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    Tracing the friction between private longing and public judgment, Red Pottage explores how ambition, conscience, and friendship are stretched to their limits when art, faith, love, and money collide under the steady gaze of society, following characters who discover that to speak honestly, to create bravely, or to love openly is to risk censure, while silence and conformity carry costs of their own, so that every choice becomes a negotiation between the life demanded by others and the life imagined for oneself, a negotiation staged in drawing rooms, parish houses, and quiet rooms where the heart refuses to be entirely reasonable and in streets bright with promise and shadowed by memory.

Mary Cholmondeley, an English novelist, first published Red Pottage in 1899, at the close of the Victorian era. The book is a work of social fiction with strong satiric and psychological elements. Its settings move between a rural parish and the metropolitan world of late nineteenth-century England, capturing the pressures of small communities and the temptations and freedoms of the city. Contemporary readers encountered a novel attentive to religious culture, class expectation, and the position of women within both. The title quickly attracted attention and discussion for its incisive portrait of manners and morals in a society poised for change.

At its center are two lifelong friends whose contrasting circumstances illuminate the same set of questions. One is a young novelist whose vocation strains against the constraints of respectability and family duty, particularly within the orbit of an exacting clergyman relative and a close-knit parish. The other is a woman who comes into independent wealth and must learn how to inhabit that power amidst social scrutiny and romantic possibility. Their stories unfold in alternating scenes that connect city and countryside, as each weighs responsibility against desire and measures the cost of authenticity in communities quick to praise and quicker to judge.

Cholmondeley’s voice is poised and unsentimental, blending keen observation with a dry, often playful wit that never entirely abandons sympathy. Scenes of parish teas, vestry disputes, and drawing-room visits provide comic surfaces under which vulnerabilities and convictions press for notice. The narration shifts fluidly between outward performance and inward hesitation, so that a social call may open onto searching questions of belief, artistry, or duty. The style balances clarity with nuance, trusting readers to assemble motives from gesture and tone. As the plot threads interweave, the mood alternates between satiric sparkle and sober reckoning, producing a steady, quietly mounting tension.

Among the novel’s most resonant themes are the struggle to honor a creative calling within domestic and ecclesiastical expectations, the ethics of truth-telling in communities sustained by tact, and the complicated entanglement of religion with social prestige. It probes how reputation is made and unmade—by gossip, by print, by the tidy story others prefer to tell—and how money enables agency while inviting surveillance. The book also insists on the seriousness of friendship as a moral resource, not a mere ornament: loyalty here counters the corrosions of envy and prudery, even as independence demands sacrifices that cannot be fully foreseen.

Read today, Red Pottage speaks to debates about how artists, professionals, and lovers negotiate visibility and judgment in a culture quick to form verdicts. Its examination of women’s work—creative and otherwise—addresses persistent questions about authority, audience, and the emotional labor required to justify ambition. The novel’s interest in faith and doubt, not as abstractions but as lived textures of habit and hope, offers a textured backdrop for thinking about community ideals and personal integrity. It also observes the pull between provincial belonging and metropolitan freedom, a dynamic that continues to shape conversations about class mobility, aspiration, and self-invention.

For the modern reader, the book offers a rich blend of social comedy and moral inquiry, inviting immersion rather than shock. The pleasures are those of attentive character study, sharp dialogue, and the slow reveal of how private principles survive or falter under pressure. Without relying on sensational effects, it accumulates consequence by charting small omissions, brave words, and pivotal refusals. The result is a novel that entertains while asking exacting questions about what it costs to live truthfully. Entering its world means watching intelligence, kindness, and vanity meet on complicated ground—and recognizing how closely that ground resembles our own.
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    Mary Cholmondeley’s Red Pottage interweaves the lives of two friends whose paths diverge yet remain linked by loyalty and moral inquiry. Rachel West, once obscure and poor, unexpectedly becomes wealthy and independent, entering the county society that had ignored her. Hester Gresley, gifted and earnest, is a novelist struggling to write under the roof of her clerical brother. The novel opens by placing them in contrasting settings—Rachel among the well-to-do, Hester in a rectory—while establishing their enduring bond. Through alternating scenes, the narrative sets a tone of social observation and quiet tension, hinting that each woman will confront trials that test conviction, courage, and compassion.

Rachel’s rise from dependence to affluence is treated with restraint, emphasizing her practical sense and unpretentious habits. With money comes a house, servants, and invitations, and she begins to navigate the expectations of the county set. She observes its amusements and hierarchies without bitterness, curious rather than deferential. In this world she encounters the Newhavens, a reserved lord and his charming wife, and Hugh Scarlett, a companionable man whose attraction is tempered by hints of entanglement. Rachel’s independence draws attention, but she holds back from quick alliances, intent on handling her fortune responsibly and preserving the friendship and inner standards forged during leaner years.

