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      Elizabeth von Arnim

      
      Elizabeth von Arnim (1866–1941) was born in Sydney, Australia, and brought up in England. In 1894 she and her first husband,
         Count von Arnim, moved to Nassenheide, in Pomerania, which was wittily encapsulated in Elizabeth’s first and most famous novel,
         Elizabeth and Her German Garden (1898). The twenty-one books she then went on to write were signed ‘By the author of Elizabeth and Her German Garden’, and
         later simply ‘By Elizabeth’.
      

      
      Elizabeth built the Château Soleil in Switzerland where she entertained such friends as H. G. Wells (with whom she had an
         affair) and Katherine Mansfield (her cousin). A greatly admired literary figure of her time, she was described by Alice Meynell
         as ‘one of the three finest wits of her day’.
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      INTRODUCTION

      
      Vera, published anonymously in 1921, was Elizabeth von Arnim’s eleventh book, and in her own judgement, her best.
      

      
      

         I know I’ll never write anything so good again—I daresay more popular among the masses, but not so really good. It was extracted
            from me by torment … People do say lovely things to me about the book, but only the intelligentsia—all the others shudder
            and say it is too depressing and there never was such a man, etc.
         

      



      
      Vera roused a furore among those in England who knew the true identity of the author, and recognised the figure to whom she had
         been married, upon whose personality she based Everard Wemyss.
      

      
      Rebecca West assessed Vera as one of the most successful attempts at the macabre in English.
      

      
      

         The author has produced a remarkable novel because she has had the courage to override a tiresome literary convention. She
            has insisted that there is no real reason why a book should not be just as tragic as it is comic. By the unsentimental justice
            of its values, by its refusal to make Wemyss less of a comedian because he is murderous or less of a murderer because he is
            comic, Vera achieves a peculiar, poignant effect.
         

      



      
      For a writer whose métier was strongly founded in the romantic idyll, Vera is an extraordinarily skilful exploration into the arena of sex, violence and death. Whether contemporary influences of Freud’s
         The Interpretation of Dreams, or of Edvard Munch’s paintings, where women are both an innocent child and a blood-sucking vampire, had an affect on the
         book is hard to say. If it was written entirely out of Elizabeth von Arnim’s own perception of what subconscious longings create a character like Wemyss, then it is all the
         more remarkable.
      

      
      “Elizabeth” was the nom de plume she used to guard her real identity. She was born Mary Annette Beauchamp in Sydney, Australia, in 1866, where her father,
         Henry Beauchamp, set up a successful trade and shipping business. Katherine Mansfield was the daughter of Henry’s brother,
         Sir Harold Beauchamp, who became a New Zealand banker. Henry Beauchamp married Louey Lassiter after a whirlwind courtship.
         The marriage, “which from the slight acquaintance you have of each other, I could scarcely have thought possible”, Louey’s
         brother Fred wrote, led to fifty-two years of unconventional but loving partnership. At the age of three Elizabeth came to
         England with her three brothers, one sister and an adopted cousin.
      

      
      The family lived in London, and for a time in Lausanne from where Henry’s new passions for music and travel could be indulged.
         Louey, when her husband was away became independent and tremendously gay which set the pattern for Elizabeth’s inescapable
         belief, always apparent in her novels, that feminine talents for enjoyment were more than likely to be suppressed by the egotism
         of men.
      

      
      At Miss Summerhayes’ school in Ealing, Elizabeth won a history prize “against all Ealing schools”, and a prize for organ-playing
         at the Royal College of Music. In 1889, when she was twenty-three, she set out for Europe with her father and there began
         the life which shaped her writing. In a musician’s house in Rome, Elizabeth met the widowed Count Henning August von Arnim,
         “dressed up to the eyes on his way to a ball at the Quirinal Palace”. Count von Arnim tracked the Beauchamps to Florence,
         Lake Como, Lucerne, Baden-Baden and Bayreuth. Many years later Elizabeth wrote to Hugh Walpole, “My first courted me in Bayreuth
         and there’s not a tree within five miles that I haven’t been kissed under.”
      

      
      
      Married in London, they moved into the formal, placid life of Berlin Junker society. Three daughters were born, amid scenes of rebellion from Elizabeth who did not wish for numerous children and found
         life among the laden tea tables of Berlin unspeakably dull.
      

      
      Then Henning took her ninety miles north of Berlin to Nassenheide, his 8000 acre Pomeranian estate she had never seen. Here
         was freedom. The enormous seventeenth-century Schloss had been empty for twenty-five years. Elizabeth abandoned husband and children to camp there. Builders and decorators began
         work but she viewed the scene as “the oasis of bird-cherries and greenery where I spend my happy days, and in the middle of
         the oasis is the greystone house of many gables where I spend my reluctant nights”.
      

      
      In 1898 an anonymous novel called Elizabeth and her German Garden was published in England. Instantly it became extremely popular, reprinting eleven times in the first year and with twenty-one
         editions in print by May 1899. Her books, with one exception, were always published anonymously but they carried a note on
         the cover or flyleaf, “By the author of ‘Elizabeth and Her German Garden’”.
      

