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Forever marching. The smell of smoke, gunpowder, blood, rot, and earth never left him. No amount of cologne could eliminate what had been burned into his soul. And yet, he knew he had left it behind, hadn't he? There were moments, hard to hold onto, of other times, moments, moods, of music playing in still chambers that conjured a mood to drive back the darkness. He could see still elegant, nimble fingers moving upon the keys of a cherished piano, the same fingers he used to caress. The music moved through him. The faces blurred.

Voices crept in. At first, he thought he imagined them. They came in subtle waves and then ebbed away to nothing. He began to doubt his sanity. Just when he thought he had imagined them they came back again and each time louder, as though someone wanted him to overhear them.

Then he heard his name spoken – “Stephen Fleet”. He did not recognize these voices, but they invoked him with casual familiarity. Their persistence created a calmness around him.

Somewhere beyond him a long-forgotten melody echoed through. It penetrated his reality, the way lantern light pierced the absolute darkness of a mine... ‘Come all ye fair and tender ladies, take warning how you court your man...’ 

He remembered it, but it hadn't sounded quite like that when his mother would sing it in the evenings. A man was singing...

‘...They’re like a star on a summer morning; they first appear and then they’re gone...’

He began to hum along to it. He could see his grave, but kind mother bending over her needlework, her unending tasks, but then that melody surrounded him. He wrapped it about himself, letting it cocoon him. He felt the pull of a sudden current and a sense of exhilaration filled him.

He emerged into calm, clear, cool light.

An everyday world rushed up around him. There were shoes abandoned by a white door, well-worn, just like the overcoat tossed over the arm of a sofa. A large knapsack sat there too, gaping open-mouthed for its regular diet of books. The dishes were neatly stacked. In a celadon vase, the silverware resembled some sort of modern sculpture, improvising a floral arrangement. Tidiness prevailed. 

The pale, grey form of a lady from his own long-lost time swept through before him. She paused only to give him a polite inclination of her head and swept on through the modern wall.

Before he could think to call after her a dingy presence veered in through a closed door to scowl at him as though he was a mere tradesman he caught coming through the wrong door.

"Who are you and what business brings you here?"

"I am Stephen..."

"Just Stephen?"

"Fleet."

The ashen figure of a man made a wave of impatience. "We don't permit squatters in this household. State your purpose and be off with you."

"I am not certain why I am here to be honest."

His interrogator looked dubious.

"It seems that I am simply HERE."

"You cannot BE simply here. This is not your domain."

Stephen heard that song again. It came through strong from the other side of the room, a version he had never heard before, but he knew the lyrics all the same. "I cannot say why nor precisely how, but I followed that melody here."

"Are you related to him?"

There were no strands between them. This was an absolute stranger. Stephen shook his head.

"I thought not. See here, we do not tolerate malevolent mischief in here, so if you're up to no good..."

"I was drawn out by him."

"How so? I see no spirit board here."

Stephen shrugged. "Am I allowed to find out?"

"Will you leave then?"

"When I understand why I came here I will move on - somewhere else, I expect. Fair enough?"

"For now." Then he shook his finger at Stephen. "I shall be watching you."

"I will be on my best behaviour."

The Ash Man grunted and vanished back through the door as though it didn’t exist.

All the while the Living Person had kept up a steady patter on a keyboard attached to a bright glass pane. Typewriters had changed drastically since Stephen’s time. This one radiated energy and veins like tiny streams flowed to and from the exotic device.

Stephen drew close to the cause of his visitation. He could see the stranger's face reflected upon the glass and also the words his deft fingers conjured on the keyboard:







Introducing The STEPHEN FLEET PROJECT







My colleague in England - Frida Burton - and I have been researching the artist STEPHEN FLEET (1841-1920). He was an important member of a circle of artists that included the Scottish artist WILLIAM CRAGOE, the English artist ALBERT DULDAY, and the French triad of GUSTAVE MONAMY, THÉOPHILE LARIVAILLE, and GABRIELLE VACHER-CATEAU, a circle that was as renowned as the Pre-Raphaelites and the Impressionists in their time. And like the Pre-Raphaelites and the Symbolists, their circle fell out of favor in the 20th century. 

Despite his works being in the collections of the MFA Boston and S.I. American Art Museum, Stephen Fleet all, but vanished from public consciousness. That has begun to change.  There is a movement here and abroad to reappraise the art of this circle that has been steadily gathering steam since the turn of this last century. We feel that Stephen Fleet deserves a fresh and more thorough examination for this new century. 

So far there have been only two previous biographies of Fleet.







1924 - THE LIFE OF STEPHEN FLEET by his friend Albert Dulday and Fleet's son in law Edwin Dulday. It is dry and respectful - and out of print. Fortunately, we lucked into a copy of this essential book at a used bookstore.







1969 - SCANDALOUS: THE LIFE AND LOVES OF STEPHEN FLEET. This is basically gossip, shameless innuendo, and cheerful character assassination disguised as a biography. It is also out of print and yet we found a copy readily enough.







This is where we need a little help, fellow internet detectives and researchers: Fleet has turned out to be an enigma. We keep hitting brick walls. Although he was a well-known American artist, we haven't found any verifiable traces of him before he appeared in Paris to study in the atelier of Uffenbach. There is another gap in his life story, later in life that we are trying to fill in as well. 

If anyone knows anyone connected to Stephen Fleet's descendants or other relations - or anyone else who might provide new insights into his life, please contact us via this blog. 

Seriously, the smallest detail might open up a whole new perspective on this obscured artist's life.

Sincerely,

Andre Gessner and Frida Burton 







Stephen Fleet gazed out the window at a modern world and realized that he recognized a couple of the buildings across the street. He might not have lived in this particular building, but he had been on that street before. The carved reliefs on one particular structure had used to fascinate him whenever he traversed the street below. 

That glass pane emitted a ping.

Gessner performed some sort of adroit wizardry with his busy fingertips and a woman's face appeared on the pane. Her smile flinched.

"What?" said Andre.

"Who's that?"

"Who's what?"

"That guy standing behind you."

"What?" Then Andre's gaze met his visitor's gaze via the reflection. His jaw dropped.

Stephen stepped behind him at once.

Gessner sprung to his feet, but the stranger was gone.

But Stephen was still there, just out of range of that magical device. He watched the man settle back into his chair, with several wary looks, and gradually a conversation began. 

And apparently, he was the object of their discussion. 

“My roommate has joined our cause.”

“Oh, has he?”

Andre grinned.  “Damiano has found Fleets in New York City going back well into the 19th century. He’s gone to the library for what he calls a siege of the public records.”

“Well, he did catch that article about those paintings that turned up in Frederick, Maryland.”

“He certainly did.”

“Exciting, isn’t it?”

“Almost too much.”

“Have you contacted them yet?”

“I’m waiting to hear back from the auction house that is handling the sale. I’m angling for an introduction or at least an address or a phone number.  I must talk to them about how those unknown Fleet works came into their family.”

Frida picked up a pen.  “What was their last name again?”

“GRIBBLE.”

“That’s a plain, salt of the earth, sod-breaking name compared to Fleet. Maybe he was a Gribble.”

“Have you made any progress contacting his descendants there?”

Frida set her pen down.  “I have an appointment in four weeks with one of his descendants and I have an associate who has access to the Dulday archives.  Let us hope that just because Albert Dulday’s biography of his friend was as proper as a high afternoon tea does not mean that his private papers will be as buttoned up.”

Andre crossed his fingers in front of the screen.  “May you hit the mother lode.”

She made a face. “Actually, I’m not too optimistic.  Based on what I’ve seen so far, Dulday was not the gossipy sort.  If anything, he was the model of rectitude and discretion.”

“Perhaps his friends and associates were less so?”

“We can hope. I’ll be in touch as soon as I’ve got anything truly worthwhile to share.”

“Same here.  Good hunting.”

“You too.”

She disappeared from the screen.

As her face disappeared from the screen, Stephen felt a draft, as though a door had been opened by a wind. Among those remarkable streams of energy one led away. In one step he crossed through, following that stream to its source - in England.

Andre frowned at his apartment. Odd to feel a draft in a closed space. He shuddered. He couldn't have known that a man the color of pale ash was watching with satisfaction from within a closed doorway.

2.

––––––––
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Burton would have sworn that she felt a door close behind her.  Not heard.  FELT.  It was the weirdest thing.  So weird in fact that she sat for a couple of minutes eyeing the limited expanse of the flat’s space behind her as though expecting something to move.  

Nothing did.

Her glance fell upon the clock.  It was time to dash.  Her colleagues waited to hold their weekly council.

Stephen stood in her flat. It felt odd, very odd to arrive in that manner, odd to be back in England after so very many years. Odd. He couldn’t begin to guess how many generations had passed since his time. While the woman frowned at her surroundings, he gazed through her window at the lane below. Past overlapped the Present to his wondering eyes. For every four modern cars he saw a coach that predated his time roll down the Georgian highway buried beneath the pavement. Its passengers were oblivious to their modern counterparts.

A series of sounds diverted him. 

Burton threw on her coat and snatched up her satchel. She sped out.

Having nothing better to do, Stephen tagged along. He followed her brisk pace as she dodged and wove through the steady stream of people leaving work. Just when he thought no one could see him, a stranger cast a swift glance at him and shifted just enough in mid-stride to avoid a theoretical collision. 

Then he would see someone out of place, just like him, and they would stare at one another in passing. He followed her into the underground, onto the train, and then up and out onto another bustling street.

“I know this place,” he said.

Bloomsbury Square. His daughter had lived in that neighborhood during the early years of her marriage.

Burton had relaxed into an amble, sauntering along on less crowded sidewalks. 

He recognized the pub she entered - The Queen's Larder.

Two men hailed her from the corner table, one of whom held up a glass of wine to the latecomer. There was already a decent crowd there. Stephen recognized a few accents from home amid the general English murmur. He could sense the presences of other out of place souls somewhere on the premises, but they kept somewhere out of sight. He could feel their impatience.

Stephen settled in a lonely chair beside the wall. It shifted just a little. The woman noticed.

Burton was still looking at that chair - and unwittingly at Stephen - as she accepted her wine glass and sat down.

“Something amiss?” said the older fellow. 

Stephen suspected he was descended from a long line of sly-witted scholars. According to the British Library work badge hanging from around his neck, his name was Margate.

Burton tore her gaze from the empty chair to ask her friends about their progress.

Margate spoke first. “As ever with the Duldays, there are riches in excess. There is a super abundance of letters and diaries. Everyone in that family kept a full account of their daily existence, no matter how domestic the details. It may take me awhile to glean anything for you regarding Fleet, but it is inevitable that I will.”

Then the other chap spoke up, grinning like someone forever on the brink of mischief. "I think I made a discovery, something you will appreciate."

“About what?” She leaned forward.

“About Cragoe and Fleet, or rather,” and here he arched his brows, “about Mrs. Cragoe and Fleet.”

The chair, the empty one, flinched against the wall. 

They all paused to look at it. 

None of them saw Stephen Fleet standing there, his proverbial breath stolen and his fists clenched.

After a moment of watchfulness that even a couple of museum workers at the next table participated in, their conversation resumed, but this time they leaned in closer to discuss their research.

The one who wore his scholarship with a casual charm that belied the eager intellect percolating beneath it was named Kitto, sometimes referred to as the ‘Cheshire Kitto’.

“What is this secret?” said Burton. 

Kitto took a bracing swig of his drink. “I found evidence, gossip really, that before Matilda Parr married William, she was Stephen's lover.”

