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Preface


This selection of Henry James’s early tales begins with his first, ‘A Tragedy of Error’, published anonymously when he was twenty-one. The ‘error’ is that of a boatman employed by Hortense Bernier to drown her husband, returning to France from travels abroad, but who drowns her lover instead. The title, a play on The Comedy of Errors, is ironic, but most of James’s 112 tales would concern errors of eyesight, judgement, and interpretation, and the fourteen in this volume, which include the first of James’s ghost stories, stories of painters and paintings, and those exploring the relations between innocent Americans and experienced Europeans, all describe errors made or narrowly averted.


Error was equally a theme of his novels, the ideas for which were seeded in the stories. ‘One is in trouble when one is in error,’ Ralph Touchett tells Isabel Archer in The Portrait of a Lady. Isabel’s marriage to Gilbert Osmond, like Maggie Verver’s to Prince Amerigo in The Golden Bowl, is an error of catastrophic proportion, while Lambert Strether’s error becomes clear in a flash in The Ambassadors, when he spies Chad and Mme de Vionnet in a boat one Sunday afternoon, and understands ‘the deep deep truth of their intimacy’.


James distinguished in his tales between what he called ‘anecdotes’, which ran between 7,000 and 14,000 words and were compared by him to ‘the hard, shining sonnet’, and the ‘beautiful and blest nouvelles’ (such as ‘Daisy Miller’, ‘The Aspern Papers’ and ‘The Turn of the Screw’), which are between 20,000 and 40,000 words. With the exception of ‘Madame de Mauves’, which is 31,000 words, the tales in this volume are ‘anecdotes’, and demonstrate what James called his ‘scenic method’, whose narration provides the frame. He was drawn from the start to the first-person narrator because he preferred to see his subject, as he reflected in his preface to The Golden Bowl (1902), through some ‘more or less detached, some not strictly involved, though thoroughly interested and intelligent, witness or reporter’ who contributes ‘mainly . . . [a] certain amount of criticism and interpretation of it’. ‘My story begins with a gentleman coming out of the office and handing her a letter,’ we read in the opening paragraph of ‘A Tragedy of Error’, as though we were sitting around the fire. ‘Do you remember how,’ begins ‘A Landscape-Painter’, ‘a dozen years ago, a number of our friends were startled by the rupture of young Locksley’s engagement with Miss Leary?’ ‘Conscious as I am,’ regrets the narrator of ‘My Friend Bingham’, ‘of a deep aversion to stories of a painful nature . . .’


‘The Madonna of the Future’ is presented by the anonymous narrator as an after-dinner anecdote told, over port and cigars, by a man known only as ‘H—’. James’s narrator is often what he called, in the preface to The Golden Bowl, an ‘unnamed, unintroduced, and (save by right of intrinsic wit) unwarranted participant, the impersonal author’s concrete deputy or delegate, a convenient substitute or apologant for the creative power otherwise so veiled and qualified’. He might also be seen as a spy, and there is plenty of spying in the tales. In ‘A Tragedy of Error’, where ‘every man’s a spy on every other’, we watch as the servant, Josephine, plies her eye to the keyhole. This is what she saw: ‘Her mistress had gone to the open window, and stood with her back to the door, looking out to sea. She held the bottle by the neck in one hand, which hung listlessly by her side; the other was resting on a glass half filled with water.’


The narrator spies on Josephine spying on her mistress, who refills her glass and swigs down its contents while looking through a lorgnette at the sea in which her husband will, she hopes, soon be drowned, and the reader sees what they see. Forty years later James will construct a similar framing device in The Ambassadors: ‘This is what Chad sees, and what Mme de Vionnet sees, and what Strether himself sees, and sees what they see, and sees above all what the lady at home sees.’


 


Henry James, the second son of five children, was born in 1843 in Washington Place, New York City. His older brother was the philosopher and psychologist William James, and his sister was the invalid and diarist Alice James. Their grandfather, who came to New York from County Cavan in 1789, amassed the second largest fortune in the state, which allowed their father, Henry James Senior, to pursue a life of a non-conformist theological study and his children, he hoped, to become ‘extraordinary’. To this end, between the ages of ten and fifteen, Henry was given what Percy Lubbock described as an ‘extraordinary haphazard and promiscuous’ education in the galleries, theatres and bookshops of England, France and Switzerland. The family returned to America in 1860, and one year later, when Henry was eighteen, the Civil War began. His younger brothers enlisted in the Federal Army, and Henry and William continued their education. After a wasted year at Harvard Law School in 1863 – a not to be repeated ‘false step’ in his forward march – Henry moved with his parents and sister to the red-brick, green-shuttered house on Ashburton Place in Boston where he became a writer.


‘A Tragedy of Error’, inspired by George Sand’s Léone Léoni, appeared in Continental Monthly in February 1864. Nine months later James published in the North American Review an unsigned notice of Nassau W. Senior’s Essays on Fiction, which took the form of the kind of manifesto a less confident author might wait until the height of his career to produce. Arguing the need for ‘precept, canon, codification’ and the careful construction of character, James advised Louisa May Alcott to study Balzac for the setting of her scenes and absorb from George Eliot her understanding of realism. Aged twenty-one, James was laying down the credentials for American literary criticism and approaching the art of fiction, as Leon Edel writes, ‘more consciously and with greater deliberation than any American novelist before him’.


His voice was that of a worldly observer, but his concerns were those of a young man. The tales he was yet to write return to the idea of the ‘passionate pilgrim’ poised to begin his journey, looking at what life has to offer. ‘The great thing is to live, you know,’ as Louis Leverett puts it in the last story in this volume, ‘A Bundle of Letters’, ‘to feel, to be conscious of one’s possibilities.’ (‘Live all you can,’ says Strether twenty-four years later, sent to France to bring Chad back to America, ‘it’s a mistake not to.’) ‘A Bundle of Letters’, composed of the letters home from guests in a Parisian pension, none of whom sees the others from the same perspective, was written when James, aged thirty-six, was settled in England, having left America for ever. He now has three novels behind him: Watch and Ward (1871), Roderick Hudson (1874) and The American (1877), as well as his first published collection of stories, A Passionate Pilgrim and Other Tales (1874), and his breakthrough success, Daisy Miller (1878). His masterpieces, Washington Square and The Portrait of a Lady (1881), are in larval form.


It is striking how forcefully James reveals, as he sets out the stall of his early fiction, the fear that women will derail his possibilities. Equally striking is how directly he approaches, in ‘A Light Man’, the theme of homosexuality. Of all the errors to be avoided, the greatest is marriage. In ‘A Tragedy of Error’, ‘De Grey: A Romance’, ‘The Romance of Certain Old Clothes’, ‘A Landscape-Painter’ and ‘Madame de Mauves’ marriage is a threat not only to freedom but life itself. The women in his tales are deceptive, unknowable and impossible to interpret. In ‘The Story of a Masterpiece’, inspired by Robert Browning’s dramatic monologue ‘My Last Duchess’, an artist paints a portrait of his former fiancée for her present fiancé. When the picture – a masterpiece – is complete, the fiancé fears the figure revealed on the canvas, but marries her nonetheless. In ‘A Day of Days’, Thomas Ludlow has to choose between discovering Europe or staying in America with a woman he has met that afternoon; ‘My Friend Bingham’ explores the terrifying idea of a man killing a boy while trying to shoot a duck, and then – a graver error still – falling in love with the grieving mother. Marriage as vampirism is the subject of ‘De Grey: A Romance’: ‘she blindly, senselessly, remorselessly drained the life from his being,’ the narrator explains. ‘As she bloomed and prospered, he drooped and languished. While she was living for him, he was dying of her.’


This selection forms a biography of sorts. Submerged beneath the surface of his melodramas are the unspoken fears that Henry hoped, by living in Europe, to leave behind. Did a husband derive strength or weakness from his spouse? The only marriage he had observed closely was that of his parents, where his father depended entirely on the support of a wife who had no independent existence. ‘She was he,’ James later wrote, ‘was each of us.’ James’s fear of women was complicated by his identification with his mother and sister: he was also each of them. Before he became known as The Master, he was referred to for forty years as Henry James Junior, a name he loathed. As both father and son were writers, sometimes for the same magazines, they were often confused for one another, but the confusions in the family, who identified so intensely with one another that they lost all sense of themselves, were as extreme as those in The Comedy of Errors. Henry, said William, was ‘my in many ways twin bro’, and like a bifurcated version of a single man they shared their symptoms. The back pain, for example, ‘which has long made Henry so interesting’, was suffered by William as well: ‘It is evidently a family peculiarity.’ Investing in his brother’s ‘moving intestinal drama’, William ‘blush[ed] to say that detailed bulletins of your bowels, stomach &c., as well as back are of the most enthralling interest to me. A good plan is for you to write such on separate slips of paper marked private.’ An idea James had for a tale was a brother and sister ‘with the same sensibilities and the same imagination’, who ‘vibrate with the same nerves, suffer with the same suffering: have, in a word, the same experience of life’. These lines might describe the role of James’s unnamed, unintroduced narrators, who similarly immerse themselves entirely into someone else’s story, converting into their own experience the experience of others.


One of his lifelong terrors was belatedness, or lateness. ‘What is there in the idea of Too Late?’ James wondered in his notebooks, plotting another tale. The artist, in ‘The Madonna of the Future’, ‘made his bid for fame, and missed it’. ‘Nevertheless’, the narrator reveals in ‘My Friend Bingham’, ‘it was not till he was nearly thirty years old that he had begun to live for himself.’ James was this same age when he crossed the Atlantic for good in May 1872. Another of his terrors was lameness. Henry James Senior had lost his left leg as a child, and in the year that the Civil War began, James suffered what he described in Notes of a Son and Brother as ‘a horrid’ and ‘obscure hurt’. While it was impossible to tell, he said, whether this ‘obscure hurt’ came from ‘one’s own poor organism’ or was part of the ‘huge comprehensive ache’ of the country at war, the effects ‘were to draw themselves out incalculably and intolerably’. He never revealed where the hurt was located or what it entailed, but he referred to it as his ‘lameness’: in ‘A Tragedy of Error’ the cuckolded husband is also lame. James’s stories tend to have devastating endings, but none is more so than the moment Hortense, having paid the boatman to drown her husband, sees ‘a figure emerge from below the terrace, and come limping towards her with outstretched arms’.
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Madame de Mauves and Other Tales










A Tragedy of Error


I


ALOW ENGLISH PHAETON was drawn up before the door of the post-office of a French seaport town. In it was seated a lady, with her veil down and her parasol held closely over her face. My story begins with a gentleman coming out of the office and handing her a letter.


