. She stood there, confronting him – a warm, passionate girl, in sweet clothes – as though she were a second self, his own soul reflected from a magic mirror. Among the whole world of human beings, they two alone possessed the entry into each other’s innermost nature.… That delicately-modelled woman’s mouth, which had just uttered such words of scorn – if he pleased, in another instant it should break into the loveliest smiles.…


As they faced one another in silence, the music out-of-doors recommenced, without warning. It was the same everlasting tune. Isbel twitched impatiently, and abruptly turned her back on Judge again.… But though the theme was the same, the execution was so markedly different that she had to listen, despite her agitation. The playing was faster, higher, lighter, and staccato. The lingering, haunting sweetness was transformed into a delicate and triumphant dance; the very sunshine which flooded the room seemed suddenly to become more joyous and ethereal.… Without understanding, or wishing to understand, how the change had been effected, she felt her brow clearing, her heart lightening.…


Judge waited until the last note had died down, and then said, in a low voice:


“I find I’m not as strong as I thought I was … so I’m yours, to do what you like with. Tell me to jump out of the window, and I’ll do it. You’re the only person in the world for me.”




 



•   XVI   •

The Musician Departs






Isbel commenced unbuttoning her left-hand glove, with slightly trembling fingers.


“Something is to go out of the window, but not you.” She removed the diamond ring from her third finger, and eyed it pensively, before handing it to him.… “Throw it out! Let strange find strange. I never should have worn it.”


“Better return it to the giver.”


“As long as I carry it about with me, I haven’t cast off the past. Do as I say. That episode is finished.”


Judge, without further demur, took the ring to the window and dropped it out.


“That’s done!” said Isbel, drawing a deep breath. “We shall have no more anxiety from that quarter.”


Raising her ungloved hand, he bent over and kissed it submissively. She offered no resistance, but closed her eyes, as if to think the better, reopening them only when he had relinquished her fingers.


“Had your wife been still alive, would you have done as much for my sake, I wonder?”


“Don’t doubt it. I would have sacrificed everything. But let the poor girl rest in peace. Fortunately, my loyalty wasn’t put to the test during her lifetime.”


“That magic word ‘loyalty’! How can we be loyal to those to whom we don’t naturally belong? You mean, fortunately you were enabled to act a living lie with her, without either of you suspecting the fact.… You know you never loved her.”


“What has been, has been. Whatever we felt towards each other, after all, she was my dear companion. You can’t grudge her that.”


Isbel laughed lightly. “I grudge her nothing. If you assured me that you loved her, even, I should accept your word.… But you didn’t. Love doesn’t come twice in a lifetime.… However, to avoid competition, it seems I must aim at higher things than being a mere dear companion.”


“You must be aware that, in that sense, companionship is impossible between us,” said Judge, in a low voice.


“Tell me why?”


“Because I am a man, and you are a beautiful girl, and all our ways and thoughts are strange and foreign to each other. Because my place is not standing face-to-face with you, exchanging incomprehensible ideas, but at your feet, smothering the hem of your skirt with kisses.…” He stopped abruptly.


Her eyes danced. “But why waste precious kisses on inanimate cloth?”


“You’re quite justified in laughing – I know my language sounds exaggerated.… Pardon me, I’m excited!”


“And I – am I cool, do you think…? Now finish it all – and kiss me quickly…!”


Judge looked at her slowly. “You grant me this favour without my asking it?”


“Do you want it in writing, to make quite sure…? Oh, what are we here for? Why have we been brought to this place, except for this very one purpose? For half an hour I’ve done nothing else but count the minutes disappearing, one by one.…”


“Isbel!” He approached her, almost as if disbelieving.


“Did you imagine that women’s feelings had been left out of my anatomy?” laughed Isbel, pressing both cheeks with her fingers in an automatic attempt to cool them.


But as they were on the point of meeting, the music sounded again through the open window. Its scrape was so strangely insistent that they remained where they were until the interruption should come to an end; a moment afterwards, however, Isbel walked quietly to the window to see what could be seen, resuming her former attitude of leaning one arm on the sill.


The tune was as before, but once more its interpretation was varied. The gaiety had gone out of it, and it now possessed a swift, smooth strength which curiously suggested an incoming tide. Neither of the other versions had been half as beautiful; it was like a quick, tragic, irresistible summary of all which had gone before. Nothing had changed in the landscape. The sun shone, the trees waved, the brook glittered at the foot of the chalk hill, the musician remained half-concealed, half-visible, as his body swayed in unison with the rhythm of the theme. The entering breeze brought with it the smell of growing life, while, as an undertone to the music, many a soft cry of nature reached Isbel’s ear. But as she continued to listen it seemed to her as if the world were at last moving, after a long, enchanted dream – as if a current had begun to run, and things could no longer be what they had been hitherto.…


Her heart deepened. She felt suddenly that she had up to now been playing with life, but that reality had at length clutched her in its grim grasp, and now she must show what stuff she was made of. She was like a bather for whom a river proves too strong, and who is being walked downstream step by step, struggling in vain for footholds, until her waist is covered, and she must either swim or resign herself to be carried away to death.… Her old happiness was past recovery. It rested with herself whether she were to be borne along backwards, looking after it despairingly, or whether she should throw herself audaciously into this new element, confiding in her strength and courage to bring her to safety.… She realised that this was the moment she had been waiting for all her life.…


The music stopped. Isbel faced round towards Judge, but did not stir from the window.


“These interruptions have a strangely agitating effect,” he said, with a quiet smile. “Apparently, he means neither to take notice of us nor to leave us in peace. I see you are rather deeply moved.”


“And you not?”


“When you are present, music can be no more than a decoration of life. You are the centre of the piece, and the disturbing factor. If he plays again, I shall suggest that we return to the other room. We have seen everything here there is to see.”


“You wish to resume where we left off, but I don’t think we can.… Henry, can’t you understand that all this has a meaning? Don’t you see that it’s carrying us higher and higher? If you have forgotten your own words, I haven’t.”


“What words?”


“We were talking of tests. You said that one test of love is the craving to sacrifice oneself. At the time, I didn’t understand you, but it was fearfully true. When a woman loves a man, there are no half-measures with her – she wishes to give him everything. Of course, ‘sacrifice’ isn’t the right word to express it. A gift like that gives nothing up.…”


Judge trembled slightly, in spite of his control. “Why do you say all this? I want neither sacrifices nor gifts from you, and you know it.”


“But if I offer it?”


There was a short silence.


“Let me understand you,” said Judge, “for perhaps we are at cross purposes. What is it you are offering me?”


“Myself,” was the low-spoken reply.


Overcome by her own daring, without waiting for his response, she turned her back on him again, and stared out of the window.


With a dull shock, she perceived that the musician had risen at last to his full height. His tall, broad, gaily-attired figure was visible from top to toe, but his face was still turned away. He held his instrument by the neck with one hand, and seemed to be contemplating a descent to the foot of the hill. Isbel immediately glanced round to Judge.


“Henry, he’s up now.”


He joined her at the window.


“I thought he was going to sit there forever,” said Isbel. “He seemed a part of the landscape. Will he turn round now, do you think?”


“It’s an extraordinary business,” muttered Judge. “He’s real enough, but what man goes about in that sort of costume?”


“Or plays that sort of music…? I’ve a feeling that if he’s going we’d better make haste. After he’s gone, things will be different. I don’t know whether we ought to try to attract his attention, or not.”


Judge continued staring at the man in silence. Although the sun shone and the sky remained clear, with but few clouds, the treetops were sighing and swaying in greater agitation than before, and little, swirling wind-flurries kept coming and going in the air, freshening the room, and swinging the outside shutter to and fro with a harsh, musical creak.


“Is there no way of getting down?” demanded Isbel, the next minute. “It’s awful to be shut up here in this box of a room while all that’s going on.… If we walked on and on through those woods, where should we come to?”


He sighed. “You’re right. Our place is down there, in God’s fresh air.… But it’s most remarkable he doesn’t once look round. Can it be that he’s sublimely unconscious of the existence of a house behind him?”


“No, he knows well enough.… But I mean to see his face – if not now, another time.… Look! he’s off …”


The musician had begun to walk down the steep hillside with short steps, digging his heels into the turf for security. They watched him, fascinated, until he reached the bottom, when, instead of proceeding straight ahead up the opposite hill, he moved to the left along the bank of the stream. Though his action was quite leisurely, he never once paused or turned his head, so doubtless he was making for a destination. In a few more minutes he would be out of sight, round the bend of the valley.


“It’s too late now, but why didn’t you call out to him again?” demanded Isbel. “I purposely refrained from asking you to, as I wanted to see what you would do.”


“You attach such importance to it?”


“He brought us together. It was his music I heard the first time I ever came to Runhill, and it’s plain to see he’s had a hand in everything. It’s natural one should want to see one’s benefactor.”


Judge led the way into the room, and once more they faced each other; she cast her eyes down, her arms falling limply on either side.


“I was frightened on your account, Isbel.”


“But that is not what I want.”


“What do you want?”


“I want you to feel what I feel. I want you to feel that as long as you are with me nothing can hurt either of us. Fear spells cold blood. But I think you can’t be passionate … or else you wouldn’t scorn my gift so.”


“You think I do?”


“I know you do, for otherwise you would have accepted it.”


“I have accepted it, and you’re blind and foolish not to have seen it at once.”


Isbel’s eyes leapt to his face with a flash. “You accept my full love?”


“Yes, your full love,” said Judge, setting his jaw hard. “There’s no other kind worth the price we’re paying. Be it so…! But I accept it in deep humility, for the gift is far too rich, and I have done nothing to deserve it.… I shall dedicate the rest of my life to your service.”


She approached him unsteadily.


“You must know that such a gift can’t be paid for by service. There can only be one return for passion, and that’s passion. If you haven’t that to give, I want nothing.”


“That you shall have in full measure,” replied Judge.


He moved forward to embrace her.


At the same moment, quite suddenly, the sun went in, the wind ceased, and every outside sound stopped, as if cut off by a screen. The brightness of the room changed to twilight, while the air became perceptibly colder, and, at the same time, stale-smelling. Judge’s upraised arm fell slowly to his side, as he mechanically shrank back. Both turned their heads inquiringly towards the window. Then Isbel walked over to it, almost with reluctance, to look out.


“Henry, come here quickly…!”


He was already beside her. The landscape they were looking at was no longer the same. Immediately beneath them were the familiar grounds of Runhill Court; the chalk hill, diminished in height, had become the sloping lawn, with its continuation of the field they had traversed on the day of the picnic; in the background were other fields innumerable, with roads, lanes, and cottages. The unbroken forest of fresh green trees was transformed into scattered tracts of woodland, the prevailing colour of whose leaves was russet. The sun had disappeared; the country was wrapped in a misty dusk. The musician was nowhere to be discovered.


They gazed at each other in consternation, during which time their excitement rapidly subsided.


“Are we dreaming now, or were we dreaming before?” asked Isbel earnestly, laying her hand on his arm.


“We can’t doubt this, at all events.”


“Wasn’t that real, then? Have we been the fools of our senses?”


“I fear it looks extremely like it.”


“What, has it all been false?”


Judge shook his head grimly, but did not answer at once.… “Anyway, it has happened in time. There’s no harm done but what we can cover up and forget. We must be thankful for small mercies.”


She turned fiery-red. “Has it really come to that?”


“At least, as you, too, have been involved, you will acquit me of deliberate wrong-doing. I fear it’s hopeless trying to reconstruct our state of mind, or to understand what has taken place. Some unpleasant agency has been at work.”


They went back into the room.


“So you don’t love me?” demanded Isbel quietly.


“Yes, I love you.”


“You know that, if our senses are restored, my ring is not restored?”


“Unfortunately, I know it only too well.”


“And yet you love me?”


“And yet I love you,” said Judge, nearly sullenly.


“So it means that your old generosity has come back?”


They stood for a long time, looking away from each other. Then, with death in her heart, Isbel started to put on her glove.


“We had better go downstairs again.”


He bowed with stern gravity, and at once moved to the door, which he held open to allow her to pass out. She walked straight across to the stairs, without once turning her head to see if he were following.


The hall, when she reached it, was in dusk. Her watch told her that it was nearing five o’clock. She looked dully around her, remembering nothing of what had occurred to her during the past hour and a half, but, somehow, confusedly wondering why Judge had failed to descend that staircase with her – though, as a matter of fact, she did not even know whether he had been up there.




 



•   XVII   •

In the Twilight






The staircase had vanished, the house was in silence, evening was closing in, and her companions were absent. Isbel’s heart throbbed heavily, she felt sick and weak, yet she thought she ought to go upstairs to look for them. She knew that Judge would not have departed without her. She considered that it would be best if she were to go straight upstairs to the East Room.


The prospect of visiting that remote part of the house so late in the day did not inspire her with any enthusiasm, but anything was preferable to waiting about in that awful hall. It was most singular why they should be so long. She made her way upstairs slowly, stopping at every sixth step to listen for sounds; but all was quiet as a tomb. As she groped her passage along the nightlike corridor at the top of the house, it occurred to her for the first time that she had never yet seen the East Room, though all her acquaintances seemed to have done so. She smiled rather contemptuously. Well, it would complete her experience of the place!


The door stood wide open. It was dim twilight within, and the apartment did not strike her as very noteworthy. It was small and square, with a single window on the far side; very poorly furnished. But as she stood at the door, looking in, her eyes immediately fell upon something which completely took away all her interest in the room itself. Mrs. Richborough was lying extended on the floor, with Judge kneeling beside her!


She rushed forward quickly. “Whatever’s the matter, Mr. Judge? Is she ill?”


He looked up from bathing her forehead and lips with the contents of a pocket-flask.


“It’s a swoon, and rather a bad one. I couldn’t leave her, to come down to you.”


“How did it happen?”


“I don’t know. She was lying like this when I came down.”


Isbel turned hastily from the unconscious woman to look at Judge. “Then you have been up?”


“Yes. And you?”


“Yes; but I remember nothing – nor, of course, you, either?”


“Nothing.” He went on dabbing Mrs. Richborough’s forehead.


“Is that doing her any good? Hadn’t we better try and get her downstairs?”


“Her pulse is stronger, and I think she is coming round. It’s hopeless to think of a doctor in these parts. If we can get her in the car, we’ll soon run her down to Worthing. She must have had a fright of some sort.”


“But how came she to find her way up here?”


“I suppose she looked everywhere for me.… I’ve been staring at something on the floor over there for some while, but haven’t been able to get up to investigate. It looks like a ring, or a brooch. She may have dropped it in falling.”


Isbel, following the direction of his finger, detected the article, and picked it up. It proved to be a lady’s diamond ring.


“It is a ring – and a rather nice one. It’s very much like mine.”


As she spoke the words, she instinctively felt for her engagement ring beneath her glove.… It was not there…! She whipped off the glove, in dismay. Her third finger was ringless.