This revelation electrified Margate and Burton.

What Stephen suffered was something else completely. They were still talking, gossiping actually, about people none of them knew and he didn't care for it.

“She presented herself as an irreproachable bourgeoise after she married Cragoe. She was a parson's daughter and both of her grandfathers were respected figures in the church hierarchy, so if there had been any suspicions regarding her past conduct, no one would have believed them.” He sat there, still grinning.

Even as Stephen thought it...

Burton asked, “How did you find out about her and Fleet?”

“She didn't make it easy. I think I know why she never returned home after her marriage. There WAS some gossip about her.” 

They finished their drinks and decamped to Kitto's place for salad and pasta, oblivious to the fourth shadow mingling with theirs. 

Stephen was of two minds, a strange state of being even in his current state. He was entirely aware of what Burton and her friends were doing and saying, but all the while though the warmth of a fateful day crept upon him, trying to embrace him and bear him back. He heard a breeze stir through the trees and the whispers of countless blades of grass from a meadow long gone. He could see Matilda - just as she looked emerging from the woods onto that meadow’s rising slope. Matilda Parr. How long had it been since he had heard her name or seen her form, so furtive then upon the common paths coming and going upon her father's errands. 

Stephen's dervishing memories subsided and yet they did not fall away entirely. He felt as though he stood in the eye of a hurricane. Here it was calm, but just beyond, chaos howled in a multitude of voices and memories. It was a place that knew him, too well. Matilda lingered still upon the twilit horizon of his consciousness in the way that dawn's first light glowed just beyond the blue hills of his remembered home. He wanted to turn toward her, but these strangers held him in thrall.

A sense of agitation stirred him. What did this Frida Burton know of him? The more they spoke of his past, the more it returned to him as though conjured, so he lingered for what good or ill it might do.

Burton, Kitto, and Margate sat around Kitto's dining table. Kitto’s research files had replaced the dinner dishes. 

Stephen marveled that they couldn't hear the fête going on upstairs. The Mozart that drifted down to him was unmistakable.

Finally, he had to go take a peek.

Fleet entered an elegant and understated English household, the sort he knew well from among those who commissioned his work. Memories overlapped here. The house itself was Georgian and so was the merry assembly going on in the spacious dining hall.

Fleet stopped, first to allow the passage of the current lady of the household, and then to drink in the view that the Living couldn’t see. Such sights he could have imagined only with the help of paintings from the period. The fine gleaming silk gowns and colorful frock coats, the powdered hair and refinement. Nattier, Boucher, Fragonard, Greuze, Reynolds and Raeburn - this scene belonged to them and he stood awed, a ghost among ghosts. What a wondrous realm he occupied.

Since they seemed oblivious to him, Stephen strolled into their midst. Over in this corner several ladies and gents gossiped about the young people dancing in the center of the hall. Musicians played at the far end of the space, as the dancers met in the middle. They turned this way and that, and then promenaded, starting the whole circuit again.

Then that older lady walked through the room - and the memories dispersed. Suddenly he stood in that room's modern incarnation, much quieter, still elegant, and populated by fine ancestral furniture, existing in expectation of less frequent gatherings. He watched the lady retrieve a modern book from a side table and leave. She flicked off the lights. The room remained quiet.

Stephen returned to the flat below stairs. 

They were engrossed in Kitto’s files. Papers lay in casual piles all across the table, their presence punctuated by two wine glasses and a cup of steaming tea. 

Margate was saying, “How in the world did a parson's proper daughter get tangled up with him? How did they even meet in the first place?”

"They met through Cragoe," said Kitto. “He was carrying a torch for her for a couple of years already, but he was too poor and a little too shy to press his suit.”

William had described the beauty of that area, so often that finally, Stephen and Albert had decided to go there to see Sige’s Woods with their own eyes. He had not mentioned Matilda though. She was his private obsession, his dearest dream and his motivation to return year after year. Cragoe had been the catalyst, albeit an unwitting one. 

For Stephen, meeting her had been pure happenstance.  

That which he had thought buried came back with a force that startled him. He had been there painting a view of the meadow's edge captured in the bright rays of a late afternoon and beyond it, the deepening blue mystery of Sige's Woods. As usual he was lost to all else but the communion between his brush strokes and the pigments.  He was deepening the shadows along the wood's edge when he spied a pale figure lingering upon that hallowed old common path.

For a moment he paused, gripped by the excitement that he might be seeing one of the ancient ghosts the locals talked about in such hushed tones. Then she shifted to the side, as though examining something growing beside the path and he breathed again. It was a lady, a living one.

He watched her only a second more, before he added a hint of her presence among the shadows. Bluish-grey with a dash of white down the middle and a swift little crescent swipe of dulled yellow for her hat amid the deep blue-green shadows of the forest - that was how he depicted her on the canvas before him. Her sudden appearance brought a touch of mystery to the painting. Adding her had been pure impulse.

He was smiling with quiet delight at the painting when she materialized beside his easel amid the softest rustling past the tall grass. Out of the corner of his eye he saw her falter and he glanced.

Her solemn expression calmed his buoyancy. Simply and bravely, she stared deep into his eyes with the gaze of a woman twice her age. Then her glance turned upon the beautiful mystery he had painted. Although not even a hint of a blush dared to trouble her cheeks, Stephen felt his own face burning as she gazed her fill of his work.

She spoke. “That is me in the gloom.” There had been a trace of wonder in her tone.

“It is,” he added quite quickly, “if you have no objection.”

She stared at him for a singular moment. "You are American."

Stephen tipped his hat briefly. “Begging your pardon, miss,” he heard himself say, “but I am.”

She tilted her head a little. His accent had provoked a flicker of surprise in those eyes, eyes the hue of a bright early morning sky. Their luminous quality struck him. 

Then she turned those eyes back upon his work. He watched her gaze travel between his canvas and the view from his easel.

He had to know. “Does it pass muster?”

Her eyes shot back his way. “I beg your pardon?”

"Does it pass muster? Does it suit?"

“Oh.” She regarded his work again and then straightened with an air of finality. “It suits,” she declared and half-turned. 

Stephen shoved his brushes into his other hand beneath his palette and wiped his hand upon his trousers before extending it. “Stephen Fleet, formerly of New York.”

She recoiled slightly. 

He realized his mistake and lowered his hand. Instead, he gave her a polite little bow of his head with a tip of his hat. “My apologies. I meant no harm.”

“You gave no offense.”

He would have sworn that she did color a little, as a hint of a smile shadowed deep along the corners of her lips. She inclined her head and moved off down the common path. But then she paused. 

“I am Miss Parr. My father is the Parson.” She gestured ahead. “We live in the village. Your painting is lovely.”

He bowed again. "Thank you, Miss Parr."

“You are quite welcome, Mr. Fleet.”

He had watched until she disappeared over the hillside of Crofters Meadow. She strode with purpose and strength. She carried her head high so that the breezes might caress her golden-brown hair a little longer. Her propriety remained intact. She had nothing to be ashamed of.

Then the memory began to withdraw, taking its warmth with it, and those voices intruded, like gossipy Furies, nattering on about him and Matilda.

From beside a pillar Stephen glared at Burton's friend Kitto. The man's eagerness was annoying.

“This is dated from June 1868.” Then Kitto read, “The general concern that her unlikely conduct has provoked cannot be ignored. I would not be the bearer of such tales, but if Miss Parr will not take care for the sake of her own reputation, then we shall have no choice but to inform her father...” He paused, saying, “Apparently, she was strolling in Sige’s Woods, which could get a girl a bad reputation.” He resumed reading, “Those unholy woods have been the downfall of many a virtuous soul. Nothing good happens there. Nothing good comes from there. For the good of all, that pagan place ought to be chopped down.” Kitto grinned. “I really should visit that place.” He set that page aside.

Margate took up the next document in Kitto's stack. He looked it over a moment, then he read, “Unlike some hereabouts, I do not consider the old woods a place of evil. When I was young and free of care, I idled many an hour in those woods. It was my refuge from the summer heat and the sacred pool was our favorite place to play as children. I no longer swim in the pool, but I still resort to those woods for the peace they bestow upon a weary mind. It is no surprise that Mr. Fleet would resort to that place. I would too, if I had his gift. I still believe that Miss Parr is blameless in her solitude. It was clear to those who spied her that she, too, resorted to Sige's Woods for the serenity a body can find there. It was clear that she kept to herself and I think their encounter was mere happenstance. She was there for the solitude and he was there to paint as was his habit...”

Burton leaned forward. “Who wrote that?”

“Edgar Thurbrand – he owned an inn in the village,” said Kitto. “Cragoe was friends with him and usually stayed at his inn when he came there to paint; however, after he married Matilda, he never returned.”

“Why should he?” commented Margate. “He had what he wanted, right?”

“Matilda.” Kitto nodded. “Still, he did produce some of his most beautiful early works during his time there.”

“Have you been there yet?” said Burton.

“No, but it is becoming apparent that I need to make that expedition soon. Want to come?”

“I feel I may have to.”

In his mind, Stephen was there already, strolling those deserted lanes beneath a sky bright with stars.

His friend William Cragoe had extolled the picturesque qualities of northern England more than once as they had practiced side by side in Uffenbach's atelier. He had not been to England yet, only Paris and its surroundings. When Stephen grew restless to return to someplace with less people and more countryside, Cragoe gave him Thurbrand's address and his personal recommendation as an introduction.

It felt like sweet relief to flee north for a spell. No more atelier, only English meadows and rolling hills. He wanted only to paint. The rest of the world could fall away. 

Sheer determination enabled him to evade London's siren call and get onto the train north. From a remote little northern station, he caught a coach for the next leg, and then strolled the last few miles to the village down the vale from Cragoe's favorite place - the mysterious and ancient Sige's Woods.

The Thurbrands had an instinct for helping travel weary visitors to feel at ease. Edgar and Martha took one look at the stranger hesitating on their door step in his weather-beaten hat, dust-embellished clothes and scuffed boots, and then spied the folded paper in his hand that was covered in Edgar's scrawl and ushered him in. It was sheer pleasure to set down his burdens in the room they assigned to him, knowing that this peace and quiet belonged to him.

Martha disturbed him just long enough to bring him water for a quick wash up. He thanked her sincerely for that courtesy.

By the time he descended to the public room, Martha had tea and supper ready for him, both of which he hadn't realized he needed so badly until he took his first bite, followed by a long sip. By the sigh that escaped him and the manner in which he sank back into his seat, Martha knew he approved of the repast. He spied her pleased little nod before she slipped back into the kitchen.

Thurbrands was clean and respectable and with an air of simple hospitality that saw to it that one's creature comforts were well met. Cragoe came from such country folk and from such a market town, so it made sense that he would favor such an establishment.

Despite his own peculiar reserve, Stephen came to rely on the Thurbrands. Edgar was an affable, every day sort, with the orderly habits of a shopkeeper. He noticed everything. In their public room he and Martha amassed a great deal of insight about their neighbors from those same neighbors when they came 'round to chat. 

A polite kind of friendship developed between him and the Thurbrands. They had told him about Sige's Woods and the perils it held for one's reputation in certain circles. They pointed out various neighbors and told him what he might need to know regarding them. This one was a malicious gossip, that one was well-regarded and quick to help, another was shy, but kind...and so forth. 

They had pointed out members of the Parr family also. Parson Parr was well-regarded. He watched out for his neighbors. His wife valued the respect her husband had earned and was accordingly strict and mindful with their offspring. It had caused some comment when the eldest son chose another path than his father's, but there were two younger brothers. The eldest daughter was considered an example to her generation: serious, dutiful, and dedicated to her father's practice of good works.

