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When Walter de la Mare brought out his first collection of short stories called The Riddle in 1923 at the age of fifty, it would have been a surprise to some to discover how long he had been attracted by the genre. Few people would have guessed that his earliest published works had been stories. His first printed story, ‘Kismet’, had appeared in The Sketch in August 1895, and at least seven others had been serialized before the publication of Songs of Childhood in 1902. De la Mare continued writing and re-writing stories throughout the rest of his life. The Riddle was followed in quick succession by Ding Dong Bell, Broomsticks (for children), The Connoisseur, On the Edge, The Lord Fish (for children), and The Wind Blows Over in the 1920s and 1930s; and his very last major work, A Beginning, came out in 1955 less than a year before his death.


Apart from the Collected Stories for Children of 1947, he did not publish any comprehensive collection of stories comparable to the Collected Poems of 1942, although there were several selections from the eight main collections. The most important of these (since de la Mare was involved in the choice on both occasions) were Stories, Essays and Poems of 1938 published in the Everyman series and Best Stories of Walter de la Mare of 1942 published by Faber – who brought out all the major collections after The Connoisseur. The latter came out with Collins in 1926, The Riddle and Ding Dong Bell having appeared with Selwyn and Blount in 1923 and 1924, and Broomsticks with Constable in 1925. All in all, seventy-nine stories were published in collections, and over a score of them have never been reprinted elsewhere. The three volumes making up the first complete edition, include all these stories together with all the uncollected stories that have been found and a few unpublished ones.


De la Mare was as assiduous in serializing his stories before publication as he was in serializing his poems. Indeed, no less than sixty of the seventy-nine ‘collected’ stories were first published in magazines, newspapers or collections compiled by other people. When they appeared in volume form, which might be over fifty years later as happened with ‘The Quincunx’, they were often revised. (The interval between writing and serialization or publication in a collection could also be enormous: for example, ‘A Beginning’, which was published in the volume of that title in 1955, seems to have been written in about 1900, and ‘The Miller’s Tale’, which was serialized in December 1955, was probably written about then as well.) But not all the stories that were serialized were collected. This is particularly true of the period 1895–1910 and altogether eighteen uncollected stories have so far been found. In all likelihood, de la Mare deliberately did not reprint some of them. There is, however, clear evidence that he intended to publish certain stories like ‘Kismet’, which was revised for publication in A Beginning but omitted from it at the galley-proof stage. Others may well have been forgotten in the course of time. As it is no more possible to determine the exact reasons for stories remaining uncollected than it was in the case of the poems, all the stories found have been included. They are printed in the order in which they were first serialized or published – in sections at the end of Short Stories 1895–1926 and Short Stories 1927–1956.


Although a number of stories in manuscript and typescript form were discovered among de la Mare’s papers, there only seemed to be good grounds for publishing four of them. Three of these had been omitted from A Beginning at the galley-proof stage, and the fourth was the second half of ‘The Orgy: An Idyll’ which was cut in two when it was published in 1930, probably because it was too long. The unpublished stories follow the uncollected ones at the end of Short Stories 1927–1956.


The same general arrangement has been adopted as in the Complete Poems. The stories have been grouped chronologically according to the volumes in which they originally appeared. Short Stories 1895–1926 includes the first three main collections and uncollected stories from the earlier period; Short Stories 1927–1956 the last three main collections and uncollected and unpublished stories from the later period; and Short Stories for Children the two children’s collections. To give an indication of the order in which the stories were written or revised, a chronological list of earliest known printed versions has been included on page 495.


With one or two exceptions, the text is based on the latest printed versions worked on by de la Mare, Stories, Essays and Poems (1938), Best Stories of Walter de la Mare (1942) and Collected Stories for Children (1947) being the three chief sources for these apart from the eight main collections. For further details, see the Bibliographical Appendix on page 483.


The contents of the three volumes are as follows:




I SHORT STORIES 1895–1926


Stories in Collections


The Riddle and Other Stories (1923)


Ding Dong Bell (1924, 1936)


The Connoisseur and Other Stories (1926)


Uncollected Stories







II SHORT STORIES 1927–1956


Stories in Collections


On the Edge: Short Stories (1930)


The Wind Blows Over (1936)


A Beginning and Other Stories (1955)


Uncollected Stories


Unpublished Stories







III SHORT STORIES FOR CHILDREN


Stories in Collections


Broomsticks and Other Tales (1925)


The Lord Fish (1933)





I am very grateful to the late Dorothy Marshall for help in tracking down uncollected stories and checking references, and to Theresa Whistler for information about early manuscript versions. The late Leonard Clark’s Checklist for the 1956 National Book League exhibition of de la Mare books and MSS has been a useful source of information.


Giles de la Mare
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My old friend, ‘the Count’ as we used to call him, made very strange acquaintances at times. Let but a man have plausibility, a point of view, a crotchet, an enthusiasm, he would find in him an eager and exhilarating listener. And though he was often deceived and disappointed in his finds, the Count had a heart proof against lasting disillusionment. I confess, however, that these planetary cronies of his were rather disconcerting at times. And I own that meeting him one afternoon in the busy High Street, with a companion on his arm even more than usually voluble and odd – I own I crossed the road to avoid meeting the pair.


But the Count’s eyes had been too sharp for me. He twitted me unmercifully with my snobbishness. ‘I am afraid we must have appeared to avoid you to-day,’ he said; and received my protestations with contemptuous indifference.


But the next afternoon we took a walk together over the heath; and perhaps the sunshine, something in the first freshness of the May weather, reminded him of bygone days.


‘You remember that rather out-of-the-world friend of mine yesterday that so shocked your spruce proprieties, Richard? Well, I’ll tell you a story.’


As closely as I can recall this story of the Count’s childhood I have related it. I wish, though, I had my old friend’s gift for such things; then, perhaps, his story might retain something of the charm in the reading which he gave to it in the telling. Perhaps that charm lies wholly in the memory of his voice, his companionship, his friendship. To revive these, what task would be a burden? …


‘The house of my first remembrance, the house that to my last hour on earth will seem home to me, stood in a small green hollow on the verge of a wide heath. Its five upper windows faced far eastwards towards the weather-cocked tower of a village which rambled down the steep inclination of a hill. And, walking in its green old garden – ah, Richard, the crocuses, the wallflowers, the violets! – you could see in the evening the standing fields of corn, and the dark furrows where the evening star was stationed; and a little to the south, upon a crest, a rambling wood of fir-trees and bracken.


‘The house, the garden, the deep quiet orchard, all had been a wedding gift to my mother from a great-aunt, a very old lady in a kind of turban, whose shrewd eyes used to watch me out of her picture sitting in my high cane chair at meal-times – with not a little keenness; sometimes, I fancied, with a faint derision. Here passed by, to the singing of the lark, and the lamentation of autumn wind and rain, the first long nine of all these heaped-up inextricable years. Even now, my heart leaps up with longing to see again with those untutored eyes the lofty clouds of evening; to hear again as then I heard it the two small notes of the yellow-hammer piping from his green spray. I remember every room of the old house, the steep stairs, the cool apple-scented pantry; I remember the cobbles by the scullery, the well, my old dead raven, the bleak and whistling elms; but best of all I remember the unmeasured splendour of the heath, with its gorse, and its deep canopy of sunny air, the haven of every wild bird of the morning.


‘Martha Rodd was a mere prim snippet of a maid then, pale and grave, with large contemplative, Puritan eyes. Mrs Ryder, in her stiff blue martial print and twisted gold brooch, was cook. And besides these, there was only old Thomas the gardener (as out-of-doors, and as distantly seen a creature as a dryad); my mother; and that busy-minded little boy, agog in wits and stomach and spirit – myself. For my father seemed but a familiar guest in the house, a guest ever eagerly desired and welcome, but none too eager to remain. He was a dark man with grey eyes and a long chin; a face unusually impassive, unusually mobile. Just as his capricious mood suggested, our little household was dejected or wildly gay. I never shall forget the spirit of delight he could conjure up at a whim, when my mother would go singing up and down stairs, and in her tiny parlour; and Martha in perfect content would prattle endlessly on to the cook, basting the twirling sirloin, while I watched in the firelight. And the long summer evenings too, when my father would find a secret, a magic, a mystery in everything; and we would sit together in the orchard while he told me tales, with the small green apples overhead, and beyond contorted branches, the first golden twilight of the moon.


‘It’s an old picture now, Richard, but true to the time.


‘My father’s will, his word, his caprice, his frown, these were the tables of the law in that small household. To my mother he was the very meaning of her life. Only that little boy was in some wise independent, busy, inquisitive, docile, sedate; though urged to a bitterness of secret rebellion at times. In his childhood he experienced such hours of distress as the years do not in mercy bring again to a heart that may analyse as well as remember. Yet there also sank to rest the fountain of life’s happiness. In among the gorse bushes were the green mansions of the fairies; along the furrows before his adventurous eyes stumbled crooked gnomes, hopped bewitched robins. Ariel trebled in the sunbeams and glanced from the dewdrops; and he heard the echo of distant and magic waters in the falling of the rain.


‘But my father was never long at peace in the house. Nothing satisfied him; he must needs be at an extreme. And if he was compelled to conceal his discontent, there was something so bitter and imperious in his silence, so scornful a sarcasm in his speech, that we could scarcely bear it. And the knowledge of the influence he had over us served only at such times to sharpen his contempt.


‘I remember one summer’s evening we had been gathering strawberries. I carried a little wicker basket, and went rummaging under the aromatic leaves, calling ever and again my mother to see the “tremenjous” berry I had found. Martha was busy beside me, vexed that her two hands could not serve her master quick enough. And in a wild race with my mother my father helped us pick. At every ripest one he took her in his arms to force it between her lips; and of those pecked by the birds he made a rhymed offering to Pan. And when the sun had descended behind the hill, and the clamour of the rooks had begun to wane in the elm-tops, he took my mother on his arm, and we trooped all together up the long straggling path, and across the grass, carrying our spoil of fruit into the cool dusky corridor. As we passed into the gloaming I saw my mother stoop impulsively and kiss his arm. He brushed off her hand impatiently, and went into his study. I heard the door shut. A moment afterwards he called for candles. And, looking on those two other faces in the twilight, I knew with the intuition of childhood that he was suddenly sick to death of us all; and I knew that my mother shared my intuition. She sat down, and I beside her, in her little parlour, and took up her sewing. But her face had lost again all its girlishness as she bent her head over the white linen.


‘I think she was happier when my father was away; for then, free from anxiety to be for ever pleasing his variable moods, she could entertain herself with hopes and preparations for his return. There was a little summer-house, or arbour, in the garden, where she would sit alone, while the swallows coursed in the evening air. Sometimes, too, she would take me for a long walk, listening distantly to my chatter, only, I think, that she might entertain the pleasure of supposing that my father might have returned home unforeseen, and be even now waiting to greet us. But these fancies would forsake her. She would speak harshly and coldly to me, and scold Martha for her owlishness, and find nothing but vanity and mockery in all that but a little while since had been her daydream.


‘I think she rarely knew where my father stayed in his long absences from home. He would remain with us for a week, and neglect us for a month. She was too proud, and when he was himself, too happy and hopeful to question him, and he seemed to delight in keeping his affairs secret from her. Indeed, he sometimes appeared to pretend a mystery where none was, and to endeavour in all things to make his character and conduct appear quixotic and inexplicable.


‘So time went on. Yet, it seemed, as each month passed by, the house was not so merry and happy as before; something was fading and vanishing that would not return; estrangement had pierced a little deeper. I think care at last put out of my mother’s mind even the semblance of her former gaiety. She sealed up her heart lest love should break forth anew into the bleakness.


‘On Guy Fawkes’ Day Martha told me at bedtime that a new household had moved into the village on the other side of the heath. After that my father stayed away from us but seldom.


‘At first my mother showed her pleasure in a thousand ways, with dainties of her own fancy and cooking, with ribbons in her dark hair, with new songs (though she had but a small thin voice). She read to please him; and tired my legs out in useless errands in his service. And a word of praise sufficed her for many hours of difficulty. But by and by, when evening after evening was spent by my father away from home, she began to be uneasy and depressed; and though she made no complaint, her anxious face, the incessant interrogation of her eyes vexed and irritated him beyond measure.


‘“Where does my father go after dinner?” I asked Martha one night, when my mother was in my bedroom, folding my clothes.


‘“How dare you ask such a question?” said my mother, “and how dare you talk to the child about your master’s comings and goings?”


‘“But where does he?” I repeated to Martha, when my mother was gone out of the room.


‘“Ssh now, Master Nicholas,” she answered, “didn’t you hear what your mamma said? She’s vexed, poor lady, at master’s never spending a whole day at home, but nothing but them cards, cards, cards, every night at Mr Grey’s. Why, often it’s twelve and one in the morning when I’ve heard his foot on the gravel beneath the window. But there, I’ll be bound, she doesn’t mean to speak unkindly. It’s a terrible scourge is jealousy, Master Nicholas; and not generous or manly to give it cause. Mrs Ryder was kept a widow all along of jealousy, and but a week before her wedding with her second.”


‘“But why is mother jealous of my father playing cards?”


‘Martha slipped my nightgown over my head. “Ssh, Master Nicholas, little boys mustn’t ask so many questions. And I hope when you are grown up to be a man, my dear, you will be a comfort to your mother. She needs it, poor soul, and sakes alive, just now of all times!” I looked inquisitively into Martha’s face; but she screened my eyes with her hand; and instead of further questions, I said my prayers to her.


‘A few days after this I was sitting with my mother in her parlour, holding her grey worsted for her to wind, when my father entered the room and bade me put on my hat and muffler. “He is going to pay a call with me,” he explained curtly. As I went out of the room, I heard my mother’s question, “To your friends at the Grange, I suppose?”


‘“You may suppose whatever you please,” he answered. I heard my mother rise to leave the room, but he called her back and the door was shut …


‘The room in which the card-players sat was very low-ceiled. A piano stood near the window, a rosewood table with a fine dark crimson workbasket upon it by the fireside, and some little distance away, a green card-table with candles burning. Mr Grey was a slim, elegant man, with a high, narrow forehead and long fingers. Major Aubrey was a short, red-faced, rather taciturn man. There was also a younger man with fair hair. They seemed to be on the best of terms together; and I helped to pack the cards and to pile the silver coins, sipping a glass of sherry with Mr Grey. My father said little, paying me no attention, but playing gravely with a very slight frown.


‘After some little while the door opened, and a lady appeared. This was Mr Grey’s sister, Jane, I learned. She seated herself at her work-table, and drew me to her side.


‘“Well, so this is Nicholas!” she said. “Or is it Nick?”


‘“Nicholas,” I said.