The recovered ring fitted it perfectly.


“It is mine!” she went on, with a desperate effort to keep calm, but unable to keep a slight break out of her voice.


“What! You surely must be mistaken.”


“It’s my engagement ring and ought to have been on my finger.”


They stared at each other.


“You are sure?”


“Yes, I am quite sure.”


“Then what is it doing here, Miss Loment? I can’t understand it. You haven’t been in this room before?”


“I have never been in this room before in my life. And I wore this ring at lunch today.”


She retained it on her finger and replaced her glove over it. At the same time, Mrs. Richborough’s face and neck stirred uneasily, and her eyelids flickered. Judge remained on his knees.


“How are we to understand it, do you suppose?” demanded Isbel, after a long pause, in the increasing darkness.


“I will not suggest what I don’t think, Miss Loment, and I may not suggest what I do think.”


“Oh, I know what you mean – and it’s ghastly! It can’t be.…” Her face suddenly crimsoned; she felt as if she were on fire. “But perhaps I don’t know what you mean. What do you mean?”


“I cannot say. But I can give you a piece of counsel. You came here today to end a mystery, and you have started a still worse one. Things can’t go on like this; so I strongly advise that you make this your last visit to my house. This is the second time something has happened without your knowledge or consent.”


“It’s the uncertainty which is so horrible.… Oh, can’t something be done? Have you no initiative at all, Mr. Judge? You call yourself a man.”


“It is high time to retrace our steps. We have already gone too far. I think my best plan will be to shut the house up altogether. I think I will do that.”


He applied himself to moistening Mrs. Richborough’s lips with the brandy. Her limbs began to move restlessly; it was evident that she was on the verge of regaining consciousness. After a moment or two he again looked up.


“I have only to express my sincere repentance at having invited you here this afternoon, Miss Loment. Of course, I should not have done so, and I am very sorry for it. My only excuse is that I knew no more than yourself.”


She made no reply.


Mrs. Richborough at last opened her eyes. Judge, bending lower, obliged her to take a sip of the brandy, and the powerful stimulant had a nearly instant effect upon her heart. She struggled into a sitting posture, supported by his arm, and smiled wanly.


“Where am I? What has happened?”


“It’s I – Mr. Judge – and this is Miss Loment. You have fainted.”


“How idiotic!”


He forced her to swallow another mouthful of the spirit, and the colour started to return to her cheeks.


“You’ll be all right in a minute or two. We’ll get you downstairs to the car, make you comfortable, and run you home in less than no time. Feeling better already, aren’t you?”


“But so absurdly shaky…! I remember now. I had a sudden fright. It was horrid, and I was all alone.”


“We’ll hear about it later; never mind now.”


With Isbel’s assistance he succeeded in raising her to her feet. She was established in the chair, while the girl set her attire to rights. She started looking round on the floor uneasily.


“There should be a ring on the ground somewhere. Can you see it?”


“It has been picked up,” said Isbel shortly.


“Oh!”


“It belongs to me. Can you tell me how it comes to be in this room, Mrs. Richborough?”


“It fell down from the wall. I did not know it was yours.”


Judge and Isbel exchanged glances.


“How do you mean ‘it fell down from the wall’?”


“It does sound stupid, but so it happened. That’s what frightened me. It seemed to tumble on to the middle of the floor, from nowhere at all.”


“But you said from the wall. Which wall?”


Mrs. Richborough turned weakly in her chair, and pointed behind her. “That wall. Where the stairs were previously. It rolled on to the floor, and I was just going to pick it up when I must have fainted.”


“But what stairs are you alluding to?” asked Judge.


She smiled, closed her eyes, and was silent for a moment.


“How can I explain? It sounds incredible, but I saw a flight of stairs in the middle of that wall, ascending out of sight. I actually went up them – or could I have dreamt it all? I’m afraid my mind is all upside-down this afternoon.”


Isbel coughed drily, and glanced at her watch. Judge again pressed his flask on the widow.


“I won’t, thanks. My heart is scarcely in a state to stand over-stimulation. If you could help me, I think I could make my way downstairs. That would be best for everybody.”


Judge offered her his arm. On getting outside, he shut and locked the door of the room, putting the key in his pocket.


“You had better lead the way, Miss Loment. Take my torch.”


Slowly and with frequent pauses, they passed through the corridor and descended the stairs to the hall. Judge was about to proceed outside, but Mrs. Richborough asked to be allowed to sit down, to recover her strength.


“Tell me,” she said, after a minute, “where did you both get to? I can’t understand what happened.”


“Perhaps we have been where you have been, Mrs. Richborough,” replied Isbel coldly.


“Oh…! Do you mean that? Are you pretending you saw those extraordinary stairs, too?”


“Unless they were the figment of your brain, why should not we have seen them? As a matter of fact – I don’t speak for Mr. Judge – I did see them, and went up them.”


“I, too,” said Judge.


“Then we are either all mad together, or something very strange has taken place. Possibly you can tell me where they led to?”


“No; my memory is a blank, till I came down again.”


“And you, Mr. Judge?”


“I also remember nothing.”


Mrs. Richborough suddenly lost her colour, and her breathing grew difficult. She recovered herself by a violent effort.


“You must both have gone up before me, and come down after me. How was that? And how did your ring come to fall down out of the wall? A ring doesn’t escape from one’s finger of its own accord.”


“I cannot answer the conundrum.” Isbel’s face was like granite.


“If I were an engaged girl I should not like such a thing to happen to me. Have you no idea how it could have happened?”


“No.”


“It’s very, very strange.” Mrs. Richborough essayed a laugh. “If it did not sound absolutely insane, one might almost suppose you had been playing pitch-and-toss with it.”


Isbel went white to the lips, but she said nothing.


“You take it very calmly,” proceeded the widow. “Let us hope that Mr. Stokes, when he hears …”


“Please hold your tongue, Mrs. Richborough! It has nothing whatever to do with you. I’ve not even told you that it is his ring. You are taking a very great deal for granted.”


“You only wore one ring at lunch, my dear, and that was on the third finger of your left hand.”


“Very well – then it is my engagement ring. What of it? Must I ask your permission before accidentally losing it?”


“I assure you I haven’t the slightest wish to interfere in your affairs; still, sometimes the advice of an older woman …”


“Oh, advice…! Well, what do you advise?”


“I think it is only good sense to try and find out something more about it. Let us assume that the explanation is supernatural …” – she looked up with a malicious half-smile – “or can you account for it in some other way?”


“I have already told you that I can’t account for it. If you have any useful suggestion to make, please be quick about it.”


“I suggest that we all come over here again in the morning and pursue the investigation. I cannot see what else there is to do.”


“Why should you trouble to come again because I have mysteriously lost and found a ring?”


“Because I wish to,” responded Mrs. Richborough, coolly.


“And if I refuse…?”


“I shall assume that you consider my society undesirable.”


“And…?”


“And act accordingly.”


Isbel opened her bag to take out her handkerchief. In doing so, she encountered among its miscellaneous contents a strange envelope. The light in the hall, though fast fading, was still sufficiently strong to read by, and she drew the letter out to see what it was.


It was addressed to Mrs. Richborough.


She turned it about in a puzzled manner. “This appears to be your property. How it comes to be reposing in my bag I have no idea.”


The widow took it almost rudely.


“It certainly is mine. There’s no letter inside – you haven’t that in your bag, I suppose?” She searched hurriedly in her own. “It’s all right – I have it myself. I’m sorry. But what in the world are you doing with the envelope?”


“There’s nothing written on it, by any chance?” suggested Judge thoughtfully.


Mrs. Richborough turned it over to see the back.


“Yes, there is. What led you to inquire?”


“If it’s nothing personal, do you mind my looking?”


“I can’t make head or tail of it. It’s music.” She handed it up to Judge, who gazed at it for some moments with a kind of uneasy rumination. Isbel looked over his shoulder.


“I only got that letter by this morning’s post, so those notes must have been added since. Who did it?”


Isbel gave an icy smile. “We needn’t stare at each other so suspiciously. It’s sufficiently obvious what has happened. You wrote it yourself upstairs, Mrs. Richborough, and I picked it up and brought it down with me.”


“You really think that?”


“I’m convinced of it.”


“Then all I can say is we’re living in the land of dreams!” … Continuing to gaze at the back of the envelope, she started to whistle softly through the roughly-written notes of music. The others listened intently. The tune was unrecognisable, yet there was something strangely perplexing in it. It broke off abruptly in the middle; there was no more written down. They stole questioning glances at each other.


The gloom of the hall deepened.… Suddenly, the fragment of air which Mrs. Richborough had just whistled was repeated by a distant stringed instrument, which seemed to possess very much the vibrating timbre and deep register of a double bass. It continued to carry the theme to its proper ending. The sound appeared to come from a very long way off, for though quite clear it was extraordinarily faint; it gave them the impression of being high over their heads, but, for all that, seemed to belong to the house.… It lasted for little longer than a minute, then everything went back to silence.


Judge stood looking as though he were still unable to grasp what had happened, Isbel’s white face bore a peculiar smile, but Mrs. Richborough was obliged to take deep and rapid breaths to prevent herself from swooning again. She sat erect in her chair, holding on to the arms.


“What was that?” demanded Judge at last.


“It reopens everything,” replied Isbel.


“What do you mean?”


“It looks as if they do not mean to leave us alone. We are not to be allowed to go back, so we must go on. So be it! I am content.”


“I don’t understand you.”


“I think you do, but it doesn’t matter.”


“I must ask you to speak more clearly, Miss Loment.”


“It is not what I say, or what I do, but what is being decided for us. Mrs. Richborough was quite right – we must come here again tomorrow.”


“Please take me outside,” murmured the widow weakly. Judge at once moved to her assistance, but the girl stepped in between.


“Wait a minute!” … She faced Judge. “Do you think things can stop here? Have you no manhood in you at all? What do you imagine it all means?”


“I must refuse to take the responsibility of inviting you to this house again, Miss Loment.” He attempted to speak with firmness, but his voice trembled. “If we go on – as you call it – nothing but unpleasantness awaits us; that is manifest. In the meantime, we ought to hurry home as fast as possible. She is seriously unwell.”


Mrs. Richborough really looked ghastly. He hastily produced his flask again, which this time she did not refuse. After swallowing a portion of the contents she felt better.


“I shall be quite well in the morning, Mr. Judge,” she managed to say the next minute. “Perhaps there will be no great pleasure in coming here again, but we have all a duty to perform. Miss Loment’s whole future happiness may be involved.”


He eyed her sternly. “What makes you say that?”


“I am neither more intelligent than you Mr. Judge, nor more enlightened; there is not the slightest necessity for me to explain my words. I insist upon our all coming here again tomorrow morning.”


“You insist?”


“That’s what I said. I will not consent to leave things in their present uncertainty. I also am implicated in a certain degree. If you really refuse, I shall have to consider where my further duty lies.”


“That is plain enough language, I think, Mr. Judge,” said Isbel, dryly. “You had better accept. It is the smaller of two evils.”


Judge looked at her, but made no reply. He offered his arm to Mrs. Richborough, and she at last got up from her chair.


They quitted the hall. The two women took their places in the car. After locking the house door, Judge approached Isbel to ascertain her wishes with regard to being set down. At her request he consulted his timetable to discover if there were a convenient train from Shoreham. He found one which would not involve an unreasonable detention at the station, and it was arranged that she should alight there.


He was then about to leave her, to take his own seat, when she pulled quietly at his sleeve.


“What are you feeling?” she asked in a low voice.


“You must know.”


“Tell me one thing – you haven’t altered towards me?”


“No, I haven’t altered.”


“You have been so cold. You don’t wish to break off our … friendship?”


Judge worked his jaw, pouched his mouth, and looked away.


“No, I don’t wish it; but perhaps it will be necessary.”


“You are made of stone, I think. But I’m coming here tomorrow.”


“Very well – if it can be arranged. I strongly doubt whether she will be fit.”


“And if she isn’t…?”


“That is a question which answers itself, Miss Loment.”


“I’m coming over to Worthing by the same train, in any case. Expect me.… You don’t altogether despise me, do you?”


“Hush!” … He nodded significantly towards Mrs. Richborough. “How could I?”


“Oh, she doesn’t hear. Her eyes are closed. Then you will wait for me tomorrow?”


“Yes.”


“With or without her, we must go.… There’s nothing else you wish to say to me now?”


“Nothing.”


“You are sure?”


“Quite sure.”


Isbel sighed, as she sank back on the cushioned seat. Two minutes later they started down the drive.




 



•   XVIII   •

A Catastrophe






After a miserable, feverish night of tossing and turning, Isbel at last fell asleep in the early hours of the morning. She awoke again at eight, and at once got up. She felt dull and stupid, was incapable of quickening her movements, her eyes gave her a sense of being sunk half-way in her head. So sluggish was her blood that whatever she chanced to look at seemed to possess the power of detaining her gaze for an indefinite period, though all the time she was not really seeing it. To crown all, she had a gnawing toothache. She was deeply depressed.


She dared not think of Judge, yet all her preparations were made with the single view of journeying to Worthing that morning immediately after breakfast. What was to come of her visit, she did not know. Perhaps nothing at all; perhaps it might be the beginning of a new life.


After dressing, and before going downstairs, she stood awhile at the window. It was a still, grey, dismal morning, which threatened to turn to fog or fine rain. It was neither cold nor warm. She contemplated the engagement-ring on her finger, playing with it, as she smiled queerly. It was a pretty toy, and all her friends were very pleased with her for wearing it, but … supposing she was not destined to wear it any longer? Who could tell what this day was appointed to bring forth, whether for good or for evil? What a quaint surprise for her little circle if it were to prove that, after all, she had rich, red blood in her veins, and not rosewater!


Oh, she did not know what she felt! It could not be passion. She was conscious of no thrill, but, on the contrary, was thoroughly cold, dull, and despondent. But neither was she playing a part. Something called her, and that silent voice was irresistible. It was something in that house … It was like the call of a drug; she was a drug-maniac.… But why Judge? And why that ring yesterday? Could it be passion…? A passion which kept flaming up, and slumbering again…?


Each following day she found it harder to keep away from him. It was not his person, it was not his intellect, it was not his character; it could not be compatibility.… Then what was it? What was this subtle attraction which was proving so increasingly overwhelming? Was it that, underneath person, intellect, character, there was something else – something which never came to the surface, but disclosed itself only to the something else in her? And was all love of this nature, or was it exceptional, prodigious…?


Whom to ask? Who loved nowadays? Betrothals and marriages she saw all around her, but if it wasn’t money, it was sexual admiration – she could see nothing else. Might not that secret, incomprehensible impulse which drew her to him be more worthy of the name of love than these despicable physical infatuations of worldly men and women…?


•   •   •   •   •


At ten o’clock she left the hotel, procured a taxi on the front, and within a quarter of an hour was standing inside the booking-hall at Hove Station.