      
      As a pastoral idyll, Elizabeth’s first book is a euphoric hymn to nature in the romantic tradition. Its originality and peculiar
         talent rest on a character called “The Man of Wrath”, a benevolent caricature of Elizabeth’s husband. It is a novel of passionate
         rebellion against established demands, formal and private, made on a married woman even by a devoted husband.
      

      
      In her garden Elizabeth is free and it is a tribute to her imaginative skill that E. M. Forster, after four months as tutor
         living in the place she described as inordinately full of flowers and all the beauties of nature, reported, “I couldn’t find
         the famous garden, the house appeared to be surrounded solely by paddocks and shrubberies.”
      

      
      Part of Elizabeth’s freedom is to do with reading. Every path she walks, every tree she sits under, and every four-hour drive in horse and cart through snow and ice or picnic on the
         shores of the Baltic is accompanied by Thoreau Keats, Spenser, Whitman or, in general, some inspired and ecstatic author.
      

      
      Indoors her spirit was diminished, she lost the grace with which she viewed nature and was only saved, in her writing by a
         sense of comedy. In her second book, The Solitary Summer, written in 1899, on a dark evening,
      

      
      

         In the gloom of the big room I must have looked rather lonely, and smaller than usual buried in the capacious chair When the
            Man of Wrath finally discovered me his face widened into an inappropriately cheerful smile.
         

         “Well, my dear,” he said genially, “how very cold it is.”

         “Did you come in to say that?” I asked.

         “This tempest is very unusual in the summer,” he proceeded; to which I made no reply of any sort.

         “I did not see you at first amongst all these chairs and cushions. At least, I saw you, but it is so dark I thought you were
            a cushion.”
         

         Now no woman likes to be taken for a cushion, so I rose and began to make tea with an icy dignity of demeanour.

      



      
      Hugh Walpole tutored Elizabeth’s children at Nassenheide. Her temperament, he said, swung between tremendous energy, talk
         and wildly rumbustious games to a fiercely critical silence during the almost unendurably long and formal lunches where tutors
         and governesses were not expected to initiate conversation. Elizabeth was a capricious woman and she teased the tutors with
         the same caustic wit that appears in her writing. Walpole naively showed her his diary, which she returned with annotations
         (printed in italics):
      

      
      

         June 4 Gautier’s “Balzac” in the Portraits a moddle of what such a thing should be. Wish I were sure how to spell that. Rather fancy it should be on the lines of noddle and toddle. Shall write to the “Academy”
               and ask. They like letters about things like that in their correspondence columns. It IS a splendid paper!

         June 6 Spent a pleasant but idle evening over The Serious Wooing—“the tipsy cake of literature” someone says—very daintily done—but Oh! this novel-reading! Must really give it up. My brain is mere whipped cream and jam.

         June 20 Played tennis and won two sets. See no point in mentioning the number of sets I didn’t win.
         

      



      
      She did not have an intellectual or analytical mind and she well knew it but her reactions are naturally sharp. “If, for instance,
         I cannot read Thoreau in a drawing-room, how much less would I ever dream of reading Boswell in the grass by a pond!” And
         she was impatiently sceptical of adroitly crafted writing, “Read two novels of So. Maugham, one of his first and his quite
         last. Clever as paint; and just about as unnourishing.” The most intelligent, and complimentary description of Elizabeth’s
         writing is in Rebecca West’s review of Vera.
      

      
      

         The author has so little heart that when she writes of sentiment she often writes like a humbug, but she has a clear and brilliant
            head that enables her to write a particular kind of witty and well-constructed fiction, a sort of sparkling Euclid, which
            nobody else can touch.
         

      



      
      In 1899 Count von Arnim was rather mysteriously committed to prison, an event Elizabeth remembered all her life with horror,
         and on which she based The Benefactress. He was released but in 1910 he died, and Elizabeth built the Chalet Soleil in Switzerland. By 1911 she had published seven
         novels, and her play “The Princess Priscilla’s Fortnight”, was a runaway success at the Haymarket. She was a romantic figure.
         H. G. Wells wrote to his long-suffering wife, Jane,
      

      
      

         work and the gravity of life much alleviated yesterday by the sudden eruption of the bright little Countess von Arnim at one
            with a cheerful proposal to lunch with me & go for a walk … She talks very well, she knows The New Machiavelli by heart, & I think she’s a nice little friend to have … her conversation is free but her morals are strict (sad experience
            has taught her that if she much as thinks of anything she has a baby).
         

      



      
      Elizabeth’s erratic and emotionally violent liason with H. G. Wells lasted for two years, in competition with a frenetic social
         life, the attentions of a Nassenheide tutor called E. C. Stuart, and her five children for whom she left little time.
      