He stood beside the carriage a moment before getting in. She gave him her parasol to hold, and then lifted her veil, showing a very pretty face. This couple seemed to be full of interest for the passers by, most of whom stared hard and exchanged significant glances. Such persons as were looking on at the moment saw the lady turn very pale as her eyes fell on the direction of the letter. Her companion saw it too, and instantly stepping into the place beside her, took up the reins, and drove rapidly along the main street of the town, past the harbour, to an open road skirting the sea. Here he slackened pace. The lady was leaning back, with her veil down again, and the letter lying open in her lap. Her attitude was almost that of unconsciousness, and he could see that her eyes were closed. Having satisfied himself of this, he hastily possessed himself of the letter, and read as follows:


 


Southampton, July 16th, 18—


My dear Hortense


You will see by my postmark that I am a thousand leagues nearer home than when I last wrote, but I have hardly time to explain the change. M. P— has given me a most unlooked-for congé. After so many months of separation; we shall be able to spend a few weeks together. God be praised! We got in here from New York this morning, and I have had the good luck to find a vessel, the Armorique, which sails straight for H—. The mail leaves directly, but we shall probably be detained a few hours by the tide; so this will reach you a day before I arrive: the master calculates we shall get in early Thursday morning. Ah, Hortense! how the time drags! Three whole days! If I did not write from New York, it is because I was unwilling to torment you with an expectancy which, as it is, I venture to hope, you will find long enough. Farewell. To a warmer greeting!


Your devoted


C. B.


 


When the gentleman replaced the paper on his companion’s lap, his face was almost as pale as hers. For a moment he gazed fixedly and vacantly before him, and a half-suppressed curse escaped his lips. Then his eyes reverted to his neighbour. After some hesitation, during which he allowed the reins to hang so loose that the horse lapsed into a walk, he touched her gently on the shoulder.


‘Well, Hortense,’ said he, in a very pleasant tone, ‘what’s the matter; have you fallen asleep?’


Hortense slowly opened her eyes, and, seeing that they had left the town behind them, raised her veil. Her features were stiffened with horror.


‘Read that,’ said she, holding out the open letter.


The gentleman took it, and pretended to read it again.


‘Ah! M. Bernier returns. Delightful!’ he exclaimed.


‘How, delightful?’ asked Hortense; ‘we mustn’t jest at so serious a crisis, my friend.’


‘True,’ said the other, ‘it will be a solemn meeting. Two years of absence is a great deal.’


‘O Heaven! I shall never dare to face him,’ cried Hortense, bursting into tears.


Covering her face with one hand, she put out the other toward that of her friend. But he was plunged in so deep a reverie, that he did not perceive the movement. Suddenly he came to, aroused by her sobs.


‘Come, come,’ said he, in the tone of one who wishes to coax another into mistrust of a danger before which he does not himself feel so secure but that the sight of a companion’s indifference will give him relief. ‘What if he does come? He need learn nothing. He will stay but a short time, and sail away again as unsuspecting as he came.’


‘Learn nothing! You surprise me. Every tongue that greets him, if only to say bon jour, will wag to the tune of a certain person’s misconduct.’


‘Bah! People don’t think about us quite as much as you fancy. You and I, n’est-ce-pas? we have little time to concern ourselves about our neighbours’ failings. Very well, other people are in the same box, better or worse. When a ship goes to pieces on those rocks out at sea, the poor devils who are pushing their way to land on a floating spar, don’t bestow many glances on those who are battling with the waves beside them. Their eyes are fastened to the shore, and all their care is for their own safety. In life we are all afloat on a tumultuous sea; we are all struggling toward some terra firma of wealth or love or leisure. The roaring of the waves we kick up about us and the spray we dash into our eyes deafen and blind us to the sayings and doings of our fellows. Provided we climb high and dry, what do we care for them?’


‘Ay, but if we don’t? When we’ve lost hope ourselves, we want to make others sink. We hang weights about their necks, and dive down into the dirtiest pools for stones to cast at them. My friend, you don’t feel the shots which are not aimed at you. It isn’t of you the town talks, but of me: a poor woman throws herself off the pier yonder, and drowns before a kind hand has time to restrain her, and her corpse floats over the water for all the world to look at. When her husband comes up to see what the crowd means, is there any lack of kind friends to give him the good news of his wife’s death?’


‘As long as a woman is light enough to float, Hortense, she is not counted drowned. It’s only when she sinks out of sight that they give her up.’


Hortense was silent a moment, looking at the sea with swollen eyes.


‘Louis,’ she said at last, ‘we were speaking metaphorically: I have half a mind to drown myself literally.’


‘Nonsense!’ replied Louis, ‘an accused pleads not guilty, and hangs himself in prison. What do the papers say? People talk, do they? Can’t you talk as well as they? A woman is in the wrong from the moment she holds her tongue and refuses battle. And that you do too often. That pocket-handkerchief is always more or less of a flag of truce.’


‘I’m sure I don’t know,’ said Hortense indifferently; ‘perhaps it is.’


There are moments of grief in which certain aspects of the subject of our distress seem as irrelevant as matters entirely foreign to it. Her eyes were still fastened on the sea. There was another silence. ‘O my poor Charles!’ she murmured, at length, ‘to what a hearth do you return!’


‘Hortense,’ said the gentleman, as if he had not heard her, although, to a third person, it would have appeared that it was because he had done so that he spoke: ‘I do not need to tell you that it will never happen to me to betray our secret. But I will answer for it that so long as M. Bernier is at home no mortal shall breathe a syllable of it.’


‘What of that?’ sighed Hortense. ‘He will not be with me ten minutes without guessing it.’


‘Oh, as for that,’ said her companion, dryly, ‘that’s your own affair.’


‘Monsieur de Meyrau!’ cried the lady.


‘It seems to me,’ continued the other, ‘that in making such a guarantee, I have done my part of the business.’


‘Your part of the business!’ sobbed Hortense.


M. de Meyrau made no reply, but with a great cut of the whip sent the horse bounding along the road. Nothing more was said. Hortense lay back in the carriage with her face buried in her handkerchief, moaning. Her companion sat upright, with contracted brows and firmly set teeth, looking straight before him, and by an occasional heavy lash keeping the horse at a furious pace. A wayfarer might have taken him for a ravisher escaping with a victim worn out with resistance. Travellers to whom they were known would perhaps have seen a deep meaning in this accidental analogy. So, by a détour, they returned to the town.


When Hortense reached home, she went straight up to a little boudoir on the second floor, and shut herself in. This room was at the back of the house, and her maid, who was at that moment walking in the long garden which stretched down to the water, where there was a landing place for small boats, saw her draw in the window blind and darken the room, still in her bonnet and cloak. She remained alone for a couple of hours. At five o’clock, some time after the hour at which she was usually summoned to dress her mistress for the evening, the maid knocked at Hortense’s door, and offered her services. Madame called out, from within, that she had a migraine, and would not be dressed.


‘Can I get anything for madame?’ asked Josephine; ‘a tisane, a warm drink, something?’


‘Nothing, nothing.’


‘Will madame dine?’


‘No.’


‘Madame had better not go wholly without eating.’


‘Bring me a bottle of wine – of brandy.’


Josephine obeyed. When she returned, Hortense was standing in the doorway, and as one of the shutters had meanwhile been thrown open, the woman could see that, although her mistress’s hat had been tossed upon the sofa, her cloak had not been removed, and that her face was very pale. Josephine felt that she might not offer sympathy nor ask questions.


‘Will madame have nothing more?’ she ventured to say, as she handed her the tray.


Madame shook her head, and closed and locked the door.


Josephine stood a moment vexed, irresolute, listening. She heard no sound. At last she deliberately stooped down and applied her eye to the keyhole.


This is what she saw:


Her mistress had gone to the open window, and stood with her back to the door, looking out at the sea. She held the bottle by the neck in one hand, which hung listlessly by her side; the other was resting on a glass half filled with water, standing, together with an open letter, on a table beside her. She kept this position until Josephine began to grow tired of waiting. But just as she was about to arise in despair of gratifying her curiosity, madame raised the bottle and glass, and filled the latter full. Josephine looked more eagerly. Hortense held it a moment against the light, and then drained it down.


Josephine could not restrain an involuntary whistle. But her surprise became amazement when she saw her mistress prepare to take a second glass. Hortense put it down, however, before its contents were half gone, as if struck by a sudden thought, and hurried across the room. She stooped down before a cabinet, and took out a small opera glass. With this she returned to the window, put it to her eyes, and again spent some moments in looking seaward. The purpose of this proceeding Josephine could not make out. The only result visible to her was that her mistress suddenly dropped the lorgnette on the table, and sank down on an armchair, covering her face with her hands.


Josephine could contain her wonderment no longer. She hurried down to the kitchen.


‘Valentine,’ said she to the cook, ‘what on earth can be the matter with Madame? She will have no dinner, she is drinking brandy by the glassful, a moment ago she was looking out to sea with a lorgnette, and now she is crying dreadfully with an open letter in her lap.’


The cook looked up from her potato-peeling with a significant wink.


‘What can it be,’ said she, ‘but that monsieur returns?’


II


AT SIX O’ CLOCK, Josephine and Valentine were still sitting together, discussing the probable causes and consequences of the event hinted at by the latter. Suddenly Madame Bernier’s bell rang. Josephine was only too glad to answer it. She met her mistress descending the stairs, combed, cloaked, and veiled, with no traces of agitation, but a very pale face.


‘I am going out,’ said Madame Bernier; ‘if M. le Vicomte comes, tell him I am at my mother-in-law’s, and wish him to wait till I return.’


Josephine opened the door, and let her mistress pass; then stood watching her as she crossed the court.


‘Her mother-in-law’s,’ muttered the maid; ‘she has the face!’