‘“Of course,” she said, smiling, “and I like that too, much the best. How very kind of you to come to see me! It was to keep me company, you know, because I am very stupid at games, but I love talking. Do you?”


‘I looked into her eyes, and knew we were friends. She smiled again, with open lips, and touched my mouth with her thimble. “Now, let me see, business first, and – me afterwards. You see I have three different kinds of cake, because, I thought, I cannot in the least tell which kind he’ll like best. Could I now? Come, you shall choose.”


‘She rose and opened the long door of a narrow cupboard, looking towards the card-players as she stooped. I remember the cakes to this day; little oval shortbreads stamped with a beehive, custards and mince-pies; and a great glass jar of goodies which I carried in both arms round the little square table. I took a mince-pie, and sat down on a footstool nearby Miss Grey, and she talked to me while she worked with slender hands at her lace embroidery. I told her how old I was; about my great-aunt and her three cats. I told her my dreams, and that I was very fond of Yorkshire pudding, “from under the meat, you know”. And I told her I thought my father the handsomest man I had ever seen.


‘“What, handsomer than Mr Spencer?” she said laughing, looking along her needle.


‘I answered that I did not very much like clergymen.


‘“And why?” she said gravely.


‘“Because they do not talk like real,” I said.


‘She laughed very gaily. “Do men ever?” she said.


‘And her voice was so quiet and so musical, her neck so graceful, I thought her a very beautiful lady, admiring especially her dark eyes when she smiled brightly and yet half sadly at me; I promised, moreover, that if she would meet me on the heath, I would show her the rabbit warren and the “Miller’s Pool”.


‘“Well, Jane, and what do you think of my son?” said my father when we were about to leave.


‘She bent over me and squeezed a lucky fourpenny-piece into my hand. “I love fourpence, pretty little fourpence, I love fourpence better than my life,” she whispered into my ear. “But that’s a secret,” she added, glancing up over her shoulder. She kissed lightly the top of my head. I was looking at my father while she was caressing me, and I fancied a faint sneer passed over his face. But when we had come out of the village on to the heath, in the bare keen night, as we walked along the path together between the gorse-bushes, now on turf, and now on stony ground, never before had he seemed so wonderful a companion. He told me little stories; he began a hundred, and finished none; yet with the stars above us, they seemed a string of beads all of bright colours. We stood still in the vast darkness, while he whistled that strangest of all old songs – “The Song the Sirens Sang”. He pilfered my wits and talked like my double. But when – how much too quickly, I thought with sinking heart – we were come to the house-gates, he suddenly fell silent, turned an instant, and stared far away over the windy heath.


‘“How weary, flat, stale – ” he began, and broke off between uneasy laughter and a sigh. “Listen to me, Nicholas,” he said, lifting my face to the starlight, “you must grow up a man – a Man, you understand; no vapourings, no posings, no caprices; and above all, no sham. No sham. It’s your one and only chance in this unfaltering Scheme.” He scanned my face long and closely. “You have your mother’s eyes,” he said musingly. “And that,” he added under his breath, “that’s no joke.” He pushed open the squealing gate and we went in.


‘My mother was sitting in a low chair before a dying and cheerless fire.


‘“Well, Nick,” she said very suavely, “and how have you enjoyed your evening?”


‘I stared at her without answer. “Did you play cards with the gentlemen; or did you turn over the music?”


‘“I talked to Miss Grey,” I said.


‘“Really,” said my mother, raising her eyebrows, “and who then is Miss Grey?” My father was smiling at us with sparkling eyes.


‘“Mr Grey’s sister,” I answered in a low voice.


‘“Not his wife, then?” said my mother, glancing furtively at the fire. I looked towards my father in doubt but could lift my eyes no higher than his knees.


‘“You little fool!” he said to my mother with a laugh, “what a sharpshooter! Never mind, Sir Nick; there, run off to bed, my man.”


‘My mother caught me roughly by the sleeve as I was passing her chair. “Aren’t you going to kiss me good night, then,” she said furiously, her narrow under-lip quivering, “you too!” I kissed her cheek. “That’s right, my dear,” she said scornfully, “that’s how little fishes kiss.” She rose and drew back her skirts. “I refuse to stay in the room,” she said haughtily, and with a sob she hurried out.


‘My father continued to smile, but only a smile it seemed gravity had forgotten to smooth away. He stood very still, so still that I grew afraid he must certainly hear me thinking. Then with a kind of sigh he sat down at my mother’s writing table, and scribbled a few words with his pencil on a slip of paper.


‘“There, Nicholas, just tap at your mother’s door with that. Good night, old fellow,” he took my hand and smiled down into my eyes with a kind of generous dark appeal that called me straight to his side. I hastened conceitedly upstairs, and delivered my message. My mother was crying when she opened the door.


‘“Well?” she said in a low, trembling voice.


‘But presently afterwards, while I was still lingering in the dark corridor, I heard her run down quickly, and in a while my father and mother came upstairs together, arm in arm, and by her light talk and laughter you might suppose she had no knowledge of care or trouble at all.


‘Never afterwards did I see so much gaiety and youthfulness in my mother’s face as when she sat next morning with us at breakfast. The honeycomb, the small bronze chrysanthemums, her yellow gown seemed dainty as a miniature. With every word her eyes would glance covertly at my father; her smile, as it were, hesitating between her lashes. She was so light and girlish and so versatile I should scarcely have recognized the weary and sallow face of the night before. My father seemed to find as much pleasure, or relief, in her good spirits as I did; and to delight in exercising his ingenuity to quicken her humour.


‘It was but a transient morning of sunshine, however, and as the brief and sombre day waned, its gloom pervaded the house. In the evening my father left us to our solitude as usual. And that night was very misty over the heath, with a small, warm rain failing.


‘So it happened that I began to be left more and more to my own devices, and grew so inured at last to my own narrow company and small thoughts and cares, that I began to look on my mother’s unhappiness almost with indifference, and learned to criticize almost before I had learned to pity. And so I do not think I enjoyed Christmas very much the less, although my father was away from home and all our little festivities were dispirited. I had plenty of good things to eat, and presents, and a picture-book from Martha. I had a new rocking-horse – how changeless and impassive its mottled battered face looks out at me across the years! It was brisk, clear weather, and on St Stephen’s Day I went to see if there was any ice yet on the Miller’s Pool.


‘I was stooping down at the extreme edge of the pool, snapping the brittle splinters of the ice with my finger, when I heard a voice calling me in the still air. It was Jane Grey, walking on the heath with my father, who had called me having seen me from a distance stooping beside the water.


‘“So you see I have kept my promise,” she said, taking my hand.


‘“But you promised to come by yourself,” I said.


‘“Well, so I will then,” she answered, nodding her head. “Good-bye,” she added, turning to my father. “It’s three’s none, you see. Nicholas shall take me home to tea, and you can call for him in the evening, if you will; that is, if you are coming.”


‘“Are you asking me to come?” he said moodily, “do you care whether I come or not?”


‘She lifted her face and spoke gravely. “You are my friend,” she said, “of course I care whether you are with me or not.” He scrutinized her through half-closed lids. His face was haggard, gloomy with ennui. “How you harp on the word, you punctilious Jane. Do you suppose I am still in my teens? Twenty years ago, now — It amuses me to hear you women talk. It’s little you ever really feel.”


‘“I don’t think I am quite without feeling,” she replied, “you are a little difficult, you know.”


‘“Difficult,” he echoed in derision. He checked himself and shrugged his shoulders. “You see, Jane, it’s all on the surface; I boast of my indifference. It’s the one rag of philosophy age denies no one. It is so easy to be mock-heroic – debonair, iron-grey, rhetorical, dramatic – you know it only too well, perhaps? But after all, life’s comedy, when one stops smiling, is only the tepidest farce. Or the gilt wears off and the pinchbeck tragedy shows through. And so, as I say, we talk on, being past feeling. One by one our hopes come home to roost, our delusions find themselves out, and the mystery proves to be nothing but sleight-of-hand. It’s age, my dear Jane – age; it turns one to stone. With you young people life’s a dream; ask Nicholas here!” He shrugged his shoulders, adding under his breath, “But one wakes on a devilish hard pallet.”


‘“Of course,” said Jane slowly, “you are only talking cleverly, and then it does not matter whether it’s true or not, I suppose. I can’t say. I don’t think you mean it, and so it comes to nothing. I can’t and won’t believe you feel so little – I can’t.” She continued to smile, yet, I fancied, with the brightness of tears in her eyes. “It’s all mockery and make-believe; we are not the miserable slaves of time you try to fancy. There must be some way to win through.” She turned away, then added slowly, “You ask me to be fearless, sincere, to speak my heart; I wonder, do you?”


‘My father did not look at her, appeared not to have seen the hand she had half held out to him, and as swiftly withdrawn. “The truth is, Jane,” he said slowly, “I am past sincerity now. And as for heart it is a quite discredited organ at forty. Life, thought, selfishness, egotism, call it what you will; they have all done their worst with me; and I really haven’t the sentiment to pretend that they haven’t. And when bright youth and sentiment are gone; why, go too, dear lady! Existence proves nothing but brazen inanity afterwards. But there’s always that turning left to the dullest and dustiest road – oblivion.” He remained silent a moment. Silence deep and strange lay all around us. The air was still, the wintry sky unutterably calm. And again that low dispassionate voice continued: “It’s only when right seems too easy a thing, too trivial, and not worth the doing; and wrong a foolish thing – too dull … There, take care of her, Nicholas; take care of her, ‘snips and snails,’ you know. Au revoir, ’pon my word, I almost wish it was good-bye.”


‘Jane Grey regarded him attentively. “So then do I,” she replied in a low voice, “for I shall never understand you; perhaps I should hate to understand you.”


‘My father turned with an affected laugh, and left us.


‘Miss Grey and I walked slowly along beside the frosty bulrushes until we came to the wood. The bracken and heather were faded. The earth was dark and rich with autumnal rains. Fir-cones lay on the moss beneath the dark green branches. It was all now utterly silent in the wintry afternoon. Far away rose tardily, and alighted, the hoarse rooks upon the ploughed earth; high in the pale sky passed a few on ragged wing.


‘“What does my father mean by wishing it was good-bye?” I said.


‘But my companion did not answer me in words. She clasped my hand; she seemed very slim and gracious walking by my side on the hardened ground. My mother was small now and awkward beside her in my imagination. I questioned her about the ice, about the red sky, and if there was any mistletoe in the woods. Sometimes she, in turn, asked me questions too, and when I answered them we would look at each other and smile, and it seemed it was with her as it was with me – of the pure gladness I found in her company. In the middle of our walk to the Thorns she bent down in the cold twilight, and putting her hands on my shoulders, “My dear, dear Nicholas,” she said, “you must be a good son to your mother – brave and kind; will you?”


“‘He hardly ever speaks to mother now,” I answered instinctively.


‘She pressed her lips to my cheek, and her cheek was cold against mine, and she clasped her arms about me. “Kiss me,” she said, “We must do our best, mustn’t we?” she pleaded, still holding me. I looked mournfully into the gathering darkness. “That’s easy when you’re grown up,” I said. She laughed and kissed me again, and then we took hands and ran till we were out of breath, towards the distant lights of the Thorns …


‘I had been some time in bed, lying awake in the warmth, when my mother came softly through the darkness into my room. She sat down at the bedside, breathing hurriedly. “Where have you been all the evening?” she said.


‘“Miss Grey asked me to stay to tea,” I answered.


‘“Did I give you permission to go to tea with Miss Grey?”


‘I made no answer.


“‘If you go to that house again, I shall beat you. You hear me, Nicholas? Alone, or with your father, if you go there again, without my permission, I shall beat you. You have not been whipped for a long time, have you?” I could not see her face, but her head was bent towards me in the dark, as she sat – almost crouched – on my bedside.


‘I made no answer. But when my mother had gone, without kissing me, I cried noiselessly on into my pillow. Something had suddenly flown out of memory, never to sing again. Life had become a little colder and stranger. I had always been my own chief company; now another sentimental barrier had arisen between the world and me, past its heedlessness, past my understanding to break down.


‘Hardly a week passed now without some bitter quarrel. I seemed to be perpetually stealing out of sound of angry voices; fearful of being made the butt of my father’s serene taunts, of my mother’s passions and desperate remorse. He disdained to defend himself against her, never reasoned with her; he merely shrugged his shoulders, denied her charges, ignored her anger; coldly endeavouring only to show his indifference, to conceal by every means in his power his own inward weariness and vexation. I saw this, of course, only vaguely, yet with all a child’s certainty of insight, though I rarely knew the cause of my misery; and I continued to love them both in my selfish fashion, not a whit the less.


‘At last, on St Valentine’s Day, things came to a worse pass than ever. It had always been my father’s custom to hang my mother a valentine on the handle of her little parlour door, a string of pearls, a fan, a book of poetry, whatever it might be. She came down early this morning, and sat in the window-seat, looking out at the falling snow. She said nothing at breakfast, only feigned to eat, lifting her eyes at intervals to glance at my father with a strange intensity, as if of hatred, tapping her foot on the floor. He took no notice of her, sat quiet and moody with his own thoughts. I think he had not really forgotten the day, for I found long afterwards in his old bureau a bracelet purchased but a week before with her name written on a scrap of paper, inside the case. Yet it seemed to be the absence of this little gift that had driven my mother beyond reason.


‘Towards evening, tired of the house, tired of being alone, I went out and played for a while listlessly in the snow. At night-fall I went in; and in the dark heard angry voices. My father came out of the dining-room and looked at me in silence, standing in the gloom of the wintry dusk. My mother followed him. I can see her now, leaning in the doorway, white with rage, her eyes ringed and darkened with continuous trouble, her hand trembling.


‘“It shall learn to hate you,” she cried in a low, dull voice. “I will teach it every moment to hate and despise you as I — Oh, I hate and despise you.”


‘My father looked at her calmly and profoundly before replying. He took up a cloth hat and brushed it with his hand. “Very well then, you have chosen,” he said coldly. “It has always lain with you. You have exaggerated, you have raved, and now you have said what can never be recalled or forgotten. Here’s Nicholas. Pray do not imagine, however, that I am defending myself. I have nothing to defend. I think of no one but myself – no one. Endeavour to understand me, no one. Perhaps, indeed, you yourself – no more than — But words again – the dull old round!” He made a peculiar gesture with his hand. “Well, life is … ach! I have done. So be it.” He stood looking out of the door. “You see, it’s snowing,” he said, as if to himself.


‘All the long night before and all day long, snow had been falling continuously. The air was wintry and cold. I could discern nothing beyond the porch but a gloomy accumulation of cloud in the twilight air, now darkened with the labyrinthine motion of the snow. My father glanced back for an instant into the house, and, as I fancy, regarded me with a kind of strange, close earnestness. But he went out and his footsteps were instantly silenced.