Stephen remembered glancing at her, surrounded by her siblings one morning on the lane outside of the inn. She was pretty in a grave way that called to mind those meditative medieval saints and biblical figures decorating the cathedrals he had marveled at in France. Put her in the right wardrobe and she would fit in perfectly.

Then he had picked up his gear and set off to work after a parting wave for Martha.

Until Sige's Woods, Stephen had given no one any reason to cast a suspicious eye upon his conduct. 

Until Sige's Woods, he had spared no thought toward anything other than his craft. It wasn't as though he had sworn himself into some sort of monkish life, but for all practical purposes he had bricked up his heart and left it entombed in America. His memories formed shoals. His pain became a treacherous reef. His work restored his peace and sense of purpose when he had nothing else.

The beauty of those days filled Stephen with a sort of thrilling ache that he seized upon like a starved man. That place had broken through his veneer of cool containment. Life rushed in with all of its joys and pains as rich and varied and subtle as all the colors in the world. He had welcomed it all without realizing where it would lead.

Three industrious days passed before he saw her again. He had been lingering outside in the sunshine, reading a chatty epistle from Cragoe when a movement across the way caught his eye. Smiling still to himself, he glanced up and saw Miss Parr standing at the establishment opposite among a small cluster of friends. She was staring at him with those bright, aware eyes that he had found so striking that day on the meadow. He must have been smiling still because her face colored. She gave a little flinch and then averted her face. As those around her continued their chatter, she stood still, as though closed off.

Still smiling to himself, it was a good day after all, he had pocketed Cragoe's letter and set off with his plowman's lunch and his equipment. He had found the ruins of a fine Tudor house that he wanted to sketch.

Then those voices intruded upon his reverie. 

3. 
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Time and distance were strange for him. A thought carried him away and a memory held him in place, but their voices drew him back to a sense of real time. Stephen discovered Burton and Kitto there – at Thurbrands. So it was that he found himself traversing Thurbrands old public rooms. They were still familiar enough. He followed their voices, wending up the stairs to the rooms that had been the family’s rooms in his day. 

Burton and Kitto were occupying a rather large suite with an alcove bed at one end and a regular bed at the other, with a living room set up in the middle.

He was admiring how shiny the fixtures were when their conversation intruded upon his distraction.

“She was the love of his life.” That was Kitto’s assured, sardonic voice.

“Was her marriage to William happy?” That was Burton, sounding vaguely distracted. “Was it mutual?”

“Based on what I have found so far in those few documents that escaped Matilda’s purges, she comes across as what can best be described as ‘contented’ in her married life. She seems appreciative of her husband’s devotion and the new life available to her, but after five years and two children, a tone of real affection does creep in her letters and her household diary.”

“William won her over.”

Kitto nodded. “It would appear so.”

“I hadn’t quite realized how close a friendship had existed between Fleet and Cragoe. Dulday did not say much about their atelier years, other than they knew each other then.”

“Interesting omission, isn’t it? Dulday presented them as strictly colleagues, not much better than strangers.”

“Of course, now that we know something happened between Matilda and Stephen, it suggests a reason for the omissions.”

Kitto shrugged. “What good would it have done at that time to bring scandal upon the Cragoe family, William and Matilda’s children?”

Burton looked at the dates on Kitto’s timeline. “Stephen was still with Ada and his family at that time, so there was a need to keep the secret.”

Then the water faucet in the bathroom turned on by itself.

Stephen watched them exchange looks and then peer into the bathroom, so he shut the water off, waited a moment for them to relax, and then turned it on again. He waited until Kitto was in the bathroom and had worked up the nerve to reach for the faucet before he turned it off again. He enjoyed watching the man stare with absolute mistrust at the bathroom fixtures for a long moment before he retreated to the outer room.

“I think this place is haunted,” Kitto said.

Burton was looking at the photo copies that Kitto had printed of every image made of the Cragoes – and of Matilda in particular. “’Adds to the charm, I’m sure,” she said. “She looks like a cross between Tess of the D’Urbervilles and Lillie Langtry. A genuine beauty.”

Kitto returned to the alcove bed and fussed with his research. “I keep hoping that an older diary of hers or a whole other cache of letters might turn up.” He sat with a resigned whump. “She self-censored with a vengeance.”

“As would someone with a lot to hide.”

The water faucet kicked on again. 

“Your turn,” said Kitto.

Burton sighed and stomped in, shut off the water, and returned to her own research piled on the bed. She was comparing the few paintings Cragoe had done of his bride and, later, wife, with the more enigmatic paintings that Fleet had done of a similar woman. She looked closely at them, side by side. “I can’t believe that I didn’t see the connection. It was in front of me all this time.”

“I suspect that Matilda embraced obscurity intentionally in her husband’s more illustrious shadow. She couldn’t prevent both of the men who loved her from immortalizing her in their work, but it’s a minor miracle that she didn’t destroy those photographs.” Kitto came over to look at what she had on her pad.

Burton had opened up a file of Fleet’s early artworks.

Kitto gaped. “That’s her! It has a different feeling to it though. In Cragoe’s work he draws and paints her face directly, but this is different.”

She pulled up a more detailed view of an oil sketch. “She does not return his regard, and that makes her a more mysterious presence in his work, in my opinion.”

“Or provocative.” Kitto tilted his head to see better the series of sketches Burton was showing him. “There is another quality lurking here. It may have to do with his technique, but it’s subtle. Desire?”

“It kills me. The clues were here the entire time with this mystery model from his early period. My mind is blown.”

Kitto returned to his alcove and collected a couple of copies. “This is one of the few family documents I lucked into. Matilda is the subject of it.” He handed them to Burton. “This one is a letter from her cousin Ellen Sturridge to her sister Margaret.”

Fleet had one ear listening to their conversation, but he was eyeing the knobs in the shower.

Burton noted the date: 12th June 1869.

“Read it.” Kitto returned to his pile across the room.

She cleared her throat. “Our cousin is wed to a good man. William Cragoe pleases everyone with his good manners and humble ways and then he paints with such talent. When I told him one morning how you loved Sige’s Woods, too, he set out directly and returned with such perfect little landscapes. He gave them to me to bring home to you.

“Matilda was rather cross about William going there. Do you remember how she used to love that place? We all did, but now she cannot bear to hear that place mentioned. Little Sarah insists that Matilda loved Sige’s Woods until William came courting. Now she detests that place. Indeed, she is impatient to move to London with William.

“There has been no predicting her moods. She was peevish and dissatisfied one hour and the next she was so despondent that she shut herself away in her room. I began to fear that the wedding would not take place. The closer that day came the more she withdrew into her thoughts and from general company. I suspect that Aunt Parr understood more about Matilda’s moods than she would say. She asked that I stay close to her and asked me to stay with her in her chamber until her wedding day. 

“Every day Matilda fled the household and I would walk with her. If I became diverted for even one moment, she would out stride me, and if I would catch up, I had to run. My reward would be a severe look followed by a sigh, after which she bore my presence in utter silence. I learned to court silence as well.

“When she thought herself unobserved, such a faraway look came over her. If I cajoled her, she would respond with sullen looks or with tears in her eyes that I could only wonder at, but she would not confide in me. I alone bore witness to her utter collapse on the eve of her wedding. Our Aunt feared that she was unwell that day, so great and unrelenting was her silence and gloom. Both our Uncle Parr and Aunt took great pains over her well-being, but that only seemed to increase her melancholy. She retired early and we left her to rest until Aunt bid me take her meal up to her.

This part must remain between us. 

The state of her chamber and her own self struck me speechless. Indeed, I stood rooted in the entrance till I feared that her mother might see her in such a state and I closed the door behind me. I never saw such despair. She had crammed her handkerchief in her mouth so that none would hear her anguish. When she realized that I had crept in with the tray she sat up in a panic and began grabbing up the papers scattered about her. There were letters tossed and drawings, too – of her and of places that looked familiar to me that had been treated with almost as much violence as the letters. She seized as many as she could and clutched them to her breast as though they were her dearest treasures.

She sobbed as though her soul were broken, so I knelt beside her and helped to gather her papers. She accepted them of me in silence, but when I offered to get Aunt Sarah, she begged me not to. Oh, Margaret, the rumors we heard are true after all. Poor Matilda. I could not help but spy as I gathered them up. They were written in a man’s hand and his name was ‘Stephen’. I am certain that he is the American we heard tell of in the spring. Her poor broken heart. How low he brought her, that American. By the looks she gave me she knew I knew...”

“Damn.” Frida exchanged looks with Kitto.

Stephen paced the room. The darkness that pain brought surrounded him. Matilda had not let him see any grief the day he stepped aside for William’s sake. Her anger had stung him though, but he had welcomed it. He deserved her harsh words. Now, though, listening to Burton, he recognized the anguish beneath her fury. He felt hollow inside. He had done this to her. 

The day of her wedding he crossed the Channel to France. There had been other travelers on board, but he had kept to himself as he embarked on his second exile. He remembered only that he had sat out on the deck staring off into the grey distance, seeing nothing but pain. 

For a moment, he was there again on that grim day. Everyone else was hiding within from the misting rain, which left him alone with the sounds of the Channel beating against the hull. He sat huddled in his coat and hat with his few belongings crammed into his carpet bag and his trunk. Thanks to Albert’s friend and colleague Fosberry, Stephen had funds for his return to Europe - all of those paintings Fosberry had sold in his gallery for him. Several of them would be turned into prints, the profits of which Fosberry would share with Fleet.

None of that mattered, not when all he could think about was those rare and precious stolen hours in her company. He prized every conversation that had passed between them as he drew or painted and she sat still, for the most part. They had shared the same contentment. Her serenity was real. He felt it as he worked to capture some semblance of it. That had been his obsession – to capture what could be lost, but nothing had prepared him enough for that inevitability

Burton’s voice yanked him back. 

“This explains why so little survived. Ellen mentioned that she watched Matilda burn every last one of the letters and drawings.” She read aloud, “She said her vows with all the sobriety of a nun taking her vows. I wept and for certain everyone thought it was for joy, but I tell you, it was for pity that I cried. Our Matilda went to her groom with a broken heart. She could not betray her grief, so I bore it for her sake. William has taken Matilda away to Paris and thence to Rome. I pray that he can give her cause to rejoice again.’ She lowered the page. “Well...well...”

Then the shower kicked on by itself.
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Kitto prowled through his research again. “There are no eyewitness accounts of anyone catching them in the act of being lovers, not even a glimpse of them touching hands.  I am heartily disappointed.”

“That second incident Dray alluded to?” said Burton.

Kitto shrugged.  “Unfortunately, Dray became distracted documenting the perils of village gossip and didn’t say why he felt there might be something to the rumors.  One can only surmise that Stephen and Matilda were seen together in some manner that suggested intimacy, which was all too easy to accomplish in Victorian society.”

“Our evidence is in the art,” said Frida.

“There’s this too.” Kitto tapped the pages before him.  “Albert Dulday – surprise, surprise – mentioned the Parr household.  He described having supper at their house with Fleet AND Cragoe.”

She peered down at the copy. “Where did you find it?”

“Apparently, some of Dulday’s personal papers wound up in York – in a whole other Dulday family archive. This is a letter he wrote to Cedric Fosberry.”

Kitto cleared his throat. “Tonight, I had a hearty dinner with the very good Parr family, with whom William seems to have formed a particular acquaintance.  We three took great pains to make ourselves presentable and were on our best behavior, which was wise when one considers that a good number of their worthy neighbors also attended the feast.  