Hester’s chapters portray the strain of making art within a home that distrusts it. Living with her brother, the Reverend James Gresley, and his managing wife, she divides days between parish duties and the concentrated solitude her work requires. The rectory’s pieties leave little patience for imaginative labor, and Hester’s early success is met with condescension or alarm. Publishers encourage her, friends believe in her promise, yet domestic criticism undermines confidence. The narrative renders village life—the committees, the visiting, the small frictions of principle—while showing Hester’s growing clarity about the cost of compromise. Her friendship with Rachel supplies warmth, perspective, and practical help.

County society provides a backdrop of dinners, dances, and hunts, through which Cholmondeley sketches patterns of loyalty and pretense. Lady Newhaven’s graceful sociability attracts admiration and gossip in equal measure, while her husband’s pride enforces strict codes of conduct. Rachel, though courted for her fortune, is measured by her steady judgment and reluctance to wound. She commits money where she sees need and learns the limits of benevolence in a world fond of show. Hugh Scarlett’s intelligence and charm recommend him to many tables, but a shadow of obligation crosses his path, and the narrative marks it as a source of inward strain.

A pivotal scene follows Lord Newhaven’s discovery of his wife’s compromised affections. Refusing scandal and courts, he confronts the man involved with a private, binding challenge. They agree to draw lots, and the one who loses must pay with his life before a fixed date. Hugh Scarlett, accepting the terms, becomes the bearer of an intolerable secret that cannot be shared and cannot be forgotten. The compact imposes a clock on his days and throws his easy manner into relief. Neither confession nor evasion seems possible. Around him, society continues its rounds, while Rachel senses an unspoken conflict gathering force.

Meanwhile, Hester’s conflict sharpens into an irrevocable domestic act. Alarmed by what he judges worldly or profane in her writing, James Gresley takes upon himself to suppress it, culminating in the destruction of her manuscript. The loss represents months of discipline and hope; it also exposes the gulf between Hester’s vocation and her family’s ideals. The event affects health, prospects, and trust within the rectory. Friends urge distance or new arrangements, publishers wait uncertainly, and the village looks on. Hester weighs filial duty against fidelity to her gift, and the narrative follows her efforts to regain footing without bitterness or surrender.

As the time marked by the private agreement runs down, Hugh’s strain grows visible to those who know him best. Encounters with Lord Newhaven are courteous yet freighted with implication, and chance meetings threaten concealment. Rachel’s regard for Hugh deepens into love tempered by caution; she notes discrepancies and silences without grasping their cause. Rumor, always present, begins to harden into accusation. A crisis forces Hugh to choose between flight, deception, and a confession that may ruin more than himself. Rachel, drawn to honesty and pity, must decide what integrity demands of affection when knowledge remains partial and perilous.

The novel’s closing movements bring the separate strands together in episodes that test character under pressure. Public occasions expose private wounds, and the county’s judgments prove swift, though not always sure. Hester’s course leads her beyond the rectory’s control, setting art and duty in a final balance. Rachel faces the intersection of love, honor, and truth, as revelations clarify what had been guessed. Choices are made that alter reputations and futures, and the narrative records the immediate cost without insisting on melodrama. In the aftermath, repentance and forgiveness are treated as arduous work, not declarations, and courage shows in quiet continuities.

Red Pottage conveys a steady critique of complacent morality alongside sympathy for human frailty. It weighs conventional judgment against the disciplines of truthfulness and compassion, suggesting that real courage lies less in spectacle than in steadfast choices. Through Rachel and Hester, it considers wealth and talent as trusts that require discernment, and portrays the hazards of social zeal ungoverned by charity. The friendship between the two women remains a measure of sanity amid clamor, offering mutual correction and strength. Without pronouncing heroes or villains, the novel presents the consequences of secrecy, cowardice, and interference, and the difficult grace of restitution.
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    Set in late Victorian England during the 1890s, Red Pottage moves between a provincial Anglican parish and London’s expanding literary and social world. The period is marked by rapid urbanization, new rail links that collapse geographical distance, and a confident but morally anxious society at the end of Queen Victoria’s reign. Country houses, rectories, and small market towns remained pivotal sites of authority, even as their influence was unsettled by national debates on gender, morality, and reform. The novel’s parsonage life, small-town surveillance, and metropolitan salons mirror the tensions of a Britain that prized respectability while confronting shifts in law, governance, and women’s roles.

The transformation of women’s legal and civic status is crucial to the novel’s world. The Married Women’s Property Acts of 1870 and 1882 (augmented in 1893) allowed wives to own and control earnings and property, fundamentally recasting marital economics. Local franchise reforms—the Municipal Franchise Act 1869 and the Local Government Act 1894—enabled many women ratepayers to vote in local elections and stand for parish and district councils. Nationally, the National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies (NUWSS), formed in 1897 under Millicent Garrett Fawcett, organized constitutional campaigns for the parliamentary vote. Red Pottage reflects these shifts through Rachel West’s financial independence and Hester Gresley’s professional authorship, dramatizing the late‑Victorian “woman question”: whether women might claim autonomy, intellectual authority, and ethical agency outside traditional domestic hierarchies.