When Hortense reached the street, she took her way, not through the town, to the ancient quarter where that ancient lady, her husband’s mother, lived, but in a very different direction. She followed the course of the quay, beside the harbour, till she entered a crowded region, chiefly the residence of fishermen and boatmen. Here she raised her veil. Dusk was beginning to fall. She walked as if desirous to attract as little observation as possible, and yet to examine narrowly the population in the midst of which she found herself. Her dress was so plain that there was nothing in her appearance to solicit attention; yet, if for any reason a passer by had happened to notice her, he could not have helped being struck by the contained intensity with which she scrutinized every figure she met. Her manner was that of a person seeking to recognize a long-lost friend, or perhaps, rather, a long-lost enemy, in a crowd. At last she stopped before a flight of steps, at the foot of which was a landing place for half a dozen little boats, employed to carry passengers between the two sides of the port, at times when the drawbridge above was closed for the passage of vessels. While she stood she was witness of the following scene:


A man, in a red woollen fisherman’s cap, was sitting on the top of the steps, smoking the short stump of a pipe, with his face to the water. Happening to turn about, his eye fell on a little child, hurrying along the quay toward a dingy tenement close at hand, with a jug in its arms.


‘Hullo, youngster!’ cried the man; ‘what have you got there? Come here.’


The little child looked back, but, instead of obeying, only quickened its walk.


‘The devil take you, come here!’ repeated the man angrily, ‘or I’ll wring your beggarly neck. You won’t obey your own uncle, eh?’


The child stopped, and ruefully made its way to its relative, looking around several times toward the house, as if to appeal to some counter authority.


‘Come, make haste!’ pursued the man, ‘or I shall go and fetch you. Move!’


The child advanced to within half a dozen paces of the steps, and then stood still, eyeing the man cautiously, and hugging the jug tight.


‘Come on, you little beggar, come up close.’


The youngster kept a stolid silence, however, and did not budge. Suddenly its self-styled uncle leaned forward, swept out his arm, clutched hold of its little sunburnt wrist, and dragged it toward him.


‘Why didn’t you come when you were called?’ he asked, running his disengaged hand into the infant’s frowsy mop of hair, and shaking its head until it staggered. ‘Why didn’t you come, you unmannerly little brute, eh? – eh? – eh?’ accompanying every interrogation with a renewed shake.


The child made no answer. It simply and vainly endeavoured to twist its neck around under the man’s grip, and transmit some call for succour to the house.


‘Come, keep your head straight. Look at me, and answer me. What’s in that jug? Don’t lie.’


‘Milk.’


‘Who for?’


‘Granny.’


‘Granny be hanged.’


The man disengaged his hands, lifted the jug from the child’s feeble grasp, tilted it toward the light, surveyed its contents, put it to his lips, and exhausted them. The child, although liberated, did not retreat. It stood watching its uncle drink until he lowered the jug. Then, as he met its eyes, it said:


‘It was for the baby.’


For a moment the man was irresolute. But the child seemed to have a foresight of the parental resentment, for it had hardly spoken when it darted backward and scampered off, just in time to elude a blow from the jug, which the man sent clattering at its heels. When it was out of sight, he faced about to the water again, and replaced the pipe between his teeth with a heavy scowl and a murmur that sounded to Madame Bernier very like – ‘I wish the baby’d choke.’


Hortense was a mute spectator of this little drama. When it was over, she turned around, and retraced her steps twenty yards with her hand to her head. Then she walked straight back, and addressed the man.


‘My good man,’ she said, in a very pleasant voice, ‘are you the master of one of these boats?’


He looked up at her. In a moment the pipe was out of his mouth, and a broad grin in its place. He rose, with his hand to his cap.


‘I am, madame, at your service.’


‘Will you take me to the other side?’


‘You don’t need a boat; the bridge is closed,’ said one of his comrades at the foot of the steps, looking that way.


‘I know it,’ said Madame Bernier; ‘but I wish to go to the cemetery, and a boat will save me half a mile walking.’


‘The cemetery is shut at this hour.’


‘Allons, leave madame alone,’ said the man first spoken to. ‘This way, my lady.’


Hortense seated herself in the stern of the boat. The man took the sculls.


‘Straight across?’ he asked.


Hortense looked around her. ‘It’s a fine evening,’ said she; ‘suppose you row me out to the lighthouse, and leave me at the point nearest the cemetery on our way back.’


‘Very well,’ rejoined the boatman; ‘fifteen sous,’ and began to pull lustily.


‘Allez, I’ll pay you well,’ said Madame.


‘Fifteen sous is the fare,’ insisted the man.


‘Give me a pleasant row, and I’ll give you a hundred,’ said Hortense.


Her companion said nothing. He evidently wished to appear not to have heard her remark. Silence was probably the most dignified manner of receiving a promise too munificent to be anything but a jest.


For some time this silence was maintained, broken only by the trickling of the oars and the sounds from the neighbouring shores and vessels. Madame Bernier was plunged in a sidelong scrutiny of her ferryman’s countenance. He was a man of about thirty-five. His face was dogged, brutal, and sullen. These indications were perhaps exaggerated by the dull monotony of his exercise. The eyes lacked a certain rascally gleam which had appeared in them when he was so empressé with the offer of his services. The face was better then – that is, if vice is better than ignorance. We say a countenance is ‘lit up’ by a smile; and indeed that momentary flicker does the office of a candle in a dark room. It sheds a ray upon the dim upholstery of our souls. The visages of poor men, generally, know few alternations. There is a large class of human beings whom fortune restricts to a single change of expression, or, perhaps, rather to a single expression. Ah me! the faces which wear either nakedness or rags; whose repose is stagnation, whose activity vice; ignorant at their worst, infamous at their best!


‘Don’t pull too hard,’ said Hortense at last. ‘Hadn’t you better take breath a moment?’


‘Madame is very good,’ said the man, leaning upon his oars. ‘But if you had taken me by the hour,’ he added, with a return of the vicious grin, ‘you wouldn’t catch me loitering.’


‘I suppose you work very hard,’ said Madame Bernier.


The man gave a little toss of his head, as if to intimate the inadequacy of any supposition to grasp the extent of his labours.


‘I’ve been up since four o’clock this morning, wheeling bales and boxes on the quay, and plying my little boat. Sweating without five minutes’ intermission. C’est comme ça. Sometimes I tell my mate I think I’ll take a plunge in the basin to dry myself. Ha! ha! ha!’


‘And of course you gain little,’ said Madame Bernier.


‘Worse than nothing. Just what will keep me fat enough for starvation to feed on.’


‘How? you go without your necessary food?’


‘Necessary is a very elastic word, madame. You can narrow it down, so that in the degree above nothing it means luxury. My necessary food is sometimes thin air. If I don’t deprive myself of that, it’s because I can’t.’


‘Is it possible to be so unfortunate?’


‘Shall I tell you what I have eaten today?’


‘Do,’ said Madame Bernier.


‘A piece of black bread and a salt herring are all that have passed my lips tor twelve hours.’


‘Why don’t you get some better work?’


‘If I should die tonight,’ pursued the boatman, heedless of the question, in the manner of a man whose impetus on the track of self-pity drives him past the signal flags of relief, ‘what would there be left to bury me? These clothes I have on might buy me a long box. For the cost of this shabby old suit, that hasn’t lasted me a twelve-month, I could get one that I wouldn’t wear out in a thousand years. La bonne idée!’


‘Why don’t you get some work that pays better?’ repeated Hortense.


The man dipped his oars again.


‘Work that pays better? I must work for work. I must earn that too. Work is wages. I count the promise of the next week’s employment the best part of my Saturday night’s pocketings. Fifty casks rolled from the ship to the storehouse mean two things: thirty sous and fifty more to roll the next day. Just so a crushed hand, or a dislocated shoulder, mean twenty francs to the apothecary and bon jour to my business.’


‘Are you married?’ asked Hortense.


‘No, I thank you. I’m not cursed with that blessing. But I’ve an old mother, a sister, and three nephews, who look to me for support. The old woman’s too old to work; the lass is too lazy, and the little ones are too young. But they’re none of them too old or young to he hungry, allez. I’ll be hanged if I’m not a father to them all.’


There was a pause. The man had resumed rowing. Madame Bernier sat motionless, still examining her neighbour’s physiognomy. The sinking sun, striking full upon his face, covered it with an almost lurid glare. Her own features being darkened against the western sky, the direction of them was quite indistinguishable to her companion.


‘Why don’t you leave the place?’ she said at last.


‘Leave it! how?’ he replied, looking up with the rough avidity with which people of his class receive proposals touching their interests, extending to the most philanthropic suggestions that mistrustful eagerness with which experience has taught them to defend their own side of a bargain – the only form of proposal that she has made them acquainted with.


‘Go somewhere else,’ said Hortense.


‘Where, for instance!’


‘To some new country – America.’


The man burst into a loud laugh. Madame Bernier’s face bore more evidence of interest in the play of his features than of that discomfiture which generally accompanies the consciousness of ridicule.


‘There’s a lady’s scheme for you! If you’ll write for furnished apartments, là-bas, I don’t desire anything better. But no leaps in the dark for me. America and Algeria are very fine words to cram into an empty stomach when you’re lounging in the sun, out of work, just as you stuff tobacco into your pipe and let the smoke curl around your head. But they fade away before a cutlet and a bottle of wine. When the earth grows so smooth and the air so pure that you can see the American coast from the pier yonder, then I’ll make up my bundle. Not before.’


‘You’re afraid, then, to risk anything?’


‘I’m afraid of nothing, moi. But I am not a fool either. I don’t want to kick away my sabots till I am certain of a pair of shoes. I can go barefoot here. I don’t want to find water where I counted on land. As for America, I’ve been there already.’


‘Ah! you’ve been there?’


‘I’ve been to Brazil and Mexico and California and the West Indies.’


‘Ah!’


‘I’ve been to Asia, too.’


‘Ah!’


‘Pardio, to China and India. Oh, I’ve seen the world! I’ve been three times around the Cape.’


‘You’ve been a seaman then?’


‘Yes, ma’am; fourteen years.’


‘On what ship?’


‘Bless your heart, on fifty ships.’


‘French?’


‘French and English and Spanish; mostly Spanish.’


‘Ah?’


‘Yes, and the more fool I was.’


‘How so?’