I seemed to be the only complete stranger at the gathering, and therefore, attracted more than my fair share of curiosity, but my friends commanded a great deal of interest nonetheless.  William has spent his summers at Thurbrand’s Inn for three years now, liking both the company and the landscape.  He enjoys a general good will from his neighbors here. The Thurbrands were our escorts to the gathering by the way, rather like chaperones, I suspect.

Apparently, this is where Stephen spent the spring. He liked what he saw so much that he has taken a lease on a cottage east of the forest they call Sige’s Woods. Take note of the address I have enclosed. This is where you may write me for the next month at the least. I am staying with him. This news the Parrs received with something akin to relief, or so it seemed to me.  Aside from their bachelor status, I could scarce begin to wonder what reservations these good people might bear regarding my friends. As you know well, they are both singularly well-behaved gentlemen.  

Certainly, my dearest Edwina and her parents have not expressed any dissatisfaction with either William or Stephen when they accompanied me on my visits.  Mr. Porter quizzed Stephen about his experiences in their Civil War and what he thought of President Lincoln.  Mrs. Porter saw to it that William had his fill of tea and cakes while she ascertained his eligibility for one of her cousin’s daughters.  Their distraction allowed Edwina and I to share our smiles undisturbed.

Here among these strangers, keen-eyed looks greet our every glance. One becomes painfully aware of how one holds one’s fork.  William bore the least of the conversation. I can thank my parents’ good background and breeding for not arousing their immediate suspicions.  It helped also that I made my engagement to Edwina quite clear from the start.  Having thus assured them that a predator was not in their midst, they let down their guard.

As for our American friend, their curiosity in having him in their midst at such a gathering seemed contained only by the dictates of common courtesy.  I could tell that they were using that opportunity to scrutinize our friend.  By the many looks they stole also at Miss Parr, the Parrs’ eldest daughter, I began to suspect the nature of their fascination in Stephen. For his part, he took cover behind his usual shield of Yankee bonhomie.  He took pains not to look at Miss Parr, a difficult feat as she wound up seated next to him. Their formality towards one another was awkward to witness.

For her part, Miss Parr was cordial and entirely proper to the point of being inscrutable.  

Meanwhile, our worthy William had the good fortune to sit directly across from Miss Parr and, therefore, could gaze his fill of her unspoiled beauty.  

From my place of especial honor facing her father the Parson at the opposite end of the table, I enjoyed a view of the whole table and saw more than anyone realized.  Indeed, I saw too well and too clearly.  William is besotted with Miss Parr, and Mrs. Parr, who sat at my left and to William’s right, thinks quite highly of him.  She made a point of sitting there, I suspect, to keep an eye on Stephen and her daughter, whom I do not think planned to sit together.  Stephen sat at my right for lack of any other seats and as her father wished Miss Parr to act the hostess to William and myself, there she sat. Our William basked in Miss Parr’s every polite glance and utterance. It is clear how greatly he adores her. For her part, she remained perfectly pleasant throughout the evening and conducted herself as one beyond reproach, although it cannot have been easy enduring her mother’s scrutiny throughout the meal. For all intents and purposes, Stephen became a wall throughout the ordeal.

Thus passed an evening to which only Shakespeare could have done justice. In retrospect, I could feel an unspoken bond between them. I suspect that the neighbors think that some understanding has occurred already between them. Time will tell whether Miss Parr emerges with her reputation unblemished.  For her sake, we can only hope that Allegra still holds Stephen in enough thrall to command his fidelity.”

Kitto paused. “Who is Allegra?”

“Allegra Vezzosi was an artists’ model, who became a rather famous courtesan in Paris,” said Frida.  “She was a ‘stunner’. There are some early atelier period paintings that Fleet did of her. Boyd Gawdy insisted that Stephen engaged in sexual relations with all of his models, including ones who never actually worked for him, but he never mentioned Vezzosi in his book, which is odd. I have been erring on the side of uncertainty, but there it is: confirmation of an affair.”  She grinned.

Kitto made a little gesture of celebration, cleared his throat again and resumed reading from Dulday’s account, “Now, I understand why Stephen was so determined to bring William and I back with him for the summer. If he has us about him as his companions, it will enable us to serve as a barrier against the local gossips and allay suspicions regarding his movements.  If he is seen only with his friends, then he cannot be seen with anyone else. Of course, William was more than happy to return and I am content to explore and to work.  I think I shall produce enough sketches for our next series.”

“Something has struck me,” said Frida. “I thought you told me that Cragoe did not meet Miss Parr until 1868.”

“That was the official story.  Certainly, William did not mention her until then, so I and everybody else thought 1868 was the fateful year.  However, according to this from Dulday, Miss Parr was on Cragoe’s radar long before that.  That was an exciting discovery.  Still waters ran very deep with him and I think that he won his heart’s desire when Matilda accepted his proposal.  He must have been so unbearably happy.”

“But did he know about her and Stephen? I mean, he would have had to once they married and he discovered that she was not a virgin, right?”

“It’s entirely possible none of that mattered to Cragoe once he had Matilda for his own,” said Kitto. “He and his friends belonged to Bohemian circles long before success gave them respectability.”

“I’d love to continue this, but it’s after midnight,” said Burton.

Kitto looked at his watch, which provoked a mighty yawn.  “We’ll have to compare notes tomorrow.”  He collected the ‘Matilda files’ into a stack.

“Tomorrow – Sige’s Woods,” said Frida.

Stephen watched Frida wrangling her thoughts while sitting perfectly still. She had changed into what had to be her sleeping attire and had settled into the regular bed. Across the room, Kitto cozied up into the other bed in the curtained alcove. A shame it wasn’t haunted.  

Frida was capable of sleeping with all the blessed solidity of the proverbial log, so despite her simmering anticipation that particular evening, she managed to settle into a good, deep slumber...except that it wasn’t so deep after all.

Over the course of the dark early morning hours, she became aware of sounds, small, subtle sounds of papers stirring and turning.  She dreamt that she was sitting at her work table, her obliging little dinner table actually, with all of her research piled before her.  ‘Where was it?’ She was looking through everything Kitto had given to her, searching through everything she had collected.  There was something important here...somewhere.  She knew it was there.  It would tell her everything she needed to know.

She had had this sort of dream before - too many times before.  It usually came hand in hand with the nagging anxiety that she had missed something or forgotten something.  More often than not, what Frida wanted waited beyond a mental block, an opaque veil that might as well have been made of stone. Still, she knew it was there - this truth she sought, but just beyond her reach – as usual.

Frida hated that.

In the depths of her annoying dream, the papers stirred. She heard them shifting.  It was getting worse.  The dream was degenerating into a fog of frustration.  She could not see anything clearly, but she could hear those pages.  She wanted to see, but she was so tired.  Sleep lay heavy over her.  Just sleep, that’s all she wanted to do, simply sink like a stone into restful unconsciousness and not get up until she was good and ready.

Frida’s conscious mind rose up and up, more out of determination than buoyancy, through the subconscious murk that dominated her dreams.  A groan escaped her as she shifted about beneath the cover. She breathed in and out, nice and deep until sleep settled upon her. She was so tired. 

A dream rose around her. She was back in her flat, in her own narrow bed. The sounds persisted. Frida leaned out and peered over toward her table.  As though shifted by short, if very specific bursts of air, several pages shifted. Another stapled sheaf of pages shifted almost violently to the side.  That sound was REAL.

Frida opened her eyes, wide awake and looked toward the coffee table where hers and Kitto’s research had been arranged. A figure stood there, leaning over as though looking through it all. Shifting her blankets down, she crawled forward. At the foot of her bed, she stretched out her right hand into the empty space. The figure had vanished as though imagined, but she felt an almost solid, strange, and heavy chill.

Fumbling back, she turned on the light on her nightstand and stared.

Everything they had left neatly arranged lay in disarray.  One folder lay wide open, its stapled contents splayed out across the top of the table.    

From behind his alcove curtain, Kitto peered out. She could tell by his expression that he had had the same experience.  

Someone had been with them.  Someone they could not see.  It was the weirdest thing. 

Seeing ghosts was not a family trait.  The Burtons and the Hansens were the grounded, pragmatic sort.  The ubiquitous British phrase ‘Keep Calm and Carry On’ could have been their joint motto, even though the Burtons were American. They were the sort that took delight in a bright blue sky or a defiant stand of wildflowers. It wasn’t as though they didn’t entertain the possibility of the supernatural.  It was simply that they never seemed to have encounters with the unusual, or if they had, in the midst of their daily rounds they simply hadn’t noticed.  

Their shared appreciation of beauty was what had culminated in the meeting and matching of her parents, both bright, interested souls forever trekking off to this exhibition, that historic house, those scenic ruins, or a national park.  Everything she became and did she blamed, cheerfully, on them and her grandparents, who delighted in sharing the mysteries of the past with her from when she was small. Her art collection began with the small Stephen Fleet oil painting her American grandfather George Burton had given to her for her 18th birthday.  Her British Hansen grandparents responded to her delight in that little landscape by hunting down a drawing and a watercolor, also by Fleet, to add to her fledgling art collection, thus encouraging her interest in the artist’s life. Once her obsession took hold, their mission was accomplished.  More than a preoccupation, Stephen Fleet became a serious occupation for her.

Now ‘someone else’ was interested in her project, someone she could not see, but only sense.  Then she recalled those peculiar incidents that happened at Kitto’s flat.  There was also that alarming glimpse she had had of a man gazing back at her from behind Andre during their conference, that same man she had seen reflected as well in her laptop screen in her flat.  It had been so quick.  He was there, but then gone so fast that Frida doubted her eyes.  Now, she was beginning to believe that she hadn’t imagined any of it.

While Burton and Kitto managed to return to sleep, Stephen mulled over his situation. He gazed out the window into the restless night. 

More than once, Stephen thought to go to Sige’s Woods, but something...fear...caution...held him back. He was gaining a better understanding of the porous nature of time and space for him. He knew it would be easy to will himself to an old haunt.  

Still, he hesitated.  

As much as he was hoping to find Matilda waiting for him in that sacred place, Stephen dreaded what he would find too.  He wanted to find her.  He had so much to say to her. He lingered, polarized between anticipation and dread.

What if she wasn’t there at all?

Outside, there were the spirits like him fidgeting and fretting in the empty lanes. He watched them all, tallying the centuries.  His century’s survivors bustled readily alongside their lost relations from the previous centuries.  

During his sojourn in Burton’s flat, Stephen had had time to observe the ‘locals’.  Diverting or disturbing as they could be at times, he knew which ones were only memories.  No matter how many times he witnessed the unending encores of violent deaths and embedded moments of dire unhappiness and raging grief, they horrified him.  Then the same troop of Roman soldiers would march past, like clockwork, forever on patrol, while the same Victorian era grocer would come out and obsess about a shop window that no longer held his produce.  The same constables maintained their patrols, while an omnibus ran as it always did, noisily and generally on schedule, bearing the standard array of Dickensian passengers. The time period varied depending on the hour, oddly enough.

There were other personalities about. They were another matter entirely.  Hungry, self-absorbed, or beguiled, captive in their single-minded persistence, they refused to move, refused to let go, or were simply incapable of moving on.  They ran the gamut.  Most seemed harmless. Stephen sensed those who wanted to be freed, but could not see the way out.  Worse, they seemed to fear the ‘light’ and fled to avoid ‘capture’.  