‘My mother peered at me in a dreadful perplexity, her eyes wide with terror and remorse. “What? What?” she said. I stared at her stupidly. Three snowflakes swiftly and airily floated together into the dim hall from the gloom without. She clasped her hand over her mouth. Overburdened her fingers seemed to be, so slender were they, with her many rings.


‘“Nicholas, Nicholas, tell me; what was I saying? What was I saying?” She stumbled hastily to the door. “Arthur, Arthur,” she cried from the porch, “it’s St Valentine’s Day. That was all I meant; come back, come back!” But perhaps my father was already out of hearing; I do not think he made any reply.


‘My mother came in doubtfully, resting her hand on the wall. And she walked very slowly and laboriously upstairs. While I was standing at the foot of the staircase, looking out across the hall into the evening, Martha climbed primly up from the kitchen with her lighted taper, shut-to the door and lit the hall lamp. Already the good smell of the feast cooking floated up from the kitchen, and gladdened my spirits. “Will he come back?” Martha said, looking very scared in the light of her taper. “It’s such a fall of snow, already it’s a hand’s breadth on the window-sill. Oh, Master Nicholas, it’s a hard world for us women.” She followed my mother upstairs, carrying light to all the gloomy upper rooms.


‘I sat down in the window-seat of the dining-room, and read in my picture-book as well as I could by the flame-light. By and by, Martha returned to lay the table.


‘As far back as brief memory carried me, it had been our custom to make a Valentine’s feast on the Saint’s Day. This was my father’s mother’s birthday also. When she was alive I well remember her visiting us with her companion, Miss Schreiner, who talked in such good-humoured English to me. This same anniversary had last year brought about a tender reconciliation between my father and mother, after a quarrel that meant how little then. And I remember on this day to have seen the first fast-sealed buds upon the almond tree. We would have a great spangled cake in the middle of the table, with marzipan and comfits, just as at Christmas-time. And when Mrs Merry lived in the village, her little fair daughters used to come in a big carriage to spend the evening with us and to share my Valentine’s feast.


‘But all this was changed now. My wits were sharper, but I was none the less only the duller for that; my hopes and dreams had a little fallen and faded. I looked idly at my picture-book, vaguely conscious that its colours pleased me less than once upon a time, that I was rather tired of seeing them, and they just as tired of seeing me. And yet I had nothing else to do, so I must go on with a hard face, turning listlessly the pictured pages.


‘About seven o’clock my mother sent for me. I found her sitting in her bedroom. Candles were burning before the looking-glass. She was already dressed in her handsome black silk gown, and wearing her pearl necklace. She began to brush my hair, curling its longer ends with her fingers, which she moistened in the pink bowl that was one of the first things I had set eyes on in this world. She put me on a clean blouse and my buckle shoes, talking to me the while, almost as if she were telling me a story. Then she looked at herself long and earnestly in the glass; throwing up her chin with a smile, as was a habit of hers in talk. I wandered about the room, fingering the little toilet-boxes and nick-nacks on the table. By mischance I upset one of these, a scent-bottle that held rose-water. The water ran out and filled the warm air with its fragrance. “You foolish, clumsy boy!” said my mother, and slapped my hand. More out of vexation and tiredness than because of the pain, I began to cry. And then, with infinite tenderness, she leaned her head on my shoulder. “Mother can’t think very well just now,” she said; and cried so bitterly in silence that I was only too ready to extricate myself and run away when her hold on me relaxed.


‘I climbed slowly upstairs to Martha’s bedroom, and kneeling on a cane chair looked out of the window. The flakes had ceased to fall now, although the snowy heath was encompassed in mist. Above the snow the clouds had parted, drifting from beneath the stars, and these in their constellations were trembling very brightly, and here and there burned one of them in solitude, larger and wilder in its radiance than the rest. But though I did not tire of looking out of the window, my knees began to ache; and the little room was very cold and still so near the roof. So I went down to the dining-room, with all its seven candlesticks kindled, seeming to my unaccustomed eyes a very splendid blaze out of the dark. My mother was kneeling on the rug by the fireside. She looked very small, even dwarfish, I thought. She was gazing into the flames; one shoe curved beneath the hem of her gown, her chin resting on her hand.


‘I surveyed the table with its jellies and sweetmeats and glasses and fruit, and began to be very hungry, so savoury was the smell of the turkey roasting downstairs. Martha knocked at the door when the clock had struck eight.


‘“Dinner is ready, ma’am.”


‘My mother glanced fleetingly at the clock. “Just a little, only a very little while longer, tell Mrs Ryder; your master will be home in a minute.” She rose and placed the claret in the hearth at some distance from the fire.


‘Is it nicer warm, Mother?” I said. She looked at me with startled eyes and nodded. “Did you hear anything, Nicholas? Run to the door and listen; was that a sound of footsteps?”


‘I opened the outer door and peered into the darkness; but it seemed the world ended here with the warmth and the light: beyond could extend only winter and silence, a region that, familiar though it was to me, seemed now to terrify me like an enormous sea.


‘“It’s stopped snowing,” I said, “but there isn’t anybody there; nobody at all, Mother.”


‘The hours passed heavily from quarter on to quarter. The turkey, I grieved to hear, was to be taken out of the oven, and put away to cool in the pantry. I was bidden help myself to what I pleased of the trembling jellies, and delicious pink blanc-mange. Already midnight would be the next hour to be chimed. I felt sick, yet was still hungry and very tired. The candles began to burn low. “Leave me a little light here, then,” my mother said at last to Martha, “and go to bed. Perhaps your master has missed his way home in the snow.” But Mrs Ryder had followed Martha into the room.


‘“You must pardon my interference, ma’am, but it isn’t right, it isn’t really right of you to sit up longer. Master will not come back, maybe, before morning. And I shouldn’t be doing my bounden duty, ma’am, except I spoke my mind. Just now too, of all times.”


‘“Thank you very much, Mrs Ryder,” my mother answered simply “but I would prefer not to go to bed yet. It’s very lonely on the heath at night. But I shall not want anything else, thank you.”


‘“Well, ma’am, I’ve had my say, and done my conscience’s bidding. And I have brought you up this tumbler of mulled wine; else you’ll be sinking away or something with the fatigue.”


‘My mother took the wine, sipped of it with a wan smile at Mrs Ryder over the brim; and Mrs Ryder retired with Martha. I don’t think they had noticed me sitting close in the shadow on my stool beside the table. But all through that long night, I fancy, these good souls took it in turn to creep down stealthily and look in on us; and in the small hours of the morning, when the fire had fallen low they must have wrapped us both warm in shawls. They left me then, I think, to be my mother’s company. Indeed, I remember we spoke in the darkness, and she took my hand.


‘My mother and I shared the steaming wine together when they were gone; our shadows looming faintly huge upon the ceiling. We said very little, but I looked softly into her grey childish eyes, and we kissed one another kneeling there together before the fire. And afterwards, I jigged softly round the table, pilfering whatever sweet or savoury mouthful took my fancy. But by and by in the silent house – a silence broken only by the fluttering of the flames, and the odd far-away stir of the frost, drowsiness vanquished me; I sat down by the fireside, leaning my head on a chair. And sitting thus, vaguely eyeing firelight and wavering shadow, I began to nod, and very soon dream stalked in, mingling with reality.


‘It was early morning when I awoke, dazed and cold and miserable in my uncomfortable resting-place. The rare odour of frost was on the air. The ashes of the fire lay iron-grey upon the cold hearth. An intensely clear white ray of light leaned up through a cranny of the shutters to the cornice of the ceiling. I got up with difficulty. My mother was still asleep, breathing heavily, and as I stooped, regarding her curiously, I could almost watch her transient dreams fleeting over her face; and now she smiled faintly; and now she raised her eyebrows as if in some playful and happy talk with my father; then again utterly still darkness would descend on brow and lid and lip.


‘I touched her sleeve, suddenly conscious of my loneliness in the large house. Her face clouded instantly, she sighed profoundly: “What?” she said, “nothing – nothing?” She stretched out her hand towards me; the lids drew back from eyes still blind from sleep. But gradually time regained its influence over her. She moistened her lips and turned to me, and suddenly, in a gush of agony, remembrance of the night returned to her. She hid her face in her hands, rocking her body gently to and fro; then rose and smoothed back her hair at the looking-glass. I was surprised to see no trace of tears on her cheeks. Her lips moved, as if unconsciously a heart worn out with grief addressed that pale reflection of her sorrow in the glass. I took hold of the hand that hung down listlessly on her silk skirt, and fondled it, kissing punctiliously each loose ring in turn.


‘But I do not think she heeded my kisses. So I returned to the table on which was still set out the mockery of our Valentine feast, strangely disenchanted in the chill dusk of daybreak. I put a handful of wine biscuits and a broken piece of cake in my pocket; for a determination had taken me to go out on to the heath. My heart beat thick and fast in imagination of the solitary snow and of myself wandering in loneliness across its untrampled surface. A project also was forming in my mind of walking over to the Thorns; for somehow I knew my mother would not scold or punish me that day. Perhaps, I thought, my father would be there. And I would tell Miss Grey all about my adventure of the night spent down in the dining-room. So moving very stealthily, and betraying no eagerness, lest I should be forbidden to go, I stole at length unnoticed from the room, and leaving the great hall door ajar, ran out joyously into the wintry morning.


‘Already dawn was clear and high in the sky, already the first breezes were moving in the mists; and breathed chill, as if it were the lingering darkness itself on my cheeks. The air was cold, yet with a fresh faint sweetness. The snow lay crisp across its perfect surface, mounded softly over the gorse-bushes, though here and there a spray of parched blossom yet protruded from its cowl. Flaky particles of ice floated invisible in the air. I called out with pleasure to see the little ponds where the snow had been blown away from the black ice. I saw on the bushes too the webs of spiders stretched from thorn to thorn, and festooned with crystals of hoarfrost. I turned and counted as far as I could my footsteps leading back to the house, which lay roofed in gloomy pallor, dim and obscured in the darkened west.


‘A waning moon that had risen late in the night shone, it seemed, very near to the earth. But every moment light swept invincibly in, pouring its crystal like a river; and darkness sullenly withdrew into the north. And when at last the sun appeared, glittering along the rosy snow, I turned in an ecstasy and with my finger pointed him out, as if the house I had left behind me might view him with my own delight. Indeed, I saw its windows transmuted, and heard afar a thrush pealing in the bare branches of a pear-tree; and a robin startled me, so suddenly shrill and sweet he broke into song from a snowy tuft of gorse.


‘I was now come to the beginning of a gradual incline, from the summit of which I should presently descry in the distance the avenue of lindens that led towards the village from the margin of the heath. As I went on my way, munching my biscuits, looking gaily about me, I brooded deliciously on the breakfast which Miss Grey would doubtless sit me down to; and almost forgot the occasion of my errand, and the troubled house I had left behind me. At length I climbed to the top of the smooth ridge and looked down. At a little distance from me grew a crimson hawthorn-tree that often in past Aprils I had used for a green tent from the showers; but now it was closely hooded, darkening with its faint shadow the long expanse of unshadowed whiteness. Not very far from this bush I perceived a figure lying stretched along the snow and knew instinctively that this was my father lying here.


‘The sight did not then surprise or dismay me. It seemed only the lucid sequel to that long heavy night-watch, to all the troubles and perplexities of the past. I felt no sorrow, but stood beside the body, regarding it only with deep wonder and a kind of earnest curiosity, yet perhaps with a remote pity too, that he could not see me in the beautiful morning. His grey hand lay arched in the snow, his darkened face, on which showed a smear of dried blood, was turned away a little as if out of the oblique sunshine. I understood that he was dead, and had already begun speculating on what changes it would make; how I should spend my time; what would happen in the house now that he was gone, his influence, his authority, his discord. I remembered too that I was alone, was master of this immense secret, that I must go home sedately, as if it were a Sunday, and in a low voice tell my mother, concealing any exultation I might feel in the office. I imagined the questions that would be asked me, and was considering the proper answers to make to them, when my morbid dreams were suddenly broken in on by Martha Rodd. She stood in my footsteps, looking down on me from the ridge from which I had but just now descended. She hastened towards me, stooping a little as if she were carrying a heavy bundle, her mouth ajar, her forehead wrinkled beneath its wispy light brown hair.


‘“Look, Martha, look,” I cried, “I found him in the snow; he’s dead.” And suddenly a bond seemed to snap in my heart. The beauty and solitude of the morning, the perfect whiteness of the snow – it was all an uncouth mockery against me – a subtle and quiet treachery. The tears gushed into my eyes and in my fear and affliction I clung to the poor girl, sobbing bitterly, protesting my grief, hiding my eyes in terror from that still, inscrutable shape. She smoothed my hair with her hand again and again, her eyes fixed; and then at last, venturing cautiously nearer, she stooped over my father. “O Master Nicholas,” she said, “his poor dark hair! What will we do now? What will your poor mamma do now, and him gone?” She hid her face in her hands, and our tears gushed out anew.


‘But my grief was speedily forgotten. The novelty of being left entirely alone, my own master; to go where I would; to do as I pleased; the experience of being pitied most when I least needed it, and then – when misery and solitariness came over me like a cloud – of being utterly ignored, turned my thoughts gradually away. My father’s body was brought home and laid in my mother’s little parlour that looked out on to the garden and the snowy orchard. The house was darkened. I took a secret pleasure in peeping in on the sunless rooms, and stealing from door to door through corridors screened from the daylight. My mother was ill; and for some inexplicable reason I connected her illness with the bevy of gentlemen dressed in black who came one morning to the house and walked away together over the heath. Finally Mrs Marshall drove up one afternoon from Islington, and by the bundles she had brought with her and her grained box with the iron handles I knew that she was come, as once before in my experience, to stay.


‘I was playing on the morrow in the hall with my leaden soldiers when there came into my mind vaguely the voices of Mrs Ryder and of Mrs Marshall gossiping together on their tedious way upstairs from the kitchen.


‘“No, Mrs Marshall, nothing,” I heard Mrs Ryder saying, “not one word, not one word. And now the poor dear lady left quite alone, and only the doctor to gainsay that fatherless mite from facing the idle inquisitive questions of all them strangers. It’s neither for me nor you, Mrs Marshall, to speak out just what comes into our heads here and now. The ways of the Almighty are past understanding – but a kinder at heart never trod this earth.”


‘“Ah,” said Mrs Marshall.


‘“I knew to my sorrow,” continued Mrs Ryder, “there was words in the house; but there, wheresoever you be there’s that. Human beings ain’t angels, married or single, and in every —”


‘“Wasn’t there talk of some — ?” insinuated Mrs Marshall discreetly.


