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Introduction


Written by two Scottish sisters, Emily and Dorothea Gerard, The Waters of Hercules is a long-forgotten Gothic novel of the Victorian era, with ties to Bram Stoker’s Dracula. In the only newspaper interview that Bram Stoker gave about his famous novel, Dracula, the author of the interview, Jane Stoddard, draws a connection between the two novels:

One of the most interesting and exciting of recent novels is Mr. Bram Stoker’s “Dracula.” It deals with the ancient mediaeval vampire legend, and in no English work of fiction has this legend been so brilliantly treated. The scene is laid partly in Transylvania and partly in England. The first fifty-four pages, which give the journal of Jonathan Harker after leaving Vienna until he makes up his mind to escape from Castle Dracula, are in their weird power altogether unrivaled in recent fiction. The only book which to my knowledge at all compares with them is “The Waters of Hercules,” by E.D. Gerard, which also treats of a wild and little-known portion of Eastern Europe.1 

While Stoker never mentions reading the novel during the course of the interview, he does acknowledge his use of Emily Gerard’s other works on Transylvanian folklore, “Transylvanian Superstitions”2 and The Land Beyond the Forest3 in crafting Dracula: “No one book that I know of will give you all the facts. I learned a good deal from E. Gerard’s ‘Essays on Roumanian Superstitions,’ [sic] which first appeared in the Nineteenth Century, and were afterwards published in a couple of volumes.”4

Emily and Dorothea Gerard were both born in Scotland, Emily on May 7, 1849, and Dorothea on August 9, 1855. The sisters’ connection to Eastern Europe began when the family moved to Vienna in 1863. The girls, who had been home-schooled up to that time, continued their formal education at the convent of Sacré Coeur in Austria. They both demonstrated a remarkable talent for languages and writing. On October 14, 1869, Emily married a Polish cavalry officer named Ritter Miecislaus von Laszowski, who served in the Austro-Hungarian army. This marriage ultimately led Emily to Transylvania, where she lived from 1883 to 1885 while her husband was stationed in Brasov (Kronstadt) and Sibiu (Hermannstadt). It is likely that Dorothea joined her sister here for at least some of this time as they penned The Waters of Hercules.

While each sister wrote independently, The Waters of Hercules, published in 1885, is one of a series of novels they collaborated on, using the pen name E.D. Gerard, between 1880 and 1891. Their other works include Reata or What’s in a Name (1880), Beggar My Neighbour (1882) and A Sensitive Plant (1891). Their literary collaboration ended following Dorothea’s marriage to an Austrian-Hungarian military officer, Captain Julius Longard. Longard later rose to the rank of Major General and received the title Longard de Longgarde. Although the sisters did not pursue any more collaborative literary efforts, each continued to write on their own. Dorothea embarked on a prolific literary career, authoring 40 books between 1890 and her death on September 29, 1915. Emily, although less prolific than her younger sister, also continued to write. She even befriending the famous American writer Mark Twain in 1897, to whom she dedicated her 1901 novel The Extermination of Love. Emily died in Vienna on January 11, 1905. Although during her lifetime, Dorothea was certainly the more famous writer of the two, today Emily is somewhat better-known due to the connection of her non-fiction work with Bram Stoker and Dracula.

Much of the story is set in Transylvania in the resort town of Băile Herculane (meaning Hercules’ Baths) in the latter half of the nineteenth century, from which the novel takes its name. The city is a real town in Transylvania, in modern Romania, which was then under the domination of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. It is an idyllic setting for a Gothic novel. Set in a narrow valley along the Cerna River (called the Djernis in the book), the town has been inhabited since ancient times. Legend has it that Hercules once passed through the valley and stopped to rest and bathe at the site, hence the name of the town. Băile Herculane is famous for its hot springs, with their healing properties, which is the reason the protagonists of the novel come to visit the town. One popular tourist destination is the Peștera Hoților (Cave of the Thieves), not far from the town center. It may have inspired the Gerard sisters in their creation of the fictional Gaura Dracului, (the Devil’s Pit). The bronze statue of Hercules that adorns the Town Center and is mentioned in the story was erected in 1874 and can still be seen by visitors today.

On the surface, The Waters of Hercules is a Victorian romance. Gretchen, the heroine of the story, is an intelligent young German woman, who distinguished herself in school by winning the prix de logique. A very practical-minded girl, Gretchen, influenced by her Italian friend, Belita, considers marriage an economic proposition and is determined to marry a man of wealth. When the decent, respectable family lawyer Vincenz Komers, an older man of modest means, but who truly loves her, seeks her hand in marriage, she rejects him, not once, but twice. As different suitors appear during the course of the novel, Gretchen must grapple with her ideas of love and financial security. One is tempted to speculate as to whether the story of the romance between Gretchen and her much older suiter Vincenz somehow parallels Emily Gerard’s own love story as she married a man twenty years her senior.

Amidst the romantic conundrums of the story’s heroine, Gretchen’s father is seriously injured in an accident. This leads the family to set off for Transylvania, to the Baths of Hercules, in hopes that the waters of Hercules, known for their curative powers, will rehabilitate her ailing father. As they set out, Gretchen’s father, Adalbert, tells his daughter of a mysterious place in the surrounding forest, called Gaura Dracului (the Devil’s Pit) that he had discovered during a visit to the valley years earlier, but whose precise location is now a mystery. Hercules, considered the god of the Valley, is said to have sworn that the pit would receive a sacrifice of human blood once every century. The legends of a mysterious treasure associated with Gaura Dracului serve to inspire Gretchen to consider an alternative means to make her fortune, something that would allow her to marry any man of her choosing. Her efforts are redoubled when a long-expected inheritance of a family estate proves illusory.

As Gretchen relentlessly pursues the secrets of Gaura Dracului and the hidden treasure it is said to hold, she is courted by the handsome, wealthy, and debonair Baron István Tolnay, called the King of the Valley, who could provide the financial security that both she and her family seek. Aided by the Baron, Vincenz, her brother Kurt, and others, she sets out to find the mysterious bottomless pit in the nearby forested mountain. Will Gretchen discover the elusive Gaura Dracului? Will its secrets finally be revealed? Will Gretchen find the lost treasure? Or will she achieve financial security for herself and her family by marrying the wealthy Baron? These are questions that the reader will answer within the pages of this intriguing novel. 

There is a great deal of symbolism in the novel and one could spend a great deal of time discussing its meaning, but we are reminded of Stoddard’s interview with Bram Stoker in which she writes, “In a recent leader on “Dracula,” published in a provincial newspaper, it is suggested that high moral lessons might be gathered from the book. I asked Mr. Stoker whether he had written with a purpose, but on this point, he would give no definite answer, ‘I suppose that every book of the kind must contain some lesson,’ he remarked; ‘but I prefer that readers should find it out for themselves.’” Readers of The Waters of Hercules will also have a great deal to ponder as they sort through the underlying meanings of the novel and its portrayal of the values of Victorian society.

This long-forgotten, but remarkable piece of nineteenth-century literature will be of interest to anyone who enjoys Victorian romance, Gothic literature, and particularly Bram Stoker’s Dracula. 

 

A.K. Brackob




The Legend


HE obeyed the war trumpet which echoed throughout the Roman Empire. He went forth to fight under the Eagle of the mighty Trajan. His young wife, who had been his for scarcely three moons, hung once more on his arm. He kissed the mute lips which did not trust themselves to speak. Trajan called, and he must follow, but she should be safe. He would send her to the far-distant province by the Danube, where the wild Dacians had long since bowed before Trajan’s victorious sword. A trusty escort should guide her to that peaceful valley; the sweet society of her friends, the noble ladies Flavia and Lavinia, should help to cheer her; the sacred waters of Hercules should give back the roses which had faded from her cheek.

He kissed her lips, and taking from his neck a sacred chain of gold, he whispered, “Keep it, and never forget that thou art my wife.”

Once more the Roman Eagle triumphed. Flushed with victory and crowned with laurels, the young general hastened to that distant province by the Danube. Had she guarded the mystic chain as he had bid her? The “aquae Herculi sacrae” — had they rekindled the beams of her eyes? Did the roses bloom again on her cheek? Yes, the roses bloomed again; he saw that from afar. He saw her smiling, radiant, her friends beside her, and — someone else. Was not that fair-haired stripling the puny Aurelius Ciispinus, whose arm had been too weak to fight for Rome? Was that smile, so heavenly sweet, for yonder boy?

A devil clutched the warrior’s heart; his fingers felt for his sword­hilt. Venomous tongues spoke to him; they whispered that she had been false.

He watched from afar; he saw her leave the spot; he saw the stripling bend over something in his hand; and still watching, he followed step by step. A gold line glittered on the youth’s neck; the warrior’s eagle eye caught the shine; it was the sacred chain, the chain which was to have been the token of her fidelity; and now that white-faced boy was mumbling over the dishonored pledge.

They must both die; but the blood should never stain his sword. He knew the man who would do any deed for the love of heavy gold; that man should do this deed. A wild cavern in the rocks was the ruffian’s abode. The warrior sought it and spoke:

He. Dost thou know a grave so deep that it will tell no tales?

Brigand. Master, I do.

He. A place whence the dead cannot return to trouble me?

Brig. Even so, I know the place.

He. A woman must sleep in that grave tonight; but neither word nor step must I hear. Here, take this purse.

Brig. Name me the woman.

He. My wife.

The valley slept. The young wife softly slumbered on her couch; but a dark rude hand has touched her arm.

What is this massive muffled figure that confronts her? Her eyes, as death, flash for one moment.

“Follow me, lady; I have come for thee.” 

‘‘Follow thee? By whose order?”

“Thy lord’s.”

‘‘Dost thou take me to him? Then will I follow thee gladly.”

The way was long and steep; rough with rocks and sharp with brambles. Trees on all sides threatening her with their arms; thorns which caught her silken hair; stones which cut her tender feet.

“Kind man, let me rest a while; see, my sandals are rent.” 

‘‘Nay, thou shalt rest presently, and deeply too. The end of thy journey is at hand.”