      
      In the First World War, Elizabeth needed more than a nom de plume to protect her family. Her son, with the surname of a famous German military family, was at school at Eton while Trix, her
         second daughter, was working in a German army hospital. The most tragic was Felicitas. Elizabeth’s musically talented youngest
         daughter who she had packed off hurriedly in disgrace, to a strict German college as a punishment for her expulsion from a
         school in Lausanne. Felicitas fell ill and died in Germany, aged sixteen, cut off from Elizabeth by the war. Liebet, the eldest
         daughter, who married in America in 1917, wrote a pseudonymous biography of her mother* which, by its omissions, makes clear how fiercely the family were split over national loyalties.
      

      
      Bertrand Russell’s diary for May 1915 records: “Elizabeth expressed regret at the fact that her five German nephews in the
         war are all still alive. She is a true patriot. The Americans would like her.” But in 1920 In the Mountains was published, a soul-searching novel written around the question of forgiveness toward an Englishwoman who does not dare
         admit her earlier engagement to a German officer. Elizabeth’s friendship with Bertrand Russell was closest during the period
         of his pacifist trials, and it seems from In The Mountains that his views altered her feelings. Before the war, the tone she uses when writing about Germany and German characters is mordantly and maliciously cruel. In The Caravaners, which evolved from a damp, plodding holiday in Kent with E. M. Forster and other friends, Baron von Ottringel is a comically
         self-important husband who is treated with merciless ridicule. Elizabeth is mutinously critical of German ways and habits
         in The Solitary Summer, written at Nassenheide, and in Fräulein Schmidt and Mr Anstruther the provincial background to Fräulein Schmidt’s life is crammed full of heavy food and social ambition, though the essence
         of the book is a brilliant and witty exposé of an arrogant and quasi-intellectual Englishman through the letters of Fräulein
         Schmidt.
      

      
      The Pastor’s Wife, written in 1912, is a sharply realistic and funny portrait of an Englishwoman to whose German husband the improvement of
         the soil of East Prussia signifies more than anything. Ingeborg runs off with an artist and here, as usual, Elizabeth writes
         from her own experience: this time a final romantic jaunt with H. G. Wells.
      

      
      When The Pastor’s Wife was written, Elizabeth invited a stream of visitors to Chalet Soleil. One morning, just after Christmas 1913, “climbing slowly
         up the ice-covered path to my front door, and slipping back a step in every two, wasn’t so much another guest as Doom.” It
         was the Earl Russell, who announced: “You should have your path done.”
      

      
      Years afterward, Elizabeth recalled the day of his arrival:

      
      

         And I said, motionless in my chair, hardly turning my bowed head, already sunk in acquiescence, “My path?”

         And he said, “Cinders. That’s what you must put down.”

         Such were his first words. Looking back I recognise them as characteristic.

      



      
      After reading Vera, it is impossible not to feel that Elizabeth should have perceived Francis Russell’s true personality before marrying him,
         if only from the turmoil of his earlier life.
      

      
      
      At the age of eight, Francis Russell caught diptheria which he passed on to his mother and sister who died of it within five
         days of each other. His father died eighteen months later having, Russell believed, been kept alive only by the wish to finish
         his book, The Analysis of Religious Belief. Up until these tragedies, which in his memoirs, My Life and Adventures, he describes in a chapter subtitled “How the Serpent came—And how Death came to us —And how I was turned out of Eden”, his
         childhood had been exceptionally liberal: “I have been told that I had a very naughty and passionate temper when I was a small
         boy, but I don’t remember this. I had some kind of brain illness as a result of which the doctor gave orders that I was not
         to be overworked, and not to be contradicted.” The orphaned Francis inherited an earldom and, with his young brother Bertie,
         went to live with their Russell grandparents, “in an atmosphere of insincerities, conventions, fears and bated breath, which
         was like a nightmare to me”, and from which he twice ran away. After Winchester, he was rusticated from Balliol College, Oxford
         and in a rage swore he would not return. From then on his life was a series of public scandals to do with women. He was sued
         for cruelty by his first wife, spent three months in prison after an illegal remarriage and, when his marriage to Elizabeth
         had broken up, he took her furniture removal firm to Court for allegedly stealing his possessions under her direction. It
         was a ridiculous case:
      

      
      

         Mr Mould (representing Lord Russell). Now with regard to the hammock. Do you say you did not give that to Lord Russell?
         

         Lady Russell. Certainly not, it was entirely for me. It would not have held him.
         

      



      
      George Santayana, in My Host The World, wrote about the advice he sent to Francis Russell in response to news of yet another divorce and remarriage.
      

      
      
      

         Like Henry VIII he desired to marry all his lady-loves; but that only made him wish later to cut their heads off, that each might make room for the next. Goethe,
            less bigoted morally and calmer, had finally married only one, the humblest of his women, who has been his mistress and housekeeper
            for years. Russell found himself married in the same sensible way as Goethe … That he loved Elizabeth, Grafin von Arnim, I could well believe … but why marry?
         