‘“Talk, Mrs Marshall,” said Mrs Ryder, coming to a standstill, “I scorn the word! A pinch of truth in a hogshead of falsehood. I don’t gainsay it even. I just shut my ears – there – with the dead.” Mrs Marshall had opened her mouth to reply when I was discovered, crouched as small as possible at the foot of the stairs.


‘“Well, here’s pitchers!” said Mrs Marshall pleasantly. “And this is the poor fatherless manikin, I suppose. It’s hard on the innocent, Mrs Ryder, and him grown such a sturdy child too, as I said from the first. Well, now, and don’t you remember me, little man, don’t you remember Mrs Marshall? He ought to, now!”


‘“He’s a very good boy in general,” said Mrs Ryder, “and I’m sure I hope and pray he’ll grow up to be a comfort to his poor widowed mother, if so be —” They glanced earnestly at one another, and Mrs Marshall stooped with a sigh of effort and drew a big leather purse from a big loose pocket under her skirt, and selected a bright ha’penny-piece from among its silver and copper.


‘“I make no doubt he will, poor mite,” she said cheerfully; I took the ha’penny in silence and the two women passed slowly upstairs.


‘In the afternoon, in order to be beyond call of Martha, I went out on to the heath with a shovel, intent on building a great tomb in the snow. Yet more snow had fallen during the night; it now lay so deep as to cover my socks above my shoes. I laboured very busily, shovelling, beating, moulding, stamping. So intent was I that I did not see Miss Grey until she was close beside me. I looked up from the snow and was surprised to find the sun already set and the low mists of evening approaching. Miss Grey was veiled and dressed in furs to the throat. She drew her ungloved hand from her muff.


‘“Nicholas,” she said in a low voice.


‘I stood for some reason confused and ashamed without answering her. She sat down on my shapeless mound of snow and took me by the hand. Then she drew up her veil, and I saw her face pale and darkened, and her clear dark eyes gravely gazing into mine.


‘“My poor, poor Nicholas,” she said, and continued to gaze at me with her warm hand clasping mine. “What can I say? What can I do? Isn’t it very, very lonely out here in the snow?”


‘“ I didn’t feel lonely much,” I answered, “I was making a – I was playing at building.”


‘“And I am sitting on your beautiful snow-house, then?” she said, smiling sadly, her hand trembling upon mine.


‘“It isn’t a house,” I answered, turning away.


‘She pressed my hand on the furs at her throat.


‘“Poor cold, blue hands,” she said. “Do you like playing alone?”


‘“I like you being here,” I answered. “I wish you would come always, or at least sometimes.”


‘She drew me close to her, smiling, and bent and kissed my head.


‘“There,” she said, “I am here now.”


‘“Mother’s ill,” I said.


‘She drew back and looked out over the heath towards the house.


‘“They have put my father in the little parlour, in his coffin, of course; you know he’s dead, and Mrs Marshall’s come, she gave me a ha’penny this morning. Dr Graham gave me a whole crown, though.” I took it out of my breeches pocket and showed it her.


‘“That’s very, very nice,” she said. “What lots of nice things you can buy with it! And, look, I am going to give you a little keepsake too, between just you and me.”


‘It was a small silver box that she drew out of her muff, and embossed in the silver of the lid was a crucifix. “I thought, perhaps, I should see you to-day, you know,” she continued softly. “Now, who’s given you this?” she said, putting the box into my hand.


‘“You,” I answered softly.


‘“And who am I?”


‘“Miss Grey,” I said.


‘“Your friend, Jane Grey,” she repeated, as if she were fascinated by the sound of her own name. “Say it now – Always my friend, Jane Grey.”


‘I repeated it after her.


‘“And now,” she continued, “tell me which room is – is the little parlour. Is it that small window at the corner under the ivy?”


‘I shook my head.


‘“Which?” she said in a whisper, after a long pause.


‘I twisted my shovel in the snow. “Would you like to see my father?” I asked her. “I am sure, you know, Martha would not mind; and mother’s in bed.” She started, her dark eyes dwelling strangely on mine. “But Nicholas, you poor lamb; where?” she said, without stirring.


‘“It’s at the back, a little window that comes out – if you were to come this evening, I would be playing in the hall; I always play in the hall, after tea, if I can; and now, always. Nobody would see you at all, you know.”


‘She sighed. “O what are you saying?” she said, and stood up, drawing down her veil.


‘“But would you like to?” I repeated. She stooped suddenly, pressing her veiled face to mine. “I’ll come, I’ll come,” she said, her face utterly changed so close to my eyes. “We can both still – still be loyal to him, can’t we, Nicholas?”


‘She walked away quickly, towards the pool and the little darkened wood. I looked after her and knew that she would be waiting there alone till evening. I looked at my silver box with great satisfaction, and after opening it, put it into my pocket with my crown piece and my ha’penny, and continued my building for a while.


‘But now zest for it was gone; and I began to feel cold, the frost closing in keenly as darkness gathered. So I went home.


‘My silence and suspicious avoidance of scrutiny and question passed unnoticed. Indeed, I ate my tea in solitude, except that now and again one or other of the women would come bustling in on some brief errand. A peculiar suppressed stir was in the house. I wondered what could be the cause of it; and began suddenly to be afraid of my project being discovered.


‘None the less I was playing in the evening, as I had promised, close to the door, alert to catch the faintest sign of the coming of my visitor.


‘“Run down to the kitchen, dearie,” said Martha. Her cheeks were flushed. She was carrying a big can of steaming water. “You must keep very, very quiet this evening and go to bed like a good boy, and perhaps tomorrow morning I’ll tell you a great secret.” She kissed me with hasty rapture. I was not especially inquisitive of her secret just then, and eagerly promised to be quite quiet if I might continue to play where I was.


‘“Well, very, very quiet then, and you mustn’t let Mrs Marshall,” she began, but hurried hastily away in answer to a peremptory summons from upstairs.


‘“Almost as soon as she was gone I heard a light rap on the door. It seemed that Jane Grey had brought in with her the cold and freshness of the woods. I led the way on tiptoe down the narrow corridor and into the small, silent room. The candles burned pure and steadfastly in their brightness. The air was still and languid with the perfume of flowers. Overhead passed light, heedful footsteps; but they seemed not a disturbing sound, only a rumour beyond the bounds of silence.


‘“I am very sorry,” I said, “but they have nailed it down. Martha says the men came this afternoon.”


‘Miss Grey took a little bunch of snowdrops from her bosom, and hid them in among the clustered wreaths of flowers; and she knelt down on the floor, with a little silver cross which she sometimes wore pressed tight to her lips. I felt ill at ease to see her praying, and wished I could go back to my soldiers. But while I watched her, seeing in marvellous brilliancy everything in the little room, and remembering dimly the snow lying beneath the stars in the darkness of the garden, I listened also to the quiet footsteps passing to and fro in the room above. Suddenly, the silence was broken by a small, continuous, angry crying.


‘Miss Grey looked up. Her eyes were very clear and wonderful in the candle-light.


‘“What was that?” she said faintly, listening.


‘I stared at her. The cry welled up anew, piteously; as if of a small remote and helpless indignation.


‘“Why it sounds just like a – little baby,” I said.


‘She crossed herself hastily and arose. “Nicholas!” she said in a strange, quiet, bewildered voice – yet her face was most curiously bright. She looked at me lovingly and yet so strangely I wished I had not let her come in.


‘She went out as she had entered. I did not so much as peep into the darkness after her, but busy with a hundred thoughts returned to my play.


‘Long past my usual bedtime, as I sat sipping a mug of hot milk before the glowing cinders of the kitchen fire, Martha told me her secret …




 





‘So my impossible companion in the High Street yesterday was own and only brother to your crazy old friend, Richard,’ said the Count. ‘His only brother,’ he added, in a muse.






1 As printed in BS (1942). First published in English Review, August 1909.
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It had long been our custom to muse and gossip through the summer evening twilight, and now we had lingered so late that the darkness of night had come into the room. But two, at least, of the three of us were well content so to moon on, the fitful summer lightnings shining pale on our faces as we sat at the window. As for myself, I can only confess that with every tick of the clock I had been more and more inclined to withdraw, and so give the others the opportunity and ease of my absence. But likely enough, had I done so, the Count would have bluffly recalled me, or my aunt would have roused herself from her reverie to candles and common sense.


So I held my tongue, after my aunt’s example, who sat, still and erect, looking out through her glasses, her hands upon the arms of her chair, while the Count spoke seldom, and that generally in a kind of inarticulate discourse with himself.


There was plenty to busy my thoughts. The Count was evidently on the point of abandoning his long-cherished platonicism. My aunt, of late, had been far from her usual self, now brisk, now apathetic; but neither and nothing for long together. Matrimony was in the air, and I must soon be an exile. Soon, doubtless, a wife (and how capable and prudent a wife) would relieve me of my duties to my eloquent, arbitrary old friend. I had become superfluous. The most amiable of chaperons now found himself gradually converted into a tartish gooseberry. The quick lightning had but just now illumined the Count’s face as he bent towards her. In his eyes was inspiration. And my aunt’s almost uncivil withdrawal of her hand was evidently all but the last capricious valedictory gesture to middle age and widowhood.


My aunt apparently suddenly realized this, and the hazard of keeping silent. She rose abruptly, smoothing out her silk skirts as if she had thought to herself, ‘Well, that’s done with.’


‘I fear I was nodding, Count; I beg pardon,’ she said in a rather faint voice, and behind the semblance of a yawn. ‘The air’s close and heavy. It seems a storm’s gathering.’


We neither of us answered her.


‘Richard,’ she said, ‘oblige me by ringing the bell.’


The Count deftly intercepted me.


‘It’s a waste of peace and quietness,’ said he appealingly. ‘Won’t you sit but a few minutes longer? Who knows: not so many days may be left, with such quiet ends – the twilight, summer? Richard shall fetch you a shawl. We’ll take a turn in the garden.’


‘Very pretty sentiments, Count,’ answered my aunt, ‘but you must take pity on old bones. Upstairs must be my garden to-night. I’m tired and drowsy – it’s been a hot, dusty day – and I think I’ll be getting to my rest while the thunder is out of hearing.’


Soon candles gleamed on the wall; the pensive romantic twilight of evening was over. My aunt turned her face slowly, even reluctantly, I fancied, into their radiance. She looked pale, tired; and seemed disturbed and perplexed.


‘I think, Richard, I’d like your arm up the stairs.’ Again the Count forestalled me. ‘Bless me, Count,’ said my aunt in shaken, almost querulous tones, ‘you’ll be completely spoiling me with your – your kindness. I wouldn’t rob you of your peace and quiet for all the world. There, Richard, that’s it.’


She leaned a little heavily on my arm, walking slowly and deliberately. In the doorway she turned; hesitated.


‘And now, good-night, my dear Count,’ she said.


The Count stood, stark as a patriot, against the wall. It was not to be ‘roses all the way’.


‘Good-night, my dear lady,’ said he.


As we slowly ascended the stairs I could hardly refrain from gently taxing my aunt with what seemed very like coquetry. Yet something in her words had set me doubting. And as I now looked sidelong at her, I fancied I could detect a gravity in her face which no mere feminine caprice could cause or explain. At her bedroom door I handed her the candle.


‘I wish you could have stayed a little,’ I mumbled inanely; ‘he really meant it, you know. I ought to have realized that …’


She took the candle, staring vacantly into my face the while.


‘I should like to see you, Richard, in about ten minutes’ time,’ she said. ‘Step up cautiously to my room here. I shall be awaiting you. I want a few minutes’ quiet, sensible talk – you understand?’


And with that she went in and shut the door.


‘Richard, Richard,’ I heard the Count’s stealthy whisper at the foot of the stairs; but I made a clatter with the door handle, pretending not to have heard him.


I sat in my bedroom speculating in vain what my aunt wanted with me.


In ten minutes I tapped softly, and she herself opened the door. She was attired in a voluminous dressing-gown of scarlet flannel; her hair was loosely plaited and looped up on her shoulders, with less of grey in it than I had supposed. She shut the door after me, and rather stiffly signed to me to sit down.


‘I’ll trouble you, please, to speak rather softly, Richard,’ she said, ‘because my window is open for air, and the Count is walking in the garden.’ She seated herself on a stiff bedroom chair, clasping her hands in her ample lap. ‘I’ve called you in, my boy, to tell you that I am going to leave here tomorrow.’


I leaned forward to speak, but she peremptorily waved me back. ‘Janet has ordered a cab for me; it will be at the door at eleven o’clock in the morning. My trunks – these two, just what I shall require – are packed and ready. Janet will see to the rest. And I’ll ask you to be kind enough to send the others to me by the railway before the end of the week. See that they’re securely locked and corded; the keys are under the clock there. What’s more – I want you to take the Count for a walk early tomorrow morning, and not to return with him till luncheon, when I shall be – when I shall be, well – out of the house. Don’t keep on opening your mouth, Richard; it distracts me. Then in some sort of explanation you are to tell him that his hospitality was so – so congenial to me that I hadn’t the heart nor the words either – to say good-bye. Tell him I’ll write good-bye … Is that perfectly clear, now?’


A languid breath of air gently lifted the white blind, as if to cool the flush that had spread over my aunt’s cheek. Her face was inscrutable.


‘What address did you say for the boxes?’


‘Bless the boy! send them home.’


‘Very well, Aunt Lucy,’ I answered, and rose from my chair. My aunt lifted her hand, and let it fall again into her lap.


‘Is there anything else?’ I said.


The inscrutability of her expression angered and baffled me. She continued to look at me with an open solemnity, but as if I were a hundred miles away.


‘Why do you pick and choose your words, make such a pretence, Richard, when you might speak out?’


‘“Pretence,” Aunt Lucy?’


‘If an old woman came in such straits to me, and I was a tolerably sensible young man like yourself, I hope and trust I’d use my wits to better purpose. I am in some anxiety. You see it. You are not blind. But you are saying to yourself, in your conceit and pique – “I won’t ask her what it is.” You think – “I’ll wait for the old lady’s confession; it’s bound to come.” I ask you candidly, is that open and manly? Is that the English frankness and chivalry we never weary of boasting about? Do you suppose that mere cleverness watched over your cradle? Do you think mere cleverness will ever win you a wife? Would – would the Count?’


Colour once more had welled into her cheeks, and her carpet-slippered foot was thrust impatiently out from beneath her dressing-gown.


‘I did not suppose you wished me to intrude,’ I stammered. ‘You have your own reasons, I assume, for ordering me about. I assume, you had your own reasons, too, for not taking me into your confidence. I am sorry, Aunt Lucy, but I don’t see what else I could have done.’


‘Sit down, Richard,’ she said.


