

  

    

  




Chapter One ~ 1904


Larina Milton, walking up Wimpole Street, remembered that the Barretts had lived there.


Instantly her imagination carried her into the sick room where Elizabeth Barrett had lain year after year believing that she was an incurable invalid.


Then suddenly Robert Browning had come into her life and everything was changed.


 


“How do I love thee? Let me count the ways,


I love thee to the depth and breadth and heighth 


my soul can reach.”


 


Larina quoted the lovely words and wondered if she would ever feel like that about a man.


‘Supposing,’ she thought, ‘a man like Robert Browning appeared now at this moment and asked me to go away with him to Italy? Would I accept?’


The idea made her laugh and then she thought that she would never have the courage that Elizabeth Barrett had shown.


She gave a little sigh.


‘There are no Robert Brownings for me,’ she told herself. ‘I have to be practical. I have to find work.’


Her mother had so often chided her for daydreaming and for letting her imagination carry her away from the mundane affairs of everyday life into a fantasy world where she could forget everything else. 


Work. Work!


The word seemed to repeat itself over and over again in her mind and she knew that it was going to be difficult.


Women of her social position did not work, they sat at home with their parents until they were married and then they kept house engaging plenty of servants to do the menial tasks.


But those were women, or rather ladies, who had money, and a sudden fear of the future made Larina tremble.


She had known that they were spending their last penny on her mother, but nothing had mattered except that she should get well. 


But even money had failed to save Mrs. Milton and when she died Larina’s whole world crashed around her.


She had not even contemplated during those long months in the sanatorium what it would be like when she was alone.


She had been buoyed up with the hope that her mother would live, convinced that her prayers would be answered and optimistically confident about the future.


It had been a Fool’s Paradise, another fantasy that she had been brought back to earth from with a bang.


Deep in her thoughts Larina realised that she had walked past the number that she was seeking and she had already reached number 73.


She turned back to retrace her steps and once again almost irresistibly she thought of Robert Browning walking as she was up Wimpole Street towards the Barretts’ house.


There would have been a look of excitement on his face and he would have walked quickly because he was so anxious to be with Elizabeth again.


 


“I love thee with the breath.


Smiles, tears, of all my life! And, if God choose,


I shall but love thee better after death.”


 


Elizabeth must have written that, Larina thought, because death was always very near her and therefore inevitably in her thoughts.


How could she be so sure that she would survive death? How could she know that wherever she might be she would still be thinking of Robert and loving him?


There was no answer to this question and now Larina had found number 55 and was walking up the steps with iron railings on either side of them.


She stood looking at the door in an ugly shade of dark green with its heavy brass knocker and wide-mouthed letterbox 


‘It’s a waste of money for me to come here,’ she thought. ‘It’s sure to cost a guinea, perhaps two, and I can ill afford it.’


She hesitated.


Should she go away?


She felt so well, there could be nothing wrong with her. But Dr. Heinrich had made her promise that when she had been home for a month she would have herself examined by Sir John Coleridge, physician to the Royal Family.


“There is, I believe, absolutely no danger that you might have contracted tuberculosis from your mother,” he had said in his broken English.


“I kept to all the precautions that you insisted upon,” Larina replied. “I have never been with the other patients except out of doors.”


“You have been very good, Miss Milton,” Dr. Heinrich approved, “an exemplary visitor, if I may say so. Very unlike some of the relatives who often make my work very difficult for me.”


“I shall always be grateful for your kindness to Mama,” Larina told him.


“If only she had come to me sooner,” Dr. Heinrich said with a sigh. “It upsets me, Miss Milton, more than I can ever tell you when I lose a patient. But in your mother’s case her lungs were far too infected when she arrived here for my treatment or for even the magnificent air of Switzerland to effect a cure.”


“Mama was quite young,” Larina said almost as if she spoke to herself. “I thought that would tell in her favour.”


“It would have,” Dr. Heinrich replied, “if she had come to me at least a year sooner. Then I should have had a hope of keeping her alive.”