‘Oh, it was a dog’s life. I’d drown any dog that would play half the mean tricks I used to see.’


‘And you never had a hand in any yourself?’


‘Pardon, I gave what I got. I was as good a Spaniard and as great a devil as any. I carried my knife with the best of them, and drew it as quickly, and plunged it as deep. I’ve got scars, if you weren’t a lady. But I’d warrant to find you their mates on a dozen Spanish hides!’


He seemed to pull with renewed vigour at the recollection. There was a short silence.


‘Do you suppose,’ said Madame Bernier, in a few moments – ‘do you remember – that is, can you form any idea whether you ever killed a man?’


There was a momentary slackening of the boatman’s oars. He gave a sharp glance at his passenger’s countenance, which was still so shaded by her position, however, as to be indistinguishable. The tone of her interrogation had betrayed a simple, idle curiosity. He hesitated a moment, and then gave one of those conscious, cautious, dubious smiles, which may cover either a criminal assumption of more than the truth or a guilty repudiation of it.


‘Mon Dieu!’ said he, with a great shrug, ‘there’s a question! . . . I never killed one without a reason.’


‘Of course not,’ said Hortense.


‘Though a reason in South America, ma foi!’ added the boatman, ‘wouldn’t be a reason here.’


‘I suppose not. What would be a reason there?’


‘Well, if I killed a man in Valparaiso – I don’t say I did, mind – it’s because my knife went in farther than I intended.’


‘But why did you use it at all?’


‘I didn’t. If I had, it would have been because he drew his against me.’


‘And why should he have done so?’


‘Ventrebleu! for as many reasons as there are craft in the harbour.’


‘For example?’


‘Well, that I should have got a place in a ship’s company that he was trying for.’


‘Such things as that? is it possible?’


‘Oh, for smaller things. That a lass should have given me a dozen oranges she had promised him.’


‘How odd!’ said Madame Bernier, with a shrill kind of laugh. ‘A man who owed you a grudge of this kind would just come up and stab you, I suppose, and think nothing of it?’


‘Precisely. Drive a knife up to the hilt into your back, with an oath, and slice open a melon with it, with a song, five minutes afterward.’


‘And when a person is afraid, or ashamed, or in some way unable to take revenge himself, does he – or it may be a woman – does she, get someone else to do it for her?’


‘Parbleu! Poor devils on the look-out for such work are as plentiful all along the South American coast as commissionaires on the street corners here.’ The ferryman was evidently surprised at the fascination possessed by this infamous topic for so lady-like a person; but having, as you see, a very ready tongue, it is probable that his delight in being able to give her information and hear himself talk were still greater. ‘And then down there,’ he went on, ‘they’ll never forget a grudge. If a fellow doesn’t serve you one day, he’ll do it another. A Spaniard’s hatred is like lost sleep – you can put it off for a time, but it will grip you in the end. The rascals always keep their promises to themselves . . . An enemy on shipboard is jolly fun. It’s like bulls tethered in the same field. You can’t stand still half a minute except against a wall. Even when he makes friends with you, his favours never taste right. Messing with him is like drinking out of a pewter mug. And so it is everywhere. Let your shadow once flit across a Spaniard’s path, and he’ll always see it there. If you’ve never lived in any but these damned clockworky European towns, you can’t imagine the state of things in a South American seaport – one half the population waiting round the corner for the other half. But I don’t see that it’s so much better here, where every man’s a spy on every other. There you meet an assassin at every turn, here a sergent de ville . . . At all events, the life là-bas used to remind me, more than anything else, of sailing in a shallow channel, where you don’t know what infernal rock you may ground on. Every man has a standing account with his neighbour, just as madame has at her fournisseur’s; and, ma foi, those are the only accounts they settle. The master of the Santiago may pay me one of these days for the pretty names I heaved after him when we parted company, but he’ll never pay me my wages.’


A short pause followed this exposition of the virtues of the Spaniard.


‘You yourself never put a man out of the world, then?’ resumed Hortense.


‘Oh, que si! . . . Are you horrified?’


‘Not at all. I know that the thing is often justifiable.’


The man was silent a moment, perhaps with surprise, for the next thing he said was:


‘Madame is Spanish?’


‘In that, perhaps, I am,’ replied Hortense.


Again her companion was silent. The pause was prolonged. Madame Bernier broke it by a question which showed that she had been following the same train of thought.


‘What is sufficient ground in this country for killing a man?’


The boatman sent a loud laugh over the water. Hortense drew her cloak closer about her.


‘I’m afraid there is none.’


‘Isn’t there a right of self-defence?’


‘To be sure there is – it’s one I ought to know something about. But it’s one that ces messieurs at the Palais make short work with.’


‘In South America and those countries, when a man makes life insupportable to you, what do you do?’


‘Mon Dieu! I suppose you kill him.’


‘And in France?’


‘I suppose you kill yourself. Ha! ha! ha!’


By this time they had reached the end of the great breakwater, terminating in a lighthouse, the limit, on one side, of the inner harbour. The sun had set.


‘Here we are at the lighthouse,’ said the man; ‘it’s growing dark. Shall we turn?’


Hortense rose in her place a few moments, and stood looking out to sea. ‘Yes,’ she said at last, ‘you may go back – slowly.’ When the boat had headed round she resumed her old position, and put one of her hands over the side, drawing it through the water as they moved, and gazing into the long ripples.


At last she looked up at her companion. Now that her face caught some of the lingering light of the west, he could see that it was deathly pale.


‘You find it hard to get along in the world,’ said she: ‘I shall be very glad to help you.’


The man started, and stared a moment. Was it because this remark jarred upon the expression which he was able faintly to discern in her eyes? The next, he put his hand to his cap.


‘Madame is very kind. What will you do?’


Madame Bernier returned his gaze.


‘I will trust you.’


‘Ah!’


‘And reward you.’


‘Ah? Madame has a piece of work for me?’


‘A piece of work,’ Hortense nodded.


The man said nothing, waiting apparently for an explanation. His face wore the look of lowering irritation which low natures feel at being puzzled.


‘Are you a bold man?’


Light seemed to come in this question. The quick expansion of his features answered it. You cannot touch upon certain subjects with an inferior but by the sacrifice of the barrier which separates you from him. There are thoughts and feelings and glimpses and foreshadowings of thoughts which level all inequalities of station.


‘I’m bold enough,’ said the boatman, ‘for anything you want me to do.’


‘Are you bold enough to commit a crime?’


‘Not for nothing.’


‘If I ask you to endanger your peace of mind, to risk your personal safety for me, it is certainly not as a favour. I will give you ten times the weight in gold of every grain by which your conscience grows heavier in my service.’


The man gave her a long, hard look through the dim light.


‘I know what you want me to do,’ he said at last.


‘Very well,’ said Hortense; ‘will you do it?’


He continued to gaze. She met his eyes like a woman who has nothing more to conceal.


‘State your case.’


‘Do you know a vessel named the Armorique, a steamer?’


‘Yes, it runs from Southampton.’


‘It will arrive tomorrow morning early. Will it be able to cross the bar?’


‘No; not till noon.’


‘I thought so. I expect a person by it – a man.’


Madame Bernier appeared unable to continue, as if her voice had given way.


‘Well, well?’ said her companion.


‘He’s the person—’ She stopped again.


‘The person who—?’


‘The person whom I wish to get rid of.’


For some moments nothing was said. The boatman was the first to speak again.


‘Have you formed a plan?’


Hortense nodded.


‘Let’s hear it.’


‘The person in question,’ said Madame Bernier, ‘will be impatient to land before noon. The house to which he returns will be in view of the vessel if, as you say, she lies at anchor. If he can get a boat, he will be sure to come ashore. Eh bien! – but you understand me.’


‘Aha! you mean my boat – this boat?’


‘O God!’


Madame Bernier sprang up in her seat, threw out her arms, and sank down again, burying her face in her knees. Her companion hastily shipped his oars, and laid his hands on her shoulders.


‘Allons donc, in the devil’s name, don’t break down,’ said he; ‘we’ll come to an understanding.’


Kneeling in the bottom of the boat, and supporting her by his grasp, he succeeded in making her raise herself, though her head still drooped.


‘You want me to finish him in the boat?’


No answer.


‘Is he an old man?’


Hortense shook her head faintly.


‘My age?’


She nodded.


‘Sapristi! it isn’t so easy.’


‘He can’t swim,’ said Hortense, without looking up; ‘he – he is lame.’


‘Nom de Dieu!’ The boatman dropped his hands. Hortense looked up quickly. Do you read the pantomime?’


‘Never mind,’ added the man at last, ‘it will serve as a sign.’


‘Mais oui. And besides that, he will ask to be taken to the Maison Bernier, the house with its back to the water, on the extension of the great quay. Tenez, you can almost see it from here.’


‘I know the place,’ said the boatman, and was silent, as if asking and answering himself a question.


Hortense was about to interrupt the train of thought which she apprehended he was following, when he forestalled her.


‘How am I to be sure of my affair?’ asked he.


‘Of your reward? I’ve thought of that. This watch is a pledge of what I shall be able and glad to give you afterward. There are two thousand francs’ worth of pearls in the case.’


‘Il faut fixer la somme,’ said the man, leaving the watch untouched.


‘That lies with you.’


‘Good. You know that I have the right to ask a high price.’


‘Certainly. Name it.’


‘It’s only on the supposition of a large sum that I will so much as consider your proposal. Songez donc, that it’s a murder you ask of me.’


‘The price – the price?’


‘Tenez,’ continued the man, ‘poached game is always high. The pearls in that watch are costly because it’s worth a man’s life to get at them. You want me to be your pearl diver. Be it so. You must guarantee me a safe descent – it’s a descent, you know – ha! – you must furnish me the armour of safety; a little gap to breathe through while I’m at my work – the thought of a capful of Napoleons!’


‘My good man, I don’t wish to talk to you or to listen to your sallies. I wish simply to know your price. I’m not bargaining for a pair of chickens. Propose a sum.’


The boatman had by this time resumed his seat and his oars. He stretched out for a long, slow pull, which brought him closely face to face with his temptress. This position, his body bent forward, his eyes fixed on Madame Bernier’s face, he kept for some seconds. It was perhaps fortunate for Hortense’s purpose at that moment – it had often aided her purposes before – that she was a pretty woman.1 A plain face might have emphasized the utterly repulsive nature of the negotiation. Suddenly, with a quick, convulsive movement, the man completed the stroke.


