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Oh the Earth was made for lovers, for damsel, and hopeless swain,

For sighing, and gentle whispering, and unity made of twain.

All things do go a-courting, in earth, or sea, or air,

God hath made nothing single but thee in His world so fair!

The bride, and then the bridegroom, the two, and then the one,

Adam, and Eve, his consort, the moon, and then the sun;

The life doth prove the precept, who obey shall happy be,

Who will not serve the sovereign, be hanged on fatal tree.

The high do seek the lowly, the great do seek the small,

None cannot find who seeketh, on this terrestrial ball;

The bee doth court the flower, the flower his suit receives,

And they make merry wedding, whose guests are hundred leaves;

The wind doth woo the branches, the branches they are won,

And the father fond demandeth the maiden for his son. . . .

The worm doth woo the mortal, death claims a living bride,

Night unto day is married, morn unto eventide;

Earth is a merry damsel, and heaven a knight so true,

And Earth is quite coquettish, and beseemeth in vain to sue. . . .

There’s Sarah, and Eliza, and Emeline so fair,

And Harriet, and Susan, and she with curling hair!

Thine eyes are sadly blinded, but yet thou mayest see

Six true, and comely maidens sitting upon the tree;

Approach that tree with caution, then up it boldly climb,

And seize the one thou lovest, nor care for space, or time!

Then bear her to the greenwood, and build for her a bower,

And give her what she asketh, jewel, or bird, or flower—

And bring the fife, and trumpet, and beat upon the drum—

And bid the world Goodmorrow, and go to glory home!

—EMILY DICKINSON, 1850
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I

The Outlaw Balloon


ONE

Our history of the remarkable Zinn family, to end upon the final bold stroke of midnight, December 31, 1899, begins some twenty years earlier, on that beauteous September afternoon, in the golden haze of autumn, 1879—ah, now so long past!—when, to the confus’d shame and horror of her loving family and the consternation of all of Bloodsmoor, Miss Deirdre Louisa Zinn, the adopted daughter of Mr. and Mrs. John Quincy Zinn, betook herself on an impetuous walk, with no companion, and was, by daylight, abducted from the grounds belonging to the stately home of her grandparents, historic old Kidde­master Hall.

Well may you blink and draw back in alarm at that crude word, abducted: and yet, I fear, there is no other, to be employed with any honesty.

Indeed, as the authorized chronicler of the Zinn family, I should like very much to be more circumspect in this wise, in presenting, to the reader, so frightful and so lurid a state of affairs at the very outset; I should like, too, to shield the Zinns and the Kidde­masters from that exposure to the noisome world of talebearers, gossipmongers, well-intentioned fools, and journalists of every ilk, soon to plague them, in the midst of their grief. Yet there is no remedy: for A Bloodsmoor Romance: A True History of the Zinns of the Bloodsmoor Valley, must begin on this ignominous day, with the unlook’d-to disappearance of the youngest Miss Zinn, in plain view, I am bound to say, of her terrified sisters.

That the dark-haired and very pale-skinned Deirdre was to be borne away from her loving parents, and her devoted sisters, at the maidenly age of but sixteen, is surely tragic; that she was to be borne away, in such unwonted circumstances, in an outlaw balloon of sinister black-silken hue, manned by an unidentified pilot, is so singular and so unprecedented in the annals of the Valley, or elsewhere, that one cannot entirely condemn the gossipmongers for their cruel whisperings. An innocent child, indeed—for what child, of good family, is not innocent?—yet, withal, was there not something strange about this youngest Miss Zinn; something willful, and truculent, and brooding, and indelicate? Was she grateful to have been adopted by so illustrious a family? Was she devout enough a Christian? Was she not rather furtive in her manner, and stubborn in the melancholy of her visage; and, tho’ a member of the Zinn family for some six years, a daughter, and a sister, much cherished by all, was she not curiously faithless?

Thus, the gossipmongers: their ignorant prattle, I am happy to say, rarely found its way back to the family itself, so sparing them additional grief.