‘Look here, Aunt Lucy,’ I interposed a little hotly, ‘you ask me to speak out. You’ve said a good many things a fellow would resent pretty warmly from – any one else. Now let me have my say too. And I can’t help it if I do offend you; or if you think I’m butting in on what doesn’t concern me. I say this – it’s a mean, shabby thing to treat the Count like this. You’ve talked and walked with him. You know what he thinks – what he feels. He’s not the unfeeling simpleton you think me. But he can’t help hoping. Now is it fair and square then to go off like this behind his back – because you daren’t meet him and brave him to his face? He simply can’t help himself. That’s the point. I’m not blind. You can’t explain and you daren’t wait to be asked for an explanation. It’s simply selfishness, that’s what it is. And, what is worse, you don’t want to go.’ I blundered on and on to the grim lady, venturing much further than I had ever dreamed of doing; and then fell suddenly silent.


‘In some respects, that is the truth, Richard,’ she said at last, quite gently – ‘I own that freely. But it’s not fear or pusillanimity, and no injury, my boy. I am in the right; and yet it’s true I daren’t go to him and tell him so. If I lifted a finger – if, just as I am, I walked downstairs and went out and took a turn with him in the garden, on the man’s arm – well, I ask you. What would he do?’


‘He’d pop the question,’ I said vulgarly and resentfully, ‘and you know it. And a jolly good thing too, for both of you. What’s more, you’ve never given him an atom of reason to suppose you wouldn’t accept him.’


‘I say that’s untrue, Richard. And who asked for your views on that, pray? Be smart, sir, in better season. The Count, you say, would ask me to be his wife – what then? I am not too old; I am not too feeble; I am a practical housekeeper! and – I like the man. He’d ask me to be his wife – and then – as I walked in the garden with him, I should be stumbling and peering, pushing and poking my way. Dark to me! Whatever the happiness within. Richard, you poor blind creature, don’t you see it? Can the Count marry a woman who’s all but eyeless, who can but glimmer to-day out of what will be sightless and hopeless as that night outside, to-morrow? I have been struggling against the truth. I like being here. I like – Oh, I have stayed too long. You stupid, short-sighted men! He has seen me day after day. He has seen me go fingering on from chair to chair. Was I hiding it? Do I or do I not wear spectacles? Do they distort my eyes till I look like an owl in a belfry? Should I wear this hideous monstrosity if – you should have seen, you should have guessed.’


I put my hand on my aunt’s as it lay on her knee.


‘Good Lord,’ I muttered, and choked into silence again.


‘That’s it, Richard, that’s common sense,’ she said, squeezing my fingers. ‘It’s all perfectly plain. As duty always is, thank the Lord. He wants a bright, active, capable wife – if he wants any. A blind old woman can’t be that. She can’t be, even if she had the heart. I’m a silly, Richard, for all my sour ways. Poor man, poor volatile generous creature. He’s not quiet and stay-at-home, as his age should be. He’s all capers, and fancies, and – and romance. God bless me, romance! … And that’s the end of it.’


She stayed; and we heard a light restless footfall upon the gravel beneath the window.


‘I never thought I should be saying all this stuff to you; I had no such intention, Richard. But you’re of my own blood, and that’s something. And now off to bed with you, and not another word. Out with him at ten and back with him at twelve. And my boxes at the week’s end.’


‘Look here, my dear aunt — ’ I began.


‘You are going to tell me,’ she said, ‘that it’s all my fancy; that my eyes are as good as yours; that I shall wreck our old friend’s happiness. My dear Richard, do you suppose that my questions to the little snuff-coloured oculist were not sharp and to the point? Do you think life has not given me the courage to know that one’s eyesight is at least as precious and mortal as one’s heart? Do you think that an old woman, who was never idle in learning, has not by this time read through and through your old friend’s warm, fickle, proud, fantastic heart? There are good things a woman can admire in a man, besides mere stubborn adoration. And the Count has most of ’em. So you see, you would have told me only what ninety-nine young men would have told me nearly as well. I think too much of you to listen to it. The hundredth for me. There, give me a kiss and go away, Richard. I wish to retire.’


My aunt rose hastily, kissed me sharply on the cheek, hurried me out of the room, and locked the door after me.


While sitting there in her presence, I had almost failed to see the folly of the business. Her pitiless commonsense had made me an unwilling accomplice. But as I turned over our talk in my mind, I was tempted at once to betray her secret to the Count. He, too, could be resolute and rational and inflexible at need. Nevertheless, I realized how futile, how fatal the attempt might prove.


To the letter then, I determined to obey her, trusting to the Count’s genius and the placability of fate for a happier conclusion. And even at that – a young man a good deal incensed with the ridiculous obligations these two elderly victims had thrust upon him found sleep that night very stubborn of attainment.


I had little expected to see my aunt at breakfast next morning; but when the Count came in from the garden, hot and boisterous, she sat waiting for him, and greeted us with her usual cheerful gravity. Only too clearly, however, my new knowledge revealed the tragic truth of her secret of the night before. She leaned forward a little on the table, gazing steadily across it, her hands wandering lightly over the cups, already half endowed with the delicacy at length to come. Never had the Count been so high-spirited, and she answered him jest for jest. Yet not one sign did she vouchsafe to assure me of our compact. She acted her part without a symptom of flinching to the end.


In a rather clumsy fashion, I fear, I at last proposed to the Count a walk over the Heath.


‘An excellent suggestion, Richard,’ said my aunt cordially. ‘There, Count put on your hat, and take your stick, and walk off the steam. It’s no use looking at me. I have business to attend to, so I can’t come.’


But the Count was exceedingly unwilling to go. The garden held more charm for him, and better company. A faint groping uneasiness, too, showed itself in his features.


But my aunt would heed no scruples, no reluctances. ‘When a woman wants a man out of the way, don’t you suppose, Count, that she knows best?’ she enquired lightly but firmly. ‘Now where’s your stick?’


In her eagerness she stumbled against the doorpost, and the Count caught her impulsively by the arm. Her cheek flushed crimson. For an instant I fancied that fate had indeed intervened. But the next minute the Count and I were hurried out of the house, and bound for the Heath. My aunt had herself shut the door, and, heavy with fears and forebodings, I supposed that this was the end of the matter.


It was a quiet summer morning, the sunshine sweet with the nutty and almond scents of bracken and gorse. At first, in our walk, the Count was inclined to be satirical. He scoffed at every remark I made, and scoffed at his scoffing. But at the bottom of the hollow his mood swerved to the opposite extreme. He walked, bent morosely, without raising his eyes from the grass. His only answer to every little remark I volunteered was a shrug or a grunt. His pace diminished more and more until at last he suddenly stopped, as if some one had spoken to him. And he turned his face towards home.


‘What’s wrong?’ he said to me.


‘Wrong?’ said I.


‘I heard your aunt calling.’


‘Nonsense,’ I said; ‘she’s two miles distant at least.’


‘“Nonsense”!’ said he angrily: ‘I say I heard her calling. Am I all skin and bone? I’m done with the Heath.’


I remonstrated in vain. It only served to make things worse. At each word the Count’s disquietude increased, he was the more obstinately bent on returning.


‘Home, boy, home! I’ll not be gainsaid.’


I threatened to go on alone; but the threat, I knew, was futile, and proved me at my last resource.


It was not until we were within a few yards of the house that, on turning a corner, we came in sight of the cab. With a sagacity that almost amounted to divination, the Count jumped at once to the cause of its presence there.


‘What’s it mean?’ he hoarsely shouted, and waved his stick in the air. ‘What’s that cab mean, I say? What’s it mean? Have you no answer, eh?’ But after that one swift white glance at my face, he said no more. ‘Bring that box into the house, sir,’ he bawled to the cabman, ‘and drive your cab to the devil.’


I followed him into the house, and the tempest of his wrath raged through it like a cloud. My aunt was not in the dining-room. Janet had fled away into the kitchen. And I suppose by this time my aunt had heard the uproar of his home-coming, for when the Count assailed her door it was secure, and she was in a stronghold.


‘Mrs Lindsay! what’s this mean?’ he shouted. ‘What have I done, that you should be leaving my house like this? Am I so far in my dotage that I must be cheated like a child? Is it open with me? You shall not go. You shall not go. I’ll burn the cab first. You daren’t face me, Mrs Lindsay.’


‘Count, Count,’ said I, ‘every word – the neighbours.’


‘The neighbours! the neighbours!’ his scorn broke over me. ‘Look to your own pottering milksop business, sir! Now, Mrs Lindsay, now!’


In envious admiration I heard my aunt open her door. For an instant there was no sound in the house.


‘Count,’ she said, ‘I will just ask you to go quietly down to your study and remain there for five minutes. By that time I shall be ready to say goodbye to you.’


‘Lucy, my dear friend,’ said the Count – and all the resentment was gone out of his voice – ‘I ask only one thing: you will not treat me like this?’


‘Five minutes, Count, five minutes,’ said my aunt.


The Count came downstairs. He paid no heed to me; went into his study and shut the door. The cabman was on the doorstep.


‘Richard,’ said my aunt from the loop of the stairs, ‘the cabman will carry out my orders.’


I went up slowly and tapped at my aunt’s door. She would not open to me.


‘You have failed, Richard, that is all; a man can’t do worse,’ she called to me from the other side of the panels.


‘He insisted, aunt,’ I pleaded. ‘I almost used force.’


‘I don’t doubt it,’ she said; ‘you used all the force that was in you. There, leave me now. I have other things to think about.’


‘On my word of honour, believe me or not, Aunt Lucy,’ I cried, ‘I have done my best. “I hear her calling” – that’s what he kept saying: and home he came. I would have given anything. Let me tell him. I saw his face just now. Aunt Lucy, he’s an old man —’


‘Listen, Richard,’ she answered, and she was pressing close to the door. ‘Say no more. I spoke hastily. I have thought it out; the day will pass; and all the noise and fret over. But, but – are you there, Richard?’ She whispered in so low a voice that I could scarcely catch the words, ‘I go because I’m tired of it all; want liberty, ease: tell him that. “Just like a woman!” say; anything that sounds best to rid him of this – fancy. Do you see? – and not a single word about the eyes. Richard! do you see? You have failed me once. I am trusting you again. That’s all.’


So I went down and sat a while with my own thoughts to entertain me, in the little room with the French windows and the stuffed birds. In a few minutes I heard my aunt’s footsteps descending the stairs. She was all but groping her way with extreme caution, step by step. Veil or bonnet, I know not what, had added years to her face. I had not heard the Count open his door. But in a flash I caught sight of him, on the threshold, stiff as a mute.


‘Lucy,’ he said, ‘listen. For all that I said – for an old man’s noise and fury – forgive me! That is past. My dear friend, all that I ask now is this – will you be my wife?’


My aunt’s eyebrows were arched above her spectacles. She smoothed her wrinkled forehead with her fingers. ‘What did you say, Count?’ she said.


‘I said I am sorry – beyond all words. And oh, my dear, dear lady, will you be my wife?’


‘Ach – nonsense, nonsense, old friend,’ said my aunt. ‘And you and me so old and staid! Grey hairs. Withered sticks. From the bottom of my heart I thank you for the honour. But – why, Count, you discommode an – an old woman.’ She laughed like a girl.


And she pushed her gloved hand along the wall of the passage, moving very heedfully and slowly. ‘Richard, may I ask you just once more to support my poor gouty knees down these odious steps?’ My aunt was speaking in a foreign tongue. The Count strode after us.


‘Is this all?’ said he, gazing into her face.


‘God bless the man! – would he stare me out of countenance?’ Her hand felt limp and cold beneath her glove. And we went out of the house into the sunlight, and descended slowly to the cab.


And that was the end of the matter. My aunt had divined the truth. Her volatile, fickle, proud, fantastic old friend moped for a while. But soon the intervention of scribbling, projects, books, and dissensions with his neighbours added this one more to many another romantic episode in his charming repertory of memories. Moreover, had my aunt chosen to return, here was a brotherly affection, flavoured with a platonic piquancy, eager to welcome, to serve, and to entertain her.


Not for many a year did I meet my aunt again. I twice ventured to call on her; but she was ‘out’ to me. Rumours strayed my way at times of a soured blind old woman, for ever engaged in scandalous contention with the parents of her domestics; but me she altogether ignored. And then for a long time I feared to force myself on her memory. But when the end came, and the Count was speedily sinking, some odd remembrance of her troubled his sleep. He begged me to write to my aunt, to ‘ask her to come and share a last crust with an old, broken, toothless friend.’ But my poor old friend died the next evening, and the last stillness had fallen upon the house before she could answer his summons.


On the day following I was sitting in the empty and darkened diningroom, when I heard the sound of wheels, and somehow divining what they portended, I looked out through the Venetian blind.


My aunt had come, as she had gone, in a hackney cab; and, refusing any assistance from the maid who was there with her, she stepped painfully down out of it, and, tapping the ground at her feet with her ebony stick, the wintry sun glinting red upon her blue spectacles as she moved, she began to climb the flight of steps alone, with difficulty, but with a vigorous assurance.


I was seized with dismay at the very sight of her. Something in her very appearance filled me with a sense of my own mere young-manliness and fatuity. I drew sharply back from the window; hesitated – in doubt whether to receive her myself, or to send for Mrs Rodd. I peeped again. She had come on slowly. But now, midway up the steps, she paused, slowly turned herself about, and stretched out her hand towards the house.


‘Cabman, cabman’ – her words rang against the stucco walls – ‘is this the house? What’s wrong with the house?’


The cabman began to climb down from his box.


‘Agnes, do you hear me?’ she cried with a shrill piercing horror in her voice. ‘Agnes, Agnes – is the house dark?’


‘The blinds are all down, m’m,’ answered the girl looking out of the window.


My aunt turned her head slowly, and I could see her moving eyebrows arched high above her spectacles. And then she began to climb rapidly backwards down the steps in her haste to be gone. It was a ludicrous and yet a poignant and dreadful thing to see. I could refrain myself no longer.


But she was already seated in the cab before I could reach her. ‘Aunt, my dear Aunt Lucy,’ I said at the window, peering into the musty gloom. ‘Won’t you please come into the house? I have many things – a ring – books – he spoke often —’


She turned and confronted me, speechless entreaty in her blind face – an entreaty not to me, for no earthly help, past all hope of answer, it seemed; and then, with an extraordinary certainty of aim, she began beating my hand that lay upon the narrow window-frame with the handle of her ebony stick.


‘Drive on, drive on!’ she cried. ‘God bless the man, why doesn’t he drive on?’ The jet butterflies in her bonnet trembled above her crimsoned brow. The cabman brandished his whip. And that was quite the end. I never saw my aunt again.






1 First published in Lady’s Realm, July 1907.
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For an hour or two in the afternoon, Miss Lennox had always made it a rule to retire to her own room for a little rest, so that for this brief interval, at any rate, Alice was at liberty to do just what she pleased with herself. The ‘just what she pleased,’ no doubt, was a little limited in range; and ‘with herself’ was at best no very vast oasis amid its sands.