Victorian social‑purity campaigns heightened moral scrutiny. The Criminal Law Amendment Act 1885 raised the age of consent to 16 and, via the Labouchere Amendment (Section 11), expanded prosecutions for sexual behavior deemed immoral. The National Vigilance Association (founded 1885) spearheaded anti‑vice activism, while circulating libraries and bookstalls (Mudie’s, W. H. Smith) exerted de facto censorship by selecting “suitable” fiction; the 1895 backlash against Thomas Hardy’s Jude the Obscure exemplified this climate. Red Pottage engages this censorious culture through Hester’s experience of hostile reviews and familial suppression—most starkly, the vicar brother’s burning of her manuscript—exposing how moral guardianship policed women’s voices and circumscribed creative and social freedom.

Anglican controversies shaped parish life. The Public Worship Regulation Act 1874, aimed at suppressing ritualist practices, led to prosecutions and imprisonments (e.g., Fr. Arthur Tooth, 1877; Rev. Richard Enraght, 1880), while disputes continued under Archbishops Edward Benson (1883–1896) and Frederick Temple (1896–1902). The Protestant Truth Society founded by John Kensit in 1898 organized disruptive protests against “Romanizing” clergy. These conflicts sharpened questions about clerical authority, parish governance, and the clergy’s moral leadership in rural England. Red Pottage’s portrait of a narrow, status‑conscious vicarage and the brother’s aggressive guardianship over his sister’s conscience reflect the era’s anxieties about ecclesiastical power, public ritual, and the gap between official piety and private conduct in late‑century Anglicanism.

The Great Depression of British Agriculture (c. 1873–1896) remade provincial society. Cheap grain imports drove wheat prices down from roughly 56 shillings per quarter in the early 1870s to about 23 shillings by the mid‑1890s, pushing estates to convert arable to pasture and shedding labor. Rural out‑migration accelerated, while gentry and clerical incomes contracted. This economic decline fostered dependence on new wealth from commerce and finance and intensified social defensiveness in small communities. Red Pottage’s juxtaposition of a restrained, judgmental countryside with a more varied London milieu echoes the post‑1870s rural malaise: strained parsonages, anxious respectability, and suspicion toward unconventional women or outsiders.

Victorian marriage and divorce law institutionalized a sexual double standard. The Divorce and Matrimonial Causes Act 1857 established civil divorce but required a wife to prove adultery plus aggravating offenses (cruelty, desertion), while a husband needed to prove only adultery; separation orders for aggravated assault became possible under the 1878 Matrimonial Causes Act. Reform remained piecemeal until the twentieth century. Red Pottage threads these legal realities into its plot of temptation, scandal, and reputation—seen in the entanglements of Rachel West, Hugh Scarlett, and the aristocratic Newhavens—highlighting how elite men’s indiscretions were often absorbed socially, while women, or men who protected them, bore disproportionate moral and practical penalties.

Local government reform redistributed power in the provinces. The Local Government Act 1894 created elected parish and rural district councils, narrowed the automatic authority of clergy in poor‑law administration, and admitted women to local office as councillors and guardians. These changes eroded older paternal structures and elevated lay oversight in matters from sanitation to charity. In the world of Red Pottage, the parson’s declining monopoly on community governance frames the brother’s zeal to assert moral control within the household and parish. The novel thus mirrors the 1890s realignment of local authority, where formal elections and female participation jarred with entrenched hierarchies and clerical habits of command.

As social and political critique, Red Pottage exposes the moral costs of late‑Victorian respectability. It indicts patriarchal control within church and family, the censorious spirit of social‑purity activism, and legal frameworks that privilege male power in property, reputation, and marriage. By contrasting a guarded parish world with metropolitan professional life, the book dissects class deference, clerical hauteur, and the policing of women’s speech. The burning of Hester’s manuscript, the unequal risks of scandal, and the constrained choices available to conscientious characters reveal the period’s injustices: how authority—religious, legal, and social—could sanctify cruelty, silence dissent, and punish female autonomy.
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In tragic life, God wot,

No villain need be! Passions spin the plot:

We are betray'd by what is false within.

—GEORGE MEREDITH.


"I can't get out," said Sterne's starling, looking through the bars of his cage.

"I will get out[1q]," said Hugh Scarlett[1] to himself, seeing no bars, but half conscious of a cage. "I will get out," he repeated, as his hansom took him swiftly from the house in Portman Square, where he had been dining, towards that other house in Carlton House Terrace, whither his thoughts had travelled on before him, out-distancing the trip-clip-clop, trip-clip-clop of the horse.

It was a hot night in June. Hugh had thrown back his overcoat, and the throng of passers-by in the street could see, if they cared to see, "the glass of fashion" in the shape of white waistcoat and shirt front, surmounted by the handsome, irritated face of their owner, leaning back with his hat tilted over his eyes.

Trip-clip-clop went the horse.

A great deal of thinking may be compressed into a quarter of an hour, especially if it has been long eluded.