‘‘Good man, is it here I will find my lord?”

She stood still with a shriek. What was this black abyss, blacker than the night around her, which yawned at her feet? Whence came this hideous gaping void?

“What is it?” the woman asked, trembling.

“It is thy grave.”

They were alone, the woman and the man, and the vast forest was around them. No human ear could hear her shriek, no human eye could see her death. Shame on the trees which nodded to each other over the murderer’s head; shame on the breeze which whispered the black secret through the forest; shame on the golden stars, oh, shame on them, not to hide their twinkling eyes from the sight of so foul a deed! The eagle started from its nest at the sound of that shriek, and circled flapping through the darkness; the lynx-eyed cat, listening, dropped her prey, then rose and fled swift-footed to the inmost fastnesses of her rocky den.

The guiltless wife had not yet ceased to breathe when the husband had learned his error. Before his mighty sword the stripling sank to the ground, but with his last breath he whispered the truth. Aurelius had loved her, but she was innocent; that chain was no love­token from her; he had stolen it from her as she dropped it going to the bath.

‘‘ Cruel man, she loved no one but thee.”

Wildly did the warrior press up the hillside to find that deep grave which could tell no tales. That grave should be his grave, if he were too late.

The valley awoke, and the portals of the baths stood open. The sacred Hercules Waters bubble boiling from the rock, and are caught in marble basins to be the health of thousands. The priests are offering their morning sacrifice to the god Hercules sanctus augustus invictus salutifer. Fair ladies enter the baths, or stroll along the tessellated pavement.

The noble ladies Flavia and Lavinia walk with linked arms.

Lavinia. How has the sweet Flavia rested?

Flavia. But poorly. The fate of my beloved friend robbed my couch of all its softness. It is the common talk of the valley. I shall never be consoled. Wilt thou?

Lav. Never. Ah, she was beautiful! How red were her lips!

Fla. And how shapely were her arms! But didst thou never think that her hair was too black?

Lav. Now that I reflect, I think it was too black.

Fla. And her eyes too large?

Lav. How justly thou speakest! And, sweet Flavia, what say’st thou of her skin? ·

Fla. Any suckling could see that it was over-white. She had not thy roses, Lavinia.

Lav. Nor had she thy noble stature, sweet Flavia; her figure bad not the pleasing roundness of thine. ·

Fla. Nor seems it to me that her lips were so — very red.

Lav. Nor her arms so very shapely.

Fla. Now that I call back her face to mind, I cannot say that she was beautiful.

Lav. We shall be friends forever, my Flavia!

[They embrace; then stand looking down at the rolling Djernis river.]

Lav. They say she was innocent.

Fla. They say so.

Lav. Even now the high-priest waits to implore the gods with sacrifice that they should pardon her cruel bloodshed.

Fla. The high-priest has a tender heart. He is ever compassionate to the erring.

Lav. Didst thou say-erring?

Fla. I was but speaking my thought.

Lav. Tell me thy thought, sweet Flavia.

Fla. It came to my mind that we unhappily hold no proof of her innocence. Aurelius had a fair face.

Lav. Methinks her lord was of nobler gait.

Fla. The man who is nearest is always the comeliest to a pleasure-loving woman; we will not say more than a pleasure-loving woman, Lavinia.

Lav. Oh, wise Flavia! oh, far-seeing Flavia! Yes, she deserved to die. But hush! let us speak softly.

Fla. and Lav. [in one breath]. No word of ours shall taint her memory.

Lav. What if I whispered the truth to young Sabina? She is a discreet matron.

Fla. And I have no secrets from Lucrezia; we are as sisters to each other.

[The noble ladies have readied the entrance of the sacred temple. They pause on the steps to adjust the folds of their trailing gar­ments. To the left of the temple the wooded bank slopes upward, dark green against the clear blue sky/ from below on the right comes the sound of rushing water, for there the Djernis tosses moaning over its stony bed.]

Lav. When last we stood here, she was by our side. Canst thou tell me if my palla falls smoothly?

Fla. As smooth as moonbeams on a lake. And mine?

Lav. Thou art draped like a goddess in the clouds. Say, is it not pitiful that she had to die so cruel a death?

Fla. Truly; but the pity is greater that he should have thrown himself after her. He was a well-favored man.

Lav. [looking into the steel mirror which hangs by her side]. He might have known that there are many more comely women in the world. But hark! the voice of the flutes invites us to the temple.

Fla. Come, let us sacrifice to the immortal gods! [Exit.


 




The Prologue


WHEN Alexius Damianovics de Draskócs, sometimes known as Count Damianovics de Draskócs, died, he left his widow and two children under the care of his brother Jósika. Jósika had long waited for this opportunity. Some fifteen years previously Alexius had taken possession of the paternal estate, merely on the ground of being the nearest to the spot, for no will was forthcoming; and indeed, in the lower Danubian provinces of Austria, where these cir­cumstances occurred, wills were rarely heard of, and everything was settled by the right of might. Jósika, who in his father’s lifetime had already spent considerable sums of money, made no objection when Alexius took possession of the estate; he merely said to him­ self, ‘‘ I have a long life before me; I can wait.’’

Scarcely twelve months were passed since Alexius’s death when Jósika’s waiting was crowned, and he had virtually become master of Draskócs. He had begun by proposing to the widow, who refused him; and had ended by boldly declaring that he had as good a right to the estate as Alexius had ever had. This resulted in much indignation and tears on the part of Eleonore, the widow; and finally, in her abrupt flight to Pesth, whence she threatened Jósika with the terrible word ‘‘Justice!”

Twenty-two years passed, and the lawsuit begun by the furious Eleonore still trailed its slow length along. ‘‘I have a long life before me,” was Jósika’s set formula: “I can wait. I hope to survive the end of the lawsuit.

Meanwhile, the widowed countess experienced another heavy blow.

Her son Alexius, who betrayed a weakness for alcohol had been placed in the hands of a young German tutor, named Adalbert Mohr. The widow’s daughter, Ascelinde, being then an impulsive creature of twenty-nine, lost her heart to the tutor, and told him so or ‘‘betrayed her feelings” in an unguarded moment. Adalbert really admired her; and what between that and surprise, he took the bait. The engagement was kept secret, but Eleonore had suspicions, and lost no time in sending off tutor and pupil on a holiday tour. The choice of locality had been left to Adalbert, and he gladly seized this opportunity of visiting a spot which he had long wished to see. This was a romantic valley on the southern confines of Hungary, which, though possessing strong sulfur springs, was little known and rarely visited. Historical research happened to be Adalbert Mohr’s pet form of study, and this wild spot was known to harbor fragments of great antiquity. Eagerly he set to work, forgetful of his pupil. His enthusiasm grew daily.

“I have at last,’’ he wrote to Ascelinde in the second week of his stay, “come upon the track of that curious place called Gaura Dracului, which the peasants of the valley speak of with dread. I shall devote my last fortnight to the search, for I have a theory that some interesting discoveries might be made on the spot; but not one of the peasants will act as a guide.”

A few days after the date of this letter, Adalbert was standing beside a giant beech tree high up among the hills. He had found the spot he sought, but darkness was close at hand, and he must hurry home. “Tomorrow I shall return,” he said to himself, while with his penknife he cut three crosses in the beech-stem, which was to serve as a sign-post, “and I shall bring torches and ropes.”

But his plan for the morrow remained unrealized. That same evening a letter from Ascelinde recalled him in frantic haste. There had been discovery and family scenes, after which Ascelinde had left her mother’s house, or, more properly speaking, had been turned out of it.

A few words sum up the rest. Adalbert and Ascelinde were married and soon began to find thorns among their roses. Two years later Ascelinde was summoned to her mother’s deathbed and went to receive her parent’s last blessing — or curse, she hardly knew which to expect. It turned out to be a blessing but in a conditional shape. She was to be forgiven if henceforward she would devote herself to fighting the Draskócs’ battle for her brother Alexius, who was. too apathetic to fight for himself. Through her tears Ascelinde assented; her heart had clung secretly to “the family cause” all along.

“You have made a fatal mistake in life,” murmured the countess, “and you must redeem it.”

“Yes, a fatal mistake; I confess it,” sobbed the daughter, “and I will redeem it!”

A fatal mistake! And this after barely two years of married life.

Alas, that love should be woven of so ephemeral a tissue!

 

 




Chapter I
Katzenjammer


“C’est une etrange affaire qu’une demoiselle”

—Moulière

IF you look in the German-and-English dictionary for the translation of the word Katzenjammer, you will be startled to find it defined as ‘‘ an indisposition in consequence of intoxication.”

The definition is correct, and yet many victims of this complaint do not as much as know the taste of wine. Ask the fine ladies who shudder at the mere approach of Bacchus, what complaint it is which stretches them on their soft sofas and opens their lips to innumerable yawns, and, if they are Germans, they will answer you Katzenjammer. The truth is, that not wine alone intoxicates. Pleasure can intoxicate, passion can inebriate, success can make you quite as drunk as champagne. The waking from these several stages of delights will bring the same result — Katzenjammer. In English you would call it reaction; but whole pages of English cannot express the sick, empty, weary, vacant feeling which is so concisely contained within these four German syllables. This disease is, at certain seasons, apt to become epidemic; but Ash Wednesday in Catholic countries is the day on which it reaches its climax. On that dreary day — whose first stroke is the knell of dissipation and pleasure, warning us to stop amusing ourselves and to begin undoing all the mischief which the Carnival has done — that sickly specter Katzenjammer creeps into many a gilded drawing-room, and slinks into many a fair lady’s bower.

On the Ash Wednesday of which I write, the sickly specter was making his round of the town in search of victims. He stole in by every door, and slipped in by every window, exactly as it pleased him; and he came, among others, to an apartment which seemed to please him unusually well, and to a victim whose torment afforded him a special enjoyment.

The specter waved his wand, and the comfortable room looked dreary, the well-filled bookshelves became oppressive, the solid chairs appeared clumsy, the dark-green window curtains gloomy. Never had raindrops run so dismally down the pane, never had the clock ticked so monotonously, never had the mirror thrown back so pale a reflection of the victim’s face as it did on this Ash Wednesday afternoon.