He paused and then he said,


“I am going to be frank with you, Miss Milton, and tell you that your mother did not help me as she should have done. If a patient has the will to live, if he or she stubbornly clings to life, then that is often far more effective medicine than anything a doctor can prescribe.”


“Mama missed my father so desperately,” Larina answered. “They were so happy together. She told me once that losing him was like losing half of herself. She felt that she had nothing left to live for.”


There was a little throb in her voice that made the doctor say in a different tone,


“Now we have to think about you. Have you any idea what you are going to do?”


“I will go back to London,” Larina replied. “After my father died my mother leased a small house in Belgravia. It has been let, but it is actually free at the moment.”


“I am glad to hear that,” Dr. Heinrich said. “We have all grown very fond of you, Miss Milton, and I did not like to think about you alone with nowhere to go.”


“There is no need to worry about me,” Larina answered with an optimism that she did not feel.


At that moment, however, she had no idea that all the money her father had left had been spent. That was a shock waiting for her when she arrived back in England.


“There is one thing I want you to promise me,” Doctor Heinrich said.


“What is that?” Larina enquired.


“A month after you have been home in London you will consult my friend, Sir John Coleridge, and get him to give you a check-up. I shall take every possible test before you leave. At the same time let us be frank, you have been living for nearly twelve months with people who are all infected with what we have to admit has been an almost incurable disease.”


“Surely they will find a cure one day for consumption?” Larina cried.


“There are experiments taking place all the time,” Dr Heinrich replied. “I may say without conceit that the most successful treatment up to now has been my own. It is not always looked on with favour by my more orthodox colleagues but a number of my patients leave here with improved health.”


“Everyone speaks of you in the most glowing terms.” 


“But I do have my failures and your mother unfortunately was one of them. That is why you must promise me that you will be overhauled not only in a month’s time but again in perhaps six months.”


He saw Larina’s expression and added,


“I don’t want to frighten you. There is, I am absolutely convinced, virtually no chance that you could have caught consumption from your mother or anyone else, but in my experience precaution is far better than cure!”


“I promise,” Larina murmured.


“Sir John will tell you after his examination when he wants to see you again and you must do as he tells you.” 


Larina nodded.


It would, she thought at the time, be very ungracious and ungrateful of her to argue with Dr. Heinrich after he had been so kind.


Because her father had been a doctor, Dr. Heinrich had taken her mother and also herself at very cheap and generous terms that the other patients in his expensive sanatorium might well have envied.


Little though it was, it was more than they could afford, but whatever it cost it had been the only chance Mrs. Milton had of survival.


With an effort Larina put out her hand now towards the bell on the right hand side of the door. 


As she did so she saw there was a notice above it, which read,


“Bell out of order – please knock.”


So instead she lifted up the heavy brass knocker and gave two rat-tats on the door.


For a moment there was no sound. Then she heard footsteps on what she guessed was a marble floor and a moment later the door opened.


She had expected to see a servant, but instead a man wearing a conventional black frock coat stood there. He had a high stiff collar and a well-tied black cravat in which there was a tiepin consisting of a large pearl.


“I have an appointment with Sir John Coleridge,” Larina said nervously.


“You are Miss Milton? I was expecting you. Come in.”


“Are you Sir John?”


“I am!”


Larina entered and closed the door behind her.


“My secretary has gone out for her luncheon,” he said, knowing that she must think it strange that he should open the door himself, “and the servants are ill with influenza, a fashionable complaint at this time of the year.”


“Yes, yes, of course,” Larina muttered apprehensively.


Sir John led the way across the hall into a room that looked out onto the back of the house.


It was a typical doctor’s consulting room and all too familiar to Larina.


There was a big, impressive leather-topped desk with a hard upright chair in front of it. A couch against one wall was half-concealed by a screen and a bookcase was stacked with medical tomes.


There was a table with a number of unidentifiable instruments on a clean white cloth.


“Sit down, Miss Milton,” Sir John said, seating himself behind the desk and opening a folder that contained, she saw, a letter from Dr. Heinrich.