"I will get out," he said again to himself with an impatient movement. It was beginning to weary him, this commonplace intrigue which had been so new and alluring a year ago. He did not own it to himself, but he was tired of it. Perhaps the reason why good resolutions have earned for themselves such an evil repute as paving-stones is because they are often the result, not of repentance, but of the restlessness that dogs an evaporating pleasure. This liaison had been alternately his pride and his shame for many months. But now it was becoming something more—which it had been all the time, only he had not noticed it till lately—a fetter, a clog, something irksome, to be cast off and pushed out of sight. Decidedly the moment for the good resolution had arrived.

"I will break it off," he said again. "Thank Heaven, not a soul has ever guessed it."

How could any one have guessed it?

He remembered the day when he had first met her a year ago, and had looked upon her as merely a pretty woman. He remembered other days, and the gradual building up between them of a fairy palace. He had added a stone here, she a stone there, until suddenly it became—a prison. Had he been tempter or tempted? He did not know. He did not care. He wanted only to be out of it. His better feelings and his conscience had been awakened by the first touch of weariness. His brief infatuation had run its course. His judgment had been whirled—he told himself it had been whirled, but it had really only been tweaked—from its centre, had performed its giddy orbit, and now the check-string had brought it back to the point from whence it had set out, namely, that she was merely a pretty woman.

"I will break with her gradually," he said, like the tyro he was, and he pictured to himself the wretched scenes in which she would abuse him, reproach him, probably compromise herself, the letters she would write to him. At any rate, he need not read them. Oh! how tired he was of the whole thing beforehand. Why had he been such a fool? He looked at the termination of the liaison as a bad sailor looks at an inevitable sea passage at the end of a journey. It must be gone through, but the prospect of undergoing it filled him with disgust.

A brougham passed him swiftly on noiseless wheels, and the woman in it caught a glimpse of the high-bred, clean-shaved face, half savage, half sullen, in the hansom.

"Anger, impatience, and remorse," she said to herself, and finished buttoning her gloves.

"Thank Heaven, not a soul has ever guessed it," repeated Hugh, fervently, as the hansom came suddenly to a stand-still.

In another moment he was taking Lady Newhaven's hand as she stood at the entrance of her amber drawing-room beside a grove of pink orchids.

He chatted a moment, greeted Lord Newhaven[3], and passed on into the crowded rooms. How could any one have guessed it? No breath of scandal had ever touched Lady Newhaven. She stood beside her pink orchids, near her fatigued-looking, gentle-mannered husband, a very pretty woman in white satin and diamonds. Perhaps her blond hair was a shade darker at the roots than in its waved coils; perhaps her blue eyes did not look quite in harmony with their blue-black lashes; but the whole effect had the delicate, conventional perfection of a cleverly touched-up chromo-lithograph[2]. Of course, tastes differ. Some people like chromo-lithographs, others don't. But even those who do are apt to become estranged. They may inspire love, admiration, but never fidelity. Most of us have in our time hammered nails into our walls which, though they now decorously support the engravings and etchings of our maturer years, were nevertheless originally driven in to uphold the cherished, the long since discarded chromos of our foolish youth.

The diamond sun upon Lady Newhaven's breast quivered a little, a very little, as Hugh greeted her, and she turned to offer the same small smile and gloved hand to the next comer, whose name was leaping before him from one footman to another.

"Mr. Richard Vernon."

Lady Newhaven's wide blue eyes looked vague. Her hand hesitated. This strongly built, ill-dressed man, with his keen, brown, deeply scarred face and crooked mouth, was unknown to her.

Lord Newhaven darted forward.

"Dick!" he exclaimed, and Dick shot forth an immense mahogany hand and shook Lord Newhaven's warmly.

"Well," he said, after Lord Newhaven had introduced him to his wife, "I'm dashed if I knew who either of you were. But I found your invitation at my club when I landed yesterday, so I decided to come and have a look at you. And so it is only you, Cackles, after all"—(Lord Newhaven's habit of silence had earned for him the sobriquet of "Cackles")—"I quite thought I was going into—well, ahem!—into society. I did not know you had got a handle to your name. How did you find out I was in England?"

"My dear fellow, I didn't," said Lord Newhaven, gently drawing Dick aside, whose back was serenely blocking a stream of new arrivals. "I fancy—in fact, I'm simply delighted to see you. How is the wine getting on? But I suppose there must be other Dick Vernons on my wife's list. Have you the card with you?"

"Rather," said Dick; "always take the card with me since I was kicked out of a miner's hop at Broken Hill because I forgot it. 'No gentleman will be admitted in a paper shirt' was mentioned on it, I remember. A concertina, and candles in bottles. Ripping while it lasted. I wish you had been there."

"I wish I had." Lord Newhaven's tired, half-closed eye opened a little. "But the end seems to have been unfortunate."

"Not at all," said Dick, watching the new arrivals with his head thrown back. "Fine girl that; I'll take a look at the whole mob of them directly. They came round next day to say it had been a mistake, but there were four or five cripples who found that out the night before. Here is the card."

Lord Newhaven glanced at it attentively, and then laughed.

"It is four years old," he said; "I must have put you on my mother's list, not knowing you had left London. It is in her writing."

"I'm rather late," said Dick, composedly; "but I am here at last. Now, Cack—Newhaven, if that's your noble name—as I am here, trot out a few heiresses, would you? I want to take one or two back with me. I say, ought I to put my gloves on?"