It was not yet half-past eleven as she mounted the steps of the Metropole. She swept through the door, and approached the office window, assuming an air of hauteur which was contradicted by the trembling of her hands, as she fumbled in her bag for her card-case. Producing a card, she passed it over the counter to the lady clerk.


“Will you please have that sent up to Mrs. Richborough?”


The clerk looked at the card, and at her. She said nothing, but went to consult with someone else, who was out of sight; Isbel could hear them whispering together. Presently the girl came back, and requested her to accompany her to another room, adjoining the office. Isbel did so. She was begged to sit down, and then left to her own society, the door being closed upon her. It was all very solemn and mysterious.


A minute afterwards a well-dressed man of middle age entered the room. He had a florid German-looking face, and a bald forehead; he was wearing braided trousers, with an irreproachable frock-coat. Isbel took him to be the hotel manager.


“You are Miss Loment, madam?” he asked with suave gravity, gazing at the card in his hand.


She replied in the affirmative.


“You are inquiring for Mrs. Richborough?”


Isbel had risen to her feet.


“Yes; I wish to see her.”


“You are not a relative, madam?”


“Oh, no. Why?”


“It is my regrettable duty to inform you that Mrs. Richborough was taken suddenly ill in her room last night, and died almost immediately afterwards. A medical man fortunately was in attendance.”


“Oh, good heavens…!” Isbel grasped the chair-back to steady herself.


“The precise time was 9.15. It was very sudden, and very sad.… Naturally, we are anxious that this should not be known among the other guests. I feel sure that I can rely upon your discretion, madam.”


“Oh, what a tragedy…! But surely Mr. Judge knows of it?”


“Yes, Mr. Judge does know.”


“Could I speak to him a minute, please? Will you send my name up?”


“I regret that it is impossible, madam. Mr. Judge left us this morning.”


Isbel turned as white as a sheet.


“Left you…? Do you mean he has gone away – altogether?”


“Yes, madam; he has returned to London.”


“But – has he taken his things with him? Isn’t he coming back?”


“No, he is not coming back … One moment, madam.…” He consulted the card in his hand. “I believe he has left a letter for you in charge of the office. If you will pardon me, I will go and inquire.”


Isbel could not even find words to thank him. She sat down, feeling as if the roof had fallen upon her. She understood that a catastrophe had happened, but she was unable to realise its final significance.


It was the clerk who brought the letter in, a moment or two later. She handed it to Isbel with a pleasant smile, and instantly retired.


She broke the seal with clumsy haste. The letter ran as follows:



My dear Miss Loment,


I am sorry to inform you that Mrs. Richborough died suddenly last night of heart failure. The doctor who attended her earlier in the evening had ordered her to bed, and she went there, but a little while later, according to her maid’s evidence, she insisted upon rising in order to write an urgent letter, which letter she further insisted upon posting in the hotel box with her own hand. The additional strain upon her lowered vitality which this entailed evidently proved too much for her, for half an hour afterwards she was discovered lying in a dying condition in her room. There will of course be no inquest.


Under the sad circumstances, I feel that any meeting between us would be improper – doubtless you will agree with me. I have accordingly made my arrangements to return at once to town, and by the time you receive this letter – assuming that you have made your promised visit to Worthing – I shall be already on my way back there.


I think it will be wise if we allow a considerable time to elapse before attempting to see one another again. We have both, I am afraid, acted rather more impulsively than is altogether consistent with worldly prudence, and, to put it at the lowest, an interval for reflection and a cool weighing of the whole situation will certainly not harm either of us. You will understand, of course, that I blame myself far more than you for the unfortunate happenings of the past few days.


I am leaving my town address with the hotel people should you desire to write me a line in reply. I do not ask it.


I do not say adieu, for I very sincerely hope that at some future time we shall still see a great deal of each other.


Believe me to be, my dear Miss Loment, your earnest friend and well-wisher,


Henry Judge




After flashing through the letter from beginning to end, to extract its message, Isbel allowed it to slip from her hand, while she sat back with closed eyes.… Then she picked it up again, and twice re-read it, word by word. During the perusal her bosom rose and sank, the blood kept mounting to her face, and once or twice she laughed.…


Crushing the sheets into her handbag, she closed it with an angry snap.


So that was over…!


The manager escorted her to the outer door. At the foot of the hotel steps she came to a standstill, not knowing in the least what to do, or where to go. She caught sight of an elegantly dressed lady, in expensive furs, who was in the act of entering a closed car not five yards away from where she was standing. The chauffeur was taking his final instructions, preparatory to assuming his seat. The lady’s back was towards her, but somehow her figure struck a familiar chord.


“… But first of all, Runhill Court,” said the unknown, as she stooped to get in.


Isbel felt bemused. It was not the destination named which dismayed her faculties, and made her feel as though she were in a dream – though this destination was extraordinary enough, in all conscience – but the intonation with which the words were uttered. That sweet, sinking whisper belonged only to one person of her acquaintance, and she could not conceive a second voice like it in the world. It was Mrs. Richborough’s …


As the car drove off she obtained a single rapid glimpse of the lady’s face. Mrs. Richborough was dead, and therefore it could not be she; but, then, it must be her twin sister. The resemblance was absolutely uncanny.… Well, it was not difficult to understand why a sister should be there at such a distressful time – but what in the world was she doing at Runhill? What possible interest could she have in that house? Evidently some mystery was afoot.… Could it be that Judge had arranged a meeting with her there in order to talk over the affairs of her late sister? But what affairs could there be to discuss between them? And why select that out-of-the-way spot for the interview? What did it all mean…?


She turned to the smart-looking young hotel door-porter, who still stood gazing after the car. “Who is that lady?”


“Lady Brooke, miss.”


“Is she in any way related to the late Mrs. Richborough, do you know?”


“I’ve never seen them together, miss, and I should say it’s very unlikely. Lady Brooke is a very exclusive lady.”


“She did tell the chauffeur Runhill Court, didn’t she?”


“No, miss – Arundel,” was the surprised answer.


Isbel was greatly perplexed, but thought it wise to ask no more questions about her. She inquired for, and was directed to the nearest hiring garage in the neighbourhood of the hotel.


It had entered her mind that she, too, must go to Runhill, though what she expected to accomplish by so doing, she had no idea.… That door-porter must have received certain instructions – or, perhaps he had mistaken the person she had referred to. She knew that it was either Mrs. Richborough or her twin sister. And she knew that that woman had said “Runhill Court.” It was absolutely necessary and important that she should follow her there, to see what was on foot.… And, of course, Mr. Judge must be waiting for her there … and it was all lies! lies! lies…!


She was lucky in getting a landaulette at once. Money was of no account to her, she agreed to the charge demanded without demur, and within five minutes was on her way.


The car was badly sprung, and jolted her abominably; the cushions stank of oil; her tooth started to ache again. Although it was not actually raining, the day was gloomy and forbidding, and everything seemed saturated with damp. Water dripped from the trees. The roads were greasy and they kept skidding. Not a single gleam of light sky promised better things. Isbel squeezed herself in a corner, and closed her eyes.


After passing Steyning, she roused herself. The chauffeur seemed an utter idiot – his work was in this part of the country, and yet he was forever pulling up to ask her for directions. She told him as well as she could.… Would this terrible journey never come to an end…?


At last they reached the lane which ran past the lodge. Here the road forked. One lane went by the lodge; the other, which she did not know, appeared to skirt the western boundary of the estate, going due north somewhere. The chauffeur stopped the car once more at this fork, and Isbel was about to direct him to proceed straight forward when suddenly her eyes rested on a fashionably-dressed woman in furs, who was walking quickly but delicately up the second lane, away from them. She was about twenty yards ahead, and was alone.… It was she.… So he had lied, that porter…! But, oh heavens! what an appalling resemblance to Mrs. Richborough. She could pick that step out of a thousand others.… Then she wasn’t dead. The whole thing was a conspiracy, directed against her, Isbel. Judge had fallen a victim to that woman at last, and they were quietly putting her out of the way, as an inconvenient person. The hotel manager had been bribed. There was really nothing left to explain.…


“You needn’t come any further. I’m getting out.” Isbel suited the action to the word.


The man looked dissatisfied. “Am I to wait?”


“No, you can go home. Do I pay you, or the garage?”


Being a casual hirer she had to pay him. She hurriedly gave him notes to cover the charge, and, without waiting for the change, or interesting herself in his further movements, at once turned her back on him and started quickly up the lane, round the bend of which the unknown woman had by this time vanished.


She reached the bend herself. The disagreeable noise of the departing car grew fainter and fainter, as the distance increased between them, until finally she heard no sounds but those of nature. Everything around her was moist, dripping, and sullen.… Mrs. Richborough – for she had now no doubt that it was she – was still a considerable distance in front. They were both walking swiftly, so there was no question of catching her up. Isbel did not quite understand where she was going to, but probably there was another way into the grounds from this side, which would obviate the necessity of passing through the lodge-gate.… But, if so, how had that woman come to know of it? And, by the way, where had her car disappeared to…? Isbel asked herself many questions during that period, but she was unable to answer any one of them.


The whole right-hand side of the lane was bordered by an ancient, red-brick wall, which bounded the estate. Beyond it was a park, looking grey and disconsolate enough on such a day as this; the wet grass was knee-high, and every faintest breath of wind brought water off the brown-leaved trees. The park sloped downhill from the lane at first, but presently it became level. A dark grey, shadowy mass on the forward right was probably the house itself; very likely it was not so far away as it looked, but the light was so bad.… Suddenly half-way along a straight stretch of lane, her quarry vanished.…


Isbel was careful to keep her eye on the spot where she had last observed her. No doubt there would be an entrance there into the grounds.


Upon coming up to it she found her anticipation realised. A small iron wicket-gate opened into the park. It had been swung to, but was unlatched. A gravel walk, barely wide enough for two people side by side, led through the grass and under trees towards what could now distinctly be seen to be the house. It went slightly uphill. Isbel passed in without hesitation.


After walking quickly for about five minutes, she again saw the woman. She was as far ahead as ever. She had reached the foot of the steep, sloping lawn under the house, and now turned sharply to the left, which would evidently bring her to the north-east side of the building – though how she could be so certain of her direction on this, her first visit to the grounds, was more than Isbel could say. The house itself was by this time quite close. Standing high above her, in the grey mist, it looked a huge, weird erection, the more especially as it was a mere silhouette. The part which faced her must be the back – the French windows of the dining-room, the bedrooms of the top storey, etc.… But the time that Isbel had gained the same spot, beneath the lawn, the woman had again disappeared. She also turned to the left.


The path curved, and in another minute or two she was in full view of the north-east front. The lawn, which was still steeper on this side, towered above her in that dim visibility like a veritable mountain slope, and crowning it was the great house, vast, shadowy, and grim. She could just make out the gable underneath which was the window of the East Room.


While she paused to gaze up, she became aware that the woman was standing close beside her. Then her doubts were removed. It was Mrs. Richborough…! There was something disquieting and peculiar in her appearance, however.… Perhaps it was the way she was standing. Her hands were free, and they were crossed, not over her breast but over the lower part of her body, with straightened elbows. She was also very erect and still. Her face appeared white and smiling, under the decorative veil she wore – but perhaps it was illusion, the light was so poor. Isbel felt a strange uneasiness.


“They told me at the hotel that – something had happened to you.”


“Oh, yes – I am dead,” came the whispering voice. “I died last night.”


And then Isbel realised that her eyes were closed, that this being standing opposite to her, with the dress and bearing of a fashionable woman, did not see the world as other people…!


Her tongue was paralysed, and she shook from head to foot.


The apparition vanished.




 



•   XIX   •

The Flash of Day






The mist came on thicker. It was so wetting that her clothes and face streamed with moisture, though she was too distressed to think of seeking shelter. The upper lawn appeared as a dark shadow against the paler grey of the sky, while the house itself was out of sight.


As she stood trying to overcome her agitation, something began to affect her ears. It was not exactly a sound, but was more like a heavy pulsing. Her head throbbed with it, till she thought she should go mad. Then it ceased abruptly.


Five minutes later, the figure of a man loomed up out of the mist and approached her. It was Judge. Isbel pressed her fur more tightly to her throat and turned away.


“So it is you!”


When he replied, there was a suppressed exuberance in his voice which immediately arrested her attention by its unusualness.


“Yes, it is I.”


“Then you told me an untruth? You have not gone to London.”


“I called here on my way back.”


“Well, I got your letter. Perhaps you are wondering why I have followed you here, after having received my dismissal. I don’t want anything of you, and I don’t know myself why I came. Mrs. Richborough led me here. I know now that she’s dead, but I have seen her and spoken to her, for all that.”


Judge seemed not to remark her statement, for he asked another question:


“Did you hear my playing?”


“Your playing?”


“Yes.” … He eyed her curiously. “Your manner is very extraordinary. Surely you recognise where you are? Are you awake or asleep?”


“I’m quite awake and I fully realise where I am, Mr. Judge. I’m trespassing in your grounds – but it won’t be for long. I’m going home now.”


“Haven’t you been to the house?”


“Your house? Hardly, I think.”


He drew a step closer, and for the first time she observed that he was not wearing a hat.


“Tell me where you think you are?”


“I have already told you. It is your manner which is very singular, Mr. Judge. Are you quite well?”


“Listen! I am talking with you here, and I am where we wished to be yesterday. Does it not seem so to you, too?”


“I don’t understand you. Where did we wish to be yesterday?”


He gave her another searching look. “So you really are seeing differently. And you have not been up that staircase today?”


“I haven’t set foot inside your house, I tell you. Have you lost your senses?”


“No; but I have been up that staircase today, and I have not yet come down again.”


“Oh, my God!” said Isbel quietly.


“I was wretched, and could not keep away from the house. It contained all my memories. The stairs were there; I climbed them. Passing straight into that other room, I got through the window, and succeeded in reaching the ground without accident, though it was not easy.…”


She stared at him with frightened eyes. “And where are you now?”


“I am standing beside you in the open country, in full sunshine – and it is spring, not autumn.”


“You cannot believe it. You must see for yourself that it isn’t so. Feel me – I’m wet with the fine rain.”


But he came no nearer.


“The man is asleep, and the sight of his instrument put an idea into my head. I could not see you, but I felt you were somewhere in the neighbourhood – so I played to you.…”


“What man?”


“The man we saw from the window yesterday.”


There was an embarrassed silence.


“But this is awful!” said Isbel.… “You must be attempting to mystify me, Mr. Judge. If not …”


“No, I am speaking the truth, Isbel; and I am quite rational.”


The blood came to her face. “You have not yet acquired the right to call me by that name, Mr. Judge.”


“You don’t understand – but matters can be set right.”


“Where are you now going?”


He had started to move off, but stopped at her question.


“I shall play again.”


“But this is sheer insanity.”


“You did not think so last evening, when we heard that music in the hall.”


She said nothing.