She might, for example, like Miss Lennox, rest, too, if she pleased. Miss Lennox prided herself on her justice.


But then, Alice could seldom sleep in the afternoon because of her troublesome cough. She might at a pinch write letters, but they would need to be nearly all of them addressed to imaginary correspondents. And not even the most romantic of young human beings can write on indefinitely to one who vouchsafes no kind of an answer. The choice in fact merely amounted to that between being ‘in’ or ‘out’ (in any sense), and now that the severity of the winter had abated, Alice much preferred the solitude of the garden to the vacancy of the house.


With rain came an extraordinary beauty to the narrow garden – its trees drenched, refreshed, and glittering at break of evening, its early flowers stooping pale above the darkened earth, the birds that haunted there singing as if out of a cool and happy cloister – the stormcock wildly jubilant. There was one particular thrush on one particular tree which you might say all but yelled messages at Alice, messages which sometimes made her laugh, and sometimes almost ready to cry, with delight.


And yet ever the same vague influence seemed to haunt her young mind. Scarcely so much as a mood; nothing in the nature of a thought; merely an influence – like that of some impressive stranger met – in a dream, say – long ago, and now half-forgotten.


This may have been in part because the low and foundering wall between the empty meadows and her own recess of greenery had always seemed to her like the boundary between two worlds. On the one side freedom, the wild; on this, Miss Lennox, and a sort of captivity. There Reality; here (her ‘duties’ almost forgotten) the confines of a kind of waking dream. For this reason, if for no other, she at the same time longed for and yet in a way dreaded the afternoon’s regular reprieve.


It had proved, too, both a comfort and a vexation that the old servant belonging to the new family next door had speedily discovered this little habit, and would as often as not lie in wait for her between a bush of lilac and a bright green chestnut that stood up like a dense umbrella midway along the wall that divided Miss Lennox’s from its one neighbouring garden. And since apparently it was Alice’s destiny in life to be always precariously balanced between extremes, Sarah had also turned out to be a creature of rather peculiar oscillations of temperament.


Their clandestine talks were, therefore, though frequent, seldom particularly enlightening. None the less, merely to see this slovenly ponderous woman enter the garden, self-centred, with a kind of dull arrogance, her louring face as vacant as contempt of the Universe could make it, was an event ever eagerly, though at times vexatiously, looked for, and seldom missed.


Until but a few steps separated them, it was one of Sarah’s queer habits to make believe, so to speak, that Alice was not there at all. Then, as regularly, from her place of vantage on the other side of the wall, she would slowly and heavily lift her eyes to her face, with a sudden energy which at first considerably alarmed the young girl, and afterwards amused her. For certainly you are amused in a sort of fashion when any stranger you might suppose to be a little queer in the head proves perfectly harmless. Alice did not exactly like Sarah. But she could no more resist her advances than the garden could resist the coming on of night.


Miss Lennox, too, it must be confessed, was a rather tedious and fretful companion for wits (like Alice’s) always wool-gathering – wool, moreover, of the shimmering kind that decked the Golden Fleece. Her own conception of the present was of a niche in Time from which she was accustomed to look back on the dim, though once apparently garish, panorama of the past; while with Alice, Time had kept promises enough only for a surety of its immense resources – resources illimitable, even though up till now they had been pretty tightly withheld.


Or, if you so preferred, as Alice would say to herself, you could put it that Miss Lennox had all her eggs in a real basket, and that Alice had all hers in a basket that was not exactly real – only problematical.


All the more reason, then, for Alice to think it a little queer that it had been Miss Lennox herself and not Sarah who had first given shape and substance to her vaguely bizarre intuitions concerning the garden – a walled-in space in which one might suppose intuition alone could discover anything in the least remarkable.


‘When my cousin, Mary Wilson (the Wilsons of Aberdeen, as I may have told you), when my cousin lived in this house,’ she had informed her young companion, one evening over her own milk and oatmeal biscuits, ‘there was a silly talk with the maids that it was haunted.’


‘The house?’ Alice had enquired, with a sudden crooked look on a face that Nature, it seemed, had definitely intended to be frequently startled; ‘The house?’


‘I didn’t say the house,’ Miss Lennox testily replied – it always annoyed her to see anything resembling a flush on her young companion’s cheek, ‘and even if I did, I certainly meant the garden. If I had meant the house, I should have used the word house. I meant the garden. It was quite unnecessary to correct or contradict me; and whether or not, it’s all the purest rubbish – just a tale, though, not the only one of the kind in the world, I fancy.’


‘Do you remember any of the other tales?’ Alice had enquired, after a rather prolonged pause.


‘No, none’; was the flat reply.


And so it came about that to Sarah (though she could hardly be described as the Serpent of the situation) to Sarah fell the opportunity of enjoying to the full an opening for her fantastic ‘lore’. By insinuation, by silences, now with contemptuous scepticism, now with enormous warmth, she cast her spell, weaving an eager imagination through and through with the rather gaudy threads of superstition.


‘Lor, no, Crimes, maybe not, though blood is in the roots for all I can say.’ She had looked up almost candidly in the warm, rainy wind, her deadish-looking hair blown back from her forehead.


‘Some’ll tell you only the old people have eyes to see the mystery; and some, old or young, if so be they’re ripe. Nothing to me either way; I’m gone past such things. And what it is, ’orror and darkness, or golden like a saint in heaven, or pictures in dreams, or just like dying fireworks in the air, the Lord alone knows, Miss, for I don’t. But this I will say,’ and she edged up her body a little closer to the wall, the raindrops the while dropping softly on bough and grass, ‘May-day’s the day, and midnight’s the hour, for such as be wakeful and brazen and stoopid enough to watch it out. And what you’ve got to look for in a manner of speaking is what comes up out of the darkness from behind them trees there!’


She drew back cunningly.


The conversation was just like clockwork. It recurred regularly – except that there was no need to wind anything up. It wound itself up over-night, and with such accuracy that Alice soon knew the complete series of question and answer by heart or by rote – as if she had learned them out of the Child’s Guide to Knowledge, or the Catechism. Still there were interesting points in it even now.


‘And what you’ve got to look for’ — the you was so absurdly impersonal when muttered in that thick coarse privy voice. And Alice invariably smiled at this little juncture; and Sarah as invariably looked at her and swallowed.


‘But have you looked for – for what you say, you know?’ Alice would then enquire, still with face a little averted towards the black low-boughed group of broad-leafed chestnuts, positive candelabra in their own season of wax-like speckled blossom.


‘Me? Me? I was old before my time, they used to say. Why, besides my poor sister up in Yorkshire there, there’s not a mouth utters my name.’ Her large flushed face smiled in triumphant irony. ‘Besides my bed-rid mistress there, and my old what they call feeble-minded sister, Jane Mary, in Yorkshire, I’m as good as in my grave. I may be dull and hot in the head at times, but I stand alone – eat alone, sit alone, sleep alone, think alone. There’s never been such a lonely person before. Now, what should such a lonely person as me, Miss, I ask you, or what should you either for that matter, be meddling with your Maydays and your haunted gardens for?’ She broke off and stared with angry confusion around her, and, lifting up her open hand a little, she, added hotly, Them birds! – My God, I drats ’em for their squealin’ !’


‘But, why?’ said Alice, frowning slightly.


‘The Lord only knows, Miss; I hate the sight of ’em! If I had what they call a blunderbuss in me hand I’d blow ’em to ribbings.’


And Alice never could quite understand why it was that the normal pronunciation of the word would have suggested a less complete dismemberment of the victims.


It was on a bleak day in March that Alice first heard really explicitly the conditions of the quest.


‘Your hows and whys! What I say is I’m sick of it all. Not so much of you, Miss, which is all greens to me, but of the rest of it all! Anyhow, fast you must, like the Cartholics, and you with a frightful hacking cough and all. Come like a new-begotten bride you must in a white gown, and a wreath of lillies or rorringe-blossom in your hair, same pretty much as I made for my mother’s coffin this twenty years ago, and which I wouldn’t do now not for respectability even. And me and my mother, let me tell you, were as close as hens in a roost … But I’m off me subject. There you sits, even if the snow itself comes sailing in on your face, and alone you must be, neither book nor candle, and the house behind you shut up black abed and asleep. But, there; you so wan and sickly a young lady. What ghost would come to you, I’d like to know. You want some fine dark loveyer for a ghost – that’s your ghost. Oo-ay! There’s not a want in the world but’s dust and ashes. That’s my bit of schooling.’


She gazed on impenetrably at Alice’s slender fingers. And without raising her eyes she leaned her large hands on the wall, ‘Meself, Miss, meself’s my ghost, as they say. Why, bless me! it’s all thro’ the place now, like smoke.’


What was all through the place now like smoke Alice perceived to be the peculiar clarity of the air discernible in the garden at times. The clearness as it were of glass, of a looking-glass, which conceals all behind and beyond it, returning only the looker’s wonder, or simply her vanity, or even her gaiety. Why, for the matter of that, thought Alice smiling, there are people who look into looking-glasses, actually see themselves there, and yet never turn a hair.


There wasn’t any glass, of course. Its sort of mirage sprang only out of the desire of her eyes, out of a restless hunger of the mind – just to possess her soul in patience till the first favourable May evening came along and then once and for all to set everything at rest. It was a thought which fascinated her so completely, that it influenced her habits, her words, her actions. She even began to long for the afternoon solely to be alone with it; and in the midst of the reverie it charmed into her mind, she would glance up as startled as a Dryad to see the ‘cook-general’s’ dark face fixing its still cold gaze on her from over the moss-greened wall. As for Miss Lennox, she became testier and more ‘rational’ than ever as she narrowly watched the day approaching when her need for a new companion would become extreme.


Who, however, the lover might be, and where the trysting-place, was unknown even to Alice, though, maybe, not absolutely unsurmised by her, and with a kind of cunning perspicacity perceived only by Sarah.


‘I see my old tales have tickled you up, Miss,’ she said one day, lifting her eyes from the clothes-line she was carrying to the girl’s alert and mobile face. ‘What they call old wives’ tales I fancy, too.’


‘Oh, I don’t think so,’ Alice answered. ‘I can hardly tell, Sarah. I am only at peace here, I know that. I get out of bed at night to look down from the window and wish myself here. When I’m reading, just as if it were a painted illustration – in the book, you know – the scene of it all floats in between me and the print. Besides, I can do just what I like with it. In my mind, I mean. I just imagine; and there it all is. So you see I could not bear now to go away.’


‘There’s no cause to worry your head about that,’ said the woman darkly, ‘and as for picking and choosing I never saw much of it for them that’s under of a thumb. Why, when I was young, I couldn’t have borne to live as I do now with just meself wandering to and fro. Muttering I catch meself, too. And, to be sure, surrounded in the air by shapes, and shadows, and noises, and winds, so as sometimes I can neither see nor hear. It’s true, God’s gospel, Miss – the body’s like a clump of wood, it’s that dull. And you can’t get t’other side, so to speak.’


So lucid a portrayal of her own exact sensations astonished the girl. ‘Well, but what is it, what is it, Sarah?’


Sarah strapped the air with the loose end of the clothes-line. ‘Part, Miss, the hauntin’ of the garden. Part as them black-jacketed clergymen would say, because we’s we. And part ’cos it’s all death the other side – all death.’


She drew her head slowly in, her puffy cheeks glowed, her small black eyes gazed as fixedly and deadly as if they were anemones on a rock.


The very fulness of her figure seemed to exaggerate her vehemence. She gloated – a heavy somnolent owl puffing its feathers. Alice drew back, swiftly glancing as she did so over her shoulder. The sunlight was liquid wan gold in the meadow, between the black tree-trunks. They lifted their cumbrous branches far above the brick human house, stooping their leafy twigs. A starling’s dark iridescence took her glance as he minced pertly in the coarse grass.


‘I can’t quite see why you should think of death,’ Alice ventured to suggest.


‘Me? Not me! Where I’m put, I stay. I’m like a stone in the grass, I am. Not that if I were that old mealy-smilin’ bag of bones flat on her back on her bed up there with her bits of beadwork and slops through a spout, I wouldn’t make sure over-night of not being waked next mornin’. There’s something in me that won’t let me rest, what they call a volcano, though no more to eat in that beetle cupboard of a kitchen than would keep a Tom Cat from the mange.’


‘But, Sarah,’ said Alice, casting a glance up at the curtained windows of the other house, ‘she looks such a quiet, patient old thing. I don’t think I could stand having not even enough to eat. Why do you stay?’


Sarah laughed for a full half-minute in silence, staring at Alice meanwhile. ‘“Patient”!’ she replied at last, ‘Oo-ay. Nor to my knowledge did I ever breathe the contrary. As for staying; you’d stay all right if that loveyer of yours come along. You’d stand anything – them pale narrow-chested kind; though me, I’m neether to bend nor break. And if the old man was to look down out of the blue up there this very minute, ay, and shake his fist at me, I’d say it to his face. I loathe your whining psalm-singers. A trap’s a trap. You wait and see!’


‘But how do you mean?’ Alice said slowly, her face stooping.


There came no answer. And, on turning, she was surprised to see the bunchy alpaca-clad woman already disappearing round the corner of the house.


The talk softly subsided in her mind like the dust in an empty room. Alice wandered on in the garden, extremely loth to go in. And gradually a curious happiness at last descended upon her heart, like a cloud of morning dew in a dell of wild flowers. It seemed in moments like these, as if she had been given the power to think – or rather to be conscious, as it were, of thoughts not her own – thoughts like vivid pictures, following one upon another with extraordinary rapidity and brightness through her mind. As if, indeed, thoughts could be like fragments of glass, reflecting light at their every edge and angle. She stood tiptoe at the meadow wall and gazed greedily into the green fields, and across to the pollard aspens by the waterside. Turning, her eyes recognized clear in the shadow and blue-grey air of the garden her solitude – its solitude. And at once all thinking ceased.


‘The Spirit is me: I haunt this place!’ she said aloud, with sudden assurance, and almost in Sarah’s own words. ‘And I don’t mind – not the least bit. It can be only my thankful, thankful self that is here. And that can never be lost.


She returned to the house, and seemed as she moved to see – almost as if she were looking down out of the sky on herself – her own dwarf figure walking beneath the trees. Yet there was at the same time a curious individuality in the common things, living and inanimate, that were peeping at her out of their secrecy. The silence hung above them as apparent as their own clear reflected colours above the brief Spring flowers. But when she stood tidying herself for the usual hour of reading to Miss Lennox, she was conscious of an almost unendurable weariness.


That night Alice set to work with her needle upon a piece of sprigged muslin to make her ‘watch-gown’ as Sarah called it. She was excited. She hadn’t much time, she fancied. It was like hiding in a story. She worked with extreme pains, and quickly. And not till the whole flimsy thing was finished did she try on or admire any part of it. But, at last, in the early evening of one of the middle days of April, she drew her bedroom blind up close to the ceiling, to view herself in her yellow grained looking-glass.