      



      
      In Vera, Everard Wemyss has killed his first wife. She has thrown herself from the window of her study at the top of their house.
         The effect of this tragedy, and what it says about Wemyss, is simply not considered by Lucy until she becomes his second wife.
         She loves Wemyss because he is protective, and for his schoolboy sense of fun which diminishes the thirty years difference
         between them, and because like Henry VIII, he is immutably there. And his tyrannies are so small and ludicrously domestic.
         Servants race, timed by his watch, from door to door. The gong must be beaten for a full two-and-a-half minutes even if he
         and Lucy are kissing beside the din, a few steps away from the dining-room door. Vera’s wedding present piano has a specially
         upholstered cover with buttons along the length of the keyboard, and up each leg “like Alpine sports gaiters”. But Wemyss
         remembers how Vera, in spite of his instructions, never buttoned all its buttons.
      

      
      

         Women had no sense of property. They were unfit to have the charge of valuables. Besides, they got tired of them. Vera had
            actually quite soon got tired of the piano. His present. That wasn’t very loving of her … she, who had made such a fuss about
            music when first he met her, gave up playing and for years no one had touched the piano.
         

      



      
      He is, it seems, too comical to be threatening. His love is childlike, and must therefore be innocent, so he must be harmless.
         When Lucy feels the spirit of Vera growing oddly closer in the house where nothing has changed, Wemyss says:
      

      
      
      

         “Now Lucy, I’ll have none of that. Come here.”

         He held out his hand. She crossed over obediently and took it.

         He pulled her close and ruffled her hair. He was in high spirits again. His encounters with the servants had exhilarated him.

         “Who’s my duddely-umpty little girl?” he asked. “Tell, me who’s my duddely-umpty little girl. Quick. Tell me—” And he caught
            her round the waist and jumped her up and down.
         

         Chesterton, bringing in the tea, arrived in the middle of a jump.

      



      
      If Lucy does not behave like his adorable, obedient baby Wemyss’ protectiveness turns into violent anger. Only a parade of
         guilt restores his love and good humour, otherwise he sulks. He sinks in a sea of self-pity and resentment at not getting
         the kind of love he so desperately needs, and if he is not comforted enough he becomes afraid of sexual desires, childishly
         unhappy and cruel. Then there is no knowing what he may do, and the comical sense of order he lived by suddenly does seem
         of critical importance. It is there instead of reason, or morality.
      

      
      Katherine Mansfield replied to Dorothy Brett’s critical opinion of Vera:
      

      
      

         Isn’t the end extraordinarily good. It would have been so easy to miss it. She carried it right through. I admired the end
            most, I think. Have you never known a Wemyss? Oh, my dear, they are very plentiful! Few men are without a touch. And I certainly believe that husbands and wives talk like that. Lord, yes!
         

         You are so very superior, Miss, in saying half an hour would be sufficient. But how is one to escape?

      



      
      Both Everard Wemyss and Francis Russell so nearly find a “perfect little love” in Lucy, and in Elizabeth. Soon after Francis
         and Elizabeth were married, George Santayana, arriving to stay with them at the station, “noticed outside a small grey motor, with what seemed to be a young girl at the wheel … Even at close quarters in the open air she
         seemed very young: a little thing with a little nose, little eyes, and a little innocent mouth.” In My Life and Adventures, Francis makes no mention of Elizabeth at all. She is completely edited out of his past, which perhaps shows the depth of
         his feeling towards her, for this is the description of his earliest tragedy in the memoirs: “I have no recollection of my
         personal feelings at the time; I think I must have been just stunned and probably found it impossible to realize that I had
         lost the mother I admired and the sister I loved, for ever.” And a year and a half later, in his diary, “Father died in the
         morning. Went sliding in the afternoon.” Bertrand Russell found Vera a cruel portrait of his older brother, and said in his autobiography: “It caused me to give my children an emphatic piece
         of advice: ‘Do not marry a novelist’.”
      

      
      While Elizabeth was writing Vera, she began a long and impossible love affair with the Cambridge editor of Granta magazine, thirty years younger than her. She was fifty-six and rather eccentrically dressed at the Chalet Soleil. Katherine
         Mansfield, who was Elizabeth’s cousin, and John Middleton Murry were living nearby. Ill and depressed at that time, Katherine
         depended on Elizabeth’s stoic spirit, and delighted in her appearance: “She wore a frock like a spider web, a hat like a berry—and
         gloves that reminded me of thistles in seed”, and another day, “Elizabeth looked fascinating in her black suit, something
         between a Bishop and a Fly.”
      

      
      Loneliness, illnesses and the death of friends tested Elizabeth’s will to survive in the 1930s. Her novels published then
         are written as if to ward off despair and as a result they depend on her skill, not on intensity of feeling. When war against
         Germany broke out for the second time in her life, Elizabeth was living alone in the South of France. One of her German nephews
         was the general to whom Rommel would hand over command in the north African desert. Her granddaughter wrote desperate letters: “I can’t go on living in Germany.
         I hate it, oh I hate it, everything, the people, the government … I simply can’t go on living in here. it is monstrous being
         among them, they are all like in your Christine, oh I do hate them.” Elizabeth tried and failed to help her escape. With her house commandeered as a billet, and with her
         garden full of guns, she had all but one of her numerous dogs put to death and left for America.
      