Ah, Deirdre, how many misfortunes are to follow from your initial misfortune! How many tears must be spilt, and hearts rent; unseemly passions inflamed; precipitant outbursts unleash’d, to work their evil amongst the faultless! And all as a consequence of a willful young lady’s decision to absent herself from the company of her sisters, in something approaching a disheveled state of mind, with no thought, and no concern, for the feelings of others!

Indeed, I am bound to confess, here at the outset of my chronicle, that a darksome wave of revulsion oft o’ercomes me, at the consideration of all that must be endured, in future years, by the Zinns, and the elder Kidde­masters as well, as a consequence of this unfortunate episode—springing, as it were, out of the incorporeal air of Bloodsmoor: the warm, luxuriant, dreamy, and golden-hazy air of an autumn day shading to dusk, not long past teatime.

 

(IT WILL NOT be objected, I hope, that, at this juncture, I hasten to inform the reader that, though the Zinns are to suffer much tumultuous misfortune, and oft despair at the riddlesome nature of our life here on earth, there are myriad blessings—nay, triumphs—in wait for them: for it is a self-evident truth, as the much-loved poet, essayist, and distinguished man of the cloth, the Reverend Cornelius Potter, has declared: Through the dismal face of Adversity, the sun of Our Lord’s Benevolence ne’er ceases to shine. Nor has God forgotten His especial children, in even this most dismaying of periods in the history of our glorious nation.)

 

THE MYSTERIOUS ABDUCTION was perpetrated not by night, not even in the sombre-tentacl’d shadows of first dusk, but by daylight, and not many hundreds of yards from the white-column’d splendor of Kidde­master Hall. The young lady, it seems, wandered off alone, down the pleasingly gentle and picturesque slope of the grassy lawn, to the river below, quitting the company of her four elder sisters, who were sitting in a graceful little gazebo, a short distance from the rear of the great house. (Perhaps you know the Bloodsmoor River, and are familiar with its wide, placid waters, and the eurythmical grace of its motion, as it snakes its way, with no undue haste, through southeastern Pennsylvania: that scenic, that noble river, rivaling the mighty Hudson in its lissome grandeur and in the craggy heights of its granite promontories!—peaceable now, and, indeed, a solace to the wearied eye, though, not many decades previous, the great river suffered much bloodshed on its banks in the tragic War Between the States—Gettysburg being close by; and in numerous earlier skirmishes, harking back to the 1770’s and ’80’s, and, beyond, to divers Tory atrocities, and mutinies amidst the common soldiery, and, in the 1650’s, to the cruelties of the greedy Dutch against the Scandinavian pioneers who had made some small valiant effort to settle our Valley.)

Tho’ there was to be disclosed, afterward, that Deirdre Louisa’s willful absenting of herself from her sisters’ company may have been partly the result of some trifling, girlish discord amongst them, and tho’ even the most censorious heart cannot fail to feel pity for the child’s fate, nonetheless it should be recorded that Deirdre’s behavior on this autumn day, subsequent to a luxuriant high tea at the Hall, was characteristically perverse and exhibited that frequent want of gentility, and ladylike decorum, that had long stimulated compassionate dismay in the Zinn and Kidde­master families, and in certain of their kinfolk. “Prudence and John Quincy have perhaps o’erextended their Christian charity in so wantonly adopting an orphan of doubtful blood,” Great-Aunt Edwina Kidde­master oft observed over the years; for, as one of the elder matrons of the great family, and one whose alarm’d concern with the decline of morals and etiquette in the nation, subsequent to the War Between the States, did not stint from a courageous examination of her own family, she felt the need to speak frankly, no matter whose feathers (as she curtly expressed it) were ruffled. Other members of the family were less harsh, wishing to cast no blame on Mr. and Mrs. Zinn for the improvidence of the adoption, tho’ they whispered of Deirdre that she “went her own way,” or declared herself, by her habitual scowling melancholy, “a sadly troubl’d young lady”—perhaps even “haunted,” by they knew not what!