It was at the writing-table that the sufferer had at last taken refuge from her tormentor; and as she sat there in the shadow of the green curtain, with her eyes fixed on the paper before her, and with a somewhat weary droop of her fair head, she looked so like a piece of exquisite fragility that it was a wonder the tormenting specter took no pity on his victim.

This very fragility made her beauty peculiar, though by no means faultless. She was too slight in figure to be called handsome, too irregular in feature to be called classical, too faint in coloring to be called brilliant; yet this graceful girl, with the faintest bloom on her cheek, with the fairest of hair lying on her forehead like a cloud of feathery gold, had never been denied the supreme right of beauty. The complexion was of a flawless transparency; the eyelashes so long and thick that they threw a distinct shade on the cheek, and fringed her eyes so heavily as to leave them in a sort of mysterious darkness. It wanted but the uplifting of those downcast eyes — blue, dreamy eyes, they surely must be — to complete the whole of the picture consistently. She looked like a figure stepped straight out of an old-fashioned poem.

￼[image: Picture 32]

As yet the fringe remained obstinately lowered, and the eyes fixed steadily on the open page before her. That page belonged to a leather-bound, gilt-edged book  —

just such a volume as young ladies love to cherish as the confidant of their secret inspirations. The broken lines upon the paper looked most curiously, most suspiciously, like verses; and the way in which her white fingers counted out little raps upon the table, might have made one think of a measure that would not fit or a stanza that would not scan; and when she now and then paused frowning, and bit the tip of her penholder with her pearly teeth, any spectator would have been irresistibly reminded of a poetess brought up for want of a rhyme.

At length she threw down the pen and rose. 

‘‘Impossible!” she said, aloud.

What was impossible? Would Thräne not rhyme satisfactorily with gräme? Or was Schmerzen too commonplace to be coupled with Herzen?

“Impossible,” she repeated. “Impossible to be quite happy under twenty thousand florins a year,” and she raised her eyes at last. There was no one in the room to meet her gaze, no one to be surprised at the revelation it afforded. For, after all, they were not blue, those eyes, they were not dreamy; there was no touch of the muse in them. They were of a brilliant gray; keen, quick eyes, very wide-awake and very direct in their gaze. It seemed almost as if nature had here been guilty of an anachronism; for this girl’s eyes were distinctly and characteristically nineteenth-century eyes, while the fragrance of old-world poesy which seemed to linger about her features, and the floating grace of her movements, belonged rather to the ideal of an age long passed. “I have calculated it every way,” she remarked, still aloud, closing her leather-bound book with care,’’ and twenty thousand is the very lowest figure possible in order to —” She broke off, for the door opened just then, and two letters were placed in her hand.

Her face fell as she opened the first; it was the bill for the wreath of apple blossoms which she had worn last night, at the last ball of the Carnival. Eight florins, which had seemed so cheap for the fresh, crisp flowers in the shop, looked quite out of proportion now that the petals hung limp and lifeless, and the pleasure was behind her. Rather despondently, she crushed up the envelope and opened the second letter. ‘‘From Belita,” she pronounced, as she took the sheet to the window to read it.

Belita was this girl’s one solitary great friend. If she was not quite the Herzensfreundin, almost indispensable to German girlhood, and who has the right to share all thoughts and feelings, she was at least the nearest approach to such a confidante that the other had ever known. They had been for some years together in a private school, whither the Italian girl had been sent to acquire the northern tongue, and where circumstances, as well as a certain sympathy in some of their ideas, had thrown them very much upon each other’s society.

“CARISSIMA MARGHERITA, I will risk the possibility of crushing my lace ruffles; I will even risk making ink spots upon my pale green silk before the corso, and all this in order that you may be the first to hear my news. Margherita, it is all settled: I am going to be married. You are surprised? Eh certo, I am as much surprised myself. Two days ago the matter was decided for me, of course, and not by me. How much more satisfactory is our custom than yours! You Germans would take several months to decide what is settled by our good parents in a few hours; and after all, the result is the same. I was sent for and told my fate; and before my mother had done speaking, I had, with my usual presence of mind, realized my position, and resolved to present the two new muslins I had just ordered to my younger sister. The eyes of a married woman must be directed towards higher things than muslins. I want your advice on a weighty point — my toilet for the 30th, the day the contratto is to be signed. Blue or lilac? is the question which pursues me day and night. Yellow is too lively, not enough recueilli for the occasion; and pink I have been obliged to discard, for I have not got your adorable complexion. It must be elegant, and yet not too voyant; it must be rich, but not heavy; it must soar above the simplicity of a girl’s dress, and yet not attain the elaboration of a toilette de jeune femme. A judicious compromise between all these qualities, and a happy mixture of the maiden and the matron, are what is requisite. Added to all this, it must not cost much money. For a little time more I shall require to continue my economy; but the mystic words at the altar-foot once spoken, I shall be trans­ formed into a rich contessa — and such a rich one, Margherita! No more dresses to be turned, no more trimmings to be scrimped, every fashion-paper rêve. I must stop, the carriage is at the door. No, I have a moment’s respite. Mamma is gone to change her velvet mantle; she is afraid of the pelting of the confetti. I tremble for my green silk; but, basta! I am wasting my time. Margherita, do you remember our words of parting? How we two poor penniless girls swore to each other that we would make our fortune in the world? That we would fall into no such mistake as that which your parents have made? It was in August we spoke thus; it is March now, and my fortune is made. And yours? It may take you a lit­tle longer, for you have the disadvantage of having to choose for yourself; but answer me truly: what has your first Carnival brought you? I am curious, but I am not uneasy; for, thank Heaven, you are not one of those silly, sentimental, romantic girls, so frequent among your countrywomen, and who never fail to fall in love with the wrong people. That same clear little head which enabled you to carry off the prix de logique at school will help you to take a prize in the world as well, and a very big prize it will be. I hear my mother coming — goodbye; but now, on glancing through my letter, I perceive an omission — I have not mentioned my future husband’s name. It is Conte Luigi Francopazzi, distantly related to me on my mother’s side. He is young, good-looking, and I have no objection to make to him, except — except — Margherita, I can have no secrets from you; there is no use blinding myself to the fact — he is not tall enough for me. Not that he is a very small man, either, but you know my unfortunate height. This is all the harder, as throughout life I have noticed that a tall husband makes a better background; but I console myself with the reflection that low coiffures are coming into fashion, and I have secretly vowed that nothing but tall hats shall find their way on to his head.

Now I am off. Do not expect another letter just now; for tomorrow I enter on the delights and agonies of the trousseau.

Your devoted friend.

BELITA PEGRELLI.”

The perusal of this letter was scarcely completed when the door opened once more, and a middle-aged gentleman appeared on the scene. This middle-aged gentleman was Adalbert Mohr.

The last twenty years had slowly changed Adalbert from a slim, clear-eyed student to a mature man, whose glance had gained in shrewdness and lost nothing in vivacity. His active habits had saved him from that heaviness of appearance and manner with which almost every German on the verge of fifty is beset. His light hair was only sparsely sprinkled with gray; and his bearing was as straight and easy now as it had been at thirty.

“Papa,” began his daughter, without the smallest preliminary, “Belita has made her fortune.”

“Her fortune!” repeated Herr Mohr, somewhat staggered at this abruptness. “Has she struck a gold mine? or invented a new steam engine?”

“No, she is going to marry a rich man.”

“Ah!” said Adalbert, “I comprehend;” and he sat down on the chair beside him. He was holding his hat in one hand and his um­brella in the other; he twirled the umbrella between his fingers, and looked at his daughter with a glance that was both curious and a little uneasy. He appeared altogether like a man who is in a hurry to be gone, and yet has something to say which he hesitates how to put forward.

“And so, Gretchen, Belita has made her fortune, has she?” 

‘‘Yes; and now I mean to make mine.”

“And in the same way?” asked Adalbert, again rather staggered. 

“In exactly the same way.”

Gretchen left the window and calmly took a chair straight opposite her parent. She had announced her intention of making her fortune in a tone as matter-of-fact as if she had been announcing her intention of making a pudding.

Adalbert began to laugh. ‘‘Many a young lady has started with that same idea, Gretchen, and has ended by eating bread and cheese in a garret, and darning her husband’s stockings by the light of a tallow-candle.”

Gretchen gave a sniff of her fine-cut nostrils.

‘‘Stockings and tallow-candles, indeed! Of course, I know that there are lots of foolish and romantic girls in the world; but what are they there for, unless those sensible girls should profit by their experience?”

‘‘No man has ever grown wise through another man’s experience, and no woman either.”

“Then why should I not be the first woman who does?”

“How young you are, child; and how much more foolish than you think!”

“Young!” repeated Gretchen, with an accent of the most supreme, the most delicate scorn in her clear voice. “Why, I am eighteen and nine months; in a year and a quarter I shall be out of my teens. When a woman is out of her teens, her first youth is passed; therefore it stands to reason that in fifteen months my first youth will be passed.”

Adalbert laughed out loud.

‘‘What are you laughing at, papa?”

‘‘At my dogmatical daughter, whose confidence in life I am trying in vain to shake.”

“I wish you would stop; I have said nothing ridiculous. What has age got to do with it, after all, when you look at it from a logical point of view? Some people are born sensible, and others die foolish.

It cannot make any difference whether one is nineteen or twenty-nine or thirty-nine; and it is only a stupid old prejudice to say that because a woman happens to be young and — ”

“Pretty,” completed Adalbert, with a mischievous smile.

‘‘Pretty,” repeated Gretchen, steadily, “that because a woman happens to be young and pretty, she must necessarily also be foolish. If you insist on the number of years, I am only eighteen, but much, much older in experience.”

‘‘Of the world and its wicked ways,” finished Adalbert.

“Laugh if you like, papa; I know what I am talking about. I have been out a whole season, without counting the two dancing parties last year; and I have been to fourteen balls — five public and nine private.”