      
      On 13 January 1941 her diary records. “Dr Carroll came about my arthritic right hand and drank my health he having discovered
         I was E. of the G.G. Read Bielschovsky on Goethe. I find it deeply interesting. Forty-five years ago, when H. gave it to me,
         it bored me, and I didn’t read it. So I’m improving!” On 9 February, she died.
      

      
      Xandra Hardie, Metton 1982
      

   



      
      
      VERA

      
      I

      
      WHEN the doctor had gone, and the two women from the village he had been waiting for were upstairs shut in with her dead father,
         Lucy went out into the garden and stood leaning on the gate staring at the sea.
      

      
      Her father had died at nine o’clock that morning, and it was now twelve. The sun beat on her bare head; and the burnt-up grass
         along the top of the cliff, and the dusty road that passed the gate, and the glittering sea, and the few white clouds hanging
         in the sky, all blazed and glared in an extremity of silent, motionless heat and light.
      

      
      Into this emptiness Lucy stared, motionless herself, as if she had been carved in stone. There was not a sail on the sea,
         nor a line of distant smoke from any steamer, neither was there once the flash of a bird’s wing brushing across the sky. Movement
         seemed smitten rigid. Sound seemed to have gone to sleep.
      

      
      Lucy stood staring at the sea, her face as empty of expression as the bright blank world before her. Her father had been dead
         three hours, and she felt nothing.
      

      
      
      It was just a week since they had arrived in Cornwall, she and he, full of hope, full of pleasure in the pretty little furnished
         house they had taken for August and September, full of confidence in the good the pure air was going to do him. But there
         had always been confidence; there had never been a moment during the long years of his fragility when confidence had even
         been questioned. He was delicate, and she had taken care of him. She had taken care of him and he had been delicate ever since
         she could remember. And ever since she could remember he had been everything in life to her. She had had no thought since
         she grew up for anybody but her father. There was no room for any other thought, so completely did he fill her heart. They
         had done everything together, shared everything together, dodged the winters together, settled in charming places, seen the
         same beautiful things, read the same books, talked, laughed, had friends,—heaps of friends; wherever they were her father
         seemed at once to have friends, adding them to the mass he had already. She had not been away from him a day for years; she
         had had no wish to go away. Where and with whom could she be so happy as with him? All the years were years of sunshine. There
         had been no winters; nothing but summer, summer, and sweet scents and soft skies, and patient understanding with her slowness—for
         he had the nimblest mind—and love. He was the most amusing companion to her, the most generous friend, the most illuminating
         guide, the most adoring father; and now he was dead, and she felt nothing.
      

      
      
      Her father. Dead. For ever.

      
      She said the words over to herself. They meant nothing.

      
      She was going to be alone. Without him. Always.

      
      She said the words over to herself. They meant nothing.

      
      Up in that room with its windows wide open, shut away from her with the two village women, he was lying dead. He had smiled
         at her for the last time, said all he was ever going to say to her, called her the last of the sweet, half-teasing names he
         loved to invent for her. Why, only a few hours ago they were having breakfast together and planning what they would do that
         day. Why, only yesterday they drove together after tea towards the sunset, and he had seen, with his quick eyes that saw everything,
         some unusual grasses by the road side, and had stopped and gathered them, excited to find such rare ones, and had taken them
         back with him to study, and had explained them to her and made her see profoundly interesting, important things in them, in
         these grasses which, till he touched them, had seemed just grasses. That is what he did with everything,—touched it into life
         and delight. The grasses lay in the dining-room now, waiting for him to work on them, spread out where he had put them on
         some blotting-paper in the window. She had seen them as she came through on her way to the garden; and she had seen, too,
         that the breakfast was still there, the breakfast they had had together, still as they had left it, forgotten by the servants
         in the surprise of death. He had fallen down as he got up from it. Dead. In an instant. No time for anything, for a cry, for a look. Gone. Finished.
         Wiped out.
      

      
      What a beautiful day it was; and so hot! He loved heat. They were lucky in the weather. …

      
      Yes, there were sounds after all,—she suddenly noticed them; sounds from the room upstairs, a busy moving about of discreet
         footsteps, the splash of water, crockery being carefully set down. Presently the women would come and tell her everything
         was ready, and she could go back to him again. The women had tried to comfort her when they arrived; and so had the servants,
         and so had the doctor. Comfort her! And she felt nothing.
      

      
      Lucy stared at the sea, thinking these things, examining the situation as a curious one but unconnected with herself, looking
         at it with a kind of cold comprehension. Her mind was quite clear. Every detail of what had happened was sharply before her.
         She knew everything, and she felt nothing,—like God, she said to herself; yes, exactly like God.
      

      
      Footsteps came along the road, which was hidden by the garden’s fringe of trees and bushes for fifty yards on either side
         of the gate, and presently a man passed between her eyes and the sea. She did not notice him, for she was noticing nothing
         but her thoughts, and he passed in front of her quite close, and was gone.
      