Sir John picked up a pair of spectacles and placed them on his nose and then lifting the letter read it carefully.


“Dr. Heinrich informs me that your mother has died of tuberculosis,” he said. “He has asked me to examine you to make sure there is no chance that you have contracted the disease.”


“Dr. Heinrich examined me before I left the sanatorium,” Larina said, “and every test was absolutely clear.”


“That is what he says in the letter,” Sir John replied with just a note of reproof in his voice as if she had anticipated what he was about to tell her.


“I am sorry to hear that Dr. Heinrich could not save your mother,” he remarked after a moment.


“He did everything that was humanly possible,” Larina commented.


“And who should ask for more even from a doctor?” Sir John remarked. “Very well, young lady, undress behind the screen. You will find a garment you can put on. Then lie down on the couch and let me know when you are ready.”


Larina did as she was told.


She took off the plain inexpensive gown that she had bought before she went out to Switzerland and laid it over the chair that stood beside the couch.


Her petticoats and underclothes followed.


It did not take long and she slipped her arms into the shapeless white linen hospital gown that was lying at the end of the couch.


“I am ready,” she called out as she lay down, her head on the small hard pillow.


Sir John walked with heavy footsteps across the room and pushed the screen aside so that there was more light from the big window.


“You are nineteen, I believe, Miss Milton?”


“Nearly twenty,” Larina answered.


Sir John had already inserted the ends of his stethoscope in his ears, so it was doubtful if he heard her.


‘Nearly twenty!’ Larina thought to herself. ‘I have done so little in my life and I have so few qualifications,’


The only thing she could really say in her favour was that she read a great deal.


Her father had encouraged her to read the books which interested him and were mostly on ancient civilisations and, as her mother often pointed out, not much use when it came to living in the world today.


‘Instead of learning about the ancient Greeks and Romans,’ Larina told herself, ‘I ought to have been studying shorthand and learning how to type.’


The large noisy typewriters she had seen in offices and which had been used by her father’s secretary, were a complete mystery to her.


Now she thought how foolish she had been not to take the opportunity of at least trying to understand how it worked.


She had been just seventeen when her father died and was still having lessons with teachers who came to the house.


“I am not going to have a Governess living with us,” her father had said firmly. “And I do not approve of girls going to school and getting independent ideas. A woman’s place is in the home!”


It would have been a very nice idea, Larina thought to herself, if she had a home to be in.


“Turn over, I want to listen to your back,” Sir John’s voice cut through.


She did as she was told and felt the stethoscope against her skin.


‘I wonder what this is going to cost me,’ she thought. ‘It’s just a waste of time and money!’


“You can dress now, Miss Milton.”


Sir John moved away from her, pulling the screen back into position as he did so. Larina got down from the couch and started to put on her clothes.


She wore a very light corset. There was no need for her to have tight laces to pull in her waist with. It was in fact less than the standard eighteen inches.


But she was well aware that the rest of her figure from a fashionable point of view was much too thin.


“You must eat more, darling,” her mother had said to her in Switzerland. “Do you really think that such long walks are good for you?”


“I cannot just sit about doing nothing, Mama,” Larina answered, “and I love walking. The mountains are so beautiful and I only wish you could come with me along the paths through the woods. They have so much mystery about them. They make me think of all the Fairytales I have ever heard.”


“How you used to love them when you were a child,” Mrs. Milton had replied with a smile.


“I remember you reading me a story about the dragons who lived in the very depths of a pinewood,” Larina answered, “and I still believe it!”


Her mother had laughed.


“You belong to the sea,” she said. “That is why I called you Larina.”


“Girl of the Sea,” Larina had exclaimed. “Perhaps I have an affinity with it, I am not sure. We have never been to the sea long enough for me to find out. Here I feel I belong to the mountains.”


“As long as it is not too boring for you, my dearest,” Mrs. Milton had murmured.


“I am never bored,” Larina had answered and it was indeed the truth.