The gown, white as milk in the low sunlight, and sprinkled with even whiter embroidered nosegays of daisies, seemed to attenuate a girlish figure, already very slender. She had arranged her abundant hair with unusual care, and her own clear, inexplicable eyes looked back upon her beauty, bright it seemed with tidings they could not speak.


She regarded closely that narrow, flushed, intense face in an unforeseen storm of compassion and regret, as if with the conviction that she herself was to blame for the inevitable leavetaking. It seemed to gaze like an animal its mute farewell in the dim discoloured glass.


And when she had folded and laid away the gown in her wardrobe, and put on her everyday clothes again, she felt an extreme aversion for the garden. So, instead of venturing out that afternoon, she slipped off its faded blue ribbon from an old bundle of letters which she had hoarded all these years from a school-friend long since lost sight of, and spent the evening reading them over, till headache and an empty despondency sent her to bed.


Lagging Time brought at length the thirtieth of April. Life was as usual. Miss Lennox had even begun to knit her eighth pair of woollen mittens for the annual Church bazaar. To Alice the day passed rather quickly; a cloudy, humid day with a furtive continual and enigmatical stir in the air. Her lips were parched; it seemed at any moment her skull might crack with the pain as she sat reading her chapter of Macaulay to Miss Lennox’s sparking and clicking needles. Her mind was a veritable rookery of forebodings, flying and returning. She scarcely ate at all, and kept to the house, never even approaching a window. She wrote a long and rather unintelligible letter, which she destroyed when she had read it over. Then suddenly every vestige of pain left her.


And when at last she went to bed – so breathless that she thought her heart at any moment would jump out of her body, and so saturated with expectancy she thought she would die – her candle was left burning calmly, unnodding, in its socket upon the chest of drawers; the blind of her window was up, towards the houseless byroad; her pen stood in the inkpot.


She slept on into the morning of Mayday, in a sheet of eastern sunshine, till Miss Lennox, with a peevishness that almost amounted to resolution, decided to wake her. But then, Alice, though unbeknown in any really conscious sense to herself perhaps, had long since decided not to be awakened.


Not until the evening of that day did the sun in his diurnal course for a while illumine the garden, and then very briefly: to gild, to lull, and to be gone. The stars wheeled on in the thick-sown waste of space, and even when Miss Lennox’s small share of the earth’s wild living creatures had stirred and sunk again to rest in the ebb of night, there came no watcher – even the very ghost of a watcher – to the garden, in a watch-gown. So that what peculiar secrets found reflex in its dark mirror no human witness was there to tell.


As for Sarah, she had long since done with looking-glasses once and for all. A place was a place. There was still the washing to be done on Mondays. Fools and weaklings would continue to come and go. But give her her way, she’d have blown them and their looking-glasses all to ribbons – with the birds.
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I seldom had the company of children in my grandmother’s house beside the river Wandle. The house was old and ugly. But its river was lovely and youthful even although it had flowed on for ever, it seemed, between its green banks of osier and alder. So it was no great misfortune perhaps that I heard more talking of its waters than of any human tongue. For my grandmother found no particular pleasure in my company. How should she? My father and mother had married (and died) against her will, and there was nothing in me of those charms which, in fiction at any rate, swiftly soften a superannuated heart.


Nor did I pine for her company either. I kept out of it as much as possible.


It so happened that she was accustomed to sit with her back to the window of the room which she usually occupied, her grey old indifferent face looking inwards. Whenever necessary, I would steal close up under it, and if I could see there her large faded amethyst velvet cap I knew I was safe from interruption. Sometimes I would take a slice or two of currant bread or (if I could get it) a jam tart or a cheese cake, and eat it under a twisted old damson tree or beside the running water. And if I conversed with anybody, it would be with myself or with my small victims of the chase.


Not that I was an exceptionally cruel boy; though if I had lived on for many years in this primitive and companionless fashion, I should surely have become an idiot. As a matter of fact, I was unaware even that I was ridiculously old-fashioned – manners, clothes, notions, everything. My grandmother never troubled to tell me so, nor did she care. And the servants were a race apart. So I was left pretty much to my own devices. What wonder, then, if I at first accepted with genuine avidity the acquaintanceship of our remarkable neighbour, Miss Duveen?


It had been, indeed, quite an advent in our uneventful routine when that somewhat dubious household moved into Willowlea, a brown brick edifice, even uglier than our own, which had been long vacant, and whose sloping garden confronted ours across the Wandle. My grandmother, on her part, at once discovered that any kind of intimacy with its inmates was not much to be desired. While I, on mine, was compelled to resign myself to the loss of the Willowlea garden as a kind of no-man’s-land or Tom Tiddler’s ground.


I got to know Miss Duveen by sight long before we actually became friends. I used frequently to watch her wandering in her long garden. And even then I noticed how odd were her methods of gardening. She would dig up a root or carry off a potted plant from one to another overgrown bed with an almost animal-like resolution; and a few minutes afterwards I would see her restoring it to the place from which it had come. Now and again she would stand perfectly still, like a scarecrow, as if she had completely forgotten what she was at.


Miss Coppin, too, I descried sometimes. But I never more than glanced at her, for fear that even at that distance the too fixed attention of my eyes might bring hers to bear upon me. She was a smallish woman, inclined to be fat, and with a peculiar waddling gait. She invariably appeared to be angry with Miss Duveen, and would talk to her as one might talk to a post. I did not know, indeed, until one day Miss Duveen waved her handkerchief in my direction that I had been observed from Willowlea at all. Once or twice after that, I fancied, she called me; at least her lips moved; but I could not distinguish what she said. And I was naturally a little backward in making new friends. Still I grew accustomed to looking out for her and remember distinctly how first we met.


It was raining, the raindrops falling softly into the unrippled water, making their great circles, and tapping on the motionless leaves above my head where I sat in shelter on the bank. But the sun was shining whitely from behind a thin fleece of cloud, when Miss Duveen suddenly peeped in at me out of the greenery, the thin silver light upon her face, and eyed me sitting there, for all the world as if she were a blackbird and I a snail. I scrambled up hastily with the intention of retreating into my own domain, but the peculiar grimace she made at me fixed me where I was.


‘Ah’, she said, with a little masculine laugh. ‘So this is the young gentleman, the bold, gallant young gentleman. And what might be his name?’


I replied rather distantly that my name was Arthur.


‘Arthur, to be sure!’ she repeated, with extraordinary geniality, and again, ‘Arthur,’ as if in the strictest confidence.


‘I know you, Arthur, very well indeed. I have looked, I have watched; and now, please God, we need never be estranged.’ And she tapped her brow and breast, making the Sign of the Cross with her lean, bluish forefinger.


‘What is a little brawling brook’, she went on, ‘to friends like you and me?’ She gathered up her tiny countenance once more into an incredible grimace of friendliness; and I smiled as amicably as I could in return. There was a pause in this one-sided conversation. She seemed to be listening, and her lips moved, though I caught no sound. In my uneasiness I was just about to turn stealthily away, when she poked forward again.


‘Yes, yes, I know you quite intimately, Arthur. We have met here.’ She tapped her rounded forehead. ‘You might not suppose it, too; but I have eyes like a lynx. It is no exaggeration, I assure you – I assure everybody. And now what friends we will be! At times,’ she stepped out of her hiding-place and stood in curious dignity beside the water, her hands folded in front of her on her black pleated silk apron – ‘at times, dear child, I long for company – earthly company.’ She glanced furtively about her. ‘But I must restrain my longings; and you will, of course, understand that I do not complain. He knows best. And my dear cousin, Miss Coppin – she too knows best. She does not consider too much companionship expedient for me.’ She glanced in some perplexity into the smoothly swirling water.


‘I, you know,’ she said suddenly, raising her little piercing eyes to mine, ‘I am Miss Duveen, that’s not, they say, quite the thing here.’ She tapped her small forehead again beneath its sleek curves of greying hair, and made a long narrow mouth at me. ‘Though, of course,’ she added, ‘we do not tell her so. No!’


And I, too, nodded my head in instinctive and absorbed imitation. Miss Duveen laughed gaily. ‘He understands, he understands!’ she cried, as if to many listeners. ‘Oh, what a joy it is in this world, Arthur to be understood. Now tell me,’ she continued with immense nicety, ‘tell me, how’s your dear mamma?’


I shook my head.


‘Ah,’ she cried, ‘I see, I see; Arthur has no mamma. We will not refer to it. No father, either?’


I shook my head again and, standing perfectly still, stared at my new acquaintance with vacuous curiosity. She gazed at me with equal concentration, as if she were endeavouring to keep the very thought of my presence in her mind.


‘It is sad to have no father,’ she continued rapidly, half closing her eyes; ‘no head, no guide, no stay, no stronghold; but we have, O yes, we have another father, dear child, another father – eh? … Where … Where?’


She very softly raised her finger. ‘On high,’ she whispered, with extraordinary intensity.


‘But just now,’ she added cheerfully, hugging her mittened hands together, ‘we are not talking of Him; we are talking of ourselves, just you and me, so cosy, so secret! And it’s a grandmother? I thought so, I thought so, a grandmother! O yes, I can peep between the curtains, though they do lock the door. A grandmother – I thought so; that very droll old lady! Such fine clothes! Such a presence, oh yes! A grandmother.’ She poked out her chin and laughed confidentially.


‘And the long, bony creature, all rub and double’ – she jogged briskly with her elbows, ‘who’s that?’


‘Mrs Pridgett,’ I said.


‘There, there,’ she whispered breathlessly, gazing widely about her. ‘Think of that! He knows; He understands. How firm, how manly, how undaunted! … One t?’


I shook my head dubiously.


‘Why should he?’ she cried scornfully. ‘But between ourselves, Arthur, that is a thing we must learn, and never mind the headache. We cannot, of course, know everything. Even Miss Coppin does not know everything’ – she leaned forward with intense earnestness – ‘though I don’t tell her so. We must try to learn all we can; and at once. One thing, dear child, you may be astonished to hear, I learned only yesterday, and that is how exceedingly sad life is.’


She leaned her chin upon her narrow bosom pursing her lips. ‘And yet you know they say very little about it … They don’t mention it. Every moment, every hour, every day, every year – one, two, three, four, five, seven, ten,’ she paused, frowned, ‘and so on. Sadder and sadder. Why? why? It’s strange, but oh, so true. You really can have no notion, child, how very sad I am myself at times. In the evening, when they all gather together, in their white raiment, up and up and up, I sit on the garden seat, on Miss Coppin’s garden seat, and precisely in the middle (you’ll be kind enough to remember that?) and my thoughts make me sad.’ She narrowed her eyes and shoulders. ‘Yes and frightened, my child! Why must I be so guarded? One angel – the greatest fool could see the wisdom of that. But billions! – with their fixed eyes shining, so very boldly, on me. I never prayed for so many, dear friend. And we pray for a good many odd things, you and I, I’ll be bound. But there, you see, poor Miss Duveen’s on her theology again – scamper, scamper, scamper. In the congregations of the wicked we must be cautious! … Mrs Partridge and grandmamma, so nice, so nice; but even that, too, a little sad, eh? She leaned her head questioningly, like a starving bird in the snow.


I smiled, not knowing what else she expected of me; and her face became instantly grave and set.


‘He’s right; perfectly right. We must speak evil of no one. No one. We must shut our mouths. We —’ She stopped suddenly and, taking a step leaned over the water towards me, with eyebrows raised high above her tiny face. ‘S–sh!’ she whispered, laying a long forefinger on her lips. ‘Eavesdroppers!’ She smoothed her skirts, straightened her cap, and left me; only a moment after to poke out her head at me again from between the leafy bushes. ‘An assignation, no!’ she said firmly, then gathered her poor, cheerful, forlorn, crooked, lovable face into a most wonderful contraction at me, that assuredly meant – ‘But, yes!’


Indeed it was an assignation, the first of how many, and how few. Sometimes Miss Duveen would sit beside me, apparently so lost in thought that I was clean forgotten. And yet I half fancied it was often nothing but feigning. Once she stared me blankly out of countenance when I ventured to take the initiative and to call out good morning to her across the water. On this occasion she completed my consternation with a sudden, angry grimace – contempt, jealousy, outrage.


But often we met like old friends and talked. It was a novel but not always welcome diversion for me in the long shady garden that was my privy universe. Where our alders met, mingling their branches across the flowing water, and the kingfisher might be seen – there was our usual tryst. But, occasionally, at her invitation, I would venture across the stepping-stones into her demesne; and occasionally, but very seldom indeed, she would venture into mine. How plainly I see her, tip-toeing from stone to stone, in an extraordinary concentration of mind – her mulberry petticoats, her white stockings, her loose spring-side boots. And when at last she stood beside me, her mittened hand on her breast, she would laugh on in a kind of paroxysm until the tears stood in her eyes, and she grew faint with breathlessness.


‘In all danger,’ she told me once, ‘I hold my breath and shut my eyes. And if I could tell you of every danger, I think, perhaps, you would understand – dear Miss Coppin …’ I did not, and yet, perhaps, very vaguely I did see the connection in this rambling statement.


Like most children, I liked best to hear Miss Duveen talk about her own childhood. I contrived somehow to discover that if we sat near flowers or under boughs in blossom, her talk would generally steal round to that. Then she would chatter on and on: of the white sunny rambling house, somewhere, nowhere – it saddened and confused her if I asked where – in which she had spent her first happy years; where her father used to ride on a black horse; and her mother to walk with her in the garden in a crinolined gown and a locket with the painted miniature of a ‘divine’ nobleman inside it. How very far away these pictures seemed!


It was as if she herself had shrunken back into this distant past, and was babbling on like a child again, already a little isolated by her tiny infirmity.


‘That was before — ’ she would begin to explain precisely, and then a criss-cross many-wrinkled frown would net her rounded forehead, and cloud her eyes. Time might baffle her, but then, time often baffled me too. Any talk about her mother usually reminded her of an elder sister, Caroline. ‘My sister, Caroline,’ she would repeat as if by rote, ‘you may not be aware, Arthur, was afterwards Mrs Bute. So charming, so exquisite, so accomplished. And Colonel Bute – an officer and a gentleman, I grant. And yet … But no! My dear sister was not happy. And so it was no doubt a blessing in disguise that by an unfortunate accident she was found drowned. In a lake, you will understand, not a mere shallow noisy brook. This is one of my private sorrows, which, of course, your grandmamma would be horrified to hear – horrified; and which, of course, Partridge has not the privilege of birth even to be informed of – our secret, dear child – with all her beautiful hair, and her elegant feet, and her eyes no more ajar than this; but blue, blue as the forget-me-not. When the time comes, Miss Coppin will close my own eyes, I hope and trust. Death, dear, dear child, I know they say is only sleeping. Yet I hope and trust that. To be sleeping wide awake; oh no!’ she abruptly turned her small untidy head away.