      
      But he had seen her, and had stared hard at her for the brief instant it took to pass the gate. Her face and its expression
         had surprised him. He was not a very observant man, and at that moment was even less so than usual, for he was particularly and deeply absorbed in his own affairs;
         yet when he came suddenly on the motionless figure at the gate, with its wide-open eyes that simply looked through him as
         he went by, unconscious, obviously, that any one was going by, his attention was surprised away from himself and almost he
         had stopped to examine the strange creature more closely. His code, however, prevented that, and he continued along the further
         fifty yards of bushes and trees that hid the other half of the garden from the road, but more slowly, slower and slower, till
         at the end of the garden where the road left it behind and went on very solitarily over the bare grass on the top of the cliffs,
         winding in and out with the ins and outs of the coast for as far as one could see, he hesitated, looked back, went on a yard
         or two, hesitated again, stopped and took off his hot hat and wiped his forehead, looked at the bare country and the long
         twisting glare of the road ahead, and then very slowly turned and went past the belt of bushes towards the gate again.
      

      
      He said to himself as he went: “My God, I’m so lonely. I can’t stand it. I must speak to some one. I shall go off my head——”

      
      For what had happened to this man—his name was Wemyss—was that public opinion was forcing him into retirement and inactivity
         at the very time when he most needed company and distraction. He had to go away by himself, he had to withdraw for at the
         very least a week from his ordinary life, from his house on the river where he had just begun his summer holiday, from his house in London
         where at least there were his clubs, because of this determination on the part of public opinion that he should for a space
         be alone with his sorrow. Alone with sorrow,—of all ghastly things for a man to be alone with! It was an outrage, he felt,
         to condemn a man to that; it was the cruellest form of solitary confinement. He had come to Cornwall because it took a long
         time to get to, a whole day in the train there and a whole day in the train back, clipping the week, the minimum of time public
         opinion insisted on for respecting his bereavement, at both ends; but still that left five days of awful loneliness, of wandering
         about the cliffs by himself trying not to think, without a soul to speak to, without a thing to do. He couldn’t play bridge
         because of public opinion. Everybody knew what had happened to him. It had been in all the papers. The moment he said his
         name they would know. It was so recent. Only last week. …
      

      
      No, he couldn’t bear this, he must speak to some one. That girl,—with those strange eyes she wasn’t just ordinary. She wouldn’t
         mind letting him talk to her for a little, perhaps sit in the garden with her a little. She would understand.
      

      
      Wemyss was like a child in his misery. He very nearly cried outright when he got to the gate and took off his hat, and the
         girl looked at him blankly just as if she still didn’t see him and hadn’t heard him when he said, “Could you let me have a glass of water? I—it’s so hot——”
      

      
      He began to stammer because of her eyes. “I—I’m horribly thirsty—the heat——”

      
      He pulled out his handkerchief and mopped his forehead. He certainly looked very hot. His face was red and distressed, and
         his forehead dripped. He was all puckered, like an unhappy baby. And the girl looked so cool, so bloodlessly cool. Her hands,
         folded on the top bar of the gate, looked more than cool, they looked cold; like hands in winter, shrunk and small with cold.
         She had bobbed hair, he noticed, so that it was impossible to tell how old she was, brown hair from which the sun was beating
         out bright lights; and her small face had no colour except those wide eyes fixed on his and the colour of her rather big mouth;
         but even her mouth seemed frozen.
      

      
      “Would it be much bother——” began Wemyss again; and then his situation overwhelmed him.

      
      “You would be doing a greater kindness than you know,” he said, his voice trembling with unhappiness, “if you would let me
         come into the garden a minute and rest.”
      

      
      At the sound of the genuine wretchedness in his voice Lucy’s blank eyes became a little human. It got through to her consciousness
         that this distressed warm stranger was appealing to her for something.
      

      
      “Are you so hot?” she asked, really seeing him for the first time.

      
      
      “Yes, I’m hot,” said Wemyss. “But it isn’t that. I’ve had a misfortune—a terrible misfortune——”

      
      He paused, overcome by the remembrance of it, by the unfairness of so much horror having overtaken him.

      
      “Oh, I’m sorry,” said Lucy vaguely, still miles away from him, deep in indifference. “Have you lost anything?”

      
      “Good God, not that sort of misfortune!” cried Wemyss. “Let me come in a minute—into the garden a minute—just to sit a minute
         with a human being. You would be doing a great kindness. Because you’re a stranger I can talk to you about it if you’ll let
         me. Just because we’re strangers I could talk. I haven’t spoken to a soul but servants and official people since—since it
         happened. For two days I haven’t spoken at all to a living soul—I shall go mad——”
      

      
      His voice shook again with his unhappiness, with his astonishment at his unhappiness.

      
      Lucy didn’t think two days very long not to speak to anybody in, but there was something overwhelming about the strange man’s
         evident affliction that roused her out of her apathy; not much,—she was still profoundly detached, observing from another
         world, as it were, this extreme heat and agitation, but at least she saw him now, she did with a faint curiosity consider
         him. He was like some elemental force in his directness. He had the quality of an irresistible natural phenomenon. But she
         did not move from her position at the gate, and her eyes continued, with the unwaveringness he thought so odd, to stare into his.
      