‘‘Accurate, Gretchen — always accurate,” put in her father. “You were born a master of the exact sciences.”

‘‘I have watched other girls,” continued the daughter, unheeding, ‘‘and the way they go on; and I have danced and talked and listened, and made acquaintance with dozens — just simply dozens, of men — ”

“And broken dozens, simply dozens, of hearts — ” 

“Nonsense, papa! Hearts do not break.”

‘‘Well, I am bound to say that they make everything unbreakable nowadays, even china; that comes from living in the nineteenth century. And yet — and yet — ” Adalbert twirled his umbrella rather nervously, and looked with anxiety at his daughter — ’’ and yet, even in this century I think there are a few hearts still left which might break in an old-fashioned manner. What should you say, Gretchen, if you were to have an opportunity of testing the solidity of a nineteenth-century heart — an early opportunity, Gretchen?”

‘‘Papa, I do not understand you,” said Gretchen, with a stare and a sudden flush. “What — what do you mean? And where are you going to?”

For Adalbert had risen now, and was buttoning his great coat in a hurry. Gretchen rose likewise, and stood gazing at her father, while a sort of vague excitement began taking possession of her mind.

‘‘Where am I going to? Did I not tell you? To the Frauenkirche, to examine that old vault they have come upon. They want my opinion about some of the half-obliterated inscriptions on the tombs.” Gretchen was accustomed to these expeditions of her father’s; for Herr Mohr had long since become an authority in matters of historical research. His name was honorably known far beyond the limits of Schleppenheim, the provincial German town in which he had settled. He had worked hard, but he had not worked in vain; and though, since his marriage and the births of the son and daughter with whom Providence had blessed him, he had not been able to indulge his passion for travel and active exploration, yet he had succeeded in realizing that comfortable independence for himself and his family which once had seemed to lie so far out of reach. 

‘‘Yes, papa, the vault, I understand,” said Gretchen, with a rather palpitating heart; ‘‘but — and — You were going to say something else?”

“Only that I think it not improbable that during my absence you should have a visitor.”

“A visitor, on Ash Wednesday?” repeated Gretchen, somewhat mockingly. ‘‘That is not likely, papa.”

“But if I happen to know that this unlikely thing is a fact?” 

“Happen to know!” she echoed, scornfully.

‘‘Well, I was told so.” 

‘‘By — ”

‘‘By the person himself.”

“Himself!” repeated Gretchen, significantly. She stood close to her father — her eyes were devouring his face. “Papa,” she said, suddenly, clutching at his arm, “who is it?”

‘‘Nonsense, Gretchen,” laughed Adalbert. ‘‘I know nothing. Let me go. I am in a hurry: they are all waiting for me in that vault. Where are my gloves? Let me go.”

But the gray eyes were still fixed on his face, and the fragile white hand was still on his sleeve; and fragile though it appeared, its grasp was surprisingly firm. It might look like a snowflake, but it was not to be shaken off like one.

“Who is it?” was all she said.

“Gretchen, you will be the ruin of that vault; let me go. Don’t pretend that you cannot guess his name.” And with an unexpected movement, Herr Mohr freed himself and escaped through the door, remarking, as he reached it, ‘‘I shall be back again in two hours.”

“Who is it?” called out the disconcerted Gretchen; but she only heard her father laughing to himself halfway down the staircase.

Once more left solitary, Gretchen looked slowly round her, and to her astonishment she perceived that everything was changed. The bookshelves were not oppressive, the green curtains were not gloomy, there was a quite surprising variety in the tick of the clock; the tormenting specter was laid at last.

Gretchen’s form of Katzenjammer had been severe, but it had been a different species of the malady from that which usually attacks young ladies of eighteen. She did not regret the Carnival for the Carnival’s sake, nor sigh over the dancing and gaslight because she liked dancing and gaslight; she never looked at them otherwise than as means which might help her to reach an end. The Carnival was a campaign on whose battlefields she had hoped to win a victory. If she had felt dull and dispirited it was because this campaign was over, the next so far in the future, and the victory not gained — or so it had appeared. But now — her father’s words — his smile — the visitor who was to come — oh, there could be no doubt that the victory was won and her happiness secured.

With regard to this vast word happiness, Gretchen’s ideas might have been worth analyzing. In her opinion it was a question of arithmetic. Since there existed laws for measuring the distance of sun, moon, and stars — since there were rules for weighing the earth and determining the compounds of chemicals — she saw. no reason why, by judicious calculation and a logical blending of elements, happiness should not be attained. Her recipe would have been something as follows:

Take of silver florins as much as will buy a house in town and keep a villa in the country; mix to flavor with golden ducats; consolidate the whole by a handsome balance at some well-established bank; throw in a coronet, and add to it a husband who will let you have your own way.

Result: (Who could doubt it?) Happiness. Some tastes might prefer more town and less country, or vice versa, but those were details.

Gretchen stooped to pick up a paper — the bill for the apple-blossoms; eight florins was really not much, considering the result. Belita’s letter was still in her hand; she slowly folded it up. Perhaps — perhaps her answer to that letter might contain as important a piece of news as the one here announced. Her fortune might be made as well as Belita’s, perhaps as brilliantly as Belita’s; for surely he would be as rich as the Conte Luigi Francopazzi — possibly richer? And having reached this point, Gretchen repeated her question aloud,” Who can it be?” The father, as he walked down the street, had laughed to himself at the idea of a girl of eighteen pretending not to guess such a riddle; but in very truth Gretchen was in the dark. During her first Carnival many looks and words had flattered her vanity, but none had succeeded so far as to touch her heart. She had met with much admiration, but she had not been prepared for so rapid and immediate a triumph. She began to go through the names of all her most constant partners.

Gretchen was nothing if she was not methodical. She had formed a cut and dry opinion of every single one of her acquaintances. Her eyes were accustomed to take stock of every object and every person they saw, and by a quick contraction of the delicate mouth a sharp observer might guess at the nature of the judgment instantly passed. Her acquaintances were all catalogued and ranged in order within a secret storehouse of her brain. She had seldom been puzzled as yet as to the judgments to be passed, or the exact place to be assigned in her liking. She found no difficulty whatever about the matter: she had as yet found very little difficulty about anything of any kind. Mentally, she wrote out the designations as follows:

‘‘Lieutenant Stumpfenspor — Good-natured and slow; the sort of man to be trusted with untold gold; but as he has none of his own, and I none to trust him with, must not let him go too far in his attentions.”

‘‘Herr von Sattleben — A shriveled worldling; thinks I am a toy to be played with; but he shall soon find out that some toys have sharp edges, and can cut people’s fingers.”

Such an intangible catalogue is useful for occasional reference, and Gretchen referred to it now; taking the list to hand, she looked up a special column which was marked “Epouseurs,” and here she alighted, among others, upon the following names:

‘‘Herr von Barten — Not so stupid as he looks, but quite as heavy as the cloth he manufactures. N.B. — The cloth trade is improving daily.”

‘‘Baron Federbusch — Gentlemanlike; rather amusing, and very conceited; but I think I could cure him of that.”

This last name was, so to say, mentally underscored; and there was a note added, which had all the emphasis of italics, “The best parti of the season.”

It was upon these last two names that Gretchen’s attention remained fixed; the balance of her surmises was pretty equally divided between them, although a few others were not quite out of the question.

“If it is either of these,” she decided,” I shall not say ‘Yes’ quite at once; but I shall certainly not say ‘No.’ If it is any of the lancer lieutenants, then I must be stern, for I know that they are all penniless. But, really, I wonder who he is, and I wish he would not keep me waiting so long; I am quite prepared now — not in the least flurried.”

A ring at the bell cut the words short. There was a step in the passage, and Gretchen, though she was not in the least flurried, turned rather pale, and began to wish that after all the apple blossoms had not taken such immediate effect, and that nobody was coming to propose to her.

 




Chapter II 
A Legal Advisor


“I too a sister had, an only sister; She loved me dearly.”

—Coleridge

WHILE Gretchen had been settling the amount of her future income, at the opposite end of the town a tall man was walking leisurely through the streets.

The rain splashed in heavy drops on his hat, each drop squirting up again like a tiny fountain, then joining into little torrents, which ran merrily down his forehead and his nose, blurring the glass of his massive spectacles, then losing themselves a little in his beard, and ending by drawing long wet lines all down his winter coat. He had an umbrella with him, but it was tightly rolled up in his hand, instead of fulfilling an umbrella’s vocation. He walked on with a long but unhurried step, as unconcerned about the weather as if there had been a dry pavement beneath his feet and a blue sky overhead, and evidently plunged in some deep and absorbing thought. Still, with that abstracted look on his face, and with a mere mechanical sense of locality, which spoke of constant habit, he turned into a narrow lonely street, and entered a door.

A steep staircase took him up to the second story, and there, on a brass plate, stood engraved the name — 

‘‘DR. VINCENZ KOMERS.”

That was his door, and the name on the brass plate was his name. He was Vincenz Komers, lawyer, or Doctor der Rechte, coming home rather late from his office to his dinner.

Before he had had time to touch the bell handle, the door was opened quickly from the inside, and a thin, sallow-faced lady confronted him.

“I knew it was you; I heard your step,” she greeted him in a tone of shrill reproach. “Too stingy, of course, to give himself a cab home in the rain; never minds whether he frightens his sister into fits by coming home late; overworks himself, catches a cold, and I have to nurse him when I need nursing myself.”

She had drawn him into the room by this time, and was looking at him critically.

‘‘ Preserve us! he has not opened his umbrella; he has ruined his best hat and soaked his collar. Nothing like a lawyer for nice practical commonsense!”

Certainly, Dr. Komers presented a rather striking sight, as he stood there with his neatly rolled-up umbrella in his hand, and the raindrops dripping from his clothes. His sister contemplated him with a sort of affectionate contempt, then curtly prescribed dry clothes as the prelude to eating his “cold dinner.”

Vincenz meekly complied, and presently reappeared, metamorphosed from an amphibious into a terrestrial being.