She put her hat on her head and fastening it securely with two long hatpins she pushed back the screen and walked across the room to where Sir John was sitting at his desk.


He was writing on a piece of foolscap and she saw her name at the top of it.


“I have something to tell you,” he said, “which I am afraid you will find very distressing.”


“What is it?” Larina asked.


She felt as if her heart had stopped beating and that every nerve in her body was suddenly tense.


“You have not contracted the disease that killed your mother,” he said, “but you have in fact only three weeks to live!”


*


Going back to the little house in Eaton Terrace, Larina could not believe that she had actually heard Sir John say the words.


It seemed as if her mind had ceased to function and she told herself that what he had told her was impossible to believe as the truth.


As she journeyed part of the way in the horse-drawn omnibus, she found herself looking at the passengers and wondering what they would say if she told them that a sentence of death had just been passed upon her.


After Sir John had spoken she had stared at him with wide eyes, shocked to the point when her voice seemed strangled in her throat.


“I am sorry to have to tell you this,” Sir John said, “but I can assure you that I am absolutely certain of my facts. You have a heart complaint which is very rare, but it is in fact a disease I have been studying for many years.”


He cleared his throat and went on,


“Every doctor who suspects it sends his patients to me for a final diagnosis, so I cannot suggest that you have a second opinion.”


“Is it – painful?” Larina managed to gasp.


“In most cases there is no pain whatsoever,” Sir John said reassuringly. “I will not burden you with the medical details, but what happens is that your heart suddenly ceases to beat. It may happen when you are asleep, it may occur when you are walking, sitting or even dancing.”


“And – there is no – cure?” Larina asked in a shocked tone.


“None that is known at the moment to the medical profession. What I can tell you, as an authority, is that it happens instantly and when it is diagnosed the patient usually has exactly twenty-one days before the end comes.”


“Twenty-one – days,” Larina echoed faintly.


As she walked through Sloane Square towards Eaton Terrace she felt that her footsteps echoed the number on the pavement. Twenty-one! Twenty-one! Twenty-one!


That meant, she told herself, that she would die on the 15th of April.


It was a time of year, she thought inconsequentially, that she had always loved. The daffodils would be out, there would be blossom on the trees, the chestnuts would be coming into bloom and the sunshine would be particularly welcome because one had missed it during the winter.


On the 16th April she would no longer be here to enjoy it!


She took her key out of her handbag and opened the door of number 6 Eaton Terrace.


As she let herself into the narrow hall, off which opened a small dining room with a tiny study behind it, she was conscious of the silence and the loneliness of the empty house.


If only her mother was in the drawing room, she could run to her to tell her what had happened.


Her mother would have put out her arms and held her close.


But there was no one to help her now and, taking off her hat, Larina walked slowly up the stairs.


Some detached part of her mind noted that the stair carpet was very worn, it must have been given hard wear while they were away in Switzerland. 


Then almost sharply she told herself it was of no consequence.


In twenty-one days she would not be in the house to notice that the carpet was threadbare, that the curtains had faded in the drawing room or the brass bedstead in her room had lost a knob.


Twenty-one days!


She went up another flight of stairs to her bedroom.


There were only two bedrooms in the house, unless one counted a dark airless place in the basement that had been intended for a maid they could not afford.


Her mother had occupied the front room on the second floor and she had a small slip of a room behind it.


She went into it now and looked round her. All her possessions were here, all the small treasures she had accumulated since childhood.


There was even a Teddy Bear she had loved and taken to bed with her for many years, a doll which opened and closed its eyes and in the bookcase, beside the volumes she had acquired as she grew older, were the first books she had ever owned.


‘Not much to show for a lifetime,’ Larina told herself.


Then as if the horror of what she had heard swept over her like a flood tide, she moved to the window to stand looking out over the grey roofs and the back yards of the houses behind them.


‘What can I do? What can I do about it?’ Larina asked herself.


Then almost as if the thought came like a lifeline to a drowning sailor she remembered Elvin.