‘Pas si bête! propose one yourself.’


‘Very well,’ said Hortense, ‘if you wish it. Voyons: I’ll give you what I can. I have fifteen thousand francs’ worth of jewels. I’ll give you them, or, if they will get you into trouble, their value. At home, in a box I have a thousand francs in gold. You shall have those. I’ll pay your passage and outfit to America. I have friends in New York. I’ll write to them to get you work.’


‘And you’ll give your washing to my mother and sister hein? Ha! ha! Jewels, fifteen thousand francs; one thousand more makes sixteen; passage to America – first class – five hundred francs; outfit – what does Madame understand by that?’


‘Everything needful for your success là-bas.’


‘A written denial that I am an assassin? Ma foi, it were better not to remove the impression. It’s served me a good turn, on this side of the water at least. Call it twenty-five thousand francs.’


‘Very well; but not a sous more.’


‘Shall I trust you?’


‘Am I not trusting you? It is well for you that I do not allow myself to think of the venture I am making.’


‘Perhaps we’re even there. We neither of us can afford to make account of certain possibilities. Still, I’ll trust you, too . . . Tiens!’ added the boatman, ‘here we are near the quay.’ Then with a mock-solemn touch of his cap, ‘Will Madame still visit the cemetery?’


‘Come, quick, let me land,’ said Madame Bernier, impatiently.


‘We have been among the dead, after a fashion,’ persisted the boatman, as he gave her his hand.


III


IT WAS MORE than eight o’clock when Madame Bernier reached her own house.


‘Has M. de Meyrau been here?’ she asked of Josephine.


‘Yes, ma’am; and on learning that Madame was out, he left a note, chez monsieur.’


Hortense found a sealed letter on the table in her husband’s old study. It ran as follows:


 


I was desolated at finding you out. I had a word to tell you. I have accepted an invitation to sup and pass the night at C—, thinking it would look well. For the same reason I have resolved to take the bull by the horns, and go aboard the steamer on my return, to welcome M. Bernier home – the privilege of an old friend. I am told the Armorique will anchor off the bar by daybreak. What do you think? But it’s too late to let me know. Applaud my savoir faire – you will, at all events, in the end. You will see how it will smoothe matters.


 


‘Baffled! baffled!’ hissed Madame, when she had read the note; ‘God deliver me from my friends!’ She paced up and down the room several times, and at last began to mutter to herself, as people often do in moments of strong emotion: ‘Bah! but he’ll never get up by daybreak. He’ll oversleep himself, especially after tonight’s supper. The other will be before him . . . Oh, my poor head, you’ve suffered too much to fail in the end!’


Josephine reappeared to offer to remove her mistress’s things. The latter, in her desire to reassure herself, asked the first question that occurred to her.


‘Was M. le Vicomte alone?’


‘No madame; another gentleman was with him – M. de Saulges, I think. They came in a hack, with two portmanteaus.’


Though I have judged best, hitherto, often from an exaggerated fear of trenching on the ground of fiction, to tell you what this poor lady did and said, rather than what she thought, I may disclose what passed in her mind now:


‘Is he a coward? is he going to leave me? or is he simply going to pass these last hours in play and drink? He might have stayed with me. Ah! my friend, you do little for me, who do so much for you; who commit murder, and – Heaven help me! – suicide for you! . . . But I suppose he knows best. At all events, he will make a night of it.’


When the cook came in late that evening, Josephine, who had sat up for her, said:


‘You’ve no idea how Madame is looking. She’s ten years older since this morning. Holy mother! what a day this has been for her!’


‘Wait till tomorrow,’ said the oracular Valentine.


Later, when the women went up to bed in the attic, they saw a light under Hortense’s door, and during the night Josephine, whose chamber was above Madame’s, and who couldn’t sleep (for sympathy, let us say), heard movements beneath her, which told that her mistress was even more wakeful than she.


IV


THERE WAS CONSIDERABLE bustle around the Armorique as she anchored outside the harbour of H—, in the early dawn of the following day. A gentleman, with an overcoat, walking stick, and small valise, came alongside in a little fishing-boat, and got leave to go aboard.


‘Is M. Bernier here?’ he asked of one of the officers, the first man he met.


‘I fancy he’s gone ashore, sir. There was a boatman inquiring for him a few minutes ago, and I think he carried him off.’


M. de Meyrau reflected a moment. Then he crossed over to the other side of the vessel, looking landward. Leaning over the bulwarks he saw an empty boat moored to the ladder which ran up the vessel’s side.


‘That’s a town boat, isn’t it?’ he said to one of the hands standing by.


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Where’s the master?’


‘I suppose he’ll be here in a moment. I saw him speaking to one of the officers just now.’


De Meyrau descended the ladder, and seated himself at the stern of the boat. As the sailor he had just addressed was handing down his bag, a face with a red cap looked over the bulwarks.


‘Hullo, my man!’ cried De Meyrau, ‘is this your boat?’


‘Yes, sir, at your service,’ answered the red cap, coming to the top of the ladder, and looking hard at the gentleman’s stick and portmanteau.


‘Can you take me to town, to Madame Bernier’s, at the end of the new quay?’


‘Certainly, sir,’ said the boatman, scuttling down the ladder, ‘you’re just the gentleman I want.’


 


An hour later Hortense Bernier came out of the house, and began to walk slowly through the garden toward the terrace which overlooked the water. The servants, when they came down at an early hour, had found her up and dressed, or rather, apparently, not undressed, for she wore the same clothes as the evening before.


‘Tiens!’ exclaimed Josephine, after seeing her, ‘Madame gained ten years yesterday; she has gained ten more during the night.’


When Madame Bernier reached the middle of the garden she halted, and stood for a moment motionless, listening. The next, she uttered a great cry. For she saw a figure emerge from below the terrace, and come limping toward her with outstretched arms.










A Landscape-Painter


DO YOU REMEMBER how, a dozen years ago, a number of our friends were startled by the report of the rupture of young Locksley’s engagement with Miss Leary? This event made some noise in its day. Both parties possessed certain claims to distinction: Locksley in his wealth, which was believed to be enormous, and the young lady in her beauty, which was in truth very great. I used to hear that her lover was fond of comparing her to the Venus of Milo; and, indeed, if you can imagine the mutilated goddess with her full complement of limbs, dressed out by Madame de Crinoline, and engaged in small-talk beneath the drawing-room chandelier, you may obtain a vague notion of Miss Josephine Leary. Locksley, you remember, was rather a short man, dark, and not particularly good-looking; and when he walked about with his betrothed it was half a matter of surprise that he should have ventured to propose to a young lady of such heroic proportions. Miss Leary had the grey eyes and auburn hair which I have always attributed to the famous statue. The one defect in her face, in spite of an expression of great candour and sweetness, was a certain lack of animation. What it was besides her beauty that attracted Locksley I never discovered; perhaps, since his attachment was so short-lived, it was her beauty alone. I say that his attachment was of brief duration, because the break was understood to have come from him. Both he and Miss Leary very wisely held their tongues on the matter; but among their friends and enemies it of course received a hundred explanations. That most popular with Locksley’s well-wishers was, that he had backed out (these events are discussed, you know, in fashionable circles very much as an expected prize-fight which has miscarried is canvassed in reunions of another kind) only on flagrant evidence of the lady’s – what, faithlessness? – on overwhelming proof of the most mercenary spirit on the part of Miss Leary. You see, our friend was held capable of doing battle for an ‘idea’. It must be owned that this was a novel charge; but, for myself, having long known Mrs Leary, the mother, who was a widow with four daughters, to be an inveterate old screw, it was not impossible for me to believe that her first-born had also shown the cloven foot. I suppose that the young lady’s family had, on their own side, a very plausible version of their disappointment. It was, however, soon made up to them by Josephine’s marriage with a gentleman of expectations very nearly as brilliant as those of her old suitor. And what was his compensation? That is precisely my story.


Locksley disappeared, as you will remember, from public view. The events above alluded to happened in March. On calling at his lodgings in April I was told he had gone to the country. But toward the last of May I met him. He told me that he was on the look-out for a quiet, unfrequented place at the seaside, where he might rusticate and sketch. He was looking very poorly. I suggested Newport, and I remember he hardly had the energy to smile at the simple joke. We parted without my having been able to satisfy him, and for a very long time I quite lost sight of him. He died seven years ago, at the age of thirty-five. For five years, accordingly, he managed to shield his life from the eyes of men. Through circumstances which I need not go into, a good many of his personal belongings have become mine. You will remember that he was a man of what are called cultivated tastes; that is, he was fond of reading, wrote a little, and painted a good deal. He wrote some rather amateurish verse, but he produced a number of remarkable paintings. He left a mass of papers, on many subjects, few of which are calculated to be generally interesting. A few of them, however, I highly prize – that portion which constitutes his private diary. It extends from his twenty-fifth to his thirtieth year, at which period it breaks off suddenly. If you will come to my house I will show you such of his pictures and sketches as I possess, and, I trust, convert you to my opinion that he had in him the stuff of a charming artist. Meanwhile I will place before you the last hundred pages of his diary, as an answer to your inquiry regarding the ultimate view taken by the great Nemesis of his treatment of Miss Leary – his scorn of the magnificent Venus Victrix. The recent passing away of the one person who had a voice paramount to mine in the disposal of Locksley’s effects enables me to act without reserve.


 


Chowderville, June 9th. – I have been sitting some minutes, pen in hand, wondering whether on this new earth, beneath this new sky, I had better resume this occasional history of nothing at all. I think I will at all events make the experiment. If we fail, as Lady Macbeth remarks, we fail. I find my entries have been longest when I have had least to say. I doubt not, therefore, that, once I have had a sufficient dose of dullness, I shall sit scribbling from morning till night. If nothing happens – But my prophetic soul tells me that something will happen. I am determined that something shall – if it be nothing else than that I paint a picture.