He had observed more than one such pitiful wraith.  They persisted in their daily obsessions and kept to their familiar haunts, even after those places had changed beyond all recognition, further confusing their uneasy minds.  Their lives had been so enclosed, so harsh that they could not perceive anything else. They interacted with each other and interfered with the Living, - and all of them were aware of the new arrival in their midst.

He wondered whether there was any hope for them...any of them. He had cast a solemn gaze at the ghost of a disheveled man, who was muttering to himself as he twitched his head and kneaded his hands, when he wasn’t flicking his fingers.

“Too many.  Too many,” the ghostly man muttered in agitation.  “They won’t leave...They won’t leave me...Leave me!”  Then he whispered, “Don’t leave me.  No. No. No.  Too many...”

The ghost shuffled past counting on his trembling fingers and Stephen wondered if that would be his fate, too.

Then he watched a young family move past with a toddler of two and a baby wriggling in a stroller.  Everyday concerns weighed upon the couple, but they were not alone.  Three people in older attire accompanied them.  This one touched the young father on the shoulder.  He would sigh, but then walk a little easier without realizing why.  That one ever so gently brushed back a wayward, wearying strand of hair from the young mother’s face, caressing her cheek as it did so. Unaware, the young woman felt it as a merciful breeze and took an even deeper comfort in it than she would ever know.  And the third beamed at the baby, causing the little one to smile and kick its legs with delight.

Stephen smiled to see it.

He would wait until morning to see what awaited him in Sige’s Woods.
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Somewhere in the night, Frida dreamt of their train ride north. This time she rode alone. Although she felt certain that there were other passengers nearby, she couldn’t see any, but ONE. There he was – a young man in his early 30’s at the most – sitting two rows back and to the left. He did not fit in.

His costume was exotic to her time. He resembled a Victorian time traveler. He was a man of average height, lean, strikingly blue-eyed with longer hair than was currently fashionable, and a full beard and moustache. There was a remote, stoic formality to his bearing. He looked as though he had walked directly off of a period drama film set or away from one of those ‘living’ history parks.  He was also handsome. She didn’t want to be seen staring at him, but she wanted him to notice her, desperately so.

So far, he had not looked back at her.  Worse, he seemed determined to remain oblivious to her presence. All the same though, Frida knew the enigmatic stranger was there WITH her - and had been since Tuesday, the day she and her friends had discussed his forbidden liaison with Matilda Cragoe.

She had been researching his life for two years already, so why did he haunt her now?

Still deep in that dream, she murmured, “Matilda”.

Stephen looked at her, looked sharp, as though surprised or was he alarmed?

Frida awoke. She looked about in the near darkness. All was stillness, but he had felt so real.

It took her awhile to return to sleep again.

As it had been in his time, so it remained in the present - a good stretch of the legs to Sige’s Woods, only now there were official signs directing people to the Historic Sige’s Woods Nature Path. Stephen faced his memories alone. He knew this place. The familiarity of it all struck him with joyous pain.

His mortal companions lingered across the street from the official sign.  Apparently, they were debating getting something to eat before they set off down the meadow path.  They spied the small grocery store a short distance into the village and sped toward it.

Stephen watched as they picked out apples from the front bin and then ventured within.  Then his attention shifted off beyond the rooftops where he could just see the tree tops.  A breeze shifted his way. Memories washed over him, so he followed their current.

By some blessed miracle, most of that familiar, cherished meadow survived into the crowded present.  In the distance, more than a few farm fields remained as well, being defiantly productive. How many days like this had Stephen spent out of doors producing lush little watercolors and more than a few canvases? The English summer had turned him as brown as a berry.

The Present scarcely registered in his consciousness as he moved past the Living, past the meandering Dead, only some of whom looked his way. 

The sudden unobstructed sight of Sige’s Woods stopped him in his tracks.  Materially, it sprawled more than he recalled.  He had observed another sign that read Sige’s Woods Preserve.  It had been turned into a park and left to breathe unmolested by development, flourishing as it had not since before the 18th century. It had spread out in every direction where the streams flowed and now seemed to be eyeing the open meadow with a mind toward conquest.  If all of humanity disappeared, in twenty years it would return to wilderness.

What ages upon ages of mortal humans could only sense, vaguely at best, Stephen could see now – fully. In the way that the depths of a thundercloud conjured the lightning, both darkness and light shimmered ahead throughout the woods.  Figures moved in and out of those wondrous, ancient woods, more of the restless dead he glimpsed shifting about among the trees. They were still observing old customs, he realized as he watched a line of druids pass in silence, disappearing into the southernmost tip of Sige’s Woods.  

Then one figure far off to his right stopped him in his tracks.

Stephen recognized the figure. He knew where the man was coming from and where he was headed and why.  The paint box, easel, and small canvas tucked under his arm he remembered with fondness.  Electrified, he watched as the figure sauntered toward Sige’s Woods, still purposeful despite the thoughts that preoccupied him in those days.  Stephen knew those thoughts too...the figure was him.

He followed his own memory toward the woods.

That particular day he had meant to go to the ruins again to either paint them from some new angle or to paint the view of the fields from the ruins and the blue-tinted hills far beyond.

Instead, a whim had sent him to Sige’s Woods. He remembered thinking that it would be rather warm that day just before he veered off toward the cool, sylvan depths of those woods.  As surely as though a siren occupied it, the Maiden Falls and its wonderful pool of water beckoned him on.  It was only mid-morning; there would be time for a soak.  He calculated that he could linger there until the midday sun filled that ancient pool with its divine light.  Then he would dress and go off to the ruins, where Dulday would meander along in his own meditative time.

There was no rushing Dulday – ever.  His fiancée and imminent wife Edwina compared Albert’s pace to the passage of the seasons.  He moved in his own good time, but he did get there – wherever he was meant to be, even though he had taken the time to observe and savor every sight that had beguiled his eyes along the way.  His visual recall was impressive and when he sat down to a task, his focus was relentless and surprisingly fast, as though to compensate for his deliberate nature the rest of the time.

Stephen knew that he would have time to luxuriate in that calming pool and let his thoughts wander where they liked.

By the time he entered the cooling wooded shadows he was well-warmed by the summer sun.  He hadn’t seen a soul since he had left their cottage.  At the time he remembered wondering where the rest of the world had gone, but then Edgar Thurbrand had mentioned a market fair in passing, so most folk would be in the village attending the fair.

Alone, Stephen moved upon the common path through the fields and the meadow bordering the woods.  He entered the woods, glad for the solitude.  That - he remembered, distinctly.  There had been many times when he needed only solitude in nature to feel well and whole again.

Past and present miraged back and forth overlapping before him, but he knew the way and kept to it with his spectral self as his guide through the restless woods.  The forest of old embraced him, swathing him in cooling, ultramarine-hued shadows, pierced here and there by the sun’s dazzling lances.  The simple footpath had meandered, but in those modern times he saw that its curves had been domesticated and in places carpeted in gravel for the many pilgrims.  

The Woods bustled like London at its height. Other time-obscured people traversed that pagan place: Ancient Celts, Britons, Anglo-Saxons, Romans, and souls from periods beyond streamed through that little wilderness.  He marveled at the sight.  Ghosts thronged along on the common path or diverged from it onto forgotten footpaths, even as others streamed back onto the common way from those lost paths.  Stephen thought of ants.

It became clear that Sige’s Wood’s contained something more, something worse. An unnatural darkness skulked about, sentient and aware - of the ghosts, the Living - and him. It was forever on the prowl for an opportunity to exert its unspeakable influence on the vulnerable.  He observed how it kept some of the Dead so tangled in their suffering that they were fearful of the bright heart of Sige’s Woods. Now and then, some of the Living cut through, blissfully unaware of the streams of spirits or of the featureless black figures that tracked about in search of prey.

A young man lurched across the common path.  His face was turned downward and his fists were clenched.  

Darkness clouded his mind, but far worse were those black entities that swarmed about him. His pain gave off a powerful aroma that the dark ones enjoyed.  He left behind a blood-like trail of shadow. Stephen felt certain that they meant to consume the man.

If Stephen had seen those woods then the way he could see them now, he would have never set foot in them. He knew also what he had to do. He cut into the young man’s path right across where an old footpath led into that lair of darkness, where the shadows choked away the sunlight from body - and soul.  

The stranger stopped hard and gasped.

“GO HOME!” Stephen snarled.

The man stumbled over backward.

Stephen loomed larger and fiercer.  “GET OUT.”

The young man scrambled to his feet and almost fell over himself as he ran up the path into the meadow, toward town, where other, better spirits awaited him in the pub. 

Stephen’s pleasure over his good deed did not linger long.  A flitting movement caught his eye.  Some One had passed through the light spilling through a wide break in the forest canopy.  It reflected off of the full skirt that swept through it.  “Matilda?”  

He moved through the memories as though their figures were made of fog and mist.

His mind had been full that day.  He had been overwhelmed with thoughts of places where he no longer belonged, places that he had buried deep and yet, not all of his thoughts lingered on loss that day.  He had looked forward to a great many things too: to that day’s project, to that splendid, refreshing pond, to the grand tour Dulday had suggested the three of them take to Italy... There had been so much to look forward to and contemplating all of these prospects had him in good spirits.

Stephen and his former self moved together.  He was there, in that moment, and yet also apart.

Smiling, he emerged upon the bright glade beside Maiden Falls.  The water sparkled with a faerie brilliance.  He threw his hat down and dropped his gear beside it.  His light coat was already halfway off when a sound disrupted him.

Abruptly, Stephen stood outside of himself again watching his own memory, rather like those moving pictures Burton viewed on her devices.  Although he wasn’t confined by his memory, he felt every moment of it as though it were happening for the first time.

As startled as a deer, she sprung up with such violence that she lost her footing and fell backwards.  Her arms flailed for balance until he caught her hand. Then she went still.

A few words passed between them, unguarded, but harmless.

“Miss Parr?”

“I do apologize.  I had not thought –”

The words rushed out.  “I was going to the ruins, but Cragoe’s mother summoned William home.  Dulday went to see him off.  I am supposed to meet him at the ruins.  I should be there now.  Excuse me.  I only meant to have a little soak...”

Matilda blushed.  She tried not to stare, but no matter where she diverted her gaze, it kept returning to his face.  “It IS warm today,” she allowed.

He nodded with a glance down at her bared feet in the shallows.  Such pretty alabaster feet she had.

Matilda turned a sunburnt shade of crimson.  She did not relinquish her grasp on his hand until she realized how firmly she held onto it.  Then she let go, only to flail upon uneven footing again.  With a swift spring she stood again, wet-footed, her dress dripping upon the moss, but out of peril upon the dry ground.

Since the spring they had taken pains to maintain a polite sort of indifference toward one another and yet the more careful their conduct became, the more they felt scrutinized.  Matilda traveled nowhere alone and scarcely uttered more than the politest of formalities to Stephen whenever he tipped his hat to her.

At last, the gossip had shifted toward William Cragoe’s obvious infatuation with Matilda and her mother’s apparent approval of his interest in her daughter.

Stephen had built barricades out of work, out of propriety, and out of his own past.  The moment an ember had threatened to re-kindle, he had suffocated it and had diverted all of his energies toward his art. His obsession with capturing beauty had served him well, but the moment he held Matilda Parr at arms’ length, his instinct betrayed him.  

There was a Grecian grace to Matilda’s profile, her bright, unclouded eyes, her full mouth, and high cheekbones.  Already he could envision the redoubtable matriarch she would become.  She would age with grace and nobility.  Although she trembled, she stood strong.  She would not faint away.  It was simply not in her nature.