His sister looked at him again critically.

“Did you not see your slippers standing ready for you? Why have you not put them on?”

“Because I must go out again this afternoon,” answered Vincenz, his pale face flushing ever so slightly.

‘‘Indeed! to your office?” “No, not to my office.”

“Might I venture to inquire where to?” “To the Krautgasse.”

“Oh, there again!”

Vincenz laid down his spoon to let his ‘‘cold” soup cool, but he did not answer.

Having waited for a minute, Anna found herself obliged to add, “Anything new about their precious lawsuit? Is it going to come to an end at last?”

‘‘Not that I know of; matters remain perfectly unchanged.” 

“Then what is it you are going to do in the Krautgasse?”

Vincenz looked up with marked impatience.

“Does it not strike you, Anna, that a man need not always go there as a legal adviser? Why should I not call in the Krautgasse as a friend?”

There was a sort of pride in the way he said the last word.

‘‘As a friend — ah!” repeated Anna. Then she looked from her brother to the girl who was waiting upon them; and then she sat silent for some time, eating her dinner and throwing stolen and piercing glances at Vincenz opposite.

Although she had, with cheerless emphasis, invited him to come to his cold dinner, the dinner was in fact scalding hot. Anna was too good a Hausfrau, and far too devoted a sister, to let anything but a steaming repast be set upon the table. She dearly loved to receive her brother, when he came late from his office, with promises of discomfort and over-cooked meat — but she would rather have cut off her right hand than have fulfilled these prophecies. Had she not stood in the kitchen herself today, roasting her face over the fire, and earning for herself one of her chronic headaches, merely in order that Vincenz should get his fried carps crisp and bot, as he liked them on fast days?

Anna was four years older than her brother, and long before she had passed the barrier of her fortieth year she had given up all claim to feminine charms. But feminine she remained in mind and manner; womanish and womanly in the highest degree, in spite of the commanding mien and cutting tone with which she armed herself, and in defiance to the dash of strong-mindedness she carried on the surface. It was a mere coat of varnish, and under the thin glaze her true nature lay.

She was tall, meagre, and already wrinkled — her features cut so sharply as to be almost a caricature; ill health it was, more than years, which had so quickly withered her cheek.

She never could have been beautiful; but there had been a time when that exaggerated profile had not been without its charm; and even now there were moments when, entering the half-lighted room, or looking at her without his spectacles, Vincenz was vividly reminded of what she had been in the days when they were both young and prosperous, and before Anna had had that mortal illness which had ended her youth with one blow.

The maid-servant had scarcely closed the door behind her when Anna looked at her brother and said, ‘‘Well?”

‘‘Well, what?”

‘‘How about that visit? Explain yourself.”

For a moment Vincenz hesitated. Should he confess or evade? “Evade” was the first instinctive answer which rose in his mind; but in the next second he had felt that he ought to confess. The remembrance of a past obligation, the consciousness of a heavy debt, for which his whole life could not repay Anna, rose before his eyes. She had a right to his confidence. What a minute before had irritated him as womanish curiosity, now appeared to him in the light of sisterly solicitude. He threw down his napkin, and taking off his spectacles, began to rub them with much unnecessary zeal, looking straight at his sister, while, with a touch of defiance in his voice, he said,

‘‘I am going to try my chance with her.”

Anna returned her brother’s look without the slightest surprise, for she had known perfectly well what was coming. She had seen it coming all these long months, although never had he breathed one word to her. She had seen it coming before even he had seen it coming himself. Therefore, when, after a moment’s pause, he began explaining who “she” was, and what “taking his chance” meant, Anna interrupted him — 

‘‘You need not tell me — I know it all.”

Here was a shock for Vincenz, who all this time had been priding himself on his masculine impenetrability. He had never written a single love-verse which might have fallen into her hands; he had never hung up the sacred photograph in his room; he had never pronounced the name, whose very sound stirred his heart, except in what he considered to be a studiously indifferent tone. He had never, he was quite sure — he had never been caught in the act of kissing that battered old pocketbook which she with her own fingers had so amiably and deftly stitched up for him. No, he was quite confident that he had not comported himself like a heartsick lover, and yet Anna had guessed!

Her voice broke in upon his thoughts. “Why must you do it today?”

“I should have done it long before today, only that during the Carnival weeks there was no possibility of approaching her. I dare not now delay.”

‘‘Nobody but you would think of choosing Ash Wednesday as the day of your betrothal.”

‘‘It remains to be seen whether it is the day of my betrothal,” said Vincenz, with an anxious smile.

“Vincenz, this is nonsense! What can you fear?’’ 

‘‘Rivals, Anna; she is so young and beautiful.”

‘‘So sweet and tender and helpless, why do you not add?” retorted Anna, sharply. ‘‘Oh for the blindness of men! Do you not see that that girl, who looks as delicate as an angel going into consumption, is in reality as wiry as a man, as tough as a sailor, as hard­headed as a lawyer — ay, and as hard-hearted too? I believe, more hard-hearted than some lawyers” — she added, with a severe glance at her brother. “No, Vincenz; angels may have golden hair, but golden hair does not make angels.”

“Anna,” said Vincenz, unheeding, “what do you think of my chance?”

“Your what?”

‘‘My chance of winning her.”

“It may amuse you to call it a chance, but you must know perfectly well that you cannot seriously contemplate the possibility of a refusal.”

‘‘It is not a grand marriage for her,” said Vincenz, musing; ‘‘but, after all, I do not ask her to share a crust of bread with me; she need not go without the comforts which she has in her father’s house.”

‘‘I will tell you what I think,” burst out Anna. ‘‘You are throwing yourself away. Not a grand marriage for her? Pooh! You are ten times too good, and too handsome, and too clever for her. She ought to thank you on her knees for your condescension.”

Vincenz smiled absently; he was used to such speeches. If he could have seen himself with Anna’s eyes, he would have beheld a sort of impossible demi-god, as far above his fellow creatures in loftiness of character and majesty of countenance as the sky is removed from the earth. Even as it was, he had been sufficiently influenced to think himself both clever and good-looking beyond the average of men, until a certain day, when he had for the first time looked at himself in the light of a suitor for that flower-faced girl in her teens; then only his mirror had told him that his youth was past, and then only he discovered all the qualities which he wanted, and wished, with all the strength of his strong mind, that he could be twenty times better looking, and greater and more brilliant, for her sake.

‘‘I wonder you never thought of marrying Barbara Bitterfreund,” said Anna, “instead of that chit of a girl. Barbara would have suited you much better. She has just written a pamphlet upon the prospects of lady dentists.”

Vincenz shuddered a little.

“Why, Barbara is seventeen years older than —”

‘‘And two years younger than yourself,” interrupted Anna; ‘‘and you don’t call yourself old.”

This was a new view of the case for Vincenz. Hitherto Barbara Bitterfreund had always appeared to him in the light of an old scarecrow; and yet it was quite true that she was two years younger than himself. Was it not barely possible that he might appear in the light of an old scarecrow when looked at by eyes of eighteen? He lost himself in the train of thought suggested by this idea.

Brother and sister were in their sitting room now; there was a long pause. On one side, the raindrops fell against the pane; on the other, there was the clatter of plates as the maid-servant was clearing away the remains of the fried carp.

Anna lay back with closed eyes, for her head was beginning to ache. Vincenz stood and looked round the room, as he had never looked at it before. The wallpaper seemed to him dingy today; he had not till now noticed how shabby was the piece of carpet in the middle of the room; how unshapely looked the pile of law papers which loaded his writing-table; and really it was time that Anna should replace that starved-looking pot of ivy by some brighter plant.

‘‘I wish the stairs were not so steep,” he said aloud. Anna understood the thought underlying that wish.

“If they are good enough for you they will be good enough for her.”

He scarcely heard the words.

There was another pause, longer this time, and then Vincenz, looking at his watch, walked to the table and took up his hat.

Anna opened her eyes and followed his movements. ‘‘Are you really going now?”

“Yes, it is time,” said Vincenz, brushing his hat, and speaking with forced composure.

Anna’s lips tightened as if in pain. She thoroughly disapproved of the step he was about to take; but she knew perfectly well that it would be taken. She could bully Vincenz about his coats, and his boots, and the pattern of his neckties; but she never could move him an inch in such a resolution as this. Fortunately, she was wise enough to spare the unnecessary annoyance of attempted persuasion both to herself and to him. ‘

It was a moment of trepidation as Vincenz took up his hat, and in spite of herself, the trepidation touched Anna also. The sound of the hat-brush even bad something solemn in it, and the fact that Vincenz was not much given to the polishing of his hats gave all the more weight to the circumstance. He would not have thought of doing it if it had not been for her: henceforward everything would be done for her. Anna watched him, and it seemed to her that a great deal more than mere dust was being brushed away in this minute.

When the hat had been operated upon with a perseverance which threatened to be destructive, Vincenz turned, and said slowly, “I am going; if it is ‘Yes,’ you need not expect me home till late.” Then, with a change of tone, ‘‘If it is ‘No,’ I shall be back at once, in half an hour.”

‘‘If,” echoed Anna, firing a last shot. ‘‘I wish — I wish with all my heart that it could be no, but that is impossible. Of course, I shall have to sit up late. There is no hope of a refusal.”

“Goodbye,” said Vincenz from the door; “will you not wish me luck, Anna?”

But Anna leaned back again with closed eyes, and gave no an­swer. He shut the door softly, and went out.

She let him get as far as the top of the staircase, and then, springing from her chair, overtook him, breathless.

She did not speak to wish him good luck, but she first seized his hand, and then threw her thin arms around him.

For one minute, brother and sister held each other thus clasped. Anna was somewhat less profuse in her caresses than the generali­ty of German sisters, and Vincenz understood her now, though she said no word. She was meagre and withered and unbeautiful, but she was his sister, and they had been all in all to each other during so many long years; for these two stood alone in the world. The same thing was in both their minds. I do not know what strange train of ideas it was which made them both think now of another day, long past, as decisive as this one — the day on which Anna’s youth had been ended.