When I came up to bed half an hour ago I was deadly sleepy. Now, after looking out of the window a little, my brain is immensely refreshed, and I feel as if I could write till morning. But, unfortunately, I have nothing to write about. And then, if I expect to rise early, I must turn in betimes. The whole village is asleep, godless metropolitan that I am! The lamps on the square, outside, flicker in the wind; there is nothing abroad but the blue darkness and the smell of the rising tide. I have spent the whole day on my legs, trudging from one side of the peninsula to the other. What a trump is old Mrs Monkhouse, to have thought of this place! I must write her a letter of passionate thanks. Never before have I seen such a pretty little coast – never before have I been so taken with wave and rock and cloud. I am filled with ecstasy at the life, light, and transparency of the air. I am enamoured of all the moods and tenses of the ocean; and as yet, I suppose, I have not seen half of them. I came in to supper hungry, weary, footsore, sunburnt, dirty – happier, in short, than I have been for a twelvemonth. And now, if you please, for the prodigies of the brush!


 


June 11th. – Another day afoot, and also afloat. I resolved this morning to leave this abominable little tavern; I can’t stand my feather-bed another night. I determined to find some other prospect than the town-pump and the ‘drug-store’. I questioned my host, after breakfast, as to the possibility of getting lodgings in any of the outlying farms and cottages. But my host either did not or would not know anything about the matter. So I resolved to wander forth and seek my fortune – to roam inquisitive through the neighbourhood and appeal to the indigenous sentiment of hospitality. But never have I seen a folk so devoid of this amiable quality. By dinner-time I had given up in despair. After dinner I strolled down to the harbour, which is close at hand. The brightness and breeziness of the water tempted me to hire a boat and resume my explorations. I procured an old tub, with a short stump of a mast, which, being planted quite in the centre, gave the craft much the appearance of an inverted mushroom. I made for what I took to be, and what is, an island, lying long and low, some four or five miles over against the town. I sailed for half an hour directly before the wind, and at last found myself a ground on the shelving beach of a quiet little cove. Such a dear little cove – so bright, so still, so warm, so remote from Chowderville, which lay in the distance, white and semi-circular! I leaped ashore, and dropped my anchor. Before me rose a steep cliff, crowned with an old ruined fort or tower. I made my way up, and round to the landward entrance. The fort is a hollow old shell; looking upwards, from the beach, you see the harmless blue sky through the gaping loopholes. Its interior is choked with rocks and brambles and masses of fallen masonry. I scrambled up to the parapet, and obtained a noble sea-view. Beyond the broad bay I saw the miniature town and country mapped out before me; and on the other hand, I saw the infinite Atlantic – over which, by the by, all the pretty things are brought from Paris. I spent the whole afternoon in wandering hither and thither on the hills that encircle the little cove in which I had landed, heedless of the minutes and the miles, watching the sailing clouds and the flitting, gleaming sails, listening to the musical attrition of the tidal pebbles, passing the time anyhow. The only particular sensation I remember was that of being ten years old again, together with a general impression of Saturday afternoon, of the liberty to go in wading or even swimming, and of the prospect of limping home in the dusk with a wondrous story of having almost caught a turtle. When I returned I found – but I know very well what I found, and I need hardly repeat it here for my mortification. Heaven knows I never was a practical character. What thought I about the tide? There lay the old tub, high and dry, with the rusty anchor protruding from the flat green stones and the shallow puddles left by the receding wave. Moving the boat an inch, much more a dozen yards, was quite beyond my strength. I slowly reascended the cliff, to see if from its summit any help was discernible. None was within sight, and I was about to go down again, in profound dejection, when I saw a trim little sail-boat shoot out from behind a neighbouring bluff, and advance along the shore. I quickened pace. On reaching the beach I found the newcomer standing out about a hundred yards. The man at the helm appeared to regard me with some interest. With a mute prayer that his disposition might not be hostile – he didn’t look like a wild islander – I invited him by voice and gesture to make for a little point of rocks a short distance above us, where I proceeded to join him. I told him my story, and he readily took me aboard. He was a civil old gentleman, of the seafaring sort, who appeared to be cruising about in the evening-breeze for his pleasure. On landing I visited the proprietor of my old tub, related my misadventure, and offered to pay damages if the boat shall turn out in the morning to have sustained any. Meanwhile, I suppose, it is held secure against the next tidal revolution, however violent.


But for my old gentleman. I have decidedly picked up an acquaintance, if not made a friend. I gave him a very good cigar, and before we reached home we had become thoroughly intimate. In exchange for my cigar he gave me his name; and there was that in his tone which seemed to imply that I had by no means the worst of the exchange. His name is Richard Quarterman, ‘though most people,’ he added, ‘call me Cap’n, for respect.’ He then proceeded to inquire my own titles and pretensions. I told him no lies, but I told him only half the truth; and if he chooses to indulge mentally in any romantic understatements, why, he is welcome, and bless his simple heart! The fact is, I have simply broken with the past. I have decided, coolly and calmly, as I believe, that it is necessary to my success, or, at any rate, to my happiness, to abjure for a while my conventional self, and to assume a simple, natural character. How can a man be simple and natural who is known to have a large income? That is the supreme curse. It’s bad enough to have it; to be known to have it, to be known only because you have it, is most damnable. I suppose I am too proud to be successfully rich. Let me see how poverty will serve my turn. I have taken a fresh start – I have determined to stand upon my merits. If they fail me I shall fall back upon my dollars, but with God’s help I will test them, and see what kind of stuff I am made of. To be young, strong and poor – such in this blessed nineteenth century, is the great basis of solid success. I have resolved to take at least one brief draught from the founts of inspiration of my time. I replied to Captain Quarterman with such reservations as a brief survey of these principles dictated. What a luxury to pass in a poor man’s mind for his brother! I begin to respect myself. Thus much the Captain knows: that I am an educated man, with a taste for painting; that I have come hither for the purpose of studying and sketching coast-scenery; toning myself up with the sea air. I have reason to believe, moreover, that he suspects me of limited means and of being of a very frugal mind. Amen! Vogue la galère! But the point of my story is in his very hospitable offer of lodgings – I had been telling him of my want of success in the morning in the pursuit of the same. He is a queer mixture of the gentleman of the old school and the hot-headed merchant-captain.


‘Young man,’ said he, after taking several meditative puffs of his cigar, ‘I don’t see the point of your living in a tavern when there are folks about you with more house-room than they know what to do with. A tavern is only half a house, just as one of these new-fashioned screw-propellers is only half a ship. Suppose you walk round and take a look at my place. I own quite a respectable tenement over yonder to the left of the town. Do you see that old wharf with the tumble-down warehouses, and the long row of elms behind it? I live right in the midst of the elms. We have the sweetest little garden in the world, stretching down to the water’s edge. It’s all as quiet as anything can be, short of a churchyard. The back windows, you know, overlook the harbour; and you can see twenty miles up the bay, and fifty miles out to sea. You can paint to yourself there the livelong day, with no more fear of intrusion than if you were out yonder at the light-ship. There’s no one but myself and my daughter, who’s a perfect lady, sir. She teaches music in a young ladies’ school. You see, money’s an object, as they say. We have never taken boarders yet, because none ever came in our track; but I guess we can learn the ways. I suppose you’ve boarded before; you can put us up to a thing or two.’


There was something so kindly and honest in the old man’s weather-beaten face, something so friendly in his address, that I forthwith struck a bargain with him, subject to his daughter’s approval. I am to have her answer tomorrow. This same daughter strikes me as rather a dark spot in the picture. Teacher in a young ladies’ school – probably the establishment of which Mrs Monkhouse spoke to me. I suppose she’s over thirty. I think I know the species.


 


June 12th, a.m. – I have really nothing to do but to scribble, ‘Barkis is willing.’ Captain Quarterman brought me word this morning that his daughter makes no objection. I am to report this evening; but I shall send my slender baggage in an hour or two.


 


p.m. – Here I am, domiciled, almost domesticated. The house is less than a mile from the inn, and reached by a very pleasant road, which skirts the harbour. At about six o’clock I presented myself; Captain Quarterman had described the place. A very civil old negress admitted me, and ushered me into the garden, where I found my friends watering their flowers. The old man was in his house-coat and slippers – he gave me a cordial welcome. There is something delightfully easy in his manners – and in Miss Quarterman’s, too for that matter. She received me very nicely. The late Mrs Quarterman was probably a superior being. As for the young lady’s being thirty, she is about twenty-four. She wore a fresh white dress, with a blue ribbon on her neck, and a rosebud in her button-hole – or whatever corresponds to the button-hole on the feminine bosom. I thought I discerned in this costume, a vague intention of courtesy, of gaiety, of celebrating my arrival. I don’t believe Miss Quarterman wears white muslin every day. She shook hands with me, and made me a pleasing little speech about their taking me in. ‘We have never had any inmates before,’ said she; ‘and we are consequently new to the business. I don’t know what you expect. I hope you don’t expect a great deal. You must ask for anything you want. If we can give it, we shall be very glad to do so; if we can’t, I give you warning that we shall simply tell you so.’ Brava, Miss Quarterman! The best of it is, that she is decidedly beautiful – and in the grand manner; tall, and with roundness in her lines. What is the orthodox description of a pretty girl? – white and red? Miss Quarterman is not a pretty girl, she is a handsome woman. She leaves an impression of black and red; that is, she is a brunette with colour. She has a great deal of wavy black hair, which encircles her head like a dusky glory, a smoky halo. Her eyebrows, too, are black, but her eyes themselves are of a rich blue grey, the colour of those slate-cliffs which I saw yesterday, weltering under the tide. She has perfect teeth, and her smile is almost unnaturally brilliant. Her chin is surpassingly round. She has a capital movement, too, and looked uncommonly well as she strolled in the garden-path with a big spray of geranium lifted to her nose. She has very little to say, apparently; but when she speaks, it is to the point, and if the point suggests it, she doesn’t hesitate to laugh very musically. Indeed, if she is not talkative, it is not from timidity. Is it from indifference? Time will elucidate this, as well as other mysteries. I cling to the hypothesis that she is amiable. She is, moreover, intelligent; she is probably fond of keeping herself to herself, as the phrase is, and is even, possibly, very proud. She is, in short, a woman of character. There you are, Miss Quarterman, at as full length as I can paint you. After tea she gave us some music in the parlour. I confess that I was more taken with the picture of the dusky little room, lighted by the single candle on the piano, and by her stately way of sitting at the instrument, than by the quality of her playing, though that is evidently high.


