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A MODERN CHRONICLE


By Winston Churchill


BOOK III


Volume 5.


CHAPTER I


ASCENDI


Honora did not go back to Quicksands. Neither, in this modern chronicle,
shall we.


The sphere we have left, which we know is sordid, sometimes shines in the
retrospect. And there came a time, after the excitement of furnishing the
new house was over, when our heroine, as it were, swung for a time in
space: not for a very long time; that month, perhaps, between autumn and
winter.


We need not be worried about her, though we may pause for a moment or two
to sympathize with her in her loneliness—or rather in the moods it
produced. She even felt, in those days, slightly akin to the Lady of the
Victoria (perfectly respectable), whom all of us fortunate enough
occasionally to go to New York have seen driving on Fifth Avenue with an
expression of wistful haughtiness, and who changes her costumes four
times a day.


Sympathy! We have seen Honora surrounded by friends—what has become of
them? Her husband is president of a trust company, and she has one of the
most desirable houses in New York. What more could be wished for? To jump
at conclusions in this way is by no means to understand a heroine with an
Ideal. She had these things, and—strange as it may seem—suffered.


Her sunny drawing-room, with its gathered silk curtains, was especially
beautiful; whatever the Leffingwells or Allisons may have lacked, it was
not taste. Honora sat in it and wondered: wondered, as she looked back
over the road she had threaded somewhat blindly towards the Ideal,
whether she might not somewhere have taken the wrong turn. The farther
she travelled, the more she seemed to penetrate into a land of
unrealities. The exquisite objects by which she was surrounded, and which
she had collected with such care, had no substance: she would not have
been greatly surprised, at any moment, to see them vanish like a scene in
a theatre, leaning an empty, windy stage behind them. They did not belong
to her, nor she to them.


Past generations of another blood, no doubt, had been justified in
looking upon the hazy landscapes in the great tapestries as their own:
and children's children had knelt, in times gone by, beside the carved
stone mantel. The big, gilded chairs with the silken seats might
appropriately have graced the table of the Hotel de Rambouillet. Would
not the warriors and the wits, the patient ladies of high degree and of
many children, and even the 'precieuses ridicules' themselves, turn over
in their graves if they could so much as imagine the contents of the
single street in modern New York where Honora lived?


One morning, as she sat in that room, possessed by these whimsical though
painful fancies, she picked up a newspaper and glanced through it,
absently, until her eye fell by chance upon a name on the editorial page.
Something like an electric shock ran through her, and the letters of the
name seemed to quiver and become red. Slowly they spelled—Peter Erwin.


"The argument of Mr. Peter Erwin, of St. Louis, before the Supreme Court
of the United States in the now celebrated Snowden case is universally
acknowledged by lawyers to have been masterly, and reminiscent of the
great names of the profession in the past. Mr. Erwin is not dramatic. He
appears to carry all before him by the sheer force of intellect, and by a
kind of Lincolnian ability to expose a fallacy: He is still a young man,
self-made, and studied law under Judge Brice of St. Louis, once President
of the National Bar Association, whose partner he is"….


Honora cut out the editorial and thrust it in her gown, and threw the
newspaper is the fire. She stood for a time after it had burned, watching
the twisted remnants fade from flame colour to rose, and finally blacken.
Then she went slowly up the stairs and put on her hat and coat and veil.
Although a cloudless day, it was windy in the park, and cold, the ruffled
waters an intense blue. She walked fast.


She lunched with Mrs. Holt, who had but just come to town; and the light,
like a speeding guest, was departing from the city when she reached her
own door.


"There is a gentleman in the drawing-room, madam," said the butler. "He
said he was an old friend, and a stranger in New York, and asked if he
might wait."


She stood still with presentiment.


"What is his name?" she asked.


"Mr. Erwin," said the man.


Still she hesitated. In the strange state in which she found herself that
day, the supernatural itself had seemed credible. And yet—she was not
prepared.


"I beg pardon, madam," the butler was saying, "perhaps I shouldn't—?"


"Yes, yes, you should," she interrupted him, and pushed past him up the
stairs. At the drawing-room door she paused—he was unaware of her
presence. And he had not changed! She wondered why she had expected him
to change. Even the glow of his newly acquired fame was not discernible
behind his well-remembered head. He seemed no older—and no younger. And
he was standing with his hands behind his back gazing in simple, silent
appreciation at the big tapestry nearest the windows.


"Peter," she said, in a low voice.


He turned quickly, and then she saw the glow. But it was the old glow,
not the new—the light in which her early years had been spent.


"What a coincidence!" she exclaimed, as he took her hand.


"Coincidence?"


"It was only this morning that I was reading in the newspaper all sorts
of nice things about you. It made me feel like going out and telling
everybody you were an old friend of mine." Still holding his fingers, she
pushed him away from her at arm's length, and looked at him. "What does
it feel like to be famous, and have editorials about one's self in the
New York newspapers?"


He laughed, and released his hands somewhat abruptly.


"It seems as strange to me, Honora, as it does to you."


"How unkind of you, Peter!" she exclaimed.


She felt his eyes upon her, and their searching, yet kindly and humorous
rays seemed to illuminate chambers within her which she would have kept
in darkness: which she herself did not wish to examine.


"I'm so glad to see you," she said a little breathlessly, flinging her
muff and boa on a chair. "Sit there, where I can look at you, and tell me
why you didn't let me know you were coming to New York."


He glanced a little comically at the gilt and silk arm-chair which she
designated, and then at her; and she smiled and coloured, divining the
humour in his unspoken phrase.


"For a great man," she declared, "you are absurd."