"No, no. Clutch them in your great fist as you are doing now."

"Thanks. I suppose, old chap, I'm all right? Not had on an evening-coat for four years."

Dick's trousers were too short for him, and he had tied his white tie with a waist to it. Lord Newhaven had seen both details before he recognized him.

"Quite right," he said, hastily. "Now, who is to be the happy woman?"

Dick's hawk eye promenaded over the crowd in the second room, in the door-way of which he was standing.

"That one," he said; "the tall girl in the green gown talking to the Bishop."

"You have a wonderful eye for heiresses. You have picked out the greatest in London. That is Miss Rachel West. You say you want two."

"One at a time, thanks. I shall take her down to supper. I suppose—er—there is supper at this sort of thing, isn't there?"

"Of a kind. You need not be afraid of the claret; it isn't yours."

"Catch you giving your best at a crush," retorted Dick. "The Bishop's moving. Hurry up."
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But as he groped against the wall, two hands upon him fell,

The King behind his shoulder spake: "Dead man, thou dost not well."

—RUDYARD KIPLING.


Hugh had gone through the first room, and, after a quarter of an hour, found himself in the door-way of the second. He had arrived late, and the rooms were already thinning.

A woman in a pale-green gown was standing near the open window, her white profile outlined against the framed darkness, as she listened with evident amusement to the tall, ill-dressed man beside her.

Hugh's eyes lost the veiled scorn with which it was their wont to look at society and the indulgent patronage which lurked in them for pretty women.

Rachel West slowly turned her face towards him without seeing him, and his heart leaped. She was not beautiful except with the beauty of health, and a certain dignity of carriage which is the outcome of a head and hands and body that are at unity with each other, and with a mind absolutely unconscious of self. She had not the long nose which so frequently usurps more than its share of the faces of the well-bred, nor had she, alas! the short upper lip which redeems everything. Her features were as insignificant as her coloring. People rarely noticed that Rachel's hair was brown, and that her deep-set eyes were gray. But upon her grave face the word "Helper" was plainly written—and something else. What was it?

Just as in the faces of seamen we trace the onslaught of storm and sun and brine, and the puckering of the skin round the eyes that comes of long watching in half-lights, so in some faces, calm and pure as Rachel's, on which the sun and rain have never beaten, there is an expression betokening strong resistance from within of the brunt of a whirlwind from without. The marks of conflict and endurance on a young face—who shall see them unmoved! The Mother of Jesus must have noticed a great difference in her Son when she first saw Him again after the temptation in the wilderness.

Rachel's grave, amused glance fell upon Hugh. Their eyes met, and he instantly perceived, to his astonishment, that she recognized him. But she did not bow, and a moment later left the nearly empty rooms with the man who was talking to her.

Hugh was excited out of recognition of his former half-scornful, half-blasé self. That woman must be his wife. She would save him from himself, this cynical, restless self, which never remained in one stay. The half-acknowledged weakness in his nature unconsciously flung itself upon her strength, a strength which had been tried. She would love him, and uphold him. There would be no more yielding to circumstances if that pure, strong soul were close beside him. He would lean upon her, and the ugly by-paths of these last years would know him no more. Her presence would leaven his whole life. In the momentary insanity, which was perhaps, after all, only a prophetic intuition, he had no fears, no misgivings. He thought that with that face it was not possible that she could be so wicked as to refuse him.

"She will marry me," he said to himself. "She must."

Lady Newhaven touched him gently on the arm.

"I dared not speak to you before," she said. "Nearly every one has gone. Will you take me down to supper? I am tired out."

He stared at her, not recognizing her.

"Have I vexed you?" she faltered.

And with a sudden horrible revulsion of feeling he remembered. The poor chromo had fallen violently from its nail. But the nail remained—ready. He took her into the supper-room[5] and got her a glass of champagne. She subsided on to a sofa beside another woman, vaguely suspecting trouble in the air. He felt thankful that Rachel had already gone. Dick, nearly the last, was putting on his coat, arranging to meet Lord Newhaven the following morning at his club. They had been in Australia together, and were evidently old friends.

Lord Newhaven's listless manner returned as Dick marched out. Hugh had got one arm in his coat. An instinct of flight possessed him, a vague horror of the woman in diamonds furtively watching him under her lowered eyelids through the open door.

"Oh, Scarlett!" said Lord Newhaven, detaining him languidly, "I want three minutes of your valuable time. Come into my study."

"Another cross-bow for Westhope Abbey?" said Hugh, trying to speak unconcernedly, as he followed his host to a back room on the ground floor. Lord Newhaven was collecting arms for the hall of his country-house.

"No; much simpler than those elaborate machines," said the older man, turning on the electric light. Hugh went in, and Lord Newhaven closed the door.

Over the mantel-shelf were hung a few old Japanese inlaid carbines, and beneath them an array of pistols.