If Matilda had admonished him for touching her, even though he had meant to spare her the humiliation of falling into the pool’s depths, he would have released her, apologized as well as his wits could have managed...and fled from her sight. If she had pushed at him, Stephen would have released her, stepped away, collected his things, and departed with a polite tip of his hat

Matilda did neither of those things.  Neither anger nor revulsion marred her expression.  Her hands, that clung instinctively to his arms at first, relaxed, and then closed again, firmly, but gently upon his arms.

If only she had averted her face or recoiled, he would have relinquished her, and in solemn silence taken his fresh despair away from her firm resolve.  His face lowered toward hers.  He paused.  No, not paused, he had hesitated.  Then Matilda tilted her head back and turned her face just so. Such was the nature of pure human instinct that they leaned toward each other.  Her eyes closed and he kissed her.

That first kiss... as it had then, Stephen felt his heart swell again.  Such a pure kiss it had been.  He basked in the memory of it. In a miraculous way she had replenished his soul, as the rain filled a drought-dry pond.  Simultaneously, he stood apart from himself, compelled to watch, even as he experienced his fate all over again.

Mere inches from her face he opened his eyes and waited.

Her eyes opened as though from a soft slumber.  Her face shone with a light to rival the sunlight striking the water.  

A sound of happiness escaped him.  Her face felt so warm and soft in his hands and her lips full and sweet beneath his kisses.

The Stephen Fleet who survived gazed into Maiden Falls’ waters without seeing its sparkle. He did not follow his past self as he stepped back with Matilda’s lithe form in his arms, but he remembered the wonderful living warmth of her body as he held her close to him.  Her startled breath caressed his neck, the same neck her arms encircled in an instinctive embrace.  She whispered his name, half-plea, half-invocation, “Stephen.”

Consequences be damned.

From the timeless future, Stephen lingered in turmoil with his hands clenched. He stood polarized between his remembered experience and the distance he endured now. Paris had enhanced his native sensuality.  From the nearby hollow, rich with shadows, her sighs and moans carried across time to him even as he felt her breath upon his neck. They had become oblivious to the greater world.

Apart from his memory, although he saw every moment of their encounter still, Stephen turned to face the woods. He was relieved that neither of them had seen Sige’s Woods the way he could see it. It would have blinded their mere mortal sight. 

Sige’s Woods whispered all around Stephen. Half in wonder, half in alarm, he recognized the power of the place and what its energy compelled from those who fell under its spell. Life itself commanded all there and its luminous energy kept those shadow entities at bay. Little did all those amorous couples throughout all those centuries realize that their passionate encounters honored more than their private desires. No wonder the pagans had carried out their sacred rites there. Clear-minded and calm, he gazed upon his surroundings.

He lost the thread of his past as though it were a daydream broken by a sudden thought.  Layer upon layer of past interactions mingled throughout the present, the stolid present, with its tourist population who admired the preserved surroundings and entertained wonderfully lurid thoughts about what the pagans did there.  He let go a little snort of amusement.  He could see the pagans at their ritual baths, as that was what they used those waters for: ritual cleansing.  Unlike those who came along later, the pagans had treated the site with respect and felt themselves purified and blessed when they departed.

He and Matilda had not desecrated the sacred pool, but had washed away the traces of their desire in the wide stream that wound down from the sacred pool.  He suspected that it would have been worse for them somehow, if they had crept back into pool beneath the Falls afterwards.

Somehow, they had relinquished one another after sharing a desperate suffocation of kisses.  Stephen had watched her slip away until the woods hid her from sight, knowing that she still felt his body the same way he felt hers – as though sunburnt.  Hearts that had known only drought filled to overflowing.  Neither walked or breathed alone, but did so with unerring knowledge that they were loved.

As a cloud cast shadows on a sunny day so did pain send a ripple through the spectral memory Stephen occupied.  He turned and saw what he had not witnessed in life.

Matilda came to the edge of the pond.  The light that played upon the water did not shine on her.  She might as well have been wearing mourning.  Her expression was bleak. She moved, wound-wearied to the site of her self-betrayal. Only force of will carried her there and held her erect.

Stephen spoke her name, but she was lost from him. He could only watch.

This autumnal woman gazed into the waters as though she would lose herself in them.  A sigh shuddered past her compressed lips.  Her eyes brimmed.  What she held tight in her hand she flung into the deepest end, where the Falls struck the shimmering pool.  Her final offering made to that pagan site, Matilda Parr turned away ...and vanished.

She was just a memory the whole time. Stephen closed his eyes.  Anguish washed over him. 

Familiar voices intruded upon Stephen, but this time he welcomed their presences.  

From the edge of the shadows, Burton held up her tablet and looked from it to the Falls and back again.  “Fleet was here – beyond any shadow of a doubt.”  

Her finger’s merest glancing motion across the little glass screen caused a different image to appear, something which intrigued their unseen companion every time he observed it.

Gordon peered at the images too. “The Falls. The pool with the woods beyond, only the trees are older or different. The rocks are the same.”

Frida flicked to another image. “The shrub is long gone, but that is the same outcrop where he painted that hat and gloves, the ones we think belonged to Matilda Parr...”

Stephen eyed the picture on her device.  Matilda had forgotten them, which was hardly surprising after what had happened that day. Warm and distracted, she had pulled on her shoes and stockings, blushing all the while under Stephen’s knowing gaze.  She finished with a deep sigh and accepted his chivalrous hand. Not daring to kiss again for fear of being seen, Matilda had set off. Only after he had collected his hat and kit where he had left them did he discover her hat and gloves on the other side of the shrub.

Matilda would have noticed their absence, or at least the hat’s absence, when she reached the broad, bright meadow. Under the circumstances, she dared not return for them, but that she had forgotten them would have tormented her.

Stephen knew that. He thought to pursue her and restore her belongings to her, but if anyone witnessed even that seemingly harmless gesture, the gossip would strike up again with all the ferocity of a wildfire. He dared not keep them. Nor did he think it right to leave them behind.  He began to consider some stealthy means of returning them to her, but in the meantime, he borrowed them to create a remembrance of that miraculous day.

He opened up his kit and, resorting to his watercolors, created a little memento of Matilda. For five years after he created it, he had kept it where he could see it when he needed to. Life moved on, bearing him, rightfully, away from what he could not change, so he stored his little private treasure.  He had lost track of the little painting finally among so many sketches. He had never given it away, so he knew it had remained among the substantial cache of artworks his children retained after his departure.

Under the light of the white-hot summer moon, Stephen came to the Parr property.  For a long moment, he gazed at the house, not caring that the moonlight revealed his presence to anyone who might have bothered to glance outside.  One of the windows on the upper floor belonged to Matilda.  Those windows he watched, although darkness filled them.  For how long he stood there he couldn’t remember.  He remembered only wishing for a glimpse of her, her face aglow by the light of a taper and her hair freed and resting upon her shoulders.

If she had appeared, there was no telling what might have happened.

Finally, he gathered his resolve.  He laid Matilda’s hat and gloves down upon the path outside of their gate.  Then he returned to his cottage far beyond the village, where Dulday kept vigil by the hearth, ruminating over Edwina’s latest affectionate epistle.

“I think we can safely assume that this place had special significance for Fleet and Matilda Parr,” Frida said as she pouched her tablet.

Gordon turned in a slow circle. “It’s a beguiling location for a rendezvous.”

For a long moment, they meditated on their surroundings apart from the other tourists meandering nearby. They observed them as they wandered up to the Falls, wandered around, and then wandered off, taking pictures all the while.

Frida froze and held her breath.  The ghost was back, standing beside the rounded rocks where the water spilled and tumbled gently into a stream.  He seemed lost in thought, pensive even.

“What?”

“Look,” she whispered as she nodded in Stephen’s direction.

Kitto stared hard for a long moment.  “At What?”

She scarcely risked a blink. “You can’t see HIM?”

“Who? Where?”

“Right over there. The spitting image of Stephen Fleet.”

“Really?” He peered harder, but saw only trees and shrubs. 

“Yeah.” She sighed in frustration. “Why is he here?” she muttered.

“Would you like to know?”

Both looked over to their right.

A handsome older woman stood in the reflected sunlight. She wore practical clothing for visiting parks and cross-country hiking in general.

“’Beg your pardon?” Frida said.

“Excuse me.  My name is Portia Corry.  I have the Sight and I can speak to the spirits, when they’re amenable, that is.”  She glanced all about.

And not at the Living either, Stephen observed. She could see the other population coming and going.  Despite his wariness, he was impressed – and intrigued.

Frida exchanged looks and shrugs with Kitto.  “Okay,” she said, “What can you tell me about that man over there?” Of course, the spectral man had evaporated from ready sight the moment she had looked away, but something told her that her new acquaintance was still there. 

The woman looked straight at Stephen.

In his time there had been a craze for spiritualism.  He was acquainted with those sorts of activities, but he had never expected to be on the ‘spirit’ end of such an encounter.  Who was this alarming stranger?

Portia Corry took several steps toward him, sizing him up - as much as he took wary measure of her.  “19th century – latter half.  He looks like he is in his early thirties or thereabouts, but he lived to a ripe old age.  Yes, quite old, but he presents himself as he was in his prime.  He seems a little shy.  Other spirits throw themselves in my path, but he stands back.”

“Any physical details?” said Frida.

“Very dark hair, soulful blue eyes, tall, lean, strong too, but I do not get a laborer’s vibration from him although I’m being shown a farm.”

Stephen looked about.  How can she see that? 

Portia shrugged good naturedly. “He looks rather flummoxed. He isn’t used to being seen.”

Stephen folded his arms across his chest.

Portia smiled as she shook her head. “The farm though...yes, the farm is where his odyssey began...and the city... New York, too.”

“Andre will need to know this.” Frida fished out her notebook and jotted a few notes down.

“Can you find out his name?” said Kitto.

“I could ask, but I think you know who he is already,” said Portia.

She looked up from her scribbling. “Stephen Fleet?”

Portia watched Stephen react and smiled.  “Then I expect you know why he haunts you.”

“Oh, I have a hunch all right,” she responded.

“Did he meet someone here?” said Gordon.

“Oh!  Yes.  Did he?” Frida paused writing.

“He will not say, but in my book, that’s a sure admission that he did.”  Portia let her gaze rove again.  “This was a place for meetings going back centuries, public, ceremonial gatherings, and a great many clandestine encounters. It’s a very busy place.”

Frida nodded. “Thank you, Miss Corry.”

“You’re quite welcome.”  She winked at Stephen, who was quite astonished.  As she headed down the nature trail, she paused to gaze at the nearby stream.  “Clandestine encounters indeed.”  Then she moved off.

6.
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After taking their share of pictures of the location, including a view of the same descending stream that the medium had paused to eye with an arch to her brow, Burton and Kitto found the central path that traversed the width of Sige’s Woods and followed it to the other side.  There, they took more pictures of the scattered cottages and farms in the near distance, just to have a record of the places Stephen – and Matilda – had known.  The ripening afternoon light, heading toward a gilded sunset, persuaded them to head back.

It might as well have been twilight tipping into deepest night in those woods. Already there were fewer tourists about, but that made no difference; it felt populated. Although the birds might have all begun to settle in, Sige’s Woods felt busy.  Burton and Kitto could feel eyes watching them.

The darkness had solidified upon the forest floor. Now it began to rise, fog-like into the air. Although it had not seemed that far during the bright, safe daylight, in the growing gloom the distance seemed greater. Sounds that wouldn’t have provoked more than a fleeting, idle glance caused the two stragglers to look sharp and hard and move along that much more hastily.  

