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"Come to the land where men grind their wheat in
the sky!"

It had come on to rain. Night was approaching, and I was lost. I
had been a guest of the Marquis de Brie at the hunt in the
southeast of Belgium. The meet at the château had been in the
afternoon for the convenience of the guests of the Marquis, who
came out from Brussels. It was late before the hounds picked up a
fox, and then there had been a mad run.

I was unfamiliar with the country, and by one of those accidents
common in the field, I had got separated from the hunt.

There had been a high timber jump. In the take-off my horse
slipped, and I feared that he had received a strained tendon. I got
down to look, for I valued the horse, and in my concern the field
passed. The horse seemed all right. But I was unable again to come
up with the hunt, and I was lost.

I set out to return to the château, following that instinct of
direction which every man imagines himself to possess. But it was
an unfortunate undertaking as is usually the case with these
vaunted instincts.

I had the feeling that I passed more than one time through
fields that I remembered. At any rate, night was coming on, and a
worse thing presented itself. The hunter had been injured in that
unfortunate timber jump. He began to save his leg a
bit—everybody knows the indications.

Of course I was not in a deserted country. There were peasant
houses about, and the great windmills—that primitive
institution of the flat country, serving the peasant farmer as the
mountain torrent served to turn the grist mill of the Virginia
settler. Our fathers had big conceptions of the uses of the
elemental forces. They harnessed the water and the winds.

But I could get no direction from the Belgian peasant.

The Fleming and the Walloon spoke no language that I could
understand; and, of course, English was a simian jabber to
them.

I have no idea in what direction I traveled, nor precisely how I
came into the road I determined to follow. It was not a highway. It
was a sort of lane running along by an immense wood, carpeted with
grass and unkempt, for occasionally there was the branch of a
forest tree in it.

I had gotten down out of the saddle. It was all the horse could
do to limp along, and I at least had two good legs under me.

I walked by the horse's bridle.

The road continued; and presently, in the dim light, I observed
that it followed a great fence: a fence of iron spikes as high as a
man could reach sitting in the saddle. It was fastened into cement
pillars, and it seemed to enclose all the lands off to my
right.

I took it to be a great parked estate. The wood beyond the fence
was cleared of brush, and I could sometimes see the extension of a
meadow. It was beyond question some great estate.

And I took courage from that observation.

There would perhaps be some friend of the Marquis, or at least
someone with a knowledge of the hunt, and if I were not put up for
the night, I would at least get some direction that would set me
intelligently on the road.

I followed along the great spiked fence, expecting to find an
entrance. There would be some way to go in at no inconsiderable
distance. But the hope dwindled. We went on—the unused road
paralleling the great parked estate, but shut out by this immense,
forbidding fence.

I must have traveled for several miles along that fence
enclosing this estate, but I never found a place that a fox could
go through or a mark that indicated that any human creature had
ever endeavored to pass.

And there was no gate.

I began to wonder what the accursed thing could be that this
immense wall of spearheads enclosed, and I felt myself confronted
by one of two discouraging alternatives: to sit down on a fallen
log by my horse until the day arrived or walk on in the rain.

I walked on.

Discomforts do not seem to be so acute when they accompany us in
action. I could not sit in a Belgian drizzle with a miserable
horse. And that wall of spikes went on, as though it were a sort of
wall of the world, as though I had come by some door through the
hill to the boundary of a forbidden country.

Finally I did find a light off to the left, and I turned out
toward it. I could not have gone on, at any rate, for the road
turned that way. The tangled wood that I feared to find, in fact,
appeared here as the outside border of the great spiked wall that
went straight on as though it had been surveyed from the French
border to the North Sea.

I supposed I followed the road for a mile at right angles to the
estate. I was now able to see the light. It was like a gleam of a
candle in a window; sometimes the brush, or a turn in the road,
shut it out. But it seemed always before me at the end of the road;
and there was, in fact, nothing to do but go on. It was now so dark
that I was hardly able to keep in the road—I with the
miserable, lame horse. I was wet to the skin and a rather ugly
human creature when I finally came to the light. It was a house
sitting on the rise of a hill.

I had a strange feeling as I pounded on the door with my riding
crop. The house was lighted, and the angles of it had shut off from
the road all but one light in the window by the door. My impression
of it was that I had wandered out of modern reality into some
romance. The thing did not seem real. I felt as though by some turn
I had got out of the world as I knew it.

It was a tavern with the setting of Dumas. The door was opened
by a little Walloon, dressed like a miller, except that his cap was
off and he wore an apron. Behind him, seated by a big oak table
that stood out in the room from a peat fire, was the strangest
human creature I have ever met. He was a big, old man with an
immense head; a head as bald as a gravestone—there was not a
fringe of hair on it. He had a heavy face, a big crooked nose, and
sharp eyes. The eyes were heavy-lidded; but there was no mistaking
the alert intelligence that they indicated.

The man was waiting for his dinner. I don't think he was pleased
to see a stranger enter. For a moment he looked surprised, I
thought, or disconcerted: put out in some manner. Perhaps it was
only annoyance. And then, when he had a better look at me, he got
up.

I had given my horse to the Walloon. He said he had stabling and
fodder for it. I seemed to be able to understand the sort of French
he gabbled in. In dreams and in the countries of romance we always
understand in any dialect that is spoken. At any rate, I understood
the Walloon, and I trusted the horse to him. And then I stood in
the door, my riding boots spattered with mud and the rain running
in tiny rivulets from my top hat and the creases of my riding
coat.

The old man leaned on the table and looked at me.

"Come in," he said. "There will be dinner for two and a fire to
dry you. It will be better to be wet inside than out on a night
like this." I thought he was going to laugh, but it was only the
shadow of a laugh. It began along the border of his great
thin-lipped mouth. It was a firm mouth, for all the heavy face.

The mouth and the eyes determined me. I began to explain what
had happened; how I had managed to arrive here.

"Can you tell me into what part of the world I have wandered?" I
said. He did laugh then: a laugh that did not disturb the massive
features; a laugh like a shadow passing over a wall.

"You have wandered into Asia," he said.

I thought the man was mad, but not entirely mad. You will have
to try to understand the state of mind I was in. You see, that
feeling of unreality had very nearly dominated the whole of my
intelligence. You will have to think about that to get any
conception of how this reply impressed me, I did not wholly reject
it. I had explained pretty fully all that had happened to me and
the way I had come. I put another query before I asked him to amend
his answer. "What is the great estate to the right of the road: the
one with the huge spiked fence along it?" The smile repassed over
his face. To be accurate, it came back over it.

"That is not an estate," he said: "that is a garden."

"A garden," I echoed.

"Yes," he said, "the Garden of Eden...You are in Asia."

I took off my wet top hat; I put my riding crop down beside it
and went over to the fire. The old man sat down in his chair before
the table. He continued to regard me sharply through the corners of
his heavy-lidded eyes, but he did not say anything. He gave some
directions to the Walloon, who came in just then. And that creature
of romance placed a second chair beyond the table and put out his
plates for another guest for the dinner he was roasting in his
kitchen. The odors of it came through the door. The dinner would
compensate for any sort of madness.
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