When his steps had died away on the steep staircase, the old maid went back to her room and to her knitting. Her head ached acutely, but the click of the needles would at least break the silence of the lonely room. 

She sat till the rain ceased and the early dusk fell; then she knit­ted on by the light of the lamp, pausing every now and then to listen for his step.

The clock from the nearest church spire struck ten, and Anna rose. “It is no use sitting up later,” she said aloud, as she rolled up her knitting. ‘‘There is no sense in waiting; I shall hear it soon enough.”

But though there was no sense in waiting, the stroke of the next hour still fell upon wakeful ears; and the young moon, looking in doubtfully at the window, saw the figure of a thin woman with idle knitting needles in her lap.

Eleven o’clock, and Anna still sat up — for Vincenz had not yet returned.

 

 




Chapter III
The Ash Wednesday Visitor


“Alas! syr knight, how may this bee, For my degree’s soe highe?”

—Sir Cauline.

GRETCHEN, though somewhat pale, stood resolutely facing the door when she heard the sound of a man’s step in the passage. It was not quite jaunty enough for Baron Federbusch, nor ponderous enough for Herr von Barten; and there was no clank of spurs to betray a lancer lieutenant. Who could it be?

‘‘Dr. Komers,” announced the servant, opening the door and closing it again behind the lawyer.

Gretchen’s pulses calmed down instantly, and the color came back to her face; relief, disappointment, and amusement all took possession of her at once. On the whole, amusement had the upper hand. Here she had been listening for the approach of a suitor; and after all, that step had belonged to Dr. Komers, the family lawyer, whom she had known for years, and who had probably brought some scanty shred of information about the Damianovics’ case. It was provoking that he should have been shown in here, and just at this critical juncture when any minute might bring the expected wooer.

Her first impulse was to vent her displeasure on Dr. Komers; but looking at the matter from a logical point of view, it struck her that Dr. Komers was not to blame. It should have been made clear to the servant that the visitor she expected was a young gentleman, and not middle-aged like this one. No doubt, her mother would appear soon to take him off her hands, and in the meantime she must entertain him. It was a respite; and perhaps a little calm conversation with the family lawyer might help her to prepare for the coming crisis.

‘‘Does mamma know that you are here?” she graciously inquired. ‘‘I am sure that she will appear directly,” and Gretchen motioned Dr. Komers to a seat.

“There is no hurry,” said Dr. Komers, first peering at the chair in his short-sighted manner, and then sitting down upon it.

‘‘I hope your sister is quite well?” inquired Gretchen, noticing the extra shade of gravity on the lawyer’s face.

‘‘Thank you, as well as she ever is.”

“You have not brought mamma any bad news “I have not brought any news at all.”

“Then why have you come?” was rising to Gretchen’s lips; but she checked herself in time, remembering that it would not be logical to show her vexation.

The conversation seemed likely to drop here, for Vincenz was wondering whether, after all, her father could have prepared her; and according to his invariable habit, when he became involved in a train of thought, had lost for the moment all sense of his surroundings.

Vincenz Komers had two distinct and quite opposite manners. In the law court or at his desk he was the clear-minded, keen-sighted lawyer, who never for a moment permitted his vagrant thoughts to carry him from the point in hand; but no sooner was his office door closed behind him than the whole man underwent a transformation. He became absent, dreamy, awkward sometimes, although never shy. His nature was unsociable; and a loss of fortune and position in early youth had fed this disposition, until he had become a systematic shunner of his fellow creatures; he was what is termed sauvage. He struck attention everywhere as a conspicuous figure — an absurd figure, perhaps, with his tall, stooping frame his short-sighted gaze, and gold-rimmed spectacles; but not all the absurdity in the world could make him look otherwise than a gentleman. The Mohrs were the only family with whom circumstances had thrown him intimately in contact. For several years, he had been in the habit of visiting there — merely as a legal adviser, he persuaded himself; but though, since the death of old Zanderer (who had been his principal, and from whose hands he had received the legacy of the Damianovics case), it is true that there had been many business conversations between Ascelinde and Dr. Komers. It is equally true that business had often been followed by a warm invitation from Adalbert, and a friendly supper in the family circle.

A very tall man, with spectacles and a beard, was the first general impression which Vincenz produced; but the nearer he was looked at, and the longer he was known, the more there was to be discovered in his face. The thick, rich brown beard, which almost reached the middle of his chest, did its best to conceal the fine molding of the jaw and the classical cut of the mouth; but the curve of the nostrils and the bold sweep of the high white forehead were enough to show that it was both a handsome and a proud face. It was a calm face as well, and grave, and would have exactly accorded with the manner, only that the short-sighted eyes had a habit of lighting up suddenly in a way which betrayed that that calmness owed some of its existence to training and not all to nature. In stature he was not only tall but massive and large-limbed, although utterly lacking that straightness of carriage which a large frame requires.

A painful want of drill betrayed itself in both his sitting and his standing attitudes. Placed in tender youth under a drill sergeant, he might have learned how to manage his long legs with more ease and grace, and a certain degree of rigidity would have replaced the general looseness of his appearance. A connoisseur of human physique would have sighed to see such breadth of shoulder stooping over a desk, instead of breasting the beating waves; a recruiting sergeant would have measured his general build with an approving eye; a worshipper of virile muscle would have cast an envious glance at the shape of those long legs which always were in the way in a small room, but which in the wrestling arena would have been pronounced ‘‘adorable.”

The ruddy color of health should have been on those features instead of that pale, bureaucrat complexion; those long-jointed hands should have grown brown with the sun, and not have whitened within closed rooms. To look at Vincenz Komers was to think of some great fund of power lying waste and useless: of some strongly wrought piece of machinery, for instance, iron-sinewed and giant-limbed, built up with care and wit, and now standing silent — the huge joints rusting in their sockets, the wheels growing helpless with inaction; or else, to change metaphors, you might have compared him to a wide tract of land on which only the puny bluebell trembles and the foolish convolvulus twines, but which on its broad and generous breast might have borne corn to nourish thousands; or else you might have thought of him as of a mighty cataract, with the power of thunder in its voice and the strength of legions in its rush, and which yet falls useless upon mossy stones, and wastes its spray upon untrodden banks.

Fate is very provoking sometimes. If everyone’s business were measured out by his strength, we should at least be spared· the absurdity of seeing a man with the strength of a gladiator and the arms of a Hercules passing his day in tying up little parcels neatly with red tape; while that puny youth with thin legs and peaked features is sent out to defend his country from her enemies.

Having waited in vain until Dr. Komers’s train of thought should have come to a natural conclusion, Gretchen at length considered herself justified in yielding to her first impulse, and asking, “What have you come for?”

“I wanted first to inquire whether you were quite well?” began Vincenz, starting out of his thoughts.

‘‘But you are always asking me that, Dr. Komers, and you know that I am always quite well. You cannot have called here to ask that? Are you quite sure you have no news for mamma?’’

“Quite sure. It is not your mother I wish to speak to, but yourself.”

He paused for a moment, and then added, “I am glad of this opportunity of finding you alone.”

‘‘I shall not be alone long,” said Gretchen; and she rose from her chair, and walking to the window, threw a searching glance up and down the long street, wondering from which side the suitor would come.

“Are you ·waiting for anybody?” asked Vincenz.

“Ye— es,” said Gretchen, hesitating. “Yes, I am expecting a visitor,” she added, more collectedly, thinking by this threat to drive away Dr. Komers.

Dr. Komers showed no signs of flight. ‘‘Your father told me that you would be alone this evening,” he remarked, in a tone of disappointment.

“My father!” said Gretchen, turning slowly from the window. “Why it was he himself who told me of the visitor; he never mentioned you at all.”

“He told you that you would have another visitor this evening?” asked Dr. Komers, rising, and, according to his habit at critical moments, taking off his spectacles to rub them.

“Yes,” she answered, staring at him with parted lips; but already the light of understanding was dawning in her eyes. One moment more and it flashed out.

“You are the visitor!” she cried, and sank down trembling in her chair.

“Yes, I am the visitor,” said Dr. Komers, with his spectacles still in his hand. “And surely you know why I have come?’’

“I know nothing,” retorted Gretchen, setting her teeth and shutting her eyes as if to blind herself to the truth.

“You must know why I have come,” Vincenz was saying, and there was a tremor in his deep bass voice. “You must know that I love you, and have loved you for long. It was years ago that I first set eyes upon you, and my heart went out at once to the lovely child, but it was only months ago that I found out my own feelings, and since that moment I have known that there is but one woman on earth for me, and that you are that woman.”

He paused, though the words were crowding to his lips; he paused in dismay at the expression of her face. She had listened to his words in a mood that hovered between laughter and tears; her lips parted, her hands clasped, her eyes fixed into a stare of utter bewilderment. All her air-castles were tumbling to the ground, and on their ruins was springing up again the old weary feeling of Katzenjammer, which had made the day seem so long.

‘‘I have frightened you,” cried Vincenz, with a pang of remorse and a vague apprehension that she was going to faint before his eyes. He never could rid himself of the feeling that this girl was a sort of perishable flower, which could not be touched or scarcely looked at without the bloom coming off. If he did not approach her absolutely on tiptoe, yet there was always a certain instinctive caution in his movements: unconsciously, he would lower his voice in addressing her. A constant dread haunted him lest a breath should blow her off her feet, or a rash gesture knock her down; or lest her hand, if shaken too roughly, might break, like a piece of alabaster. It was always when beside Gretchen that Vincenz felt most conscious of his height, his breadth, and his awkwardness.

‘‘I have frightened you,” he repeated, as she still sat silent. ‘‘This has been too sudden — too abrupt. I have no right to be as hot-headed as a man of twenty-five. But, believe me, I have tried so hard to be calm, and I have waited so patiently till now; do not ask me to wait longer, Gretchen — let me speak today. Whatever the truth may be, let me hear it; it is better than this devouring suspense.”

His eyes were upon hers, forcing her to look at him, but his eloquence had not the power of reaching her just now. She was still plunged too deeply in her disappointment — still too much stunned by his audacity to be touched as yet by his passion.