“Let me go,” proceeded Judge quietly. “I ask you only to reserve your judgment for five minutes, and in the meantime to wait here. Should I fail to open your eyes by then, I give you full permission to think of me what you will. Please wait.”


Isbel stared after him with a puzzled frown, as he made his way up and across the long, wet grass. He had hardly taken ten steps before his form merged into the grey of the mist and was swallowed up. She heard nothing but the dripping of the sodden trees.


While waiting, with a fast-beating heart, for the outcome of this strange business, she experienced the same sensations in her ears as before. It was an inaudible throbbing, too marked to be disregarded, but so unassociated that she was unable even to decide if its cause were internal or external. After continuing for a minute or two, it left off as suddenly as it had started. Nearly at the same time she was surprised to see the day rapidly brightening. The sky grew lighter, and the mists thinner; she could look further away each moment. In less than five minutes after Judge’s departure the sun itself had come through. The blue sky appeared, the ground vapours dispersed, and the whole country became visible. The transition was so abrupt that she scarcely knew how to take it; from gloom, damp, and obscurity everything had turned, almost in a flash, to the radiance and heat of an early summer day. A wind sprang up, and long before she had accommodated herself to the change there was not a wisp of cloud in the sky. She loosened her fur wrap.


She was still standing in the same attitude – looking up towards the house. Suddenly a shock passed through her system. She had just realised that the house was gone. It had vanished, absolutely and entirely. And not only the house, but its grounds as well, including the very lawn on which her foot had been resting.… She discovered herself to be on the side of a steep, grassy hill, through the turf of which the naked chalk showed. She was some way down from the top, but there was not the least room for doubt that there was no building there; its bare ridge joined the sky from end to end.… Here was a miracle indeed…!


Upon turning swiftly to see what was behind her, she was bewildered to meet the identical panorama which she and Judge had viewed yesterday from that window. The hillside she stood on was where the strangely-dressed man had been; she recognised it at once by its general configuration and relation to the landscape. The sharp, smooth slope descended to the same little valley, along which flowed the same little brook; beyond it was that other hill, with the unbroken forest stretching to the horizon.…


After staring for a few moments, she clapped her hand to her eyes, and cried out. She could not understand it, and she feared she was on the point of losing her reason. But when she looked again she saw the same things, down to the smallest detail, and all was so brightly-coloured, so solid, so real in appearance, that she could not hesitate any longer to accept the scene as being actually existent.… And it was so beautiful! The forest trees were clothed in fresh green leaves, the smaller trees in the valley underneath were smothered with white blossom, songbirds trilled and twittered, a wood pigeon was cooing softly, two distant cuckoos seemed to be answering each other, high overhead a lark fluttered and sang. The caressing wind brought to her the rich, moist fragrance of the whole countryside.… Yes, yes – it was spring…!


She remembered everything. Every particular of her three visits to those other rooms at Runhill returned to her with startling distinctness, so that she was amazed how she could ever have forgotten. Moreover, her whole relation to Henry, both in private and in public, was suddenly made clear. She saw how worldly prudence on his side, angry pride on hers, had nearly succeeded in wrecking their happiness, and how this state of affairs had arisen, not from any fault of character on either part, not from any insufficiency of love, but from pure ignorance of the fact. They had not known that they belonged to each other.…


Her heart sang as she saw him approaching her from higher up. He was only a short distance away. Still further back, behind him, she caught a glimpse of the gaily-dressed musician. He was lying on his side, head uphill, back towards her, apparently asleep; his fiddle-shaped instrument was beside him. Isbel gave him a silent welcome, but at that moment Henry was the more wonderful vision of the two. She had no real eyes for anything but him.


They hastened to each other with outstretched hands.


“You heard me this time?” laughed Henry, enfolding her and looking down into her eyes.


“My ears throbbed – was that really you…? Oh, Henry, what a terribly narrow escape we’ve had! How could we have been so absolutely insane? Surely we must have known that that ring was not thrown away for nothing…?”


“Some kind fate is watching over us, evidently. Whether we deserve it by our stupidity is quite another matter.… However, you see now I’m not so mad as you thought I was?”


“It’s heaven, I think. But is it true…? Where has the house gone to?”


“We’re in the house.”


Even while they were speaking, the brightness of the day began perceptibly to fade, almost as though a solar eclipse were creeping on. The sun became obscured by haze, the blue of the sky grew paler and paler, thin mists commenced again to crawl about the lower regions. The wind dropped, and a sort of hush came over the scene. The birds sang more fitfully.


“It’s getting darker,” whispered Isbel, with a slight shiver, uneasily drawing her fur closer to her.


“No, no. Dismiss the possibility. It can’t change now.” His strong-featured face smiled down at her protectingly.


“Let’s hope not.… How do you mean – ‘we’re in the house’?”


“I entered it from the grounds, and I haven’t passed out again into the grounds, therefore I’m still in it – and you’re with me. I don’t profess to understand it, but it is so, and it can’t be otherwise.”


The mist sensibly thickened. Isbel could scarcely distinguish the trees on the opposite side of the valley. The sun disappeared, the sky was a whitish grey, while the air felt cold and damp.


“Henry, I’m going!” she said, quietly detaching herself from his embrace.… “Everything’s falling back.…”


His face fell in alarm. “What’s the matter? What’s happening to you…?”


“We’re returning to the old state. The sun’s gone in, and it’s growing misty and cold.… Oh, can’t you see it?”


“No, I can’t. There’s no difference at all – the day is as glorious as ever it was.… Exert your will…!”


“My mind is getting all mixed up, too. I seem to be losing my grip of things.… Do you know, I can hardly remember yesterday?”


“My poor, poor girl! Make an effort. Force yourself to see that it isn’t so.”


“Unfortunately, one cannot conquer facts. Oh, I’m going back, right enough. It’s been a short-lived dream this time – but it doesn’t signify.”


Judge bit his nails in agitation. “What’s to be done? Something must be done. I must think of something.…”


“I verily believe you are more concerned than I,” she replied, smiling. “You had better wake that man. Is he still lying there? I can no longer see.”


“Wake him?”


“Is he too terrible to be waked?”


“His face is buried in his arm.”


“Perhaps he will help us. He has done so before. But be quick! It will soon be too late.”


“I’ll go at once. May it turn out well! There’s something very unusual in his appearance.”


By this time both the crest of the hill and the valley beneath were blotted out. She was unable to see for more than a few feet around her, while the mist resembled a fine, driving rain, which did its work none the less effectually because it was impalpable.


She signed to Judge to stop, and, after staring at him for a few moments, with knitted brows, said:


“I’m afraid I’ve lost the thread of my ideas. Of whom are we speaking?”


“Of that man. The musician.”


“What man? What musician?”


“Isbel…!”


“Mr. Judge,” she said quietly, “my head is very confused, and I have to plead guilty to not remembering what or whom we were talking about; but one thing I do recollect. I requested you a short time ago to address me with the same courtesy which you would use towards any other lady of your acquaintance.”


Judge turned pale, and bowed.


“You left me a few minutes ago,” she went on, “and it seems you have come back. Is there any advantage to be gained by our pursuing this conversation?”


“I have no explanation to offer which you would at present be able to understand. I will absent myself once more. Please be good enough to wait here a few moments longer. I have complete confidence that everything will be made clear to you.”


His features bore an expression of earnestness and humility which succeeded only in still further irritating her.


“No, I’m going home. Your conduct ever since yesterday, Mr. Judge, is entirely beyond my comprehension, but I will put the most charitable construction upon it that I can, and give you a word of advice. Continue your journey to London with as little delay as possible, and lose no time in seeking your medical adviser.”


Judge bowed again.


“I think we shall not see one another again,” proceeded Isbel. “I will take this opportunity of saying good-bye. It has been a very … broken friendship.”


Without waiting for any further speech from him, she started slowly to mount the lawn, having no definite plans for getting back to Brighton, but feeling that she would gain her bearings better from the house in the first place. She did not trust herself to retrace the route by which she had come. The thick, white, rolling vapours shut her in, as in a prison.… Judge, standing in brilliant sunshine and an atmosphere which showed everything as clear-cut and painted, saw her one moment, and failed to see her the next. She had disappeared before his eyes. He made a gesture of dismay, and began in hot haste to scramble up the hillside obliquely, in the direction of the sleeping musician.


•   •   •   •   •


Isbel heard a long, low, scraping sound, like the slow drawing of a bow across the low string of a deep-toned viol. It was succeeded by silence.


She was by this time close up to the house, and she looked towards it, but was unable to understand where she had come to. It was a different building. As well as could be distinguished through the mist, it was constructed entirely of unpainted timber, from top to bottom; the roof was flat, without gables, and there appeared to be four storeys. Then the fog shut out the vision again.


A strange warmth was running through her body. All her other sensations seemed to be merged in the recollection that she was a woman.… Fever was abroad in the air, and her blood grew hotter and hotter.…


That musical noise returned, but now the note was low, fierce, passionate, exactly resembling a deep, forced human cry of love-pain.…


Everything happened in a single second. Between twin periods of fog and gloom, came one flash of summer sunlight. It entered upon her with the abrupt unexpectedness of a stroke, and before she realised where she was, or what had happened to her, it had departed again leaving her stunned and terrified. Meanwhile, this is what she seemed to see. She was standing in sunshine again, on that bare hill, gazing at the distant forest, across the valley. The sky was cloudless. She was nearly at the top of the hill, and the house had vanished.… She recollected everything, but could settle to nothing. Her mood was one of unutterable excitement and reckless audacity; she appeared to herself to be laughing and sobbing under her breath.…


Henry and that other man were facing each other on the hillside, a little way below her. The man was tall and stout, and, in his bright-coloured, archaic garments, cut an extraordinary figure. He held his instrument against his chest, and was in the act of drawing his bow across it – the note she had heard had not yet come to an end. His back was turned towards her, so that she could not see his face, but Henry, who was standing erect and motionless beyond, was looking right into it, and, from his expression, it was as though he were beholding some appalling vision…! She screamed and ran towards him, calling him by name. Before she had taken three steps, however, the musician jerked his whole force savagely into his bow-arm, and she was brought up with a violent shock. Such sharp brutality of passion she had never heard expressed by any sound.… The sunlight grew suddenly hotter and darker, the landscape appeared to close rapidly in upon her, some catastrophe was impending; her blood was boiling and freezing.…


At that moment it seemed to her that yonder strange man was the centre around which everything in the landscape was moving, and that she herself was no more than his dream…!


And then Henry’s face was crossed by an expression of sickness; he changed colour; she caught a faint groan, and directly afterwards he sank helplessly to the ground, where he continued lying quite still.… She stood paralysed, staring in horror.…


The sunlight vanished instantaneously. Everything was grey and cold again, the sky was leaden; she saw nothing but driving rain-mists.… She rubbed her eyes with her knuckles, wondering what had occurred, how she came to be standing there, as in a dream, why she felt so sick and troubled…?


Then she quietly fainted where she stood.




 



•   XX   •

Marshall’s Journey






On arriving at Lloyd’s at ten o’clock on the same morning, Marshall found among his letters a typewritten envelope of uncommercial size and shape. Out of curiosity, he opened it the first. The communication enclosed was typed on small, feminine notepaper, and was neither addressed nor signed. It was, in fact, anonymous. Before reading it, he turned again to the envelope, to inspect the postmark. It was stamped Worthing. The only person he could think of as staying at Worthing was Judge.


He read the following words:



If Mr. Stokes is interested to know how Miss L – – spends her time during his temporary absences, it might be as well for him to inquire at Runhill Court. There is every reason to believe that she will be there tomorrow (Friday) morning before lunch, for the third time this week, and he may consider the matter of sufficient importance to justify his presence there on the same occasion. Should it not be before lunch, it may be after. It is believed that there are rooms in the house which are not easy to discover.




Marshall carefully folded the letter, and deposited it in his pocket-case. Then he sat back, and began slowly to pass his hand over his eyes and forehead.


His first impulse was to ignore the whole business, destroy the note, and say nothing about it to Isbel or anyone else. To start testing the accuracy of a charge, of which, naturally, he did not believe a single word, would be equivalent to admitting that there might be a possibility of truth in it, and that would be a ghastly insult to Isbel.…


But then there was the question of libel. Some ill-disposed person – probably a woman – was evidently bent on mischief, and it was doubtful how far she would go if no counter-action was taken. The thing obviously was to find out, in the first place, who wrote the letter. The police were out of the question, and private inquiry agents were not much better; he did not intend to have her name bandied about by these professional gentlemen. She herself was the only one who might be able to throw light on the business. He would show her the letter that same evening when he went down to Brighton, and they would talk it over together. A person who was prepared to go to that criminal length did not spring out of empty space – Isbel would have a tolerable idea who it was, and why she, or he, had done it.…


Of course, spite was at the bottom of it. But what he could not quite see through was the explicit character of the charge. Where was the sense of quoting time and place, when the writer must be aware that any action taken on the statement would expose the whole damned lie? Probably it was a bit of low cunning. It was thought that he would not take action, and that the poison would continue to rankle in his mind.… That seemed all right as far as he could see. And in that case he was not at all sure that it might not be good policy to make the move he was not expected to make. Of course, before going on to Runhill, to see what game was on foot, he would look Isbel up at Brighton, and very likely take her with him.


He made hurried arrangements with his deputy to carry on during his absence, and immediately afterwards left for Victoria.


It was not long after noon when he arrived at the Gondy Hotel. Mrs. Moor gave an exclamation of surprise when she saw him.


“Good gracious, Marshall! – what can this mean?”


He told a story of having to meet a man.… “Where’s Isbel?” he added quickly.


Isbel, it seemed, had been out for two hours, and Mrs. Moor had no idea where she was.


In a very discomposed manner, Marshall muttered something about returning later in the day. He took his departure abruptly – almost rudely. She could not think what had come over him. Probably it was some business worry.


Meanwhile Marshall, with a face which grew sterner each minute, sought his car in the hotel garage. While it was being got out, he produced and lit a cigar. He wished to assure himself that his feelings were tranquil, and that the visit to Runhill he was about to make was a quite ordinary, matter-of-fact transaction, of no special consequence, and undertaken merely as a piece of necessary routine work.… Perhaps he really did not see, perhaps he did not wish to see, that it can never be an ordinary transaction to test a woman’s honour.…


He got in, turned up the collar of his rainproof coat, pulled down his crushed-in hat, and started off. It was a quarter to one. He pushed the car along fast to Shoreham, but, once past the houses, he let her go altogether.… In just over the half hour he reached Runhill Lodge.


Priday appeared.


Marshall had got down.… “Good afternoon! Is there anyone up at the house?” He returned the cigar-stump to his mouth when he had spoken.


“The boss is there, sir.”


“Mr. Judge?”


“Ah.”


“Anyone with him?” The keen glint of his eye, as he threw a side-glance, belied his indifferent tone.


“No, sir, he’s by himself. He ain’t been there above half an hour.”