Beauty being a dutiful concern of all the ladies, both of the intrinsic sort and the cultivated, it was generally believed—indeed, all the judgments were in, from family members, and from society itself—that, apart from poor Samantha, Deirdre was the most ill-featur’d of the Zinn girls: Samantha’s lack of beauty being primarily one of puzzling plainness, whilst Deirdre’s had much to do with her pale, leaden, lugubrious countenance, and the sinister recalcitrance with which her brightly-dark eyes beheld the world. “The child is no beauty,” Grandmother Sarah Kidde­master observed, with a delicate shudder, “yet I somehow fancy that she possesses beauty in secret, and is too grudging, or too shy, to reveal it to us.” (A most peculiar notion, issuing from that sensible lady!)

Albeit that young Deirdre was, in legal nomenclature, and in all official records, adopted, it must not be thought that she was ever considered by her family to be but an outsider; nor was she made to feel different from the other girls save, perhaps, in certain rare and negligible episodes of impatience, on the part of one or two of her sisters. (In this wise, it should be recorded that the sisters felt themselves so frequently rebuffed in their efforts to befriend Deirdre that they naturally grew resentful, and, at times, somewhat irascible.) Indeed, it was a common observation, both throughout the Bloodsmoor Valley, and in Philadelphia, amongst families conversant with the situation, that Prudence and John Quincy Zinn clearly cherished their adopted daughter, as if she were of their own blood.

That the Zinns acted out of selfless Christian compassion in bringing this deprived child, at the age of nine or ten, into their harmonious household, the reader is free to infer, with no demurral from me; that they acted—alas, how innocently!—with some small measure of imprudence, the reader is invited to judge for himself.

Yet, I cannot help but think that, like Mr. Ralph Waldo Emerson, that great New England gentleman of Mr. Zinn’s acquaintance, both Prudence and John Quincy would have rejected, with proud vehemence, any thought of behavior of an uncharitable, or small-spirit’d, nature. For did not Mr. Zinn, earlier in his life, oft recite, with benign smiling countenance, these instructive lines of Mr. Emerson’s?

 

Tho’ love repine, and reason chafe,

There came a voice without reply—

“ ’Tis man’s perdition to be safe,

When for the truth he ought to die.”

IF YOU HAVE never glimpsed Kidde­master Hall in its noble site above the Bloodsmoor River, some fifty miles to the east of its junction with the Christiana, I will swiftly limn it for you.

This historic house, widely acclaimed as one of the most majestic, yet most tasteful, examples in the region of that style known as Philadelphia Greek Revival, possessed, at the time of our chronicle, a grace, beauty, and wholesome elegance, rivaling that of Monticello; and far more harmonious, in its natural bucolic surroundings, than Rumford Hall, some miles distant, or the Ormonds’ ostentatious Mt. Espérance but a few hours’ drive away, or, indeed, the manor house of the family of Du Pont de Nemours, on the Brandywine.

The house glimmered white, on even the most gloomy of December days, possessing ten serene columns in the Doric style supporting an immense triangular portico; eight high, stately, perfectly proportion’d windows faced front; there was a graceful tho’ large dome, in the shape of a pentagon; there were gently banked roofs, covered in slate; and numerous handsome chimneys; and serpentine walls; and countless minor ornamental touches of a restrained nature. (Indeed, Kidde­master Hall exemplified, throughout, that classical dignity, and quiet opulence, mawkishly but vainly imitated in the pretentious baronial palaces and “English” mansions erected in the Seventies by war profiteers, and that contemptible new breed, the “government contractor”—and even by the wealthier of those gentlemen who, tho’ calling themselves retailers, were but common shopkeepers; a race of indefatigable vulgarians, and opportunists, who could not have traced their American blood past the turn of the century!)

Tho’, on its twenty-five hundred acres of land, Kidde­master Hall possessed a charmingly rural aspect, it was yet no more than a few hours’ drive by carriage from Philadelphia; and even closer to Wilmington, Delaware, across the Bloodsmoor River. From these cities, and from divers parts of the countryside, the guests of the Kidde­masters had journeyed, upon that portentous day with which our history begins: the occasion being a formal high tea, in honor of the engagement of the eldest Zinn daughter, Constance Philippa, to the Baron Adolf von Mainz, of Germany, and more recently of Philadelphia; and, in addition, to quietly honor the presence of three distinguished gentlemen, from the American Philosophical Society, who had journeyed down from Boston to make the acquaintance of John Quincy Zinn. (Mr. Zinn, I should explain, had, by 1879, acquired a considerable reputation as an inventor, and thinker, of rare originality; though his real fame lies in the future when the Congress of the United States, and President McKinley himself, took an especial interest in his career, and had much to do with bestowing upon him numerous grants and honoraria to aid in his research. On the day of his youngest daughter’s abduction, Mr. Zinn was but fifty-two years old, and had labored at his oft-thankless vocation of invention since early boyhood.)