‘But didn’t they shut hers? I enquired.


Miss Duveen ignored the question. ‘I am not uttering one word of blame,’ she went on rapidly; ‘I am perfectly aware that such things confuse me. Miss Coppin tells me not to think. She tells me that I can have no opinions worth the mention. She says, “Shut up your mouth”. I must keep silence then. All that I am merely trying to express to you, Arthur, knowing you will regard it as sacred between us – all I am expressing is that my dear sister, Caroline, was a gifted and beautiful creature with not a shadow or vestige or tinge or taint of confusion in her mind. Nothing. And yet, when they dragged her out of the water and laid her there on the bank, looking —’ She stooped herself double in a sudden dreadful fit of gasping, and I feared for an instant she was about to die.


‘No, no, no,’ she cried, rocking herself to and fro, ‘you shall not paint such a picture in his young, innocent mind. You shall not.’


I sat on my stone, watching her, feeling excessively uncomfortable. ‘But what did she look like, Miss Duveen?’ I pressed forward to ask at last.


‘No, no, no,’ she cried again. ‘Cast him out, cast him out. Retro Sathanas! We must not even ask to understand. My father and my dear mother, I do not doubt, have spoken for Caroline. Even I, if I must be called on, will strive to collect my thoughts. And that is precisely where a friend, you, Arthur, would be so precious; to know that you too, in your innocence, will be helping me to collect my thoughts on that day, to save our dear Caroline from Everlasting Anger. That, that! Oh dear: oh dear!’ She turned on me a face I should scarcely have recognized, lifted herself trembling to her feet, and hurried away.


Sometimes it was not Miss Duveen that was a child again, but I that had grown up. ‘Had now you been your handsome father – and I see him , O, so plainly, dear child – had you been your father, then I must, of course, have kept to the house … I must have; it is a rule of conduct, and everything depends on them. Where would Society be else? she cried, with an unanswerable blaze of intelligence. ‘I find, too, dear Arthur, that they increase – the rules increase. I try to remember them. My dear cousin, Miss Coppin, knows them all. But I – I think sometimes one’s memory is a little treacherous. And then it must vex people.’


She gazed penetratingly at me for an answer that did not come. Mute as a fish though I might be, I suppose it was something of a comfort to her to talk to me.


And to suppose that is my one small crumb of comfort when I reflect on the kind of friendship I managed to bestow.


I actually met Miss Coppin once; but we did not speak. I had, in fact, gone to tea with Miss Duveen. The project had been discussed as ‘quite, quite impossible, dear child’ for weeks. ‘You must never mention it again.’ As a matter of fact I had never mentioned it at all. But one day – possibly when their charge had been less difficult and exacting, one day Miss Coppin and her gaunt maid-servant and companion really did go out together, leaving Miss Duveen alone in Willowlea. It was the crowning opportunity of our friendship. The moment I espied her issuing from the house, I guessed her errand. She came hastening down to the waterside, attired in clothes of a colour and fashion I had never seen her wearing before, her dark eyes shining in her head, her hands trembling with excitement.


It was a still, warm afternoon, with sweet-williams and linden and stocks scenting the air, when, with some little trepidation, I must confess, I followed her in formal dignity up the unfamiliar path towards the house. I know not which of our hearts beat the quicker, whose eyes cast the most furtive glances about us. My friend’s cheeks were brightest mauve. She wore a large silver locket on a ribbon; and I followed her up the faded green stairs, beneath the dark pictures, to her small, stuffy bedroom under the roof. We humans, they say, are enveloped in a kind of aura; to which the vast majority of us are certainly entirely insensitive. Nevertheless, there was an air, an atmosphere as of the smell of pears in this small attic room – well, every bird, I suppose, haunts with its presence its customary cage.


‘This,’ she said, acknowledging the bed, the looking-glass, the deal washstand, ‘this, dear child, you will pardon; in fact, you will not see. How could we sit, friends as we are, in the congregation of strangers?’


I hardly know why, but that favourite word of Miss Duveen’s, ‘congregation’, brought up before me with extreme aversion all the hostile hardness and suspicion concentrated in Miss Coppin and Ann. I stared at the queer tea things in a vain effort not to be aware of the rest of Miss Duveen’s private belongings.


Somehow or other she had managed to procure for me a bun – a saffron bun. There was a dish of a grey pudding and a plate of raspberries that I could not help suspecting (and, I am ashamed to say, with aggrieved astonishment), she must have herself gathered that morning from my grandmother’s canes. We did not talk very much. Her heart gave her pain. And her face showed how hot and absorbed and dismayed she was over her foolhardy entertainment. But I sipped my milk and water, sitting on a black bandbox, and she on an old cane chair. And we were almost formal and distant to one another, with little smiles and curtseys over our cups, and polished agreement about the weather.


‘And you’ll strive not to be sick, dear child,’ she implored me suddenly, while I was nibbling my way slowly through the bun. But it was not until rumours of the tremendous fact of Miss Coppin’s early and unforeseen return had been borne in on us that Miss Duveen lost all presence of mind. She burst into tears; seized and kissed repeatedly my sticky hands; implored me to be discreet; implored me to be gone; implored me to retain her in my affections, ‘as you love your poor dear mother, Arthur,’ and I left her on her knees, her locket pressed to her bosom.


Miss Coppin was, I think, unusually astonished to see a small strange boy walk softly past her bedroom door, within which she sat, with purple face, her hat strings dangling, taking off her boots. Ann, I am thankful to say, I did not encounter. But when I was safely out in the garden in the afternoon sunshine, the boldness and the romance of this sally completely deserted me. I ran like a hare down the alien path, leapt from stone to stone across the river; nor paused in my flight until I was safe in my own bedroom, and had – how odd is childhood! – washed my face and entirely changed my clothes.


My grandmother, when I appeared at her tea-table, glanced at me now and again rather profoundly and inquisitively, but the actual question hovering in her mind remained unuttered.


It was many days before we met again, my friend and I. She had, I gathered from many mysterious nods and shrugs, been more or less confined to her bedroom ever since our escapade, and looked dulled and anxious; her small face was even a little more vacant in repose than usual. Even this meeting, too, was full of alarms; for in the midst of our talk, by mere chance or caprice, my grandmother took a walk in the garden that afternoon, and discovered us under our damson tree. She bowed in her dignified, aged way. And Miss Duveen, with her cheeks and forehead the colour of her petticoat, elaborately curtseyed.


‘Beautiful, very beautiful weather,’ said my grandmother.


‘It is indeed,’ said my friend, fixedly.


‘I trust you are keeping pretty well?’


‘As far, ma’am, as God and a little weakness of the heart permit,’ said Miss Duveen. ‘He knows all,’ she added, firmly.


My grandmother stood silent a moment.


‘Indeed He does,’ she replied politely.


‘And that’s the difficulty,’ ventured Miss Duveen, in her odd, furtive, friendly fashion.


My grandmother opened her eyes, smiled pleasantly, paused, glanced remotely at me, and, with another exchange of courtesies, Miss Duveen and I were left alone once more. But it was a grave and saddened friend I now sat beside.


‘You see, Arthur, all bad things, we know, are best for us. Motives included. That comforts me. But my heart is sadly fluttered. Not that I fear or would shun society; but perhaps your grandmother … I never had the power to treat my fellow-creatures as if they were stocks and stones. And the effort not to notice it distresses me. A little hartshorn might relieve the palpitation, of course; but Miss Coppin keeps all keys. It is this shouting that makes civility such a task.’


‘This shouting’ – very faintly then I caught her meaning, but I was in no mood to sympathize. My grandmother’s one round-eyed expressionless glance at me had been singularly disconcerting. And it was only apprehension of her questions that kept me from beating a retreat. So we sat on, Miss Duveen and I, in the shade, the day drawing towards evening, and presently we walked down to the water-side, and under the colours of sunset I flung in my crumbs to the minnows, as she talked ceaselessly on.


‘And yet,’ she concluded, after how involved a monologue, ‘and yet, Arthur, I feel it is for your forgiveness I should be pleading. So much to do; such an arch of beautiful things might have been my gift to you. It is here,’ she said, touching her forehead. ‘I do not think, perhaps, that all I might say would be for your good. I must be silent and discreet about much. I must not provoke’ – she lifted her mittened finger, and raised her eyes – ‘Them,’ she said gravely. ‘I am tempted, terrified, persecuted. Whispering, wrangling, shouting: the flesh is a grievous burden, Arthur; I long for peace. Only to flee away and be at rest! But,’ she nodded, and glanced over her shoulder, ‘about much – great trials, sad entanglements, about much the Others say, I must keep silence. It would only alarm your innocence. And that I will never, never do. Your father, a noble, gallant gentleman of the world, would have understood my difficulties. But he is dead … Whatever that may mean. I have repeated it so often when Miss Coppin thought that I was not – dead, dead, dead, dead. But I don’t think that even now I grasp the meaning of the word. Of you, dear child, I will never say it. You have been life itself to me.’


How generously, how tenderly she smiled on me from her perplexed, sorrowful eyes.


‘You have all the world before you, all the world. How splendid it is to be a Man. For my part I have sometimes thought, though they do not of course intend to injure me, yet I fancy, sometimes, they have grudged me my part in it a little. Though God forbid but Heaven’s best.’


She raised that peering, dark, remote gaze to my face, and her head was trembling again. ‘They are saying now to one another – “Where is she? where is she? It’s nearly dark, m’m, where is she?” O, Arthur, but there shall be no night there. We must believe it, we must – in spite, dear friend, of a weak horror of glare. My cousin, Miss Coppin, does not approve of my wishes. Gas, gas, gas, all over the house, and when it is not singing, it roars. You would suppose I might be trusted with but just my own one bracket. But no – Ann, I think – indeed I fear, sometimes, has no —’ She started violently and shook her tiny head. ‘When I am gone,’ she continued disjointedly, ‘you will be prudent, cautious, dear child? Consult only your heart about me. Older you must be … Yes, certainly, he must be older,’ she repeated vaguely. ‘Everything goes on and on – and round!’ She seemed astonished, as if at a sudden radiance cast on an old and protracted perplexity.


‘About your soul, dear child,’ she said to me once, touching my hand, ‘I have never spoken. Perhaps it was one of my first duties to keep on speaking to you about your soul. I mention it now in case they should rebuke me when I make my appearance there. It is a burden; and I have so many burdens, as well as pain. And at times I cannot think very far. I see the thought; but it won’t alter. It comes back, just like a sheep – “Ba-aa-ah”, like that!’ She burst out laughing, twisting her head to look at me the while. ‘Miss Coppin, of course, has no difficulty; gentlemen have no difficulty. And this shall be the occasion of another of our little confidences. We are discreet?’ She bent her head and scanned my face. ‘Here,’ she tapped her bosom, ‘I bear his image. My only dear one’s. And if you would kindly turn your head, dear child, perhaps I could pull him out.’


It was the miniature of a young, languid, fastidious-looking officer which she showed me – threaded on dingy tape, in its tarnished locket.


‘Miss Coppin, in great generosity, has left me this,’ she said, polishing the glass on her knee, ‘though I am forbidden to wear it. For you see, Arthur, it is a duty not to brood on the past, and even perhaps, indelicate. Some day, it may be, you, too, will love a gentle girl. I beseech you, keep your heart pure and true. This one could not. Not a single word of blame escapes me. I own to my Maker, never to anyone else, it has not eased my little difficulty. But it is not for us to judge. Whose office is that, eh?’ And again, that lean small forefinger, beneath an indescribable grimace; pointed gently, deliberately, from her lap upward. ‘Pray, pray,’ she added, very violently, ‘pray, till the blood streams down your face! Pray, but rebuke not. They all whisper about it. Among themselves,’ she added, peering out beneath and between the interlacing branches. ‘But I simulate inattention, I simulate …’ The very phrase seemed to have hopelessly confused her. Again, as so often now, that glassy fear came into her eyes; her foot tapped on the gravel.


‘Arthur,’ she cried suddenly, taking my hand tightly in her lap, ‘you have been my refuge in a time of trouble. You will never know it, child. My refuge, and my peace. We shall seldom meet now. All are opposed. They repeat it in their looks. The autumn will divide us; and then, winter; but, I think, no spring. It is so, Arthur, there is a stir; and then they will hunt me out.’ Her eyes gleamed again, far and small and black in the dusky pallor of her face.


It was indeed already autumn; the air golden and still. The leaves were beginning to fall. The late fruits were well-nigh over. Robins and tits seemed our only birds now. Rain came in floods. The Wandle took sound and volume, sweeping deep above our stepping stones. Very seldom after this I even so much as saw our neighbour. But I chanced on her again one still afternoon, standing fixedly by the brawling stream, in a rusty-looking old-fashioned cloak, her scanty hair pushed high up on her forehead.


She stared at me for a moment or two, and then, with a scared look over her shoulder, threw me a little letter, shaped like a cock-hat, and weighted with a pebble stone, across the stream. She whispered earnestly and rapidly at me over the water. But I could not catch a single word she said, and failed to decipher her close spidery handwriting. No doubt I was too shy, or too ashamed, or in a vague fashion too loyal, to show it to my grandmother. It is not now a flattering keepsake. I called out loudly I must go in; and still see her gazing after me, with a puzzled, mournful expression on the face peering out of the cloak.


Even after that we sometimes waved to one another across the water, but never if by hiding myself I could evade her in time. The distance seemed to confuse her, and quite silenced me. I began to see we were ridiculous friends, especially as she came now in ever dingier and absurder clothes. She even looked hungry, and not quite clean, as well as ill; and she talked more to her phantoms than to me when once we met.


The first ice was in the garden. The trees stood bare beneath a pale blue sunny sky, and I was standing at the window, looking out at the hoar-frost, when my grandmother told me that it was unlikely that I should ever see our neighbour again.


I stood where I was, without turning round, gazing out of the window at the motionless ghostly trees, and the few birds in forlorn unease.


‘Is she dead, then?’ I enquired.


‘I am told,’ was the reply, ‘that her friends have been compelled to have her put away. No doubt, it was the proper course. It should have been done earlier. But it is not our affair, you are to understand. And, poor creature, perhaps death would have been a happier, a more merciful release. She was sadly afflicted.’


I said nothing, and continued to stare out of the window.


But I know now that the news, in spite of a vague sorrow, greatly relieved me. I should be at ease in the garden again, came the thought – no longer fear to look ridiculous and grow hot when our neighbour was mentioned, or be saddled with her company beside the stream.






1 As printed in BS (1942).
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