Frida sucked in a sharp breath. “I just stubbed my toe.” Grimacing, she leaned against a tree and rubbed her foot.  

Kitto peered off into the forest. “What was that?” 

“Was that a voice?” she whispered.

“A laugh?”

“If that was a laugh, it was a really weird one. Let’s go.”  She limped onward.

Another sudden sound like a man calling out from the darkest heart of the woods sent her into a very determined hobble.

The sight of a man further down the path gave them a moment’s hesitation, but then his flashing light shone down the path toward them, drawing them the rest of the way onward, as surely as though he manned a lighthouse beacon.

“Did you see anyone else?” he asked as they approached.

“No, I think we were the last,” she said.

He loomed ahead, a solid, distinct figure against the light cast off by the distant village.  Any lingering concerns that he was a specter faded at the sight of his uniform.  Evidently, he was a warden of that park.  “Very good then... Did you hurt yourself?”

“Oh, I was a genius and stubbed my toe on a rock.”

“Hardly surprising in Sige’s Woods. The darkness rises early in here.  We don’t like people being there after sunset.”

Kitto managed a game enough smile. “People get up to mischief in there, do they?”

“There’s that, but more likely it’s the Woods that gets up to mischief with anyone foolish enough to go in there after sunset...if you take my meaning.”

Burton limped past him toward the meadow path.  “I understand exactly what you mean.”

“Good night,” said Kitto as he ambled by as well.

The man kept his light focused on the path behind them though.  “Are you sure you were the last?”

“Yeah,” said Frida.  “Why?”

“I thought I saw a man behind you.”

“Ah!  Oh...uh...” She looked helplessly to Gordon.

He shrugged.  “Well, you know Sige’s Woods...”

“Indeed, I do, too well.”  With that the warden turned and accompanied them away from the unquiet woods.

There would be no witnesses to whatever lurked there at night...not even Stephen. He followed the Living into the village with a sense of relief that he was done with that potent place.

After dinner, Burton and Kitto lounged about their room, turning the day’s observations into text for their projects. 

He glanced about their room. “I do wonder what these lodgings looked like back when Cragoe frequented this place.”

She looked up from her notes.  “Didn’t he regard this place as like his home away from home?”

“He always wrote about looking forward to his time here and the Thurbrands seemed to have treated him like family.  Even if he hadn’t been besotted with Matilda Parr, Cragoe would have come here anyway to work.  Did Fleet mention this place much?”

“Only a couple of times and never in any negative sense.  He’s as cryptic as Matilda,” said Frida. “As far as I can tell, he only stayed at this inn once, during his first visit in the spring. When he came back for the summer, he stayed out in that cottage. He was supposed to be rooming with Cragoe and Dulday.”

“But then Cragoe returned to Scotland. His sister Beth was ill. She died mere days later. He didn’t return until early autumn and I think he came here purposely to propose to Matilda.”

“And according to Margate, Dulday left because of his father was ill.  He married that autumn, ahead of schedule, so his father could attend.  When he died in the winter, Dulday and Edwina came back from their extended honeymoon for the funeral. I really want to find that cottage.”

“Me too.”

“Doesn’t it strike you as odd that no one figured out William’s association with Matilda any sooner than they did?”

Kitto was scribbling out a note. “You mean that no one realized he knew her well before the date given in his official biography?”

“Yeah.”

“It is odd.  Dulday wrote the biographies for both of his friends and did not go into much detail about that significant summer in the North Country. It has to be because of Matilda. I blame your friend Stephen and his forbidden passion.” 

“That’s Dulday for you, ever the diplomat, accounting for and covering up the inconvenient blemishes of Life.  There were reputations to protect.  Faces to save.” She looked at a series of artworks on her pad – drawings and watercolors that had to have been done in the seclusion of a cottage.  “We have to find that cottage, Gordo.”

“Let’s hope it still stands.  We can see if anyone at the historical society can help when we go down for breakfast tomorrow.”  He yawned and stretched.  The shadows of his curtained bed called to him.

Frida transferred her newest camera shots to her laptop and looked through them all, deleting the useless shots, before putting her obsession aside for a thorough night’s sleep.

For his part, Stephen strolled down the old lanes. The buildings were much the same, only tweaked by modernity.  Not much of the Material world changed around there, but those qualities that had altered put just enough of a gloss on the place as to give it a disorienting feeling.

The spirits he witnessed there were the usual refugees of a crowded history, although so far none of them were known to him.  A few acknowledged him, but just as he had been before, Stephen remained a stranger to those parts. 

Burton and Kitto wasted no time the next morning.  An inquiry of one of the breakfast room wait-staff forwarded their curiosity to the one of the owners, who came out – directly.

“It isn’t often,” she said with a breathless smile, as she swooped down on their breakfast table, “that we get visitors on an artistic pilgrimage, so it is quite a thrill for us when someone does inquire after our famous guests, William Cragoe particularly.”  She extended her hand. “Catherine Mitchelmore.”

“Frida Burton.”  She shook her hand.

“Gordon Kitto.”

“Don’t let me interrupt your breakfast. How are you enjoying your stay?” Mitchelmore added.

“I won the coin toss for the alcove bed,” Gordon grinned.

“Ah yes.  Everyone loves that bed.”

“Did our little suite once serve as the Thurbrands’ living space?” he said. “We were wondering.”

“Yes, until the 1980’s, your set of rooms used to be private quarters for the owners.”

“Are you related to the Thurbrands?” he continued.

“Distant descended cousin,” said Catherine. “My brother and I bought the place when the last of the direct Thurbrands passed ten years ago.  It’s a good thing too. This village needs all of the inns it has, especially in season, and those who wanted to buy it wanted to turn it into flats.  Thurbrands had a good reputation in this valley.  It seemed a shame to lose it.”

“I agree,” said Kitto. “I wanted to have some sense of Cragoe’s experience and perspective on this area, so I was thrilled that this inn still existed.”

“Other than the modern amenities and the subtraction of a wall here and there, it is much the same.”  Catherine nodded toward some atmosphere-inducing bricks across the room that ended against a much newer post.

Burton gestured. “I am researching Stephen Fleet and he is working on William Cragoe.  Fleet lodged with the Thurbrands when he first came, but Cragoe was more of a regular.” She glanced at him.

He nodded.

Catherine enthused.  “They did such beautiful work.  It is a shame they became obscure.”

“So, you know their work?” said Kitto.

She nodded.  “The Thurbrands possessed quite a cache of small works of art courtesy of their lodgers.  Quite canny of them actually – they were always ready to accept some lovely work of art for payment.  There were works from Cragoe, Dulday, and Fleet in the collection that were passed down the family.”

“Were?” said Gordon. “What happened to them?”

“They used the art to add some beauty and cache to their establishment; however, over the years, their descendants sold them off piecemeal when they needed the funds.”

“Ah... Oh.” He slumped a little.

Catherine smiled.  “The last of their collection went up for auction when the Inn came up for sale.  My brother and I bought almost half of them and the local historical society bought most of the rest.  Only the four larger landscapes went into other collections.”

“Ahhh.”  He exchanged smiles with Frida.

“Would you like to see our collection?  They’re mostly watercolors and some very fine, delicately done drawings, plus some prints by Fosberry and Dulday.  The historical society has more of the same, but also some of the small oil sketches and paintings.”

“Absolutely,” said Frida as Gordon nodded.

“Come knock on the office door when you’ve finished and I’ll show you our little collection.”

“Perfect,” said Kitto.  “Thank you.”

“My pleasure. We seldom show them to anyone.”

Roughly half an hour later, Frida and Gordon presented themselves at the office and knocked politely on the door.

Moments later they fidgeted in their seats as Catherine opened up the safe and drew out a substantial document box, the sort designed to hold fragile artworks on paper.  She took the pains to put on gloves before she displayed each of the works, 27 in all, some in graphite with touches of pastel, some silverpoint drawings, the promised watercolors, and the Fosberry-Dulday prints of Duldays works that pertained to that locality. Twelve came from Cragoe’s expert hand.  Nine came from Fleet. The remaining six resulted from Dulday’s constant collaborations with his friend, the printer Fosberry. The moment Catherine mentioned that she sold copies of the artworks in their ‘Thurbrand Portfolio’ Kitto purchased one to split up with Burton and Margate. 

At the Historical Society down the street, Kitto and Frida studied the portfolio prints while they waited for Mr. Neagles.  They examined the dates on the prints.  A few landscapes were too generic to the locale to offer any clues, but others hinted at moments lost in time, including exquisite still life images that had not revealed more than anyone realized until Frida and Gordon applied their fresh insights to them.

He held up a print of Cragoe’s watercolor still life.  “There’s Matilda’s hat again – next to a bouquet of wildflowers. Judging by the wall in the background, Cragoe painted this either at that cottage or at the Parr household.”

“That’s the same plain table in this study.” She held up Fleet’s watercolor sketch of a locket lying upon a pair of lady’s gloves.  “Interesting...First, we see a hat and gloves at Maiden Falls and here, later that summer, he shows us her gloves, a bundle of wildflowers, and a rather sweet little gold locket.”

“I’ll wager that’s Matilda’s locket,” Kitto said.

“I’d be shocked if it wasn’t,” she said. “From very early on, where his still lifes were concerned, Fleet tended to paint objects of significance to him.  With his landscapes, I’d say two-thirds of them are of places he wanted to paint – for the exercise, for the beauty of the location, and for the material end result.  In a letter to Dulday, he called his landscapes his ‘bread and butter’ paintings, because selling them kept food on his table. His still lifes though, I think, were where he made little coded comments about his life.  I made a particular study of them for my thesis.  Even if he was not commemorating his good fortune with a before and after set of feast paintings...”

“Before and after feast paintings?”

She grinned.  “They’re on my tablet.  I’ll show you later.  While he was still at the atelier in Paris, he sold four paintings and he had enough money to really fill his pantry for the first time in weeks.  So, he painted his table, laden with food – “Before the Feast”.  Then he painted the dirtied dishes and scraps and glasses with little puddles of wine still in them – “After the Feast”.  He never sold those paintings.  He gave them to Dulday for a wedding present.  Dulday hung them in his dining room.  I think they’re still in the Dulday House Museum, or were the last I checked their website archives.”

“I love that.”

“Fleet did have a sense of humor, but anyway - his still lifes - they are riddled with clues about his life at the time he painted one of them.  I’d more than wager that the painting in Sige’s Woods and this study commemorates Matilda.  They met in the woods beside Maiden Falls and propriety, as symbolized by her hat and gloves, was set aside.  This is dated from that summer. I suspect that she came to his cottage, where again she sets aside her proper facade, as evidenced by her gloves on his table.  The flowers give evidence of the season and most likely how they found one another: he was out painting and she came along while on a stroll.  She went with him to the cottage, where he gave her a token of his affection: that locket.”  She shrugged.  “It’s a theory I’d love to prove.”

“It sounds highly probable to me,” said Kitto.

“It sounds interesting to me too.”

Both looked up.

A tall, sage-in-the-making extended his hand.  “Neagles. Felix Neagles.”

After a swift exchange of names and handshakes, the conversation expanded.

“If I may see that particular print?”

Frida handed Felix the print they had been discussing.

He grunted and nodded.  “I remember seeing this from the auction.  Catherine and I engaged in a rousing little bidding war over it.” Felix handed the print back.

“She mentioned that you had secured part of the Thurbrand collection for the Society,” said Kitto.