"Useless now," said Lord Newhaven, touching them affectionately. "But," he added, with a shade more listlessness than before, "Society has become accustomed to do without them, and does ill without them, but we must conform to her." Hugh started slightly, and then remained motionless. "You observe these two paper lighters, Scarlett? One is an inch shorter than the other. They have been waiting on the mantel-shelf for the last month, till I had an opportunity of drawing your attention to them. I am sure we perfectly understand each other. No name need be mentioned. All scandal is avoided. I feel confident you will not hesitate to make me the only reparation one man can make another in the somewhat hackneyed circumstances in which we find ourselves."

Lord Newhaven took the lighters out of the glass. He glanced suddenly at Hugh's stunned face and went on:

"I am sorry the idea is not my own. I read it in a magazine. Though comparatively modern, it promises soon to become as customary as the much-to-be-regretted pistols for two and coffee for four. I hold the lighters thus, and you draw. Whoever draws or keeps the short one is pledged to leave this world within four months, or shall we say five, on account of the pheasant shooting? Five be it. Is it agreed? Just so! Will you draw?"

A swift spasm passed over Hugh's face, and a tiger glint leaped into Lord Newhaven's eyes, fixed intently upon him.

There was a brief second in which Hugh's mind wavered, as the flame of a candle wavers in a sudden draught. Lord Newhaven's eyes glittered. He advanced the lighters an inch nearer.

If he had not advanced them that inch Hugh thought afterwards that he would have refused to draw.

He backed against the mantel-piece, and then put out his hand suddenly and drew. It seemed the only way of escape.

The two men measured the lighters on the table under the electric light.

Lord Newhaven laughed.

Hugh stood a moment, and then went out.
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"Is it well with thee? Is it well with thy husband?"



When Lady Newhaven slipped out of the supper-room after her husband and Hugh, and lingered at the door of the study, she did not follow them with the deliberate intention of eavesdropping, but from a vague impulse of suspicious anxiety. Yet she crouched in her white satin gown against the door listening intently.

Neither man moved within, only one spoke. There was no other sound to deaden her husband's distinct, low voice. The silence that followed his last words, "Will you draw?" was broken by his laugh, and she had barely time to throw herself back from the door into a dark recess under the staircase before Hugh came out. He almost touched her as he passed. He must have seen her, if he had been capable of seeing anything; but he went straight on unheeding. And as she stole a few steps to gaze after him, she saw him cross the hall and go out into the night without his hat and coat, the amazed servants staring after him.

She drew back to go up-stairs, and met her husband coming slowly out of the study. He looked steadily at her, as she clung trembling to the banisters. There was no alteration in his glance, and she suddenly perceived that what he knew now he had always known. She put her hand to her head.

"You look tired," he said, in the level voice to which she was accustomed. "You had better go to bed."

She stumbled swiftly up-stairs, catching at the banisters, and went into her own room.

Her maid was waiting for her by the dressing-table with its shaded electric lights. And she remembered that she had given a party, and that she had on her diamonds.

It would take a long time to unfasten them. She pulled at the diamond sun on her breast with a shaking hand. Her husband had given it to her when her eldest son was born. Her maid took the tiara gently out of her hair, and cut the threads that sewed the diamonds on her breast and shoulders. Would it never end? The lace of her gown, cautiously withdrawn through its hundred eyelet-holes, knotted itself.

"Cut it," she said, impatiently. "Cut it."

At last she was in her dressing-gown and alone. She flung herself face downwards on the sofa. Her attitude had the touch of artificiality which was natural to her.

The deluge had arrived, and unconsciously she met it, as she would have made a heroine meet it had she been a novelist, in a white dressing-gown and pink ribbons in a stereotyped attitude of despair on a divan.

Conscience is supposed to make cowards of us all[2q], but it is a matter of common experience that the unimaginative are made cowards of only by being found out.

Had David qualms of conscience when Uriah fell before the besieged city? Surely if he had he would have winced at the obvious parallel of the prophet's story about the ewe lamb. But apparently he remained serenely obtuse till the indignant author's "Thou art the man" unexpectedly nailed him to the cross of his sin.

And so it was with Lady Newhaven. She had gone through the twenty-seven years of her life believing herself to be a religious and virtuous person. She was so accustomed to the idea that it had become a habit, and now the whole of her self-respect was in one wrench torn from her. The events of the last year had not worn it down to its last shred, had not even worn the nap off. It was dragged from her intact, and the shock left her faint and shuddering.

The thought that her husband knew, and had thought fit to conceal his knowledge, had never entered her mind, any more than the probability that she had been seen by some of the servants kneeling listening at a keyhole. The mistake which all unobservant people make is to assume that others are as unobservant as themselves.

By what frightful accident, she asked herself, had this catastrophe come about? She thought of all the obvious incidents which would have revealed the secret to herself—the dropped letter, the altered countenance, the badly arranged lie. No. She was convinced her secret had been guarded with minute, with scrupulous care. The only thing she had forgotten in her calculations was her husband's character, if, indeed, she could be said to have forgotten that which she had never known.