Marshall remained silent for a minute.


“I’ll walk up to him, I think.”


“Shall I open the gate?”


“No, I said I’d walk up. The car’s quite all right where it is. Thank you, Priday.”


He threw away his stump, passed through the side gate, and started slowly up the drive, with bent head. Priday, after gazing after him for a short time, disappeared again inside the lodge. The dismal, wetting mist made it no sort of day to be out in.


As he approached the house Marshall saw a small car standing outside the main entrance. It was evidently Judge’s. When he came up to it, he leant over the side, to make a somewhat ashamed, but none the less careful scrutiny of the seats and floor. He hardly dared to confess to himself what he feared to see there. It was with heartfelt relief that he failed to detect anything of a compromising character. He crossed to the house. The hall door was unlocked; he opened it, and went straight in.


The hall was grey, sombre, and silent. He wondered which would be the likeliest part of the house to start looking for Judge.… Nine chances out of ten, he would be upstairs in his favourite lurking-spot – the East Room. It might be good sense to go there first.… What did that damned correspondent mean by there being rooms hard to find…? Oh, hell! Isbel couldn’t be there. Priday said no one was there except Judge.… Why the devil was he wasting precious time mooning in the hall, when he ought by now to be up at the top of the house…?


He made for the main staircase and raced up, three steps at a time. Without pausing on the landing, he immediately attacked the upper flight, and in less than a minute was groping his way through the black darkness of the upstairs corridor.


He saw at once that the door of the East Room was standing open. Upon getting closer he saw something else. A man was lying, huddled and motionless, on the floor, near one of the walls. It required no flash of inspiration to guess that it was Judge – but what had happened to him? Was he asleep, fainting, or drunk…? He leapt over to him, and pulled his face round … then let go again in horror. The man was dead…!


There was no doubt of the fact, and there was little doubt of the cause of death. The discoloured face told its own story – apoplexy…! To make quite sure, he tested the heart. After crouching for at least five minutes, with his hand on Judge’s naked chest, he saw that it was hopeless to go on – there was not the faintest whisper of a heartbeat.


He did whatever he thought was immediately necessary, then walked quickly away and downstairs, to fetch assistance.


The unexpected tragedy had put his own affair entirely out of his head. He had forgotten Isbel’s connection with the house, and, for the moment, almost her very existence. He was too preoccupied with his immediate plans for action to see anything around him; otherwise, upon reaching the head of the main staircase, he would at once have perceived, straight ahead of him, Isbel herself, sitting in a chair near the other end of the hall. As it was, it was not until he was close upon her that he jumped back with a start.… Her face was white, her eyes were closed, her clothing appeared to be wet and stained with mud, while her whole attitude was one of lassitude and exhaustion.


“Isbel! What does this mean…?” He came on again until he nearly stood over her. She opened her eyes slowly and looked up with weary indifference, manifesting no surprise at his presence, nor, indeed, any emotion whatever.


“How did you get here?” was all she asked.


“Never mind me. How do you come to be in this house?”


“I fainted outside, and came in here to sit down, before going home.”


“Outside? But what were you doing outside? What are you doing in this part of the world at all?”


It was several seconds before she answered.


“Don’t be hard on me, Marshall. I can’t explain now.… I have a confession to make – but not now.”


He whipped the anonymous letter out of his pocket-case, and handed it to her. “Will you read that?”


She did so, while he watched her closely; his heart sank, as he saw that she showed neither astonishment nor indignation. She read it through twice, quite apathetically, and then passed it back without a word.


“Well…?” demanded Marshall.


“I know who wrote that. Is that what you want?”


“Never mind who wrote it. Is it true?”


“Perhaps it isn’t true; but it was written in good faith. I meant to come here this morning with Mr. Judge, but he disappointed me.”


“I see.… May I ask why…?” – but he was unable to finish.


“Why I wished to be here with him…?” She smiled bitterly. “Please don’t press me to give explanations which you won’t receive.”


There was a dead silence.


“Then you haven’t seen him today?” asked Marshall.


“I can’t say – I don’t know. I don’t know whom I’ve seen, and whom I haven’t seen. I have fainted. I don’t know anything.”


“So perhaps you don’t know where he is at this moment?”


“That I’ll swear to, Marshall. I’ve only just this minute entered the house for the first time.”


“Then I’ll tell you. He’s upstairs in the East Room.” … He looked at her, to see if she were as ignorant of the tragedy as her words and manner professed, but she did not even appear interested.


“Dead,” he added, suddenly and brutally.


Isbel half-rose from her seat, and turned such a greenish colour that he thought she was about to swoon again, but he did not go to her assistance. She recovered herself by an effort.


“Have you killed him?” she demanded quietly.


“I have not. I don’t believe in private assassinations. He has had some sort of fit – and now I’m off to tell Priday and fetch a doctor.… We had better resume this very interesting conversation later. And if I may venture to offer a suggestion – there will probably be an inquest, and, if you have no special desire to appear among the witnesses, it would be as well for you to lose no time in getting clear of the premises. Does anyone know you’re here, barring Judge himself?”


“No.”


“Then how did you get in?”


“By another gate.”


“Well, take my advice, and go out by the same way. Can you find your way on to the main Steyning road?”


“I expect so.”


“Then walk on, and I’ll pick you up in the car further on. I’ve got to fetch a doctor, so you’ll be there as soon as I shall.… Go now – don’t waste time.”


Isbel remained sitting.


“Marshall…!”


“What is it?”


“How long has he been dead?”


“Priday says he’s only been in the house half an hour. That was fifteen minutes ago, perhaps. He can’t have been dead long. Why?”


“Because I feel as if something has snapped inside me since I fell down in that faint. It must have been at the same time.… Do you think it strange that I don’t express a wish to go up and see him?”


“I’m exceedingly sorry, Isbel, but I can’t enter into your wishes or feelings. Of course, there’s not the slightest need for you to go up, and I strongly advise you not to.…”


She directed a pitiful smile towards him. “I know there’s no going back to the old state. Please don’t imagine that I even wish to. I merely want to tell you that perhaps my feelings towards him were not altogether what you think they were. I …”


“But you came here to meet him?”


Isbel dived into her handbag impulsively. “Marshall, you’ve shown me a letter; now I’ll show you one.… Read that.”


He took it rather unwillingly, and skimmed it through.


“Who is this Mrs. Richborough he speaks about?”


“The person who wrote to you.”


“It seems a fatal business all round. And is this letter of Judge’s a blind, or did it really extend no further?”


“I wish you to believe that Mr. Judge was a man of honour.… That’s all. Now I’ll go.… I won’t insult you by expressing my sorrow for the position I’ve put you in.… You have always been awfully good to me, and I’m afraid I’ve repaid you in the meanest possible way.… Good-bye, for the time being!”


She got up, and started to stumble towards the door.


“Do you feel yourself able to walk as far as I proposed?” asked Marshall in a singular tone.


She stopped to look back over her shoulder. “It seems to me that I have no alternative.”


“That’s quite true. I can’t come with you, for I have this awful business to attend to. How long will it take you to get clear of the grounds by the way you’re going?”


“I don’t know – ten minutes.…”


“I’ll sit here for ten minutes by my watch, and then make my way to the lodge. Walk on towards Steyning, and, if I haven’t picked you up by the time you have reached there, wait for me at the station. Is that clear?”


“Yes, Marshall.”


“Incidentally, how did you get here?”


“By hired car from Worthing, but I dismissed the driver short of the house.”


“All right, then – you’d better clear off.”


He sat down in the chair which she had vacated, and pulled out his watch. Isbel hesitated a moment, as if she wished to say something more, but then a flash of anger at her own weakness seemed to come across her, for she suddenly straightened herself, and walked directly to the door.


Ten minutes later Marshall rose, left the house, and started down the drive towards the lodge.


•   •   •   •   •


It was nearing four o’clock when he and Isbel returned to the Gondy together. Isbel went straight to her room. Marshall sought Mrs. Moor, and, without beating about the bush, informed her that the engagement was broken off, by mutual agreement. He referred her to Isbel for all explanations. She was greatly upset, but had too much good sense to attempt to combat his decision there and then, without learning more about the affair. She wished him god-speed, and begged him, with tears in her eyes, at least to leave the road open for future negotiations. However, he declined to make any kind of promise, or to discuss things with her at all.… He spent the night at the hotel, but dined out, and retired to his room early. On the following morning he packed his belongings, settled his bill, and started back to town in the car, without having attempted previously to see Mrs. Moor for the purpose of saying farewell.


•   •   •   •   •


The inquest was held on Tuesday. Marshall was called upon to give evidence as to the finding of the body, but everything was purely formal. The medical witness certified that death was due to cerebral hemorrhage, and the jury returned their verdict accordingly. Isbel did not attend.


The two ladies returned to Kensington, as arranged, in the middle of the week. Isbel refused to discuss matters with her aunt, or to see any of her friends. Blanche behaved with great tact; she neither wrote to her, nor called, but she was continually sending flowers and kind messages by way of Mrs. Moor, and Isbel was not ungrateful.… A few weeks afterwards, aunt and niece went to the Riviera.


•   •   •   •   •


Blanche thought the occasion propitious to resume a correspondence with her friend, and Isbel acquiesced, though without any particular pleasure. The first letters were very correct, but, as time passed, Marshall’s name began to appear on Blanche’s side with greater frequency. In the beginning Isbel thought that it was an unintentional blundering against good taste. It was not long before she realised that the thin end of the wedge had become too securely hammered in to be easily dislodged. She passed over the allusions in silence.


Then the time came for them to return home. It was March. “… I want to know how we’re to stand, Billy,” wrote her friend. “We see a good deal of Marshall in these days. If you happen to run up against him in my house, may I take it that you will behave towards him with common politeness…?”


Isbel wrote back: “… If Marshall is able to endure my society, I shall certainly be able to endure his …”


On the evening of the same day that Blanche received this letter, she showed these lines to Marshall himself. He coloured violently.


“Well – how am I to answer?” she demanded.


“Tell her I’m not quite a savage.”


“Is that all?”


“Don’t you think we’d better take one step at a time?” asked Marshall.


Blanche smiled, and suddenly grasped his wrist.




•   THE END   •
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•   I   •






From even the greatest of horrors, irony is seldom absent. Sometimes it enters directly into the composition of the events, while sometimes it relates only to their fortuitous position among persons and places. The latter sort is splendidly exemplified by a case in the ancient city of Providence, where in the late forties Edgar Allan Poe used to sojourn often during his unsuccessful wooing of the gifted poetess, Mrs. Whitman. Poe generally stopped at the Mansion House in Benefit Street – the renamed Golden Ball Inn whose roof has sheltered Washington, Jefferson, and Lafayette – and his favorite walk led northward along the same street to Mrs. Whitman’s home and the neighboring hillside churchyard of St. John’s, whose hidden expanse of Eighteenth Century gravestones had for him a peculiar fascination.


Now the irony is this. In this walk, so many times repeated, the world’s greatest master of the terrible and the bizarre was obliged to pass a particular house on the eastern side of the street; a dingy, antiquated structure perched on the abruptly rising side hill, with a great unkempt yard dating from a time when the region was partly open country. It does not appear that he ever wrote or spoke of it, nor is there any evidence that he even noticed it. And yet that house, to the two persons in possession of certain information, equals or outranks in horror the wildest fantasy of the genius who so often passed it unknowingly, and stands starkly leering as a symbol of all that is unutterably hideous.


The house was – and for that matter still is – of a kind to attract the attention of the curious. Originally a farm or semi-farm building, it followed the average New England colonial lines of the middle Eighteenth Century – the prosperous peaked-roof sort, with two stories and dormerless attic, and with the Georgian doorway and interior panelling dictated by the progress of taste at that time. It faced south, with one gable end buried to the lower windows in the eastward rising hill, and the other exposed to the foundations toward the street. Its construction, over a century and a half ago, had followed the grading and straightening of the road in that especial vicinity; for Benefit Street – at first called Back Street – was laid out as a lane winding amongst the graveyards of the first settlers, and straightened only when the removal of the bodies to the North Burial Ground made it decently possible to cut through the old family plots.


At the start, the western wall had lain some twenty feet up a precipitous lawn from the roadway; but a widening of the street at about the time of the Revolution sheared off most of the intervening space, exposing the foundations so that a brick basement wall had to be made, giving the deep cellar a street frontage with door and one window above ground, close to the new line of public travel. When the sidewalk was laid out a century ago the last of the intervening space was removed; and Poe in his walks must have seen only a sheer ascent of dull gray brick flush with the sidewalk and surmounted at a height of ten feet by the antique shingled bulk of the house proper.


The farm-like ground extended back very deeply up the hill, almost to Wheaton Street. The space south of the house, abutting on Benefit Street, was of course greatly above the existing sidewalk level, forming a terrace bounded by a high bank wall of damp, mossy stone pierced by a steep flight of narrow steps which led inward between canyon-like surfaces to the upper region of mangy lawn, rheumy brick walks, and neglected gardens whose dismantled cement urns, rusted kettles fallen from tripods of knotty sticks, and similar paraphernalia set off the weather-beaten front door with its broken fanlight, rotting Ionic pilasters, and wormy triangular pediment.


•   •   •   •   •


What I heard in my youth about the shunned house was merely that people died there in alarmingly great numbers. That, I was told, was why the original owners had moved out some twenty years after building the place. It was plainly unhealthy, perhaps because of the dampness and fungous growths in the cellar, the general sickish smell, the drafts of the hallways, or the quality of the well and pump water. These things were bad enough, and these were all that gained belief among the persons whom I knew. Only the notebooks of my antiquarian uncle, Doctor Elihu Whipple, revealed to me at length the darker, vaguer surmises which formed an undercurrent of folklore among old-time servants and humble folk; surmises which never travelled far, and which were largely forgotten when Providence grew to be a metropolis with a shifting modern population.


The general fact is, that the house was never regarded by the solid part of the community as in any real sense “haunted.” There were no widespread tales of rattling chains, cold currents of air, extinguished lights, or faces at the window. Extremists sometimes said the house was “unlucky,” but that is as far as even they went. What was really beyond dispute is that a frightful proportion of persons died there; or more accurately, had died there, since after some peculiar happenings over sixty years ago the building had become deserted through the sheer impossibility of renting it. These persons were not all cut off suddenly by any one cause; rather did it seem that their vitality was insidiously sapped, so that each one died the sooner from whatever tendency to weakness he may have naturally had. And those who did not die displayed in varying degree a type of anemia or consumption, and sometimes a decline of the mental faculties, which spoke ill for the salubriousness of the building. Neighboring houses, it must be added, seemed entirely free from the noxious quality.