Ah, might that unfortunate day have been averted!—might Deirdre have been ill, or somehow indisposed, that her mother would have commanded her to remain at home abed!—and so much grief would have been prevented. But, alas, nothing of the kind transpired; and though Deirdre oft cast a sickly, peevish, and, as it were, green-hued countenance upon the world, she was as healthsome as any of her sisters, not excluding the overly robust Constance Philippa, who frequently dismayed the elder ladies with her declared pleasure in walking—not in the company of her fiancé, nor even in the company of her sisters, but alone.

There were upward of one hundred guests at Kidde­master Hall, and some thirty or more servants to attend them, dressed in the subdued, and scrupulously proper, attire favored by the Kidde­masters for their help, over many generations—indeed, harking back to Federalist times. (The men wore livery, and highly polished black leather shoes; the women, modest black cotton-and-flannel dresses, with stiff-starched white aprons, and caps, and, despite the heat of the afternoon, heavy lisle stockings.) As the guests convened, what a joyous medley of voices ensued!—and how gratifying to the eye, the ladies’ dresses, many-skirted, frothy, and airy, and as varied in their hues, as the beauteous autumn flowers that bloomed in the myriad beds! I cannot but think it by Our Lord’s mercy, that the tea was over, and all the guests departed, when Miss Deirdre Zinn was carried away by her abductor: for think what an unspeakable humiliation that would have been, if these distinguished gentlemen and ladies had stared down from the terrace, to the hellish scene below!

Amidst the guests, however, no one was more pleasing to the eye, or excited more comment, than the five Zinn daughters of local fame. As we advance more intimately upon the sisters, we will not shrink from taking note of countless small imperfections, and some major faults; so it is well to remember that, observed and judged from a distance, as doubtless guests to Kidde­master Hall were wont to do, Constance Philippa, and Octavia, and Malvinia, and Samantha, and even Deirdre did strike the eye as uncommonly attractive young ladies, though they lived in a society in which Beauty—whether of face, or form, or manner, or attire—was very much a requisite, for the female sex. It is true, Samantha was plain and pinched of countenance; and so undeveloped for her age, she might have been a child of twelve, or less: yet, presented in the midst of her sisters, and as gaily adorned as the prettiest, she, too, excited generally favorable comment, and was held to be “petite,” and “fairylike,” and “possessed of an elfin charm.”

John Quincy Zinn’s somewhat unique position in Bloodsmoor, as the father of five distinctly marriageable young ladies, might not have seemed an enviable one; less enviable still was his position as head of a household of limited financial resources—for John Quincy was, and oft was made to feel, but the son-in-law of the wealthy Godfrey Kidde­master. Being of a private, and even hermetic, turn of mind, he shrank from frequent public appearances, yet, when he did appear, how admiringly all eyes were drawn to him, and to his striking family!—Mr. Zinn tall, wide-shouldered, and abash’dly handsome; Mrs. Zinn of Junoesque stature, formidably clad in lavender, with an immense lavender and cream-colored hat; and the daughters!—self-conscious, yet resplendent, in their finest Sunday clothes, radiant as walking candles, fully cognizant of admiring—nay, examining—eyes on all sides. “How they stare!” Octavia murmured to Malvinia, so excited, she had begun to breathe swiftly and shallowly, and could not constrain herself from grasping her sister’s arm. “And is it we whom they stare at, so frankly?”—whereupon Malvinia laughingly murmured, in reply, “Nay, I think it is Father’s live daughters; or Grandfather’s five aspiring heiresses.”