“The Mitchelmores and the Society split the lion’s share of the collection for the village.  The larger pieces ended up going to a couple of museums and collectors. We still cherish the hope that Catherine will bequeath their artworks to us eventually.”

“She seemed quite pleased to have kept them from leaving town,” Kitto observed.

“As are we. We had three notable Victorian artists here early in their careers and one of them married a local girl,” said Felix.

Kitto perked up.  “William Cragoe.  He married Matilda Parr, the local Parson’s daughter.”

“Indeed.”  Felix sat across the reading table from them, but he kept glancing at the print at the heart of their discussion.

Frida noticed.  “Miss Mitchelmore let us examine the originals.  This one was particularly interesting since it was done by Stephen Fleet.”

“I overheard you discussing your theory regarding his still lifes. I find this particular artwork especially fascinating. You see, we wanted it so desperately, because we have that locket here in our collection.”

Both researchers sat bolt upright.

“You do?” Frida said.

“It was recovered from the pool at Maiden Falls in the 1950’s, along with a great many other objects going back to Pagan times.  Come with me.  Our little museum is open now.  I can show you our treasure hoard: the Lost and Found Department of Maiden Falls.”  Felix winked as he pushed away from the table. “Currently, it is in storage.  We rotate the collection, but we can take it out of the vault.  It is an enigmatic piece.”

Neagles wasn’t kidding.  They did possess a very interesting array of treasures and not just from the sacred pond at Maiden Falls, but also from archaeological digs in and around Sige’s Woods.

“This is far from everything we have collected,” he went on.  “Aside from what we keep safely stowed away, a number of our finds went into museums, one in York and of course, the British Museum.  The Maiden Falls was a sacred site.  People have been leaving offerings since there have been people here.”  He motioned to two substantial cases well-endowed with objects and trinkets dating all the way back into the Neolithic period.

They followed him to the next set of cases. “Later Pagan offerings.”  He motioned further onward. “The Roman occupation.”  He motioned across the room to still more cases.  “The Dark Ages on into the Medieval period. Whereas that site used to be associated with primal energies or pagan deities, with the advent of Christianity it remained sacred, but with more reputable associations – local saints, the Virgin Mary and so forth.  We recovered quite a few crosses from certain parts of Maiden Falls, gifts offered up in hopes of or in gratitude for divine assistance most likely.” 

Neagles allowed them time to look at each case before directing them to the last three sets of cases.  “The more modern the offerings become, the more mundane they are.”  He stopped before the next to the last case.  “There are less objects too, as it turns out, so that’s why we refer to these last four cases as our ‘lost and found’ department.”

Frida and Gordon eyed the variety of little objects, buttons, coins bearing a procession of Victoria Reginas on them, some rings and other bits of jewelry, and someone’s war medal from the Napoleonic wars.

“Someone can’t have been happy when that went missing.” Kitto pointed at the shining, elegant medal.  “’Odd that it ended up lost at Maiden Falls.”

“Speaking of lost things,” said Neagles, “come with me and I’ll show you our enigmatic locket.”

“That would be fantastic,” said Frida.

While he unlocked the appropriate drawer in the back corner, they sat at a table toward the front of the collections room. Books and random objects beguiled their eyes everywhere they glanced.

Gordon’s gaze roamed across the heaven-blue and gilded ceiling. “This room had a more formal purpose probably before it became Collections and Conservation.”

Frida’s gaze lingered on a Regency period bonnet inside a vitrine.

Neagles approached bearing a small tray in his gloved hands.  He set the tray down before them, “and here is the locket.”

They both leaned toward the tray and laid the print down beside it.

“It is the same.” Frida nodded.

“It is indeed and the artist Stephen Fleet drew it, next to a pair of lady’s gloves. Very intriguing.” Felix looked from the locket to the print and back again.

“You described it as ‘enigmatic’,” she said. “What did you mean by that?”

“This little piece of jewelry was an anomaly among all of the other finds.”  Carefully, Felix picked it up and turned it over to show them the detail on the back.  “It is gold, American-made, you see.  There are no English hallmarks, or anything suggesting a European origin, only this marking that dates from at least the 1860’s, as best we can tell.  The markings on the back suggest ties to a particular jeweler in Philadelphia.”

Frida mused aloud, “It had to have belonged to Stephen Fleet. Might it have been a family memento?” She eyed the print. “The fact that it still exists is remarkable.”

“Does it have an inscription anywhere?” said Kitto.

“There are initials on the inside, but due to the fragile nature of this piece, I can’t show them to you.  I do have this old photograph though,” Felix added before either visitor could slump in disappointment. He held out a small black and white image on a hard card backing.

Below the old, typewritten information regarding the locket was typed in quotations: “To M.P.  From S.F. ” 

Burton and Kitto shared the same electric thought in their glances: To M(atilda) P(arr), From S(tephen) F(leet). They harbored also the same suspicion that it had wound up in the pond for the same reason that so little other evidence survived: Matilda Parr.

After Frida took pictures of the locket and of the information/provenance card, Neagles saw them off in very good spirits. Then he scurried back to the research room and typed up the new information, e-mailed a copy to an associate, and printed up one to keep with the locket:

Regarding the Locket featured in a watercolor and graphite work by American artist Stephen Fleet in the Mitchelmore-Thurbrand collection/portfolio: Frida Burton, an authority on Fleet, suggests that ‘S. F.’ in the inscription refers to Stephen Fleet, thus solving questions of its origins.  ‘M. P.’ remains a mystery.  Locket may be Fleet family heirloom.

When he returned the locket and its card to its drawer, he tucked the extra slip of paper in with it.  He smiled as he turned the lock. Such an exciting morning.  He knew they would mount a special little exhibition that would include it.  How could they not?

7.
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It was amazing how far pure excitement could carry you.  Keeping Sige’s Woods sprawling on their distant right, Frida and Gordon had hiked all the way beyond the edge of the village to Crofter’s Meadow.  Where several footpaths crossed, they paused with their newly-annotated map to simply take in the view and get their bearings before choosing a direction.

Kitto sighed into a smile. “Sige’s Woods have expanded. Cragoe would have been pleased.”

Off to the left stood the tumbled down remains of a cottage in the heart of the northernmost quarter of the meadow.

“I’ll wager that’s the same cottage that’s in Fleet’s painting ‘First Sight’, or rather, what’s left of it,” said Frida.

“The location is correct.”  He made a sweeping motion with his arm. “Then this should be the actual footpath where Fleet met Parr for the first time.”

For a long moment, they drank in the view, memorizing it, even as the artworks they had studied so closely crossed their minds.  They shared that same quiet thrill of being where their favorite artists had been.  It wasn’t hard to imagine Cragoe and Fleet in that landscape or Matilda Parr either.

They took it all in.

Then they took a multitude of pictures in every direction.

From there they set off to find one of the candidates for Stephen’s cottage-refuge, if it still stood.  Both were armed with their tablets and their research files crammed with images of every known drawing, print, or painting that their subjects had done.  Both had spent time on the train curating precise reference files that pertained only to that particular year.

The first location proved to be all wrong, but the second location made their hearts flutter.  The structure had not only survived into the present, but still served as someone’s comfortable, modernized shelter.  There was no mistaking it.  Fleet had painted it once from a distance, so that it sat like a little bright, white gem in the midst of a broad expanse of vibrant green and blue: his beckoning refuge from the greater world.  Cragoe had painted it too, as a simple expression of a picturesque site, but more importantly, he had painted the view from the cottage, which had scarcely changed in over one hundred years, aside from what grew in the pastures and the number and quality of trees.

Frida suspected why there was such a difference in their perspectives on the same location.  To Cragoe, it was just the cottage they had leased.  He had no emotional attachment to it.  Stephen Fleet had a private streak that guarded what she suspected was a passionate heart and this cottage was special to him.  Here he had solitude, and now she figured that here, too, Stephen had shared his refuge with Matilda so that they might be alone.  His sole surviving oil painting of that cottage suggested an idyllic refuge in the heart of a remote, half-wild landscape, punctuated by a glimpse of bright blue sky beyond a glowering storm cloud. 

That painting emanated an aura of emotional attachment to a place that he did not acknowledge in his work again until his final years in America when he painted his humble adobe dwelling.  There were photographs that his wife Ada had taken of her home and family throughout all of the years of her marriage. Those had given Burton and Gessner a lovely sense of the lifestyle the Fleets enjoyed courtesy of his talent, and yet, throughout his marriage, Stephen had never painted his home from the outside nor its lawn and gardens.  He had restricted his expressions of domesticity to portraits of his family and those intimate little still life paintings that summed up whatever occupied his thoughts at that time.  Some of those particular paintings were among Fleet’s finest, in her opinion, since they expressed a man in love with fatherhood. Stephen cherished the family he created with Ada Northey.

After a rash of picture-taking, Frida and Gordon ventured closer to the cottage. Several yards away from it and its charming little garden, they stopped again for a few more pictures.

Then she consulted her map.  Now that she knew where Fleet’s cottage was, she wanted to cross reference it with the Parsonage where the Parrs lived, a place that served now as a historical museum of daily life.  Then she noted the common footpaths, now called ‘Nature Walks’ that crisscrossed the valley.

Four paths came near the cottage from the direction of the village, including one that passed the Parsonage.  They formed boundary lines around the cottage, but only one path crossed directly in front of the cottage and then wound down to the wild end of Sige’s Woods. Burton and Kitto observed that it was the most solitary route and one that enjoyed the most cover from stands of trees and high, stone walls. It was all too possible that Stephen and Matilda could have utilized that route in order to seek some seclusion in the cottage without being observed.

Still, there had been speculation and it had persisted.  Aside from the all-too predictable consequences of consummated passion, the awareness that virtually the whole village believed, without any evidence, that a liaison existed between them had to have tempered their conduct, even when alone.  Stephen was a man of the greater world, a Civil War veteran, according to Dulday, who had studied in Paris, so he would have come into this affair with the knowledge of how women suffered for love.

“As isolated as this place is,” she mused aloud, “they may not have met here as often as our casually oversexed modern minds might think.  Anyone coming or going on any of the paths around here could have witnessed someone arriving or leaving this cottage.  The risk of discovery was always great and Matilda had so much, too much, to lose. Based on those paintings we have; I think she was here at least once when they both were here.” She added, “But I’m beginning to wonder whether it was a strictly platonic affair.”

“Then why go to such lengths to destroy all evidence? It only makes sense if she had something serious to hide.  Stephen had been invited with his friends to the Parrs’ for supper and this was after the gossip had started.”

“I don’t think the Parson and his wife would have allowed him in the front door, if they thought that he had ruined their exemplary daughter.”

“What if the invitation was their way of defending her reputation in the eyes of their neighbors?” Kitto eyed some fellow tourists on one of the distant paths beyond the cottage. “If she had done something wrong in their eyes, they would have all, but cloistered her away within family ranks, even if that meant sending her away.” 

“Discovery would have been more dangerous then as now and more so in a time and place where everyone knew everyone and got into their business.  Those two artworks prove that she came here at least once.” Frida sighed.

In silence they watched the other tourists pass in the distance.

Finally, she grinned.  “I’m beginning to understand what a District Attorney goes through when they have to build up a case to present to a grand jury.  All we have is hearsay, some of it just shy of damning, and the flimsiest of circumstantial evidence that suggests only that there was a strong attraction between Matilda and Stephen.  As much as I want to read a passionate consummation into the Maiden Falls still life, in the end, it is only her hat and gloves, which she might have removed for the sake of a moment’s relaxation on a very warm day.”
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