This much I knew before my insistent questioning led my uncle to show me the notes which finally embarked us both on our hideous investigation. In my childhood the shunned house was vacant, with barren, gnarled and terrible old trees, long, queerly pale grass and nightmarishly misshapen weeds in the high terraced yard where birds never lingered. We boys used to overrun the place, and I can still recall my youthful terror not only at the morbid strangeness of this sinister vegetation, but at the eldritch atmosphere and odor of the dilapidated house, whose unlocked front door was often entered in quest of shudders. The small-paned windows were largely broken, and a nameless air of desolation hung round the precarious panelling, shaky interior shutters, peeling wallpaper, falling plaster, rickety staircases, and such fragments of battered furniture as still remained. The dust and cobwebs added their touch of the fearful; and brave indeed was the boy who would voluntarily ascend the ladder to the attic, a vast raftered length lighted only by small blinking windows in the gable ends, and filled with a massed wreckage of chests, chairs, and spinning-wheels which infinite years of deposit had shrouded and festooned into monstrous and hellish shapes.


But after all, the attic was not the most terrible part of the house. It was the dank, humid cellar which somehow exerted the strongest repulsion on us, even though it was wholly above ground on the street side, with only a thin door and window-pierced brick wall to separate it from the busy sidewalk. We scarcely knew whether to haunt it in spectral fascination, or to shun it for the sake of our souls and our sanity. For one thing, the bad odor of the house was strongest there; and for another thing, we did not like the white fungous growths which occasionally sprang up in rainy summer weather from the hard earth floor. Those fungi, grotesquely like the vegetation in the yard outside, were truly horrible in their outlines; detestable parodies of toadstools and Indian-pipes, whose like we had never seen in any other situation. They rotted quickly, and at one stage became slightly phosphorescent; so that nocturnal passers-by sometimes spoke of witch-fires glowing behind the broken panes of the fetor-spreading windows.


We never – even in our wildest Halloween moods – visited this cellar by night, but in some of our daytime visits could detect the phosphorescence, especially when the day was dark and wet. There was also a subtler thing we often thought we detected – a very strange thing which was, however, merely suggestive at most. I refer to a sort of cloudy whitish pattern on the dirt floor – a vague, shifting deposit of mold or niter which we sometimes thought we could trace amidst the sparse fungous growths near the huge fireplace of the basement kitchen. Once in a while it struck us that this patch bore an uncanny resemblance to a doubled-up human figure, though generally no such kinship existed, and often there was no whitish deposit whatever.


On a certain rainy afternoon when this illusion seemed phenomenally strong, and when, in addition, I had fancied I glimpsed a kind of thin, yellowish, shimmering exhalation rising from the nitrous pattern toward the yawning fireplace, I spoke to my uncle about the matter. He smiled at this odd conceit, but it seemed that his smile was tinged with reminiscence. Later I heard that a similar notion entered into some of the wild ancient tales of the common folk – a notion likewise alluding to ghoulish, wolfish shapes taken by smoke from the great chimney, and queer contours assumed by certain of the sinuous tree-roots that thrust their way into the cellar through the loose foundation-stones.




 




•   II   •






Not till my adult years did my uncle set before me the notes and data which he had collected concerning the shunned house. Doctor Whipple was a sane, conservative physician of the old school, and for all his interest in the place was not eager to encourage young thoughts toward the abnormal. His own view, postulating simply a building and location of markedly unsanitary qualities, had nothing to do with abnormality; but he realized that the very picturesqueness which aroused his own interest would in a boy’s fanciful mind take on all manner of gruesome imaginative associations.


The doctor was a bachelor; a white-haired, clean-shaven, old-fashioned gentleman, and a local historian of note, who had often broken a lance with such controversial guardians of tradition as Sidney S. Rider and Thomas W. Bicknell. He lived with one manservant in a Georgian homestead with knocker and iron-railed steps, balanced eerily on the steep ascent of North Court Street beside the ancient brick court and colony house where his grandfather – a cousin of that celebrated privateersman, Captain Whipple, who burnt His Majesty’s armed schooner Gaspee in 1772 – had voted in the legislature on May 4, 1776, for the independence of the Rhode Island Colony. Around him in the damp, low-ceiled library with the musty white panelling, heavy carved overmantel and small-paned, vine-shaded windows, were the relics and records of his ancient family, among which were many dubious allusions to the shunned house in Benefit Street. That pest spot lies not far distant – for Benefit runs ledgewise just above the court house along the precipitous hill up which the first settlement climbed.


When, in the end, my insistent pestering and maturing years evoked from my uncle the hoarded lore I sought, there lay before me a strange enough chronicle. Long-winded, statistical, and drearily genealogical as some of the matter was, there ran through it a continuous thread of brooding, tenacious horror and preternatural malevolence which impressed me even more than it had impressed the good doctor. Separate events fitted together uncannily, and seemingly irrelevant details held mines of hideous possibilities. A new and burning curiosity grew in me, compared to which my boyish curiosity was feeble and inchoate.


The first revelation led to an exhaustive research, and finally to that shuddering quest which proved so disastrous to myself and mine. For at the last my uncle insisted on joining the search I had commenced, and after a certain night in that house he did not come away with me. I am lonely without that gentle soul whose long years were filled only with honor, virtue, good taste, benevolence, and learning. I have reared a marble urn to his memory in St. John’s churchyard – the place that Poe loved – the hidden grove of giant willows on the hill, where tombs and headstones huddle quietly between the hoary bulk of the church and the houses and bank walls of Benefit Street.


The history of the house, opening amidst a maze of dates, revealed no trace of the sinister either about its construction or about the prosperous and honorable family who built it. Yet from the first a taint of calamity, soon increased to boding significance, was apparent. My uncle’s carefully compiled record began with the building of the structure in 1763, and followed the theme with an unusual amount of detail. The shunned house, it seems, was first inhabited by William Harris and his wife Rhoby Dexter, with their children, Elkanah, born in 1755, Abigail, born in 1757, William, Jr., born in 1759, and Ruth, born in 1761. Harris was a substantial merchant and seaman in the West India trade, connected with the firm of Obadiah Brown and his nephews. After Brown’s death in 1761, the new firm of Nicholas Brown & Company made him master of the brig Prudence, Providence-built, of 120 tons, thus enabling him to erect the new homestead he had desired ever since his marriage.


The site he had chosen – a recently straightened part of the new and fashionable Back Street, which ran along the side of the hill above crowded Cheapside – was all that could be wished, and the building did justice to the location. It was the best that moderate means could afford, and Harris hastened to move in before the birth of a fifth child which the family expected. That child, a boy, came in December; but was stillborn. Nor was any child to be born alive in that house for a century and a half.


The next April, sickness occurred among the children, and Abigail and Ruth died before the month was over. Doctor Job Ives diagnosed the trouble as some infantile fever, though others declared it was more of a mere wasting-away or decline. It seemed, in any event, to be contagious; for Hannah Bowen, one of the two servants, died of it in the following June. Eli Lideason, the other servant, constantly complained of weakness; and would have returned to his father’s farm in Rehoboth but for a sudden attachment for Mehitabel Pierce, who was hired to succeed Hannah. He died the next year – a sad year indeed, since it marked the death of William Harris himself, enfeebled as he was by the climate of Martinique, where his occupation had kept him for considerable periods during the preceding decade.


The widowed Rhoby Harris never recovered from the shock of her husband’s death, and the passing of her first-born Elkanah two years later was the final blow to her reason. In 1768 she fell victim to a mild form of insanity, and was thereafter confined to the upper part of the house; her elder maiden sister, Mercy Dexter, having moved in to take charge of the family. Mercy was a plain, raw-boned woman of great strength; but her health visibly declined from the time of her advent. She was greatly devoted to her unfortunate sister, and had an especial affection for her only surviving nephew William, who from a sturdy infant had become a sickly, spindling lad. In this year the servant Mehitabel died, and the other servant, Preserved Smith, left without coherent explanation – or at least, with only some wild tales and a complaint that he disliked the smell of the place. For a time Mercy could secure no more help, since the seven deaths and case of madness, all occurring within five years’ space, had begun to set in motion the body of fireside rumor which later became so bizarre. Ultimately, however, she obtained new servants from out of town; Ann White, a morose woman from that part of North Kingstown now set off as the township of Exeter, and a capable Boston man named Zenas Low.


•   •   •   •   •


It was Ann White who first gave definite shape to the sinister idle talk. Mercy should have known better than to hire anyone from the Nooseneck Hill country, for that remote bit of backwoods was then, as now, a seat of the most uncomfortable superstitions. As lately as 1892 an Exeter community exhumed a dead body and ceremoniously burnt its heart in order to prevent certain alleged visitations injurious to the public health and peace, and one may imagine the point of view of the same section in 1768. Ann’s tongue was perniciously active, and within a few months Mercy discharged her, filling her place with a faithful and amiable Amazon from Newport, Maria Robbins.


Meanwhile poor Rhoby Harris, in her madness, gave voice to dreams and imaginings of the most hideous sort. At times her screams became insupportable, and for long periods she would utter shrieking horrors which necessitated her son’s temporary residence with his cousin, Peleg Harris, in Presbyterian Lane near the new college building. The boy would seem to improve after these visits, and had Mercy been as wise as she was well-meaning, she would have let him live permanently with Peleg. Just what Mrs. Harris cried out in her fits of violence, tradition hesitates to say; or rather, presents such extravagant accounts that they nullify themselves through sheer absurdity. Certainly it sounds absurd to hear that a woman educated only in the rudiments of French often shouted for hours in a coarse and idiomatic form of that language, or that the same person, alone and guarded, complained wildly of a staring thing which bit and chewed at her. In 1772 the servant Zenas died, and when Mrs. Harris heard of it she laughed with a shocking delight utterly foreign to her. The next year she herself died, and was laid to rest in the North Burial Ground beside her husband.


Upon the outbreak of trouble with Great Britain in 1775, William Harris, despite his scant sixteen years and feeble constitution, managed to enlist in the Army of Observation under General Greene; and from that time on enjoyed a steady rise in health and prestige. In 1780, as a captain in the Rhode Island forces in New Jersey under Colonel Angell, he met and married Phebe Hetfield of Elizabethtown, whom he brought to Providence upon his honorable discharge in the following year.


The young soldier’s return was not a thing of unmitigated happiness. The house, it is true, was still in good condition; and the street had been widened and changed in name from Back Street to Benefit Street. But Mercy Dexter’s once robust frame had undergone a sad and curious decay, so that she was now a stooped and pathetic figure with hollow voice and disconcerting pallor – qualities shared to a singular degree by the one remaining servant Maria. In the autumn of 1782 Phebe Harris gave birth to a stillborn daughter, and on the fifteenth of the next May Mercy Dexter took leave of a useful, austere, and virtuous life.


William Harris, at last thoroughly convinced of the radically unhealthful nature of his abode, now took steps toward quitting it and closing it forever. Securing temporary quarters for himself and his wife at the newly opened Golden Ball Inn, he arranged for the building of a new and finer house in Westminster Street, in the growing part of the town across the Great Bridge. There, in 1785, his son Dutee was born; and there the family dwelt till the encroachments of commerce drove them back across the river and over the hill to Angell Street, in the newer East Side residence district, where the late Archer Harris built his sumptuous but hideous French-roofed mansion in 1876. William and Phebe both succumbed to the yellow fever epidemic of 1797, but Dutee was brought up by his cousin Rathbone Harris, Peleg’s son.


Rathbone was a practical man, and rented the Benefit Street house despite William’s wish to keep it vacant. He considered it an obligation to his ward to make the most of all the boy’s property, nor did he concern himself with the deaths and illnesses which caused so many changes of tenants, or the steadily growing aversion with which the house was generally regarded. It is likely that he felt only vexation when, in 1804, the town council ordered him to fumigate the place with sulfur, tar, and gum camphor on account of the much-discussed deaths of four persons, presumably caused by the then diminishing fever epidemic. They said the place had a febrile smell.


Dutee himself thought little of the house, for he grew up to be a privateersman, and served with distinction on the Vigilant under Captain Cahoone in the War of 1812. He returned unharmed, married in 1814, and became a father on that memorable night of September 23, 1815, when a great gale drove the waters of the bay over half the town, and floated a tall sloop well up Westminster Street so that its masts almost tapped the Harris windows in symbolic affirmation that the new boy, Welcome, was a seaman’s son.


Welcome did not survive his father, but lived to perish gloriously at Fredericksburg in 1862. Neither he nor his son Archer knew of the shunned house as other than a nuisance almost impossible to rent – perhaps on account of the mustiness and sickly odor of unkempt old age. Indeed, it never was rented after a series of deaths culminating in 1861, which the excitement of the war tended to throw into obscurity. Carrington Harris, last of the male line, knew it only as a deserted and somewhat picturesque center of legend until I told him my experience. He had meant to tear it down and build an apartment house on the site, but after my account decided to let it stand, install plumbing, and rent it. Nor has he yet had any difficulty in obtaining tenants. The horror has gone.




 




•   III   •






It may well be imagined how powerfully I was affected by the annals of the Harrises. In this continuous record there seemed to me to brood a persistent evil beyond anything in nature as I had known it; an evil clearly connected with the house and not with the family. This impression was confirmed by my uncle’s less systematic array of miscellaneous data – legends transcribed from servant gossip, cuttings from the papers, copies of death certificates by fellow-physicians, and the like. All of this material I cannot hope to give, for my uncle was a tireless antiquarian and very deeply interested in the shunned house; but I may refer to several dominant points which earn notice by their recurrence through many reports from diverse sources. For example, the servant gossip was practically unanimous in attributing to the fungous and malodorous cellar of the house a vast supremacy in evil influence. There had been servants – Ann White especially – who would not use the cellar kitchen, and at least three well-defined legends bore upon the queer quasi-human or diabolic outlines assumed by tree-roots and patches of mold in that region. These latter narratives interested me profoundly, on account of what I had seen in my boyhood, but I felt that most of the significance had in each case been largely obscured by additions from the common stock of local ghost lore.


Ann White, with her Exeter superstition, had promulgated the most extravagant and at the same time most consistent tale; alleging that there must lie buried beneath the house one of those vampires – the dead who retain their bodily form and live on the blood or breath of the living – whose hideous legions send their preying shapes or spirits abroad by night. To destroy a vampire one must, the grandmothers say, exhume it and burn its heart, or at least drive a stake through that organ; and Ann’s dogged insistence on a search under the cellar had been prominent in bringing about her discharge.


Her tales, however, commanded a wide audience, and were the more readily accepted because the house indeed stood on land once used for burial purposes. To me their interest depended less on this circumstance than on the peculiarly appropriate way in which they dovetailed with certain other things – the complaint of the departing servant Preserved Smith, who had preceded Ann and never heard of her, that something “sucked his breath” at night; the death-certificates of the fever victims of 1804, issued by Doctor Chad Hopkins, and showing the four deceased persons all unaccountably lacking in blood; and the obscure passages of poor Rhoby Harris’s ravings, where she complained of the sharp teeth of a glassy-eyed, half-visible presence.