 

UPON THAT HISTORIC day, guests arrived at Kidde­master Hall in vehicles of greatly varying species, ranging from the bronze coach of the house of Du Pont de Nemours, to the more tasteful, yet still splendid, coaches of the Whittons, and the Gilpins, and the Millers—these excellent old families of the Valley, and of Philadelphia, being intricately related by both blood and marriage to the Kidde­masters. And there were innumerable modest, yet, withal, entirely respectable, victorias and surreys owned by local residents. And the Baron von Mainz, that dashing figure! What commentary he stimulated, by choosing to ride out from Philadelphia, on horseback: on his wide-nostril’d black English Thoroughbred stallion, some seventeen hands high, with its deep-set, glaring, crafty eyes, that seemed, in playful manner, not unlike the Baron’s own. “Your fiancé, and his handsome mount, are altogether striking,” Malvinia whispered to Constance Philippa, behind her part-opened fan. “Alas, my dear, are you not gravely intimidated by both?” Whereupon the flush-cheek’d Constance Philippa lowered her gaze to the ground, and somewhat sullenly replied, “I am intimidated by no one, and nothing; and I must beg you to make no further unwelcome speculation on the nature of my feelings.”

Mr. and Mrs. Zinn, and their five daughters, were fetched to the Hall from their home, a short distance away, by the Kidde­masters’ own coach for, unfortunately, they could afford no carriage of their own, save a “country” surrey of distinctly outmoded style, which would hardly be appropriate for this important occasion; and so they were driven through the park, and up the quarter-mile gravel drive, to Mrs. Zinn’s parents’ home, in a vehicle of such tasteful splendor as to gratify Mrs. Zinn, even as it deeply embarrassed her husband. “I take no more account than you do, Mr. Zinn, of the vagaries and vanities of the material world,” Prudence declared, “yet, upon certain emblematic occasions, I feel that it is not only apt, but obligatory, that we align ourselves with my father’s house: that the coarse-minded gossipers of Bloodsmoor may be constrained, from speculation as to my father’s favoring, or disfavoring, of any one of our daughters, or of you; or the entire Zinn family.”

It was surely a touching indication of John Quincy’s democratic temperament, and the simple, rural, and unadorn’d nature of his background, that he felt some small revulsion for the display of wealth the Kidde­master brougham—with its glaring coppery finish, and its smart ebony trim, and its handsome fringed hammercloth—represented to the world; and, it may be, for his own reluctant acquiescence to it, in the interests of conjugal peace. (The elegant brougham, adorned with the Kidde­master coat-of-arms on its sides—a demilion rampant, grasping an olive branch—was drawn by four high-stepping, and immaculately groomed, white geldings, with braided and beribboned manes and tails, and “treated” coats and hooves: the coats being whitened, and the hooves more emphatically blackened, by art, so that the noble steeds might offer a yet more dramatic appearance, when glimps’d in public, than they might have done otherwise. Thus John Quincy’s father-in-law, the retired Chief Justice Godfrey Kidde­master, indulged himself, in small ways, and harmless manifestations of pride: this desire for a striking public appearance being, perhaps, nothing more than an aspect of his Federalist heritage, for we must recall that President Washington himself similarly decreed that his horses be “treated,” with an eye toward exciting admiration amongst the common folk. And I cannot think but that it was a considerable pleasure, for these personages, to gaze upon the Kidde­master carriage as it passed, drawn by the beauteous horses, and swaying with luxuriant grace on its large C-springs—a properly attired Irish driver up front, and an attendant footman, in livery, perched high at the back, as rigidly perfect in posture as a statue.) “I fear we are a spectacle, being, after all, but Zinns,” John Quincy quietly observed, “yet I suppose the Kidde­masters must be indulged; and it is, in any case, but a temporary endurance.”

Whereupon his vivacious daughter Malvinia could not resist observing, to anyone who cared to hear: “Alas, dear Father, that it is but temporary: and tomorrow, if we venture forth, we shall be obliged to be carried in our own humble surrey, that hardly requires the Zinn coat-of-arms, to be identified as ours.”