“You must have known that I loved you,” said Vincenz again. “Will you not give me an answer?”

Gretchen raised her head at last.

“Yes,” she stammered; “I do not quite understand. You are asking me to — to —”

‘‘To become my wife.”

There could be no doubt that she heard aright. The stupor of consternation was dispersed at last.

“Dr. Komers” — and her cheek began to burn — “this surprises me so much that I — I find it difficult to believe that you are serious.”

‘‘Surprises you! Oh, Gretchen, have you never guessed it? Have you never known it?”

‘‘I never knew anything — I never thought of you at all — in that way.”

“But it is not too late,” he said, watching her eagerly. “I cannot ask you to love me in a day, but I know I should win your love in time; and rest assured that there is no man on earth who will love you as I do. Will you not think of me now?”

“No,” said Gretchen, with an involuntary shudder, “I can never think of it.”

“And why not, Gretchen?”

“Because you are only a poor lawyer,” Gretchen would have answered had she spoken her inmost thought; “because you have to scribble for your bread; because you have not got twenty thousand florins a year; because you are not a parti.”

Poor Vincenz! Had he but known his designation in the mental catalogue, he might have passed his afternoon peaceably at home with his sister and his slippers; for surely no man who is described as “long-legged and short-sighted,” and who is, moreover, referred to as ‘‘papa’s best friend, and a nice, fatherly sort of man, though with a tiresome habit of paying long visits,” would ever be foolhardy enough to present himself before the author of these remarks in the character of a lover.

“And why not, Gretchen?” urged Vincenz once more.

But by this time Gretchen’s sole feeling was one of indignation. What! She, the ambitious Gretchen, who half an hour ago had been planning how she was going to make herself precious to the rich Baron Federbusch — she who had never been allowed to forget that she carried Damianovics blood in her veins — here she was, the ballroom queen, the courted beauty, receiving an offer of marriage from the family lawyer! What would Belita have said to this? And, to crown his audacity, Dr. Komers was not even comporting himself as a humble and diffident lover should. He was not on his knees, begging for her love in deprecating accents. He was standing there looking at her — with impassioned eyes, it is true, but with nothing in his face to show that he thought she would be lowering herself by loving him — with nothing to say that he considered himself a bit worse than she was. He was not entreating for her love as a favor; his tone said that he almost asked for it as a right.

“Why not?” she repeated, coldly, but her voice shook a little with the tumult of feelings within her. “I cannot give you one reason, for there would be thousands to give; because it is impossible, incongruous — not to be thought of for a moment — because —”

“Because what?” asked Vincenz, coming a step nearer in his excitement, while his burning gaze plunged deep into hers.

“Because I shall never be a poor man’s wife,” flashed out the girl, scarcely knowing what she said. She threw back her head against the cushion, and dropped her gaze to the floor. Vincenz could no longer see the expression of her eyes, but she could watch him very well through her long lashes. They were a silken curtain that hid her thoughts from the world when she chose, but they never hid the world from her.

Was the family lawyer’s audacity crushed at last? No; he did not look crushed, or in the slightest degree humbled. On the contrary, he was holding his head higher than before. He did not look humbled; he only looked sorrowful, and he was gazing at her with a sort of pitying wonder. The tall man looked very gentle as he stood there, no longer attempting to speak; but it was not the gentleness of the lamb — not that gentleness which springs from meekness of disposition, but rather that which comes from an excess of strength. With Vincenz it sprang from a passion which he dared not show, a power which he dared not use, when dealing with so frail a creature. If Dr. Komers had looked angry, or drawn himself up sternly, Gretchen might never have bestowed a second thought on the words that had escaped her; but when he gave her only one sorrowful look, and then walked slowly and silently to the window, a revulsion of feeling was the natural consequence.

What had she said? She hurriedly questioned herself, and blushed with shame as the ungracious phrase came back to her memory. She had seen by that look how deeply she had wounded the man, and she understood now, all at once, how cruel she had been. And not only cruel, reasoned Gretchen, but also illogical, and consequently unjust; and justice was the very virtue on whose possession Gretchen especially piqued herself. The combination of circumstances had been unfortunate; but Dr. Komers need not have been ill-treated on that account: he had not combined the circumstances. Clearly, an apology was due to him.

Gretchen looked towards Dr. Komers; he was standing at the window now, and had put on his spectacles again, preparatory to departure. She was not usually diffident of speech, but that man at the window seemed so utterly and so suddenly to have forgotten her presence that she hesitated for a moment as to how she should remind him of it.

There was a carriage rolling down the street, and the clatter which it made on the pavement would have drowned her voice. Gretchen thought she would wait till the carriage was past before she began her apology. Dr. Komers was looking out of the window very intently.

The carriage did not pass, but the clatter came suddenly to an end — almost under the window, it seemed. Gretchen, though not forgetful of her apology, yet felt her curiosity aroused; she wanted to see why the carriage had stopped here, and at what Dr. Komers was peering down so earnestly through his spectacles. With a double purpose in her mind, therefore, she rose from her chair and advanced towards the window.

The rain had stopped some time ago; and now at the eleventh hour the setting sun burst forth, and, with one shower of light, made the dripping streets glorious. Every chimney and window pane all along the street took fire as if by common consent; the small knot of foot passengers who had gathered at the house door were framed in a golden halo; the wet pavement at their feet had turned into a path of yellow light.

‘‘Dr. Komers,” said Gretchen, advancing to the window; but before she had reached it Dr. Komers turned round. His expression was quite changed; his face looked pale in the sunset. He put out his hand and stopped her in the act of advancing.

“You must not come here,” he said, in a quick, peremptory tone; “you must not look out of the window.”

His look was so strange and his words so hurried that Gretchen began to tremble with a nameless dread.

‘‘Sit down,” said Dr. Komers, and he pointed to a chair; and Gretchen, wondering at her own obedience, sat down as she was told. Her trembling lips could form no question, only her eyes followed Dr. Komers with a beseeching gaze as he rapidly walked to the door. She was conscious of a great reluctance to being left alone.

He seemed to have read her thought, unspoken though it was, for he turned at the door.

‘‘Do not be frightened, and do not move from here till I return. I think there has been an accident in the street.”

He had closed the door almost before he had done speaking; his hurried steps went down the passage; but Gretchen sat as he had left her, and stared only at the door, too much frightened to ask herself what it was that she feared.

 

 




Chapter IV 
A Victim of Science


“Wherefore let him that thinketh he standeth take heed lest he fall.”

—1 Cor. x.12.

ACCIDENTS, together with concerts, balls, births, marriages, adventures, and discoveries, are to the world at large neither more nor less than a newspaper item — a food for daily gossip which stands rather higher in interest than natural death, and rather lower than willful murder. The column of accidents will scarcely be scanned with as much attention as the column of exchange; and though the habitual newspaper reader may feel somewhat ill-used if nothing more exciting has occurred than the drowning of a couple of village boys out bathing, his interest in the accident column is not likely to take any shape but this.

How wonderfully, how selfishly callous we are towards the misfortunes of all except that handful of fellow creatures with whose features and voices and manners, neckties and coats, we happen to be familiar! How little we are touched by the destruction of unknown men! Oh, strange want of imagination! Amazing poverty of fancy!

Who loses a night’s sleep because some peasant lad has been killed by lightning? Whose appetite suffers because of the list of charred corpses that were dragged from the ruins of a theatre? Whose spirit is dejected because a workman has fallen from his scaffolding and been picked up dead? Workmen falling from scaffoldings is a thing which happens every day, and, according to the average number of houses being built, must continue to happen. If we take the trouble to say, “Poor man!” this certainly is the greatest length to which our good nature goes. We never stop to follow up the thought, nor picture to ourselves the dead man brought home, his orphans’ faces, and his widow’s tears. ‘‘How fortunate that I did not pass down that street this afternoon!” we perhaps remark; for we think more of the shock that has been spared our nerves than of that unknown individual’s death. Next paper most likely brings the account of a more sensational accident — perhaps a gigantic explosion, or a mysterious murder, which feeds our appetite for romance with higher seasoned food — and the workman is forgotten while he still lies unburied.

But the selfishness of youth is a more refined and more perfect form of the general selfishness of humanity; and Gretchen possessed this first bloom of selfishness in a not inconsiderable degree. Moreover, she had a spirit which inclined to the sanguine order. Never once had she contemplated the possibility of misfortune coming her way. She had always felt blindly confident that the train in which she traveled would not run against any other train; that the house in which she lived would not fall to pieces and bury her. All the more utterly overwhelming was the agony of the moment which had now come.

Never in after-days was she able to recall exactly the details of this terrible evening. There had been a period of suspense — how long she did not know: it might have been hours, or perhaps only minutes, that she had sat rigid in her chair; then there was the darkened bedroom, which to her bewildered eyes seemed to be unaccountably full of people — the servants in a flutter — her mother in hysterics; hurried whisperings and hushed footsteps; two unknown men with grave faces, whom she guessed to be doctors; a thin fussy gentleman whom she vaguely recognized as Herr Steinwurm, one of her father’s scientific friends, and who in a quick staccato voice, and with much agitation of manner, was talking incessantly and excitedly.

On the bed lay a motionless figure bleeding from a wound in the forehead. The hair had been pushed back and drenched with water; the white face was painfully distorted.

This was the father from whom Gretchen had parted so carelessly only two short hours ago.

She was conscious of a strange feeling of unreality as she lay on her knees and held the cold white hand in hers. What she said, or whether she wept, she could not afterwards remember; but she knew that Dr. Komers had spoken to her, that the physicians had tried to drag her away, and that even Herr Steinwurm had put in his word of exhortation.