Free from unwarranted superstition though I am, these things produced in me an odd sensation, which was intensified by a pair of widely separated newspaper cuttings relating to deaths in the shunned house – one from the Providence Gazette and Country Journal of April 12, 1815, and the other from the Daily Transcript and Chronicle of October 27, 1845 – each of which detailed an appallingly grisly circumstance whose duplication was remarkable. It seems that in both instances the dying person, in 1815 a gentle old lady named Stafford and in 1845 a schoolteacher of middle age named Eleazar Durfee, became transfigured in a horrible way, glaring glassily and attempting to bite the throat of the attending physician. Even more puzzling, though, was the final case which put an end to the renting of the house – a series of anemia deaths preceded by progressive madnesses wherein the patient would craftily attempt the lives of his relatives by incisions in the neck or wrist.


This was in 1860 and 1861, when my uncle had just begun his medical practise; and before leaving for the front he heard much of it from his elder professional colleagues. The really inexplicable thing was the way in which the victims – ignorant people, for the ill-smelling and widely shunned house could now be rented to no others – would babble maledictions in French, a language they could not possibly have studied to any extent. It made one think of poor Rhoby Harris nearly a century before, and so moved my uncle that he commenced collecting historical data on the house after listening, some time subsequent to his return from the war, to the first-hand account of Doctors Chase and Whitmarsh. Indeed, I could see that my uncle had thought deeply on the subject, and that he was glad of my own interest – an open-minded and sympathetic interest which enabled him to discuss with me matters at which others would merely have laughed. His fancy had not gone so far as mine, but he felt that the place was rare in its imaginative potentialities, and worthy of note as an inspiration in the field of the grotesque and macabre.


For my part, I was disposed to take the whole subject with profound seriousness, and began at once not only to review the evidence, but to accumulate as much more as I could. I talked with the elderly Archer Harris, then owner of the house, many times before his death in 1916; and obtained from him and his still surviving maiden sister Alice an authentic corroboration of all the family data my uncle had collected. When, however, I asked them what connection with France or its language the house could have, they confessed themselves as frankly baffled and ignorant as I. Archer knew nothing, and all that Miss Harris could say was that an old allusion her grandfather, Dutee Harris, had heard of might have shed a little light. The old seaman, who had survived his son Welcome’s death in battle by two years, had not himself known the legend, but recalled that his earliest nurse, the ancient Maria Robbins, seemed darkly aware of something that might have lent a weird significance to the French raving of Rhoby Harris, which she had so often heard during the last days of that hapless woman. Maria had been at the shunned house from 1769 till the removal of the family in 1783, and had seen Mercy Dexter die. Once she hinted to the child Dutee of a somewhat peculiar circumstance in Mercy’s last moments, but he had soon forgotten all about it save that it was something peculiar. The granddaughter, moreover, recalled even this much with difficulty. She and her brother were not so much interested in the house as was Archer’s son Carrington, the present owner, with whom I talked after my experience.


•   •   •   •   •


Having exhausted the Harris family of all the information it could furnish, I turned my attention to early town records and deeds with a zeal more penetrating than that which my uncle had occasionally shown in the same work. What I wished was a comprehensive history of the site from its very settlement in 1636 – or even before, if any Narragansett Indian legend could be unearthed to supply the data. I found, at the start, that the land had been part of the long strip of home lot granted originally to John Throckmorton; one of many similar strips beginning at the Town Street beside the river and extending up over the hill to a line roughly corresponding with the modern Hope Street. The Throckmorton lot had later, of course, been much subdivided; and I became very assiduous in tracing that section through which Back or Benefit Street was later run. It had, as rumor indeed said, been the Throckmorton graveyard; but as I examined the records more carefully, I found that the graves had all been transferred at an early date to the North Burial Ground on the Pawtucket West Road.


Then suddenly I came – by a rare piece of chance, since it was not in the main body of records and might easily have been missed – upon something which aroused my keenest eagerness, fitting in as it did with several of the queerest phases of the affair. It was the record of a lease, in 1697, of a small tract of ground to an Etienne Roulet and wife. At last the French element had appeared – that, and another deeper element of horror which the name conjured up from the darkest recesses of my weird and heterogeneous reading – and I feverishly studied the platting of the locality as it had been before the cutting through and partial straightening of Back Street between 1747 and 1758. I found what I had half expected, that where the shunned house now stood the Roulets had laid out their graveyard behind a one-story and attic cottage, and that no record of any transfer of graves existed. The document, indeed, ended in much confusion; and I was forced to ransack both the Rhode Island Historical Society and Shepley Library before I could find a local door which the name of Etienne Roulet would unlock. In the end I did find something; something of such vague but monstrous import that I set about at once to examine the cellar of the shunned house itself with a new and excited minuteness.


The Roulets, it seemed, had come in 1696 from East Greenwich, down the west shore of Narragansett Bay. They were Huguenots from Caude, and had encountered much opposition before the Providence selectmen allowed them to settle in the town. Unpopularity had dogged them in East Greenwich, whither they had come in 1686, after the revocation of the Edict of Nantes, and rumor said that the cause of dislike extended beyond mere racial and national prejudice, or the land disputes which involved other French settlers with the English in rivalries which not even Governor Andros could quell. But their ardent Protestantism – too ardent, some whispered – and their evident distress when virtually driven from the village down the bay, had moved the sympathy of the town fathers. Here the strangers had been granted a haven; and the swarthy Etienne Roulet, less apt at agriculture than at reading queer books and drawing queer diagrams, was given a clerical post in the warehouse at Pardon Tillinghast’s wharf, far south in Town Street. There had, however, been a riot of some sort later on – perhaps forty years later, after old Roulet’s death – and no one seemed to hear of the family after that.


For a century and more, it appeared, the Roulets had been well remembered and frequently discussed as vivid incidents in the quiet life of a New England seaport. Etienne’s son Paul, a surly fellow whose erratic conduct had probably provoked the riot which wiped out the family, was particularly a source of speculation; and though Providence never shared the witchcraft panics of her Puritan neighbors, it was freely intimated by old wives that his prayers were neither uttered at the proper time nor directed toward the proper object. All this had undoubtedly formed the basis of the legend known by old Maria Robbins. What relation it had to the French ravings of Rhoby Harris and other inhabitants of the shunned house, imagination or future discovery alone could determine. I wondered how many of those who had known the legends realized that additional link with the terrible which my wider reading had given me; that ominous item in the annals of morbid horror which tells of the creature Jacques Roulet, of Caude, who in 1598 was condemned to death as a demoniac but afterward saved from the stake by the Paris parliament and shut in a madhouse. He had been found covered with blood and shreds of flesh in a wood, shortly after the killing and rending of a boy by a pair of wolves. One wolf was seen to lope away unhurt. Surely a pretty hearthside tale, with a queer significance as to name and place; but I decided that the Providence gossips could not have generally known of it. Had they known, the coincidence of names would have brought some drastic and frightened action – indeed, might not its limited whispering have precipitated the final riot which erased the Roulets from the town?


•   •   •   •   •


I now visited the accursed place with increased frequency; studying the unwholesome vegetation of the garden, examining all the walls of the building, and poring over every inch of the earthen cellar floor. Finally, with Carrington Harris’s permission, I fitted a key to the disused door opening from the cellar directly upon Benefit Street, preferring to have a more immediate access to the outside world than the dark stairs, ground-floor hall, and front door could give. There, where morbidity lurked most thickly, I searched and poked during long afternoons when the sunlight filtered in through the cobwebbed above-ground windows, and a sense of security glowed from the unlocked door which placed me only a few feet from the placid sidewalk outside. Nothing new rewarded my efforts – only the same depressing mustiness and faint suggestions of noxious odors and nitrous outlines on the floor – and I fancy that many pedestrians must have watched me curiously through the broken panes.


At length, upon a suggestion of my uncle’s, I decided to try the spot nocturnally; and one stormy midnight ran the beams of an electric torch over the moldy floor with its uncanny shapes and distorted, half-phosphorescent fungi. The place had dispirited me curiously that evening, and I was almost prepared when I saw – or thought I saw – amidst the whitish deposits a particularly sharp definition of the “huddled form” I had suspected from boyhood. Its clearness was astonishing and unprecedented – and as I watched I seemed to see again the thin, yellowish, shimmering exhalation which had startled me on that rainy afternoon so many years before.


Above the anthropomorphic patch of mold by the fireplace it rose; a subtle, sickish, almost luminous vapor which as it hung trembling in the dampness seemed to develop vague and shocking suggestions of form, gradually trailing off into nebulous decay and passing up into the blackness of the great chimney with a fetor in its wake. It was truly horrible, and the more so to me because of what I knew of the spot. Refusing to flee, I watched it fade – and as I watched I felt that it was in turn watching me greedily with eyes more imaginable than visible. When I told my uncle about it he was greatly aroused; and after a tense hour of reflection, arrived at a definite and drastic decision. Weighing in his mind the importance of the matter, and the significance of our relation to it, he insisted that we both test – and if possible destroy – the horror of the house by a joint night or nights of aggressive vigil in that musty and fungus-cursed cellar.




 




•   IV   •






On Wednesday, June 25, 1919, after a proper notification of Carrington Harris which did not include surmises as to what we expected to find, my uncle and I conveyed to the shunned house two camp chairs and a folding camp cot, together with some scientific mechanism of greater weight and intricacy. These we placed in the cellar during the day, screening the windows with paper and planning to return in the evening for our first vigil. We had locked the door from the cellar to the ground floor; and having a key to the outside cellar door, were prepared to leave our expensive and delicate apparatus – which we had obtained secretly and at great cost – as many days as our vigils might be protracted. It was our design to sit up together till very late, and then watch singly till dawn in two-hour stretches, myself first and then my companion; the inactive member resting on the cot.


The natural leadership with which my uncle procured the instruments from the laboratories of Brown University and the Cranston Street Armory, and instinctively assumed direction of our venture, was a marvelous commentary on the potential vitality and resilience of a man of eighty-one. Elihu Whipple had lived according to the hygienic laws he had preached as a physician, and but for what happened later would be here in full vigor today. Only two persons suspected what did happen – Carrington Harris and myself. I had to tell Harris because he owned the house and deserved to know what had gone out of it. Then too, we had spoken to him in advance of our quest; and I felt after my uncle’s going that he would understand and assist me in some vitally necessary public explanations. He turned very pale, but agreed to help me, and decided that it would now be safe to rent the house.


To declare that we were not nervous on that rainy night of watching would be an exaggeration both gross and ridiculous. We were not, as I have said, in any sense childishly superstitious, but scientific study and reflection had taught us that the known universe of three dimensions embraces the merest fraction of the whole cosmos of substance and energy. In this case an overwhelming preponderance of evidence from numerous authentic sources pointed to the tenacious existence of certain forces of great power and, so far as the human point of view is concerned, exceptional malignancy. To say that we actually believed in vampires or werewolves would be a carelessly inclusive statement. Rather must it be said that we were not prepared to deny the possibility of certain unfamiliar and unclassified modifications of vital force and attenuated matter; existing very infrequently in three-dimensional space because of its more intimate connection with other spatial units, yet close enough to the boundary of our own to furnish us occasional manifestations which we, for lack of a proper vantage-point, may never hope to understand.


In short, it seemed to my uncle and me that an incontrovertible array of facts pointed to some lingering influence in the shunned house; traceable to one or another of the ill-favored French settlers of two centuries before, and still operative through rare and unknown laws of atomic and electronic motion. That the family of Roulet had possessed an abnormal affinity for outer circles of entity – dark spheres which for normal folk hold only repulsion and terror – their recorded history seemed to prove. Had not, then, the riots of those bygone seventeen-thirties set moving certain kinetic patterns in the morbid brain of one or more of them – notably the sinister Paul Roulet – which obscurely survived the bodies murdered and buried by the mob, and continued to function in some multiple-dimensioned space along the original lines of force determined by a frantic hatred of the encroaching community?


Such a thing was surely not a physical or biochemical impossibility in the light of a newer science which includes the theories of relativity and intra-atomic action. One might easily imagine an alien nucleus of substance or energy, formless or otherwise, kept alive by imperceptible or immaterial subtractions from the life-force or bodily tissue and fluids of other and more palpably living things into which it penetrates and with whose fabric it sometimes completely merges itself. It might be actively hostile, or it might be dictated merely by blind motives of self-preservation. In any case such a monster must of necessity be in our scheme of things an anomaly and an intruder, whose extirpation forms a primary duty with every man not an enemy to the world’s life, health, and sanity.


What baffled us was our utter ignorance of the aspect in which we might encounter the thing. No sane person had ever seen it, and few had ever felt it definitely. It might be pure energy – a form ethereal and outside the realm of substance – or it might be partly material; some unknown and equivocal mass of plasticity, capable of changing at will to nebulous approximations of the solid, liquid, gaseous, or tenuously unparticled states. The anthropomorphic patch of mold on the floor, the form of the yellowish vapor, and the curvature of the tree-roots in some of the old tales, all argued at least a remote and reminiscent connection with the human shape; but how representative or permanent that similarity might be, none could say with any kind of certainty.


•   •   •   •   •


We had devised two weapons to fight it; a large and specially fitted Crookes tube operated by powerful storage batteries and provided with peculiar screens and reflectors, in case it proved intangible and opposable only by vigorously destructive ether radiations, and a pair of military flame-throwers of the sort used in the World War, in case it proved partly material and susceptible of mechanical destruction – for like the superstitious Exeter rustics, we were prepared to burn the thing’s heart out if heart existed to burn. All this aggressive mechanism we set in the cellar in positions carefully arranged with reference to the cot and chairs, and to the spot before the fireplace where the mold had taken strange shapes. That suggestive patch, by the way, was only faintly visible when we placed our furniture and instruments, and when we returned that evening for the actual vigil. For a moment I half doubted that I had ever seen it in the more definitely limned form – but then I thought of the legends.


Our cellar vigil began at ten p.m., daylight saving time, and as it continued we found no promise of pertinent developments. A weak, filtered glow from the rain-harassed street-lamps outside, and a feeble phosphorescence from the detestable fungi within, showed the dripping stone of the walls, from which all traces of whitewash had vanished; the dank, fetid and mildew-tainted hard earth floor with its obscene fungi; the rotting remains of what had been stools, chairs, and tables, and other more shapeless furniture; the heavy planks and massive beams of the ground floor overhead; the decrepit plank door leading to bins and chambers beneath other parts of the house; the crumbling stone staircase with ruined wooden handrail; and the crude and cavernous fireplace of blackened brick where rusted iron fragments revealed the past presence of hooks, andirons, spit, crane, and a door to the Dutch oven – these things, and our austere cot and camp chairs, and the heavy and intricate destructive machinery we had brought.