She wondered as she thought of him why he had not come into her mind from the very moment that Sir John had pronounced her death sentence.


She supposed it must be because she had been shocked into a kind of numbness that had made it impossible for her to think of anything except the twenty-one days that were left to her.


Elvin would have understood exactly what she was feeling, Elvin in his inimitable manner would have made everything seem different.


They had talked of death the very first time they had met.


It had been a day when Mrs. Milton had been very ill and Larina had known by the expression on Dr. Heinrich’s face that he was worried.


“There is nothing you can do,” he said to Larina. “Go and sit in the garden, I will call you if she needs you.”


Larina had known if she was called it would not be a case of her mother needing her, but because Dr. Heinrich thought that she was dying.


She had turned and gone blindly out into the garden of the sanatorium.


For the first time she did not see the brilliance of the flowers or the beauty of the snow-capped mountains that had never failed to make her heart leap whenever she looked at them.


She moved out of sight of the buildings to a place among the pine trees where there was a seat that had been specially put there for patients who could not walk far.


It was very quiet. There was only the sound of the cascade pouring down the side of the mountain into the valley below and the buzz of the bees as they sucked the honey from the mountain plants that grew among the rocks.


It was then, because she thought that no one could see her, that Larina had put her hands over her face and begun to cry.


She must have cried for a long time before she heard a movement beside her, and a man’s voice said gently,


“Are you crying for your mother?”


Larina with tears still running down her cheeks had turned to see who was there.


A man seated himself beside her and she saw that it was Elvin Farren, an American who she had not spoken to before because he slept in a hut by himself in the gardens of the sanatorium and never came to the dining room for meals.


“Mama is not dead,” Larina said quickly as if in answer to a question he had not put into words, “but I know that Dr. Heinrich thinks that she may be – dying.”


She drew her handkerchief from her belt as she spoke and wiped the tears from her eyes almost fiercely. She was ashamed of having given way so completely.


“You must go on hoping that she will recover,” Elvin Farren said.


Larina did not speak for a moment and then she answered, 


“I am frightened, but then I suppose everyone is frightened of death.”


“Perhaps for other people,” Elvin Farren replied, “but not for one’s self.”


Larina looked at him and knew that he was very ill. He was extremely thin, there was something almost transparent about his skin and the tell-tale patches of bright colour on his cheekbones were all too obvious.


“You are not afraid?” she asked.


He smiled at her and it seemed to transform his face. 


“No.”


“Why not?”


He looked away from her towards the panorama of mountains where the sun shining on the snows remaining after the winter was almost blinding.


After a moment he said,


“Do you want the true answer to your question or the conventional one?”


“I want the true answer,” Larina replied. “I am afraid of death because it must be so lonely.”


She was thinking of herself as she added,


“Not only for those who die but also for those who are left behind.”


“For those who die,” Elvin Farren said, “it is an adventure, a release of the mind and that in itself is something exciting to look forward to!”


He glanced at her to see if she was following him. 


Then he went on,


“Have you never thought what an encumbrance one’s body is? If it was not hampering us, keeping our feet on the ground, so to speak, we could fly wherever we wished to go! To other parts of the earth, to the moon or, more especially, to the Fourth Dimension.”


“I think – I understand what you are – saying to me,” Larina said hesitatingly.


Her grey eyes were wide in her oval face.


This was not the sort of conversation she had ever had with anyone before.


“And as for being alone while we are on earth,” Elvin Farren said, “why that is actually impossible.”


“Why?” she asked.


“Because you are a part of everything that is living,” he replied. “Look at these flowers.”


He pointed as he spoke to a little bunch of blue gentians on the rocks in front of them.


“They are alive,” he said, “as much alive as you and I are. They are living and, what is more, they feel even as we feel.”


“How do you know that?” Larina asked him.


“I have a friend who has been working on the reactions of plant life for some years,” he replied. “He believes, and I believe with him, that a plant has feelings because it contains, as we do, the cosmic force that we call ‘life’.”


“Explain – explain it to me,” Larina pleaded.