 


June 18th. – I have now been here almost a week. I occupy two very pleasant rooms. My painting-room is a large and rather bare apartment, with a very good north-light. I have decked it out with a few old prints and sketches, and have already grown very fond of it. When I had disposed my artistic odds and ends so as to make it look as much like a studio as possible, I called in my hosts. The Captain snuffed about, silently, for some moments, and then inquired hopefully if I had ever tried my hand at a ship. On learning that I had not yet got to ships, he relapsed into a prudent reserve. His daughter smiled and questioned, very graciously, and called everything beautiful and delightful; which rather disappointed me, as I had taken her to be a woman of some originality. She is rather a puzzle. Or is she, indeed, a very commonplace person, and the fault in me, who am forever taking women to mean a great deal more than their Maker intended? Regarding Miss Quarterman I have collected a few facts. She is not twenty-four, but twenty-seven years old. She has taught music ever since she was twenty, in a large boarding-school just out of the town, where she originally obtained her education. Her salary in this establishment, which is, I believe, a tolerably flourishing one, and the proceeds of a few additional lessons, constitute the chief revenues of the household. But the Captain fortunately owns his house, and his needs and habits are of the simplest kind. What does he or his daughter know of the great worldly theory of necessities, the great worldly scale of pleasures? The young lady’s only luxuries are a subscription to the circulating library, and an occasional walk on the beach, which, like one of Miss Brontë’s heroines, she paces in company with an old Newfoundland dog. I am afraid she is sadly ignorant. She reads nothing but novels. I am bound to believe, however, that she has derived from the perusal of these works a certain second-hand acquaintance with life. ‘I read all the novels I can get,’ she said yesterday; ‘but I only like the good ones. I do so like The Missing Bride, which I have just finished.’ I must set her to work at some of the masters. I should like some of those fretful daughters of gold, in New York, to see how this woman lives. I wish, too, that half a dozen of ces messieurs of the clubs might take a peep at the present way of life of their humble servant. We breakfast at eight o’clock. Immediately afterwards Miss Quarterman, in a shabby old bonnet and shawl, starts off to school. If the weather is fine the Captain goes a-fishing, and I am left quite to my own devices. Twice I have accompanied the old man. The second time I was lucky enough to catch a big blue-fish, which we had for dinner. The Captain is an excellent specimen of the pure navigator, with his loose blue clothes, his ultra-divergent legs, his crisp white hair, his jolly thick-skinned visage. He comes of a sea-faring English race. There is more or less of the ship’s cabin in the general aspect of this antiquated house. I have heard the wind whistle about its walls, on two or three occasions, in true mid-ocean style. And then the illusion is heightened, somehow or other, by the extraordinary intensity of the light. My painting-room is a grand observatory of the clouds. I sit by the half-hour watching them sail past my high uncurtained windows. At the back part of the room something tells you that they belong to an ocean-sky; and there, in truth, as you draw nearer, you behold the vast grey complement of sea. This quarter of the town is perfectly quiet. Human activity seems to have passed over it, never again to return, and to have left a deposit of melancholy resignation. The streets are clean, bright and airy; but this fact only deepens the impression of vanished uses. It seems to say that the protecting heavens look down on their decline and can’t help them. There is something ghostly in the perpetual stillness. We frequently hear the rattling of the yards and the issuing of orders on the barks and schooners anchored out in the harbour.


 


June 28th. – My experiment works far better than I had hoped. I am thoroughly at my ease; my peace of mind quite passeth understanding. I work diligently; I have none but pleasant thoughts. The past has almost lost its bitterness. For a week, now, I have been out sketching daily. The Captain carries me to a certain point on the shore of the bay, I disembark and strike across the uplands to a spot where I have taken a kind of tryst with a particular effect of rock and shadow, which has been tolerably faithful to its appointment. Here I set up my easel, and paint till sunset. Then I retrace my steps and meet the boat. I am in every way much encouraged; the horizon of my work grows perceptibly wider. And then I am inexpressibly happy in the conviction that I am not wholly unfit for a life of (moderate) industry and (comparative) privation. I am quite in love with my poverty, if I may call it so. And why should I not? At this rate I don’t spend eight hundred a year.


 


July 12th. – We have been having a week of bad weather: constant rain, night and day. This is certainly at once the brightest and the blackest spot in New England. The skies can smile, assuredly, but they have also lachrymal moods. I have been painting rather languidly, and at a great disadvantage, at my window . . . Through all this pouring and pattering Miss Miriam – her name is Miriam, and it exactly fits her – sallies forth to her pupils. She envelops her beautiful head in a great woollen hood, her beautiful figure in a kind of feminine mackintosh; her feet she puts into heavy clogs, and over the whole she balances a cotton umbrella. When she comes home, with the rain-drops glistening on her rich cheeks and her dark lashes, her cloak bespattered with mud and her hands red with the cool damp, she is a very honourable figure. I never fail to make her a very low bow, for which she repays me with a familiar, but not a vulgar, nod. The working-day side of her character is what especially pleases me in Miss Quarterman. This holy working-dress sits upon her with the fine effect of an antique drapery. Little use has she for whale-bones and furbelows. What a poetry there is, after all, in red hands! I kiss yours, Mademoiselle. I do so because you are self-helpful; because you earn your living; because you are honest, simple, and ignorant (for a sensible woman, that is); because you speak and act to the point; because, in short, you are so unlike – certain of your sisters.


 


July 16th. – On Monday it cleared up generously. When I went to my window, on rising, I found sky and sea looking, for their brightness and freshness, like a clever English water-colour. The ocean is of a deep purple blue; above it, the pure, bright sky looks pale, though it hangs over the island horizon a canopy of denser tissue. Here and there on the dark, breezy water gleams the white cap of a wave, or flaps the white cloak of a fishing-boat. I have been sketching sedulously; I have discovered, within a couple of miles’ walk, a large, lonely pond, set in a really grand landscape of barren rocks and grassy slopes. At one extremity is a broad outlook on the open sea; at the other, buried in the foliage of an apple-orchard, stands an old haunted-looking farm-house. To the west of the pond is a wide expanse of rock and grass, of sand and marsh. The sheep browse over it – poorly – as they might upon a Highland moor. Except a few stunted firs and cedars, there is not a tree in sight. When I want shade I have to look for it in the shelter of one of the large stones which hold up to the sun a shoulder coated with delicate grey, figured over with fine, pale, sea-green moss, or else in one of the long, shallow dells where a tangle of blackberry-bushes hedges about a pool that reflects the sky. I am giving my best attention to a plain brown hillside, and trying to make it look like something in nature; and as we have now had the same clear sky for several days, I have almost finished quite a satisfactory little study. I go forth immediately after breakfast. Miss Quarterman supplies me with a little parcel of bread and cold meat, which at the noonday hour, in my sunny solitude, within sight of the slumbering ocean, I voraciously convey to my lips with my discoloured fingers. At seven o’clock I return to tea, at which repast we each tell the story of our day’s work. For poor Miss Quarterman it is always the same story: a wearisome round of visits to the school, and to the houses of the mayor, the parson, the butcher, the baker, whose young ladies, of course, all receive instruction on the piano. But she doesn’t complain, nor, indeed, does she look very weary. When she has put on a fresh light dress for tea, and arranged her hair anew, and with these improvements flits about with the quiet hither and thither of her gentle footstep, preparing our evening meal, peeping into the teapot, cutting the solid loaf – or when, sitting down on the low door-step, she reads out select scraps from the evening-paper – or else, when tea being over, she folds her arms (an attitude which becomes her mightily) and, still sitting on the door-step, gossips away the evening in comfortable idleness, while her father and I indulge in the fragrant pipe and watch the lights shining out, one by one, in different quarters of the darkening bay: at these moments she is as pretty, as cheerful, as careless as it becomes a sensible woman to be. What a pride the Captain takes in his daughter, and she, in return, how perfect is her devotion to the old man! He is proud of her grace, of her tact, of her good sense, of her wit, such as it is. He believes her to be the most accomplished of women. He waits upon her as if, instead of his old familiar Miriam, she were some new arrival – say a daughter-in-law lately brought home. And à propos of daughters-in-law, if I were his own son he could not be kinder to me. They are certainly – nay, why should I not say it? – we are certainly a very happy little household. Will it last for ever? I say we, because both father and daughter have given me a hundred assurances – he direct, and she, if I don’t flatter myself, after the manner of her sex, indirect – that I am already a valued friend. It is natural enough that they should like me, because I have tried to please them. The way to the old man’s heart is through a studied consideration of his daughter. He knows, I imagine, that I admire Miss Quarterman, but if I should at any time fall below the mark of ceremony, I should have an account to settle with him. All this is as it should be. When people have to economize with the dollars and cents, they have a right to be splendid in their feelings. I have done my best to be nice to the stately Miriam without making love to her. That I haven’t done that, however, is a fact which I do not, in any degree, set down here to my credit; for I would defy the most impertinent of men (whoever he is) to forget himself with this young lady. Those animated eyes have a power to keep people in their place. I mention the circumstance simply because in future years, when my charming friend shall have become a distant shadow, it will be pleasant, in turning over these pages, to find written testimony to a number of points which I shall be apt to charge solely upon my imagination. I wonder whether Miss Quarterman, in days to come, referring to the tables of her memory for some trivial matter-of-fact, some prosaic date or half-buried landmark, will also encounter this little secret of ours, as I may call it – will decipher an old faint note to this effect, overlaid with the memoranda of intervening years. Of course she will. Sentiment aside, she is a woman of a retentive faculty. Whether she forgives or not I know not; but she certainly doesn’t forget. Doubtless, virtue is its own reward; but there is a double satisfaction in being polite to a person on whom it tells!