We had, as in my own former explorations, left the door to the street unlocked; so that a direct and practical path of escape might lie open in case of manifestations beyond our power to deal with. It was our idea that our continued nocturnal presence would call forth whatever malign entity lurked there; and that being prepared, we could dispose of the thing with one or the other of our provided means as soon as we had recognized and observed it sufficiently. How long it might require to evoke and extinguish the thing, we had no notion. It occurred to us, too, that our venture was far from safe; for in what strength the thing might appear no one could tell. But we deemed the game worth the hazard, and embarked on it alone and unhesitatingly; conscious that the seeking of outside aid would only expose us to ridicule and perhaps defeat our entire purpose. Such was our frame of mind as we talked – far into the night, till my uncle’s growing drowsiness made me remind him to lie down for his two-hour sleep.


Something like fear chilled me as I sat there in the small hours alone – I say alone, for one who sits by a sleeper is indeed alone; perhaps more alone than he can realize. My uncle breathed heavily, his deep inhalations and exhalations accompanied by the rain outside, and punctuated by another nerve-racking sound of distant dripping water within – for the house was repulsively damp even in dry weather, and in this storm positively swamp-like. I studied the loose, antique masonry of the walls in the fungus-light and the feeble rays which stole in from the street through the screened window; and once, when the noisome atmosphere of the place seemed about to sicken me, I opened the door and looked up and down the street, feasting my eyes on familiar sights and my nostrils on wholesome air. Still nothing occurred to reward my watching; and I yawned repeatedly, fatigue getting the better of apprehension.


Then the stirring of my uncle in his sleep attracted my notice. He had turned restlessly on the cot several times during the latter half of the first hour, but now he was breathing with unusual irregularity, occasionally heaving a sigh which held more than a few of the qualities of a choking moan.


I turned my electric flash-light on him and found his face averted; so rising and crossing to the other side of the cot, I again flashed the light to see if he seemed in any pain. What I saw unnerved me most surprisingly, considering its relative triviality. It must have been merely the association of any odd circumstance with the sinister nature of our location and mission, for surely the circumstance was not in itself frightful or unnatural. It was merely that my uncle’s facial expression, disturbed no doubt by the strange dreams which our situation prompted, betrayed considerable agitation, and seemed not at all characteristic of him. His habitual expression was one of kindly and well-bred calm, whereas now a variety of emotions seemed struggling within him. I think, on the whole, that it was this variety which chiefly disturbed me. My uncle, as he gasped and tossed in increasing perturbation and with eyes that had now started open, seemed not one but many men, and suggested a curious quality of alienage from himself.


•   •   •   •   •


All at once he commenced to mutter, and I did not like the look of his mouth and teeth as he spoke. The words were at first indistinguishable, and then – with a tremendous start – I recognized something about them which filled me with icy fear till I recalled the breadth of my uncle’s education and the interminable translations he had made from anthropological and antiquarian articles in the Revue des Deux Mondes. For the venerable Elihu Whipple was muttering in French, and the few phrases I could distinguish seemed connected with the darkest myths he had ever adapted from the famous Paris magazine.


Suddenly a perspiration broke out on the sleeper’s forehead, and he leaped abruptly up, half awake. The jumble of French changed to a cry in English, and the hoarse voice shouted excitedly, “My breath, my breath!” Then the awakening became complete, and with a subsidence of facial expression to the normal state my uncle seized my hand and began to relate a dream whose nucleus of significance I could only surmise with a kind of awe.


He had, he said, floated off from a very ordinary series of dream-pictures into a scene whose strangeness was related to nothing he had ever read. It was of this world, and yet not of it – a shadowy geometrical confusion in which could be seen elements of familiar things in most unfamiliar and perturbing combinations. There was a suggestion of queerly disordered pictures superimposed one upon another; an arrangement in which the essentials of time as well as of space seemed dissolved and mixed in the most illogical fashion. In this kaleidoscopic vortex of phantasmal images were occasional snap-shots, if one might use the term, of singular clearness but unaccountable heterogeneity.


Once my uncle thought he lay in a carelessly dug open pit, with a crowd of angry faces framed by straggling locks and three-cornered hats frowning down on him. Again he seemed to be in the interior of a house – an old house, apparently – but the details and inhabitants were constantly changing, and he could never be certain of the faces or the furniture, or even of the room itself, since doors and windows seemed in just as great a state of flux as the presumably more mobile objects. It was queer – damnably queer – and my uncle spoke almost sheepishly, as if half expecting not to be believed, when he declared that of the strange faces many had unmistakably borne the features of the Harris family. And all the while there was a personal sensation of choking, as if some pervasive presence had spread itself through his body and sought to possess itself of his vital processes.


I shuddered at the thought of those vital processes, worn as they were by eighty-one years of continuous functioning, in conflict with unknown forces of which the youngest and strongest system might well be afraid; but in another moment reflected that dreams are only dreams, and that these uncomfortable visions could be, at most, no more than my uncle’s reaction to the investigations and expectations which had lately filled our minds to the exclusion of all else.


Conversation, also, soon tended to dispel my sense of strangeness; and in time I yielded to my yawns and took my turn at slumber. My uncle seemed now very wakeful, and welcomed his period of watching even though the nightmare had aroused him far ahead of his allotted two hours.


Sleep seized me quickly, and I was at once haunted with dreams of the most disturbing kind. I felt, in my visions, a cosmic and abysmal loneness; with hostility surging from all sides upon some prison where I lay confined. I seemed bound and gagged, and taunted by the echoing yells of distant multitudes who thirsted for my blood. My uncle’s face came to me with less pleasant association than in waking hours, and I recall many futile struggles and attempts to scream. It was not a pleasant sleep, and for a second I was not sorry for the echoing shriek which clove through the barriers of dream and flung me to a sharp and startled awakeness in which every actual object before my eyes stood out with more than natural clearness and reality.




 




•   V   •






I had been lying with my face away from my uncle’s chair, so that in this sudden flash of awakening I saw only the door to the street, the window, and the wall and floor and ceiling toward the north of the room, all photographed with morbid vividness on my brain in a light brighter than the glow of the fungi or the rays from the street outside. It was not a strong or even a fairly strong light; certainly not nearly strong enough to read an average book by. But it cast a shadow of myself and the cot on the floor, and had a yellowish, penetrating force that hinted at things more potent than luminosity. This I perceived with unhealthy sharpness despite the fact that two of my other senses were violently assailed. For on my ears rang the reverberations of that shocking scream, while my nostrils revolted at the stench which filled the place. My mind, as alert as my senses, recognized the gravely unusual; and almost automatically I leaped up and turned about to grasp the destructive instruments which we had left trained on the moldy spot before the fireplace. As I turned, I dreaded what I was to see; for the scream had been in my uncle’s voice, and I knew not against what menace I should have to defend him and myself.


Yet after all, the sight was worse than I had dreaded. There are horrors beyond horrors, and this was one of those nuclei of all dreamable hideousness which the cosmos saves to blast an accursed and unhappy few. Out of the fungus-ridden earth steamed up a vaporous corpse-light, yellow and diseased, which bubbled and lapped to a gigantic height in vague outlines half human and half monstrous, through which I could see the chimney and fireplace beyond. It was all eyes – wolfish and mocking – and the rugose insect-like head dissolved at the top to a thin stream of mist which curled putridly about and finally vanished up the chimney. I say that I saw this thing, but it is only in conscious retrospection that I ever definitely traced its damnable approach to form. At the time, it was to me only a seething, dimly phosphorescent cloud of fungous loathsomeness, enveloping and dissolving to an abhorrent plasticity the one object on which all my attention was focussed. That object was my uncle – the venerable Elihu Whipple – who with blackening and decaying features leered and gibbered at me, and reached out dripping claws to rend me in the fury which this horror had brought.


It was a sense of routine which kept me from going mad. I had drilled myself in preparation for the crucial moment, and blind training saved me. Recognizing the bubbling evil as no substance reachable by matter or material chemistry, and therefore ignoring the flame-thrower which loomed on my left, I threw on the current of the Crookes tube apparatus, and focussed toward that scene of immortal blasphemousness the strongest ether radiations which man’s art can arouse from the spaces and fluids of nature. There was a bluish haze and a frenzied sputtering, and the yellowish phosphorescence grew dimmer to my eyes. But I saw the dimness was only that of contrast, and that the waves from the machine had no effect whatever.


Then, in the midst of that demoniac spectacle, I saw a fresh horror which brought cries to my lips and sent me fumbling and staggering toward that unlocked door to the quiet street, careless of what abnormal terrors I loosed upon the world, or what thoughts or judgements of men I brought down upon my head. In that dim blend of blue and yellow the form of my uncle had commenced a nauseous liquefaction whose essence eludes all description, and in which there played across his vanishing face such changes of identity as only madness can conceive. He was at once a devil and a multitude, a charnel-house and a pageant. Lit by the mixed and uncertain beams, that gelatinous face assumed a dozen – a score – a hundred – aspects; grinning, as it sank to the ground on a body that melted like tallow, in the caricatured likeness of legions strange and yet not strange.


I saw the features of the Harris line, masculine and feminine, adult and infantile, and other features old and young, coarse and refined, familiar and unfamiliar. For a second there flashed a degraded counterfeit of a miniature of poor mad Rhoby Harris that I had seen in the School of Design museum, and another time I thought I caught the raw-boned image of Mercy Dexter as I recalled her from a painting in Carrington Harris’s house. It was frightful beyond conception; toward the last, when a curious blend of servant and baby visages flickered close to the fungous floor where a pool of greenish grease was spreading, it seemed as though the shifting features fought against themselves and strove to form contours like those of my uncle’s kindly face. I like to think that he existed at that moment, and that he tried to bid me farewell. It seems to me I hiccupped a farewell from my own parched throat as I lurched out into the street; a thin stream of grease following me through the door to the rain-drenched sidewalk.


•   •   •   •   •


The rest is shadowy and monstrous. There was no one in the soaking street, and in all the world there was no one I dared tell. I walked aimlessly south past College Hill and the Athenaeum, down Hopkins Street, and over the bridge to the business section where tall buildings seemed to guard me as modern material things guard the world from ancient and unwholesome wonder. Then gray dawn unfolded wetly from the east, silhouetting the archaic hill and its venerable steeples, and beckoning me to the place where my terrible work was still unfinished. And in the end I went, wet, hatless, and dazed in the morning light, and entered that awful door in Benefit Street which I had left ajar, and which still swung cryptically in full sight of the early householders to whom I dared not speak.


The grease was gone, for the moldy floor was porous. And in front of the fireplace was no vestige of the giant doubled-up form traced in niter. I looked at the cot, the chairs, the instruments, my neglected hat, and the yellowed straw hat of my uncle. Dazedness was uppermost, and I could scarcely recall what was dream and what was reality. Then thought trickled back, and I knew that I had witnessed things more horrible than I had dreamed.


Sitting down, I tried to conjecture as nearly as sanity would let me just what had happened, and how I might end the horror, if indeed it had been real. Matter it seemed not to be, nor ether, nor anything else conceivable by mortal mind. What, then, but some exotic emanation; some vampirish vapor such as Exeter rustics tell of as lurking over certain churchyards? This I felt was the clue, and again I looked at the floor before the fireplace where the mold and niter had taken strange forms.


In ten minutes my mind was made up, and taking my hat I set out for home, where I bathed, ate, and gave by telephone an order for a pickaxe, a spade, a military gas-mask, and six carboys of sulfuric acid, all to be delivered the next morning at the cellar door of the shunned house in Benefit Street. After that I tried to sleep; and failing, passed the hours in reading and in the composition of inane verses to counteract my mood.


At eleven a.m. the next day I commenced digging. It was sunny weather, and I was glad of that. I was still alone, for as much as I feared the unknown horror I sought, there was more fear in the thought of telling anybody. Later I told Harris only through sheer necessity, and because he had heard odd tales from old people which disposed him ever so little toward belief. As I turned up the stinking black earth in front of the fireplace, my spade causing a viscous yellow ichor to ooze from the white fungi which it severed, I trembled at the dubious thoughts of what I might uncover. Some secrets of inner earth are not good for mankind, and this seemed to me one of them.


My hand shook perceptibly, but still I delved; after a while standing in the large hole I had made. With the deepening of the hole, which was about six feet square, the evil smell increased; and I lost all doubt of my imminent contact with the hellish thing whose emanations had cursed the house for over a century and a half. I wondered what it would look like – what its form and substance would be, and how big it might have waxed through long ages of life-sucking. At length I climbed out of the hole and dispersed the heaped-up dirt, then arranging the great carboys of acid around and near two sides, so that when necessary I might empty them all down the aperture in quick succession. After that I dumped earth only along the other two sides; working more slowly and donning my gas-mask as the smell grew. I was nearly unnerved at my proximity to a nameless thing at the bottom of a pit.


Suddenly my spade struck something softer than earth. I shuddered, and made a motion as if to climb out of the hole, which was now as deep as my neck. Then courage returned, and I scraped away more dirt in the light of the electric torch I had provided. The surface I uncovered was fishy and glassy – a kind of semi-putrid congealed jelly with suggestions of translucency. I scraped further, and saw that it had form. There was a rift where a part of the substance was folded over. The exposed area was huge and roughly cylindrical; like a mammoth soft blue-white stovepipe doubled in two, its largest part some two feet in diameter. Still more I scraped, and then abruptly I leaped out of the hole and away from the filthy thing; frantically unstopping and tilting the heavy carboys, and precipitating their corrosive contents one after another down that charnel gulf and upon the unthinkable abnormality whose titan elbow I had seen.


•   •   •   •   •


The blinding maelstrom of greenish-yellow vapor which surged tempestuously up from that hole as the floods of acid descended, will never leave my memory. All along the hill people tell of the yellow day, when virulent and horrible fumes arose from the factory waste dumped in the Providence River, but I know how mistaken they are as to the source. They tell, too, of the hideous roar which at the same time came from some disordered water-pipe or gas main underground – but again I could correct them if I dared. It was unspeakably shocking, and I do not see how I lived through it. I did faint after emptying the fourth carboy, which I had to handle after the fumes had begun to penetrate my mask; but when I recovered I saw that the hole was emitting no fresh vapors.


The two remaining carboys I emptied down without particular result, and after a time I felt it safe to shovel the earth back into the pit. It was twilight before I was done, but fear had gone out of the place. The dampness was less fetid, and all the strange fungi had withered to a kind of harmless grayish powder which blew ash-like along the floor. One of earth’s nethermost terrors had perished forever; and if there be a hell, it had received at last the demon soul of an unhallowed thing. And as I patted down the last spadeful of mold, I shed the first of the many tears with which I have paid unaffected tribute to my beloved uncle’s memory.


The next spring no more pale grass and strange weeds came up in the shunned house’s terraced garden, and shortly afterward Carrington Harris rented the place. It is still spectral, but its strangeness fascinates me, and I shall find mixed with my relief a queer regret when it is torn down to make way for a tawdry shop or vulgar apartment building. The barren old trees in the yard have begun to bear small, sweet apples, and last year the birds nested in their gnarled boughs.





•   THE END   •
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