 

IT IS NECESSARY, I believe, for me to interrupt my narrative at this point—the Zinns not yet arrived at the tea, the sky a feckless china blue, the dread abduction many hours hence—in order to quickly sketch a portrait of Mr. John Quincy Zinn, that the reader may become more adequately cognizant of him, in terms of his great value, in the eyes of his daughters, and his slow-growing reputation, in the eyes of the world.

In this year of 1879, John Quincy’s fame lay all before him, and he was not yet popularly known by the initials J.Q.Z., as he came to be, in the closing years of the century. Yet, withal, he enjoy’d a considerable respect amongst his fellow inventors, men of science, and philosophers: witness the presence of the gentlemen from the American Philosophical Society, who wished simply to meet with him on an informal basis, and converse with him with an eye toward promoting his candidacy, as a member of their austere organization. (In his old age, what honors will be offered! From the Royal Society of the British Empire, for instance; and from other international organizations, as well as those in the States, that had, for a time, withheld recognition from the modest-temper’d Mr. Zinn.)

A more respectful consideration of our subject, and his myriad achievements, will be offered elsewhere in this history: for I must limn, as clearly as possible, the biographical facts pertaining to this famous American, that his role—both tragic, and triumphant—will be adequately comprehended. Suffice it to say, for the present, that he rose from a humble rural background, in the mountains of southern Pennsylvania; that he enjoy’d a meteoric rise to prominence, in Philadelphia, in the 1850’s, as a consequence of his advanced pedagogical methods, in a rural common school in Mouth-of-Lebanon, Pennsylvania; that he fell most passionately in love with Miss Prudence Kidde­master, the daughter of the distinguished juror Godfrey Kiddemaster (then Chief Justice of the Supreme Court of the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania); that he assiduously courted her, until her virgin heart was won; that they were wed, and came to dwell here in Bloodsmoor, some twenty-three years before that autumn of 1879, with which this narrative begins.

On several acres of particularly scenic land, part wooded, and part meadow, belonging to the Kidde­master estate, the devoted young couple established their residence, enjoying the occupancy of an eight-sided domicile of Mr. Zinn’s own design, which Mrs. Zinn’s munificent father financed. There, in that remarkable dwelling place—known locally as the Octagonal House, and, later, to be avidly written of, by journalists seeking to portray the complexity of Mr. Zinn’s genius to their disparate readership—four healthsome, and angelic, infant girls were born; to which bountiful household there was, in 1873, added an additional child, the orphan’d Deirdre Bonner.

Whilst this happy family life blossomed, with very few incursions of ill-fortune, save some three or four miscarriages suffered by Mrs. Zinn, and the common run of illnesses, there was pursued, with marked singleness of purpose, and unswerving dedication, John Quincy Zinn’s vocation of invention, which the modest gentleman was wont to call mere “tinkering.” (“For only God invents,” Mr. Zinn quietly asserted.)

To those readers whose grasp of history is so deficient that the name John Quincy Zinn means very little to them, it will perhaps be of interest to learn that the distinguished inventor George Washington Gale Ferris believed Mr. Zinn to be “one of the most remarkable men of his acquaintance”; and that Mr. Hannibal Goodwin praised his “tireless, questing, resolutely natural mind.” That brilliant, albeit somewhat eccentric, Swedish scientist John Ericsson, spoke privately of John Quincy Zinn as an “equal,” as did Ralph Waldo Emerson, on at least one recorded occasion. (It was unfortunate indeed that Mr. Emerson, being of the poetic, and not the mathematical, genius, could not grasp, and consequently felt the necessity to disparage, certain of Mr. Zinn’s most challenging projects—the experimentation with the perpetual-motion machine, for instance. Yet, in a much-priz’d letter of 1869, found in the inventor’s workshop after his death, Mr. Emerson declared himself an “admirer” of Mr. Zinn, for the “very doggedness of his passion for Truth.”)