Another reason for my pleasant relations with the Captain is, that I afford him a chance to rub up his rusty worldly lore and trot out his little scraps of old-fashioned reading, some of which are very curious. It is a great treat for him to spin his threadbare yarns over again to a submissive listener. These warm July evenings, in the sweet-smelling garden, are just the proper setting for his traveller’s tales. An odd enough understanding subsists between us on this point. Like many gentlemen of his calling, the Captain is harassed by an irresistible desire to romance, even on the least promising themes; and it is vastly amusing to observe how he will auscultate, as it were, his auditor’s inmost mood, to ascertain whether it is in condition to be practised upon. Sometimes his artless fables don’t ‘take’ at all: they are very pretty, I conceive, in the deep and briny well of the Captain’s fancy, but they won’t bear being transplanted into the dry climate of my land-bred mind. At other times, the auditor being in a dreamy, sentimental, and altogether unprincipled mood, he will drink the old man’s salt-water by the bucketful and feel none the worse for it. Which is the worse, wilfully to tell, or wilfully to believe, a pretty little falsehood which will not hurt anyone? I suppose you can’t believe wilfully; you only pretend to believe. My part of the game, therefore, is certainly as bad as the Captain’s. Perhaps I take kindly to his beautiful perversions of fact because I am myself engaged in one, because I am sailing under false colours of the deepest dye. I wonder whether my friends have any suspicion of the real state of the case. How should they? I take for granted that I play my little part pretty well. I am delighted to find it comes so easy. I do not mean that I find little difficulty in forgoing my old luxuries and pleasures – for to these, thank Heaven, I was not so indissolubly wedded that one wholesome shock could not loosen my bonds – but that I manage more cleverly than I expected to stifle those innumerable tacit allusions which might serve effectually to belie my character.


 


Sunday, July 20th. – This has been a very pleasant day for me; although in it, of course, I have done no manner of work. I had this morning a delightful tête-à-tête with my hostess. She had sprained her ankle coming downstairs, and so, instead of going forth to Sunday-school and to meeting, she was obliged to remain at home on the sofa. The Captain, who is of a very punctilious piety, went off alone. When I came into the parlour, as the church-bells were ringing, Miss Quarterman asked me if I never went to a place of worship.


‘Never when there is anything better to do at home,’ said I.


‘What is better than going to church?’ she asked, with charming simplicity.


She was reclining on the sofa, with her foot on a pillow and her Bible in her lap. She looked by no means afflicted at having to be absent from divine service; and, instead of answering her question, I took the liberty of telling her so.


‘I am sorry to be absent,’ said she. ‘You know it’s my only festival in the week.’


‘So you look upon it as a festival.’


‘Isn’t it a pleasure to meet one’s acquaintance? I confess I am never deeply interested in the sermon, and I very much dislike teaching the children; but I like wearing my best bonnet, and singing in the choir, and walking part of the way home with—’


‘With whom?’


‘With anyone who offers to walk with me.’


‘With Mr Prendergast, for instance,’ said I.


Mr Prendergast is a young lawyer in the village, who calls here once a week, and whose attentions to Miss Quarterman have been remarked.


‘Yes,’ she answered, ‘Mr Prendergast will do as an instance.’


‘How he will miss you!’


‘I suppose he will. We sing off the same book. What are you laughing at? He kindly permits me to hold the book, while he stands with his hands in his pockets. Last Sunday I quite lost patience. “Mr Prendergast,” said I, “do hold the book! Where are your manners?” He burst out laughing in the midst of the reading. He will certainly have to hold the book today.’


‘What a masterful soul he is! I suppose he will call after meeting.’


‘Perhaps he will. I hope so.’


‘I hope he won’t,’ said I, frankly. ‘I am going to sit down here and talk to you, and I wish our conversation not to be interrupted.’


‘Have you anything particular to say?’


‘Nothing so particular as Mr Prendergast, perhaps.’


Miss Quarterman has a very pretty affectation of being more matter-of-fact than she really is.


‘His rights, then,’ she remarked, ‘are paramount to yours.’


‘Ah, you admit that he has rights?’


‘Not at all. I simply assert that you have none.’


‘I beg your pardon. I have claims which I mean to enforce. I have a claim upon your undivided attention when I pay you a morning-call.’


‘You have had all the attention I am capable of. Have I been so very rude?’


‘Not so very rude, perhaps, but rather inconsiderate. You have been sighing for the company of a third person, whom you can’t expect me to care much about.’


‘Why not, pray? If I, a lady, can put up with Mr Prendergast’s society, why shouldn’t you, one of his own sex?’


‘Because he is so outrageously conceited. You, as a lady, or at any rate as a woman, like conceited men.’


‘Ah, yes; I have no doubt that I, as a woman, have all kinds of weak tastes. That’s a very old story.’


‘Admit, at any rate, that our friend is conceited.’


‘Admit it! Why, I have said so a hundred times. I have told him so.’


‘Indeed, it has come to that, then?’


‘To what, pray?’


‘To that critical point in the friendship of a lady and gentleman when they bring against each other all kinds of delightful accusations and rebukes. Take care, Miss Quarterman! A couple of intelligent New Englanders, of opposite sexes, young, unmarried, are pretty far gone, when they begin to scan each other’s faults. So you told Mr Prendergast that he is conceited? And I suppose you added that he was also dreadfully satirical and sceptical? What was his rejoinder? Let me see. Did he ever tell you that you were a wee bit affected?’


‘No; he left that for you to say, in this very ingenious manner. Thank you, sir.’


‘He left it for me to deny, which is a great deal prettier. Do you think the manner ingenious?’


‘I think the matter, considering the day and hour, very profane, Mr Locksley. Suppose you go away and let me peruse my Bible.’


‘Meanwhile what shall I do?’


‘Go and read yours, if you have one.’


‘My Bible,’ I said, ‘is the female mind.’


I was nevertheless compelled to retire, with the promise of a second audience in half an hour. Poor Miss Quarterman owes it to her conscience to read a certain number of chapters. In what a terrible tradition she has been reared, and what an edifying spectacle is the piety of women! Women find a place for everything in their commodious little minds, just as they do in their wonderfully sub-divided trunks when they go on a journey. I have no doubt that this young lady stows away her religion in a corner, just as she does her Sunday-bonnet – and, when the proper moment comes, draws it forth, and reflects, while she puts it on before the glass and blows away the strictly imaginary dust (for what worldly impurity can penetrate through half a dozen layers of cambric and tissue-paper?): ‘Dear me, what a comfort it is to have a nice, fresh holiday-creed!’ When I returned to the parlour Miriam was still sitting with her Bible in her lap. Somehow or other I no longer felt in the mood for jesting; so I asked her, without chaffing, what she had been reading, and she answered me in the same tone. She inquired how I had spent my half-hour.


‘In thinking good Sabbath thoughts,’ I said. ‘I have been walking in the garden.’ And then I spoke my mind. ‘I have been thanking Heaven that it has led me, a poor friendless wanderer, into so peaceful an anchorage.’


‘Are you so very poor and friendless?’


‘Did you ever hear of an art-student who was not poor? Upon my word, I have yet to sell my first picture. Then, as for being friendless, there are not five people in the world who really care for me.’


‘Really care? I am afraid you look too close. And then I think five good friends is a very large number. I think myself very well-off with half-a-one. But if you are friendless, it’s probably your own fault.’


‘Perhaps it is,’ said I, sitting down in the rocking-chair; ‘and also, perhaps it isn’t. Have you found me so very difficult to live with? Haven’t you, on the contrary, found me rather sociable?’


She folded her arms, and quietly looked at me for a moment, before answering. I shouldn’t wonder if I blushed a little.


‘You want a lump of sugar, Mr Locksley; that’s the long and short of it. I haven’t given you one since you have been here. How you must have suffered! But it’s a pity you couldn’t have waited a little longer, instead of beginning to put out your paws and bark. For an artist, you are very slap-dash. Men never know how to wait. “Have I found you very difficult to live with? haven’t I found you sociable?” Perhaps, after all, considering what I have in my mind, it is as well that you asked for your lump of sugar. I have found you very indulgent. You let us off easily, but you wouldn’t like us a bit if you didn’t pity us. Don’t I go deep? Sociable? ah, well, no – decidedly not! You are entirely too particular. You are considerate of me, because you know that I know that you are so. There’s the rub, you see: I know that you know that I know it! Don’t interrupt me; I am going to be striking. I want you to understand why I don’t consider you sociable. You call poor Mr Prendergast conceited; but, really, I believe he has more humility than you. He envies my father and me – thinks us so cultivated. You don’t envy anyone, and yet I don’t think you’re a saint. You treat us kindly because you think virtue in a lowly station ought to be encouraged. Would you take the same amount of pains for a person you thought your equal, a person equally averse with yourself to being under an obligation? There are differences. Of course it’s very delightful to fascinate people. Who wouldn’t? There is no harm in it, as long as the fascinator doesn’t set up for a public benefactor. If I were a man, a clever man like yourself, who had seen the world, who was not to be dazzled and encouraged, but to be listened to, counted with, would you be equally amiable? It will perhaps seem absurd to you, and it will certainly seem egotistical, but I consider myself sociable, for all that I have only a couple of friends – my father and Miss Blankenberg. That is, I mingle with people without any arrière-pensée. Of course the people I see are mainly women. Not that I wish you to do so: on the contrary, if the contrary is agreeable to you. But I don’t believe you mingle in the same way with men. You may ask me what I know about it! Of course I know nothing; I simply guess. When I have done, indeed, I mean to beg your pardon for all I have said; but until then, give me a chance. You are incapable of exposing yourself to be bored, whereas I take it as my waterproof takes the rain. You have no idea what heroism I show in the exercise of my profession! Every day I have occasion to pocket my pride and to stifle my sense of the ridiculous – of which of course you think I haven’t a bit. It is for instance a constant vexation to me to be poor. It makes me frequently hate rich women; it makes me despise poor ones. I don’t know whether you suffer acutely from the smallness of your own means; but if you do, I daresay you shun rich men. I don’t, I like to bleed; to go into rich people’s houses, and to be very polite to the ladies, especially if they are very much dressed, very ignorant and vulgar. All women are like me in this respect, and all men more or less like you. That is, after all, the text of my sermon. Compared with us it has always seemed to me that you are arrant cowards – that we alone are brave. To be sociable you must have a great deal of patience. You are too fine a gentleman. Go and teach school, or open a corner-grocery, or sit in a law-office all day, waiting for clients: then you will be sociable. As yet you are only selfish. It is your own fault if people don’t care for you; you don’t care for them. That you should be indifferent to their good opinion is all very well; but you don’t care for their indifference. You are amiable, you are very kind, and you are also very lazy. You consider that you are working now, don’t you? Many persons would not call it work.’
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