      
      “I would gladly have let you come in,” she said, “if you had come yesterday, but to-day my father died.”

      
      Wemyss looked at her in astonishment. She had said it in as level and ordinary a voice as if she had been remarking, rather
         indifferently, on the weather.
      

      
      Then he had a moment of insight. His own calamity had illuminated him. He who had never known pain, who had never let himself
         be worried, who had never let himself be approached in his life by a doubt, had for the last week lived in an atmosphere of
         worry and pain, and of what, if he allowed himself to think, to become morbid, might well grow into a most unfair, tormenting
         doubt. He understood, as he would not have understood a week ago, what her whole attitude, her rigidity meant. He stared at
         her a moment while she stared straight back at him, and then his big warm hands dropped on to the cold ones folded on the
         top bar of the gate, and he said, holding them firmly though they made no attempt to move, “So that’s it. So that’s why. Now
         I know.”
      

      
      And then he added, with the simplicity his own situation was putting into everything he did, “That settles it. We two stricken
         ones must talk together.”
      

      
      And still covering her hands with one of his, with the other he unlatched the gate and walked in.

   



      
      
      II

      
      THERE was a seat under a mulberry tree on the little lawn, with its back to the house and the gaping windows, and Wemyss, spying
         it out, led Lucy to it as if she were a child, holding her by the hand.
      

      
      She went with him indifferently. What did it matter whether she sat under the mulberry tree or stood at the gate? This convulsed
         stranger—was he real? Was anything real? Let him tell her whatever it was he wanted to tell her, and she would listen, and
         get him his glass of water, and then he would go his way and by that time the women would have finished upstairs and she could
         be with her father again.
      

      
      “I’ll fetch the water,” she said when they got to the seat.

      
      “No. Sit down,” said Wemyss.

      
      She sat down. So did he, letting her hand go. It dropped on the seat, palm upwards, between them.

      
      “It’s strange our coming across each other like this,” he said, looking at her while she looked indifferently straight in
         front of her at the sun on the grass beyond the shade of the mulberry tree, at a mass of huge fuchsia bushes a little way
         off. “I’ve been going through hell—and so must you have been. Good God, what hell! Do you mind if I tell you? You’ll understand because of your own——”
      

      
      Lucy didn’t mind. She didn’t mind anything. She merely vaguely wondered that he should think she had been going through hell.
         Hell and her darling father; how quaint it sounded. She began to suspect that she was asleep. All this wasn’t really happening.
         Her father wasn’t dead. Presently the housemaid would come in with the hot water and wake her to the usual cheerful day. The
         man sitting beside her, he seemed rather vivid for a dream, it was true; so detailed, with his flushed face and the perspiration
         on his forehead, besides the feel of his big warm hand a moment ago and the small puffs of heat that came from his clothes
         when he moved. But it was so unlikely … everything that had happened since breakfast was so unlikely. This man, too, would resolve himself soon into just something she had had for dinner last night, and she would tell her
         father about her dream at breakfast, and they would laugh.
      

      
      She stirred uneasily. It wasn’t a dream. It was real.

      
      “The story is unbelievably horrible,” Wemyss was saying in a high aggrievement, looking at her little head with the straight
         cut hair, and her grave profile. How old was she? Eighteen? Twenty-eight? Impossible to tell exactly with hair cut like that,
         but young anyhow compared to him; very young perhaps compared to him who was well over forty, and so much scarred, so deeply
         scarred, by this terrible thing that had happened to him.
      

      
      
      “It’s so horrible that I wouldn’t talk about it if you were going to mind,” he went on, “but you can’t mind because you’re
         a stranger, and it may help you with your own trouble, because whatever you may suffer I’m suffering much worse, so then you’ll
         see yours isn’t so bad. And besides I must talk to some one—I should go mad——”
      

      
      This was certainly a dream, thought Lucy. Things didn’t happen like this when one was awake,—grotesque things.

      
      She turned her head and looked at him. No, it wasn’t a dream. No dream could be so solid as the man beside her. What was he
         saying?
      

      
      He was saying in a tormented voice that he was Wemyss.

      
      “You are Wemyss,” she repeated gravely.

      
      It made no impression on her. She didn’t mind his being Wemyss.

      
      “I’m the Wemyss the newspapers were full of last week,” he said, seeing that the name left her unmoved. “My God,” he went
         on, again wiping his forehead, but as fast as he wiped it more beads burst out, “those posters—to see one’s own name staring
         at one everywhere on posters!”
      

      
      “Why was your name on posters?” said Lucy.

      
      She didn’t want to know; she asked mechanically, her ear attentive only to the sounds from the open windows of the room upstairs.

      
      “Don’t you read newspapers here?” was his answer.

      
      “I don’t think we do,” she said, listening. “We’ve been settling in. I don’t think we’ve remembered to order any newspapers yet.”
      

      
      A look of some, at any rate, relief from the pressure he was evidently struggling under came into Wemyss’s face. “Then I can
         tell you the real version,” he said, “without your being already filled up with the monstrous suggestions that were made at
         the inquest. As though I hadn’t suffered enough as it was! As though it hadn’t been terrible enough already——”
      

      
      “The inquest?” repeated Lucy.