He sat down. In spite of his black clothes and the lounging attitude he
habitually assumed, with his knees crossed—he did not appear incongruous
in a seat that would have harmonized with the flowing robes of the
renowned French Cardinal himself. Honora wondered why. He impressed her
to-day as force—tremendous force in repose, and yet he was the same
Peter. Why was it? Had the clipping that even then lay in her bosom
effected this magic change? He had intimated as much, but she denied it
fiercely.


She rang for tea.


"You haven't told me why you came to New York," she said.


"I was telegraphed for, from Washington, by a Mr. Wing," he explained.


"A Mr. Wing," she repeated. "You don't mean by any chance James Wing?"


"The Mr. Wing," said Peter.


"The reason I asked," explained Honora, flushing, was because Howard is
—associated with him. Mr. Wing is largely interested in the Orange Trust
Company."


"Yes, I know," said Peter. His elbows were resting on the arms of his
chair, and he looked at the tips of his fingers, which met. Honora
thought it strange that he did not congratulate her, but he appeared to
be reflecting.


"What did Mr. Wing want?" she inquired in her momentary confusion, and
added hastily, "I beg your pardon, Peter. I suppose I ought not to ask
that."


"He was kind enough to wish me to live in New York he answered, still
staring at the tips of his fingers.


"Oh, how nice!" she cried—and wondered at the same time whether, on
second thoughts, she would think it so. "I suppose he wants you to be the
counsel for one of his trusts. When—when do you come?"


"I'm not coming."


"Not coming! Why? Isn't it a great compliment?"


He ignored the latter part of her remark; and it seemed to her, when she
recalled the conversation afterwards, that she had heard a certain note
of sadness under the lightness of his reply.


"To attempt to explain to a New Yorker why any one might prefer to live
in any other place would be a difficult task."


"You are incomprehensible, Peter," she declared. And yet she felt a
relief that surprised her, and a desire to get away from the subject.
"Dear old St. Louis! Somehow, in spite of your greatness, it seems to fit
you."


"It's growing," said Peter—and they laughed together.


"Why didn't you come to lunch?" she said.


"Lunch! I didn't know that any one ever went to lunch in New York—in
this part of it, at least—with less than three weeks' notice. And by the
way, if I am interfering with any engagement—"


"My book is not so full as all that. Of course you'll come and stay with
us, Peter."


He shook his head regretfully.


"My train leaves at six, from Forty-Second Street," he replied.


"Oh, you are niggardly," she cried. "To think how little I see of you,
Peter. And sometimes I long for you. It's strange, but I still miss you
terribly—after five years. It seems longer than that," she added, as she
poured the boiling water into the tea-pot. But she did not look at him.


He got up and walked as far as a water-colour on the wall.


"You have some beautiful things here, Honora," he said. "I am glad I have
had a glimpse of you surrounded by them to carry back to your aunt and
uncle."


She glanced about the room as he spoke, and then at him. He seemed the
only reality in it, but she did not say so.


"You'll see them soon," was what she said. And considered the miracle of
him staying there where Providence had placed him, and bringing the world
to him. Whereas she, who had gone forth to seek it—"The day after
to-morrow will be Sunday," he reminded her.


Nothing had changed there. She closed her eyes and saw the little dining
room in all the dignity of Sunday dinner, the big silver soup tureen
catching the sun, the flowered china with the gilt edges, and even a
glimpse of lace paper when the closet door opened; Aunt Mary and Uncle
Tom, with Peter between them. And these, strangely, were the only
tangible things and immutable.


"You'll give them—a good account of me?" she said. "I know that you do
not care for New York," she added with a smile. "But it is possible to be
happy here."


"I am glad you are happy, Honora, and that you have got what you wanted
in life. Although I may be unreasonable and provincial and—and Western,"
he confessed with a twinkle—for he had the characteristic national trait
of shading off his most serious remarks—"I have never gone so far as to
declare that happiness was a question of locality."


She laughed.


"Nor fame." Her mind returned to the loadstar.


"Oh, fame!" he exclaimed, with a touch of impatience, and he used the
word that had possessed her all day. "There is no reality in that. Men
are not loved for it."


She set down her cup quickly. He was looking at the water-colour.


"Have you been to the Metropolitan Museum lately?" he asked.


"The Metropolitan Museum?" she repeated in bewilderment.


"That would be one of the temptations of New York for me," he said. "I
was there for half an hour this afternoon before I presented myself at
your door as a suspicious character. There is a picture there, by Coffin,
called 'The Rain,' I believe. I am very fond of it. And looking at it on
such a winter's day as this brings back the summer. The squall coming,
and the sound of it in the trees, and the very smell of the wet
meadow-grass in the wind. Do you know it?"


"No," replied Honora, and she was suddenly filled with shame at the
thought that she had never been in the Museum. "I didn't know you were so
fond of pictures."


"I am beginning to be a rival of Mr. Dwyer," he declared. "I've bought
four—although I haven't built my gallery. When you come to St. Louis
I'll show them to you—and let us hope it will be soon."


For some time after she had heard the street door close behind him Honora
remained where she was, staring into the fire, and then she crossed the
room to a reading lamp, and turned it up.


Some one spoke in the doorway.


"Mr. Grainger, madam."


Before she could rouse herself and recover from her astonishment, the
gentleman himself appeared, blinking as though the vision of her were too
bright to be steadily gazed at. If the city had been searched, it is
doubtful whether a more striking contrast to the man who had just left
could have been found than Cecil Grainger in the braided, grey cutaway
that clung to the semblance of a waist he still possessed. In him Hyde
Park and Fifth Avenue, so to speak, shook hands across the sea: put him
in either, and he would have appeared indigenous.
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