Lord Newhaven was in his wife's eyes a very quiet man of few words. That his few words did not represent the whole of him had never occurred to her. She had often told her friends that he walked through life with his eyes shut. He had a trick of half shutting his eyes which confirmed her in this opinion. When she came across persons who were after a time discovered to have affections and interests of which they had not spoken, she described them as "cunning." She had never thought Edward "cunning" till to-night. How had he, of all men, discovered this—this—? She, had no words ready to call her conduct by, though words would not have failed her had she been denouncing the same conduct in another wife and mother.

Gradually "the whole horror of her situation"—to borrow from her own vocabulary—forced itself upon her mind like damp through a gay wall-paper. What did it matter how the discovery had been made! It was made, and she was ruined. She repeated the words between little gasps for breath. Ruined! Her reputation lost! Hers—Violet Newhaven's. It was a sheer impossibility that such a thing could have happened to a woman like her. It was some vile slander which Edward must see to. He was good at that sort of thing. But no, Edward would not help her. She had committed—She flung out her hands, panic-stricken, as if to ward off a blow. The deed had brought with it no shame, but the word—the word wounded her like a sword.

Her feeble mind, momentarily stunned, pursued its groping way.

He would divorce her. It would be in the papers. But no. What was that he had said to Hugh—"No names to be mentioned; all scandal avoided."

She shivered and drew in her breath. It was to be settled some other way. Her mind became an entire blank. Another way! What way? She remembered now, and an inarticulate cry broke from her. They had drawn lots.

Which had drawn the short lighter[4]?

Her husband had laughed. But then he laughed at everything. He was never really serious, always shallow and heartless. He would have laughed if he had drawn it himself. Perhaps he had. Yes, he certainly had drawn it. But Hugh? She saw again the white, set face as he passed her. No; it must be Hugh who had drawn it—Hugh, whom she loved. She wrung her hands and moaned, half aloud:

"Which? Which?"

There was a slight movement in the next room, the door was opened, and Lord Newhaven appeared in the door-way. He was still in evening dress.

"Did you call?" he said, quietly. "Are you ill?" He came and stood beside her.

"No," she said, hoarsely, and she sat up and gazed fixedly at him. Despair and suspense were in her eyes. There was no change in his, and she remembered that she had never seen him angry. Perhaps she had not known when he was angry.

He was turning away, but she stopped him. "Wait," she said, and he returned, his cold, attentive eye upon her. There was no contempt, no indignation in his bearing. If those feelings had shaken him, it must have been some time ago. If they had been met and vanquished in secret, that also must have been some time ago. He took up an Imitation of Christ, bound in the peculiar shade of lilac which at that moment prevailed, and turned it in his hand.

"You are overwrought," he said, after a moment's pause, "and I particularly dislike a scene."

She did not heed him.

"I listened at the door," she said, in a harsh, unnatural voice.

"I am perfectly aware of it."

A sort of horror seemed to have enveloped the familiar room. The very furniture looked like well-known words arranged suddenly in some new and dreadful meaning.

"You never loved me," she said.

He did not answer, but he looked gravely at her for a moment, and she was ashamed.

"Why don't you divorce me if you think me so wicked?"

"For the sake of the children," he said, with a slight change of voice.

Teddy, the eldest, had been born in this room. Did either remember that gray morning six years ago?

There was a silence that might be felt.

"Who drew the short lighter?" she whispered, before she knew that she had spoken.

"I am not here to answer questions," he replied. "And I have asked none. Neither, you will observe, have I blamed you. But I desire that you will never again allude to this subject, and that you will keep in mind that I do not intend to discuss it with you."

He laid down the Imitation and moved towards his own room.

With a sudden movement she flung herself upon her knees before him and caught his arm. The attitude suggested an amateur.

"Which drew the short lighter?" she gasped, her small upturned face white and convulsed.

"You will know in five months' time," he said. Then he extricated himself from her trembling clasp and left the room, closing the door quietly behind him.
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For the sin ye do by two and two ye must pay for one by one!

—RUDYARD KIPLING.


When Hugh awoke the morning after Lady Newhaven's party the day was already far advanced. A hot day had succeeded to a hot night. For a few seconds he lay like one emerging from the influence of morphia, who feels his racked body still painlessly afloat on a sea of rest, but is conscious that it is drifting back to the bitter shores of pain, and who stirs neither hand nor foot for fear of hastening the touch of the encircling, aching sands on which he is so soon to be cast in agony once more.

His mind cleared a little. Rachel's grave face stood out against a dark background—a background darker surely than that of the summer night. He remembered with self-contempt the extravagant emotion which she had aroused in him.

"Absurd," Hugh said to himself, with the distrust of all sudden springs of pure emotion which those who have misused them rarely escape. And then another remembrance, which only a sleeping-draught had kept at bay, darted upon him like a panther on its prey.

He had drawn the short lighter.

He started violently, and then fell back trembling.

"Oh, my God!" he said, involuntarily.

He lay still, telling himself that this dreadful nightmare would pass, would fade in the light of common day.

His servant came in noiselessly with a cup of coffee and a little sheaf of letters.

He pretended to be asleep; but when the man had gone he put out his shaking hand for the coffee and drank it.