“Dear Fraulein Mohr,” he implored, while moving about restlessly on his thin legs, which, together with his face and general frame, bore an appearance of mustiness and mildew, as if he himself had been recently dug out of some dark and gloomy catacomb —’’ dear Fraulein Mohr, avoid agitation, and try and resign yourself to Providence. No one can be more distressed than I am. These are the sacrifices that Science demands. I was within an ace of being smashed myself. I can still see it hovering — all over in a minute — man and stone disappearing together; but,” he added, with a touch of pride,’’ I insisted on the man being attended to before the stone. Science may suffer; but humanity first, I say. Dear Fraulein Mohr, these sacrifices are unavoidable. You must have heard of the destruction of twenty-seven workmen last year — just in the same way, only on a larger scale, that is all; but the same, radically the same. Science — yes, Science is cruel. Think of Providence, think of Science, Fraulein Mohr.” Thus Herr Steinwurm prattled on, unheeded and unchecked.

There was much whispering and consultation around the bed; the two doctors contradicted each other in a polite undertone, and refuted each other’s opinions with due regard to professional etiquette.

‘‘Is there any hope?” Gretchen managed at last to inquire, with apparent calmness.

The whispering began again; the doctors cleared their throats, hesitated, glanced irresolutely around them; finally, the least evasive of the two admitted grudgingly that there existed a certain conditional possibility of hope — “for his life,” he added, after a second’s pause.

Gretchen drew a long breath. “The wound has almost stopped bleeding,” she remarked, in a more hopeful whisper.

The doctor who had spoken looked at his learned friend, and his learned friend looked back at him, and then bent over the patient. The first doctor cleared his throat again and stared at Gretchen.

“The wound in the head? Ah yes, it has stopped bleeding,” he said, doubtfully. “So it is that which frightened you?”

“Yes,” she said, with a shudder.

‘‘That is not the mischief, though.” 

“Is there anything else the matter?”

The doctor coughed again, and looked down at his knees, then towards the bed; and, following his glance, Gretchen for the first time perceived the unnatural twisted attitude in which her father lay: the line of the coverlet showed that the legs were half drawn up, in a way which suggested some horrible mutilation.

Now Gretchen understood why the doctor had said that he hoped — for his life. Her heart sickened at the thought of the future. 

“But broken legs can be set again,” she resolutely suggested.

The doctor, who was bending over the bed, observed, without looking up, “Knee-cap splintered, compound fracture of the hip­bone, both ankles severely injured.”

It was all the more appalling for being incomprehensible. Hitherto Gretchen had always believed that a thing was either broken or it was not; and, once broken, you had only got to mend it again and it would be all right. These nice definitions, these ghastly nuances, were strange to her.

‘‘Can I be of any use?” inquired Herr Steinwurm, tripping about the room, addressing himself to the company collectively. ‘‘Shall I be required to stay? Somebody ought to take charge — ah, I perceive — Dr. Komers; I am forestalled.” And the thin antiquarian breathed a sigh of undisguised relief. His very breath seemed to bring with it a whiff of underground air. ‘‘Do you intend to stay, Dr. Komers?”

Vincenz bowed.

‘‘Ah — exactly; a man without family ties can always dispose of his time. Now I am a family man; my wife must have waited supper for me during the last hour. I scarcely feel justified in staying longer. Domestic duties, you know. If it had been cold supper, I might possibly” (“we have cold supper twice a week,” he explained, parenthetically) — “but this is not the day; I am so distressed! Goodnight, Dr. Komers. Try and keep up your spirits, Fraulein Mohr; I am so distressed!’’ and Herr Steinwurm sidled out of the sick­room, home — and supper-wards — feeling very clear in his conscience. What could a man be expected to do for his mutilated friend, beyond bringing him home in a cab and sending for a doctor?

It was not long after Herr Steinwurm’s departure that one of the doctors took his leave; and then, when another half hour of unbroken silence had trailed away, the second physician drew on his gloves.

‘‘Are you going also?” asked Gretchen, wistfully.

“I must; a more pressing case awaits me. I may be back towards morning, and I shall bring a nurse. Can you sit up till then?” He looked towards Vincenz.

‘‘I will sit up,” answered Gretchen.

‘‘There is no need,” said Vincenz from across the bed; ‘‘I know how these bandages are put on.” He had one in his hand as he spoke, and bent forward to lay it right, but Gretchen snatched it away.

“Leave that to me,” she said, hotly. “It is I who must sit up.”

Vincenz made no answer, but walked to the farther end of the room, out of the feeble circle of light.

‘‘Yes, yes; a woman’s hand is lighter,” agreed the doctor, as he took his departure.

Every ten minutes the bandages were to be changed, and with the scrupulous over-exactitude of a novice Gretchen counted the seconds of each interval. She thought she knew the watch that lay beside her, but she did not recognize it as Dr. Komers’s.

The faint ticking of the watch was the only sound in the room; it throbbed like the heart of some living thing; only now and then the trickle of water broke the silence, as, with her white fingers, Gretchen wrung out a bandage.

The shutters were closed and the curtains were drawn, she noticed and vaguely wondered who had done it, for no servant had been in the room.

After a time, she felt her knees aching, and sat down on a chair. Dr. Komers was still at the far end of the room; he had not again offered to help her.

Could it really be possible that within these same twenty-four hours Gretchen had been dancing in a lighted ballroom, wreathed in garlands of apple blossoms? It seemed like yesterday, it seemed like a week ago.

She closed her eyes for an instant, and then opened them again at a sound. Dr. Komers was standing beside her.

‘‘I think you had better drink this,” he was saying, holding a glass of wine towards her.

She took it mechanically; and the first taste of wine on her lips made her feel how weak and hungry she had been till then. She held out the empty glass towards Vincenz without looking at him, and he went and sat down again on his distant chair.

The wine had made her feel quite strong again, thought Gretchen, and strangely wide awake. She sat with her eyes on the watch, counting the seconds. Still three minutes, still two minutes, before the bandage must be changed; and then her head sank back, her eyelids closed, and she was fast asleep, with the wet linen in her hand.

The scene of her dream was the vault of the Frauenkirche; and pictures conjured up by Herr Steinwurm’s broken phrases passed busily through her brain; but, like most dreams, these pictures were false and fantastical, for Gretchen still ignored the facts of the case, which in reality were as follows:

In the, vault of the Frauenkirche, an old and somewhat dilapidated edifice, some repairs, recently begun, had been the source of an interesting discovery. An inner opening had been found leading to a small and hitherto unknown crypt, which, judging by the inscriptions and the half-effaced ciphers on some of the stones, appeared to be of an older date than the body of the church. A few lines in a local paper calling attention to this fact had been enough to bring a swarm of historians and antiquarians buzzing round the Frauenkirche. Correspondences were started, in which learned men said sarcastic things to each other, and commissions were organized to ascertain the truth and settle knotty points. Adalbert Mohr, as a well-known authority, was among the first who were asked for their support; and he lent his help with all the energy and eager love of discovery, which had not grown weaker but stronger with years.

There were eight men who descended together to the vault — a queer assembly of withered faces and gray heads, keen eyes and parchment complexions — men who had spent their lives in digging in dark corners, and grubbing the secrets of the past out of deep holes. Adalbert Mohr, with the slight sprinkling of silver on his hair, was the youngest, and at the same time the keenest, among them. A question arose about the date of a large flat tombstone, which had sunk rather lower than its neighbors into the irregular floor. The Roman ciphers, carved deep into the soft stone, had been partially eaten away by damp.

‘‘I should advise caution,” Professor Nagelrost, the eldest and coolest of the antiquarians, had said warningly, as six of his colleagues crowded excitedly round the tombstone, crouching painfully in the low space, and all but setting fire to each other’s hair with the candles they held. “You know the state of the foundations;” and he pointed with an experienced finger to the low and threatening ceiling against which the head of even the smallest man among them was perforce pressed.

“Ah, but Science — remember the interests of Science,” exhorted Herr Steinwurm, who, with his candle held so that it could drop wax only on other people’s clothes and not on his own, was hopping about on the outskirts of the company, keeping well out of reach of the treacherous spot in the ceiling.

It will not do Science much good even if you do succeed in ruining my coat with grease-spots,” said Assessor Feuchtkeller, with a little temper. ‘‘I wish you would not stand behind me; there is room enough in the front.”

“Grease-spots! Is it possible? I am so distressed! Much obliged, very much obliged,” as the assessor stood aside to make room for him; “but I really do not feel justified. I have no right to forget that I am a family man. Infinitely obliged;” and the two men stood opposite each other, each with a dripping candle held at a slanting angle, and each gracefully waving the other into the honorable but perilous place, quite willing to forego the prestige of standing exactly below the critical spot in the ceiling.

‘‘Give me another candle,” said Adalbert Mohr, kneeling down on the edge of the stone whose date stood in dispute. He was a family man too, but in moments like this he was somewhat apt to forget it. More than one candle was held forward, and he took the nearest and bent down, passing it slowly along the worn inscription, and striving to connect the surviving fragments.

He was still bending, and the others still crowded round him, when in the silence a slowly grating sound jarred on their ears.

The ceiling! They thought instinctively of the ceiling; all their eyes turned towards it in terror. And while they stared up stupidly the catastrophe was accomplished, for danger never comes from the point we anticipate. It is an enemy which clutches us in the rear while we are guarding our front.

To seven of the antiquarians the ground seemed to heave for a moment, and the flickering light of their candle flames to blind them. The slow grating swelled gradually, until there burst forth a crash, and then followed a sweep as of slipping sand, and then there was silence again.

The central light, on which all their eyes had been fixed, had vanished, and the eighth antiquarian, Adalbert Mohr, who had been kneeling on the disputed stone, had vanished too. There was a black hole, irregularly square, in their midst; for more than one stone had been dragged down by the center one.

A universal destruction and a common grave threatening, was the first thought of the seven terror-stricken men. Herr Steinwurm, being the nearest to the entrance, reached it with two quick little strides, and then turned to see what more was going to follow. But nothing followed, except a little more ominous rattling of what sounded like tiny stones and an invisible avalanche of dry mortar.

“Where is the stone gone to?” gasped an opened-mouthed historian.

Then it was that Herr Steinwurm, standing well out of the vault, displayed his lofty fellow-feeling by exhorting his companions to rescue the vanished man. 
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