A naturally inspired teacher, as informed by Love as by Intellect—a near-divine intelligence—an inventor of rustic, but original, genius—a Saint in his purity, as in his zeal: so John Quincy Zinn was praised, by divers gentlemen, during his long and productive lifetime. Charles A. Dana lauded Mr. Zinn, whom he had never met, as the single personage “hailing from that Transcendentalist tribe, who had contributed something worthwhile to our civilization.” Mr. Samuel Clemens, an enthusiast of invention in general, had naught but admiration for certain of Mr. Zinn’s numerous “domestic” items—the automatic hair clippers, for instance, and the rotary toothbrush, the which an embarrassed John Quincy Zinn had no great pride in, and would as soon have forgotten!—these “tinkerer’s toys” being, in his censorious eyes, quite contemptible, when set beside his more ambitious projects.

 

IT WAS ONE of the first questions put to John Quincy Zinn, by the journalist Adam Watkins, in 1887, as to why he had applied for so very few patents; for was it not a common practice, on the part of his fellow inventors, to file their applications with the United States Patent Office, on the slightest pretext? Many of the inventors being sadly deluded, in their estimation of their own originality and genius!

Mr. Zinn’s reply to this impertinent query was a simple one, yet not lacking in dignity: “Perhaps, Mr. Watkins, I am somewhat less deluded than my brethren.”

But the question continued to be asked, over the years, not only by inquisitive strangers, but by those relatives and acquaintances who might have been expected to sympathize with Mr. Zinn’s Transcendentalist faith, which scorned the mercantile world, and sought to incorporate the Higher Law into the secular life. Alas, it was truly another, and yet more impertinent question, that might have been worded thusly: Why are you so unlike other men?

There was much triumph in John Quincy Zinn’s life; yet, withal, a secret sorrow, in that, apart from a very few exemplary individuals, no one understood him; and certain personages, even within his family, took delight in misunderstanding him. What a pity it is, that he had not the opportunity to commune more frequently with his equals—a pity, for instance, that Bloodsmoor was not Concord, Massachusetts, where Mr. Zinn might have dined with Mr. Emerson, Mr. Thoreau, and Mr. Alcott, and where, surely, he would have been a central member of the Transcendentalist Club! A pity, too, that his sensitive nerves were so ill affected by the uproar and clatter of large cities that he abhorred visits even to Philadelphia (one of the more attractive cities, which Mr. Zinn had liked well enough in his young bachelor days); and would never have dreamt of journeying to New York, or Boston. It was his solemn belief that he “swam in the pulsing bloodstream of Nature, Man, and God” without leaving Bloodsmoor, or, indeed, without stepping outside his workshop door; and, in a jesting mood, he liked to say that his pet monkey, Pip, who routinely kept him company during the long workday, was all he required of intellectual companionship.

Yet I cannot restrain myself from observing, with all reverence for my subject, that John Quincy Zinn might have been less lonely, and less susceptible to bemused despair, had he cultivated the friendship of worthy persons and traveled with more ease. But, doubtless, it was as a consequence of his shattering experience in the War Between the States, in which he valiantly participated for the better part of three years, that, once safely home, he vowed to remain, and to work in blessèd solitude, for the remainder of his life.

But others failed to understand; and the rude question Why? was asked repeatedly.

Why did John Quincy Zinn, one of the most gifted inventors in our Great Age of Invention (now, alas, an epoch long past), reap so very modest a harvest from his lifelong labor? Why, save at the end of his career, when manufacturers vied for his contracts, did he display such lofty indifference to personal gain? Even as a young, brash, and ostensibly ambitious man, in his mid-twenties, he had declined to insist upon a satisfactory arrangement for the publication of his pedagogical study, The Spirit of the Future in America, of 1854; with the shocking result that the erstwhile reputable publishing house of A. T. Plumbe & Sons, of Philadelphia, was to reprint some twelve times in all, but pay to its acclaimed author only $300—the original flat fee for the assignment of all rights. And, though he protested himself a loving and devoted husband to his wife, and a no less loving and devoted father, it was very curious that he could not seem to pay his considerable debts to the Kidde­masters—both his father-in-law, Godfrey Kidde­master, and Great-Aunt Edwina, of whom we shall speak shortly—let alone enjoy some private gain, of his own. Mrs. Zinn, who was to remain loyal to John Quincy for some forty-three years, oft declared, with sombre amusement, or droll resignation, or stoic calm, that she should not mourn the loss of so many patents, and so much abstract wealth, if Mr. Zinn’s aptitude for providing for his family in other regards were more reliable; if there were not four—nay, five—young ladies, in the Octagonal House, who must be provided with dowries—the protracted munificence of her father being, she believed, near to exhausted. And, too, the maintenance of Mr. Zinn’s modest laboratory-workshop, in a crude cabin built by his own hands, fell to Judge Kidde­master as well, as an informal “partner” in the inventor’s work.