The mist before his mind gradually lifted. Gradually, too, the horror on his face whitened to despair, as a twilight meadow whitens beneath the evening frost. He had drawn the short lighter. Nothing in heaven or earth could alter that fact.

He did not stop to wonder how Lord Newhaven had become aware of his own dishonor, or at the strange weapon with which he had avenged himself. He went over every detail of his encounter with him in the study. His hand had been forced. He had been thrust into a vile position. He ought to have refused to draw. He did not agree to draw. Nevertheless, he had drawn. And Hugh knew that, if it had to be done again, he should again have been compelled to draw by the iron will before which his was as straw. He could not have met the scorn of those terrible half-closed eyes if he had refused.

"There was no help for it," said Hugh, half aloud. And yet to die by his own hand within five months! It was incredible. It was preposterous.

"I never agreed to it," he said, passionately.

Nevertheless, he had drawn. The remembrance ever returned to lay its cold hand upon his heart, and with it came the grim conviction that if Lord Newhaven had drawn the short lighter he would have carried out the agreement to the letter. Whether it was extravagant, unchristian, whatever might have been truly said of that unholy compact, Lord Newhaven would have stood by it.

"I suppose I must stand by it, too," said Hugh to himself, the cold sweat breaking out on his forehead. "I suppose I am bound in honor to stand by it, too."

He suffered his mind to regard the alternative.

To wrong a man as deeply as he had wronged Lord Newhaven; to tacitly accept. That was where his mistake had been. Another man, that mahogany-faced fellow with the colonial accent, would have refused to draw, and would have knocked Lord Newhaven down and half killed him, or would have been knocked down and half killed by him. But to tacitly accept a means by which the injured man risked his life to avenge his honor, and then afterwards to shirk the fate which a perfectly even chance had thrown upon him instead of on his antagonist! It was too mean, too despicable. Hugh's pale cheek burned.

"I am bound," he said slowly to himself over and over again. There was no way of escape.

Yesterday evening, with some intuition of coming peril, he had said, "I will get out." The way of retreat had been open behind him. Now, by one slight movement, he was cut off from it forever.

"I can't get out," said the starling, the feathers on its breast worn away with beating against the bars.

"I can't get out," said Hugh, coming for the first time in contact with the bars which he was to know so well—the bars of the prison that he had made with his own hands.

He looked into the future with blank eyes. He had no future now. He stared vacantly in front of him like a man who looks through his window at the wide expanse of meadow and waving wood and distant hill which has met his eye every morning of his life and finds it—gone. It was incredible. He turned giddy. His reeling mind, shrinking back from the abyss, struck against a fixed point, and, clutching it, came violently to a stand-still.

His mother!

His mother was a widow and he was her only son. If he died by his own hand it would break her heart. Hugh groaned, and thrust the thought from him. It was too sharp. He could not suffer it.

His sin, not worse than that of many another man, had found him out. He had done wrong. He admitted it, but this monstrous judgment on him was out of all proportion to his offence. And, like some malignant infectious disease, retribution would fall, not on him alone, but on those nearest him, on his innocent mother and sister. It was unjust, unjust, unjust!

A very bitter look came into his face. Hugh had never so far hated any one, but now something very like hatred welled up in his heart against Lady Newhaven. She had lured him to his destruction. She had tempted him. This was undoubtedly true, though not probably the view which her guardian angel would take of the matter.

Among the letters which the servant had brought him he suddenly recognized that the topmost was in Lady Newhaven's handwriting. Anger and repulsion seized him. No doubt it was the first of a series. "Why was he so altered? What had she done to offend him?" etc., etc. He knew the contents beforehand, or thought he knew them. He got up deliberately, threw the unopened note into the empty fireplace, and put a match to it. He watched it burn.

It was his first overt act of rebellion against her yoke, the first step along the nearest of the many well-worn paths that a man takes at random to leave a woman. It did not occur to him that Lady Newhaven might have written to him about his encounter with her husband. He knew Lord Newhaven well enough to be absolutely certain that he would mention the subject to no living creature, least of all to his wife.

"Neither will I," he said to himself; "and as for her, I will break with her from this day forward."

The little pink notes with the dashing, twirly handwriting persisted for a week or two and then ceased.



Hugh was a man of many social engagements. His first impulse, when later in the day he remembered them, was to throw them all up and leave London. But Lord Newhaven would hear of his departure, and would smile. He decided to remain and to go on as if nothing had happened. When the evening came he dressed with his usual care, verified the hour of his engagement, and went out to dine with the Loftuses.
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What the Bandar-log think now the jungle will think later.

—Maxim of the Bandar-log, RUDYARD KIPLING.


It was Sybell Loftus's first season in London since her second marriage with Mr. Doll Loftus. After a very brief sojourn in that city of frivolity she had the acumen to discover that London society was hopelessly worldly and mercenary; that people only met to eat and to abuse each other; that the law of cutlet for cutlet was universal; that young men, especially those in the Guards, were garrisoned by a full complement of devils; that London girls lived only for dress and the excitement of husband-hunting. In short, to use her own expression, she "turned London society inside out."
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