She was fascinated by what this stranger was telling her and she turned towards him feeling in some inexplicable manner that she must get closer to him.


“The Buddhists never pick flowers,” Elvin began. “They believe by touching one and loving it they share its life and it becomes a part of themselves.”


He smiled as he said,


“In my country the American Indians when they are in need of energy will go into a wood such as this. With their arms extended they will place their backs to a pine tree and they replenish themselves with its power.”


“I can understand that,” Larina said, “and I am sure it is true. I have often thought when I have been walking alone in the woods that the trees were pulsatingly alive and that there was a kind of vibration coming from them.”


“So when there is life all around you, how could you ever be alone?”


It had been easy to understand what he was saying to her when they were sitting in the pinewoods and looking at the flowers, Larina thought. 


But in the confines of her little bedroom in Eaton Terrace she felt that she needed help desperately.


If only she could talk to Elvin, she wished, as they had talked together so often after that first meeting.


Mrs. Milton’s health had improved and Dr. Heinrich said that she was out of danger for the moment. Larina had gone to find Elvin on the balcony of his isolated chalet because she wanted to share her joy with someone.


He invited her to sit down and she realised that from his balcony there was an even more marvellous view of the valley beneath them and the mountains in the distance.


While at first she had been afraid of imposing herself on him, she had soon learnt that he enjoyed seeing her and, whenever she was not with her mother, she found her way to his balcony and they would sit talking in the crisp clear air.


Nearly always they spoke of the mystical things that Elvin believed existed in other dimensions.


“This is a material world,” he said. “It is merely a shadow of the next which is non-material and very much more advanced mentally and spiritually.”


“But suppose someone like myself is not clever enough to understand it?” Larina asked.


“Then you will have to stay here,” he replied, “and go on learning and developing until you can.”


He had so much to tell her that Larina had begun to count the hours to when she could be with him.


Yet sometimes when he was too ill to walk even as far as his balcony, she would have to wait impatiently until he was better and she could see him again.


She had known without his having to tell her that he had not long to live.


“I am almost looking forward to dying,” he said one day. “There is so much I want to know, so much I want to find out.” 


Larina gave a little cry of protest.


“Don’t talk like that,” she begged.


“Whyever not?” he enquired.


“Because if you go away I shall have no one to explain such things to me and when I come to die I shall be afraid – very afraid!”


“I have told you that there is no reason.”


“That is because you are so sure, so certain of what you will find after you are dead,” Larina said. “I am not sure, I only want to believe what you tell me and, while I do believe it while I am with you, when you are not there I lose faith.”


He had smiled at her as if she was a child.


“When the time comes for you to die,” he said, “which will not be for many, many years, call me and I will come to you.”


Larina had looked at him wide-eyed.


“You mean – ?” she began.


“Wherever I am, whatever I am doing, if you want me, if you call for me, I will hear you.”


He put his hand over hers.


“We will make a pact, Larina. When I am dying, I will call for you and, when you die, you will call for me,”


“There is no reason why I should not die before you,” Larina replied. “I might fall down a mountain or have a train accident.”


“And if that happens,” Elvin said gravely, “send for me and I will come to you.”


“You promise?”


“I promise!” he answered. “Just as you must come to me.”


His fingers tightened for a moment on hers.


“I know of no one I would rather be with when my spirit takes wings.”


There was something in the way he said the words which told Larina that it was in fact not only the highest compliment he could pay her but also, in his own way, an expression of love.


She was very inexperienced where men were concerned, having known so few in her life, but she was woman enough to realise that Elvin’s thin face lit up when she appeared and there was a look in his eyes that was unmistakable.


If he had not been so emaciated with the disease that often made him start coughing so convulsively that each spasm left him breathless and exhausted, he would, Larina thought, have been very handsome.


But the disease was eating his life away and she knew even though he was only twenty-five years of age, there was no hope of his survival.


Sometimes when she thought about Elvin in the darkness of the night she wondered whether, if they had met before he fell ill, they would have fallen in love with each other.
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