      
      Again she turned her head and looked at him. “Has your trouble anything to do with—death?”

      
      “Why, you don’t suppose anything else would reduce me to the state I’m in?”

      
      “Oh, I’m sorry,” she said; and into her eyes and into her voice came a different expression, something living, something gentle.
         “I hope it wasn’t anybody you—loved?”
      

      
      “It was my wife,” said Wemyss.

      
      He got up quickly, so near was he to crying at the thought of it, at the thought of all he had endured, and turned his back
         on her and began stripping the leaves off the branches above his head.
      

      
      Lucy watched him, leaning forward a little on both hands. “Tell me about it,” she said presently, very gently.

      
      He came back and dropped down heavily beside her again, and with many interjections of astonishment that such a ghastly calamity
         could have happened to him, to him who till now had never——
      

      
      
      “Yes,” said Lucy, comprehendingly and gravely, “yes—I know——”

      
      —had never had anything to do with—well, with calamities, he told her the story.

      
      They had gone down, he and his wife, as they did every 25th of July, for the summer to their house on the river, and he had
         been looking forward to a glorious time of peaceful doing nothing after months of London, just lying about in a punt and reading
         and smoking and resting—London was an awful place for tiring one out —and they hadn’t been there twenty-four hours before
         his wife—before his wife——
      

      
      The remembrance of it was too grievous to him. He couldn’t go on.

      
      “Was she—very ill?” asked Lucy gently, to give him time to recover. “I think that would almost be better. One would be a little—at
         least one would be a little prepared——”
      

      
      “She wasn’t ill at all,” cried Wemyss. “She just—died.”

      
      “Oh—like father!” exclaimed Lucy, roused now altogether. It was she now who laid her hand on his.

      
      Wemyss seized it between both his, and went on quickly.

      
      He was writing letters, he said, in the library at his table in the window where he could see the terrace and the garden and
         the river; they had had tea together only an hour before; there was a flagged terrace along that side of the house, the side
         the library was on and all the principal rooms; and all of a sudden there was a great flash of shadow between him and the light; come and gone instantaneously; and instantaneously then there was a thud;
         he would never forget it, that thud; and there outside his window on the flags——
      

      
      “Oh, don’t—oh, don’t——” gasped Lucy.

      
      “It was my wife,” Wemyss hurried on, not able now to stop, looking at Lucy while he talked with eyes of amazed horror. “Fallen
         out of the top room of the house—her sitting-room because of the view—it was in a straight line with the library window—she
         dropped past my window like a stone—she was smashed—smashed——”
      

      
      “Oh, don’t—oh——”

      
      “Now can you wonder at the state I’m in?” he cried. “Can you wonder if I’m nearly off my head? And forced to be by myself—forced
         into retirement for what the world considers a proper period of mourning, with nothing to think of but that ghastly inquest.”
      

      
      He hurt her hand, he gripped it so hard.

      
      “If you hadn’t let me come and talk to you,” he said, “I believe I’d have pitched myself over the cliff there this afternoon
         and made an end of it.”
      

      
      “But how—but why—how could she fall?” whispered Lucy, to whom poor Wemyss’s misfortune seemed more frightful than anything
         she had ever heard of.
      

      
      She hung on his words, her eyes on his face, her lips parted, her whole body an agony of sympathy. Life—how terrible it was,
         and how unsuspected! One went on and on, never dreaming of the sudden dreadful day when the coverings were going to be dropped
         and one would see it was death after all, that it had been death all the time, death pretending, death waiting. Her father, so full
         of love and interests and plans,—gone, finished, brushed away as if he no more mattered than some insect one unseeingly treads
         on as one walks; and this man’s wife—dead in an instant, dead so far more cruelly, so horribly. …
      

      
      “I had often told her to be careful of that window,” Wemyss answered in a voice that almost sounded like anger; but all the
         time his tone had been one of high anger at the wanton, outrageous cruelty of fate. “It was a very low one, and the floor
         was slippery. Oak. Every floor in my house is polished oak. I had them put in myself. She must have been leaning out and her
         feet slipped away behind her. That would make her fall head foremost——”
      

      
      “Oh—oh——” said Lucy, shrinking. What could she do, what could she say to help him, to soften at least these dreadful memories?

      
      “And then,” Wemyss went on after a moment, as unaware as Lucy was that she was tremblingly stroking his hand, “at the inquest,
         as though it hadn’t all been awful enough for me already, the jury must actually get wrangling about the cause of death.”
      

      
      “The cause of death?” echoed Lucy. “But—she fell.”

      
      “Whether it were an accident or done on purpose.”

      
      “Done on?——”

      
      “Suicide.”

      
      “Oh——”

      
      
      She drew in her breath quickly.

      
      “But—it wasn’t?”

      
      “How could it be? She was my wife, without a care in the world, everything done for her, no troubles, nothing on her mind,
         nothing wrong with her health. We had been married fifteen years, and I was devoted to her—devoted to her.”
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