“The question you are putting to me, Prudence,” Mr. Zinn replied, with gentle dignity, albeit with a melancholy cast of his eye, “is simply thus: Why are you not like other men? And it is a question, I am sorry to say, that cannot be answered save by reference to one of our greatest Americans, Benjamin Franklin, who, as you know, might have become a millionaire many times over had he troubled to patent his inventions.”

Tho’ it may be Mrs. Zinn had heard this rejoinder before from her husband, she did not protest, but stood silent, her stern, handsome, rather strong-boned face slightly coloring; and her hands clasped together. Poor Prudence! For all her anxious displeasure with her husband, and his resolute idealism as to mercantile success, she was, finally, and to her credit, an excellent wife, who took her marital vows with utmost seriousness, and would more readily have surrendered her personal distinction as a Kidde­master heiress than fail to love, honor, and obey her stalwart husband. Thus she stood wordless, her gaze meekly lowered, whilst, with closed eyes, and a fond stroking of his fair-hued beard, Mr. Zinn quoted these familiar words of Benjamin Franklin’s: “As we enjoy great advantages from the inventions of others, we should be glad of an opportunity to serve others by any invention of ours; and this we should do, freely and generously.”

 

IT WAS TO be widely, if quietly, deemed, after the abduction of Miss Deirdre Zinn, that had Mr. Zinn been patient enough to remain at Kidde­master Hall with his womenfolk, in order to accompany them back home in the brougham, the tragedy would not have occurred: but, to his misfortune, the restive inventor, whose imagination, I believe, never truly left the domain of his workshop and his workbench, insisted upon leaving for the Octagonal House on foot, as soon as the last guests had departed. With Mrs. Zinn claiming the need to speak with her parents in private, and the girls grateful for another hour’s stay at the great house, it was altogether reasonable that John Quincy Zinn might linger to converse with one of the family (for Great-Uncle Vaughan, who had some small interest in Mr. Zinn’s “sun-furnace” experimentation, would have greatly enjoyed speaking with him at leisure), or simply to stroll about the wisteria garden, or contemplate the handsome fieldstone wishing well, in the company of his five pretty daughters. But, alas, his nerves had grown so strained, as a consequence of both the ordeal of the formal tea and the ordeal of being impertinently, if courteously, interrogated by the Boston visitors, that he felt himself aflame with the desire to escape.

Mr. Zinn had not been able to avoid, on this important occasion, fitting himself into so elaborately proper a costume, that his very flesh chafed in rebellion, and perspiration ran in unsightly rivulets down his forehead and cheeks!—presenting so uncomfortable, and so ill, a vision, it was no wonder that his wife and daughters felt embarrassment for him, and his Kidde­master relatives stared at him in dismay’d alarm. Yet, how was it to be prevented? John Quincy Zinn towered over most of the guests, at six feet five inches of height; he was inordinately wide-shouldered, and possessed a stiff, rather rustic, dignity, in awkward combination with an intermittent boyish pleasure, which struck some observers as possibly too eager, and too indiscriminately friendly.

For the occasion of the Kidde­masters’ tea, Mr. Zinn had been obliged, under pain of his wife’s severe displeasure, to submit to a tailor’s exasperatingly protracted services, over several weeks: an expenditure of time that greatly tormented him, in that he might have spent it far more profitably at his work, or even, as he sadly jested, in colloquy with Pip. His daughters protested that he looked so handsome, and so very noble, how could the new suit displease him? It was fashionable, it was stylish, it sported a “European” silhouette: narrow, tapering, black wool-and-flannel trousers, with the much-vaunted smooth fit, firmly secured by a rubberized strap under the foot; a black velvet coat with a pronounced nipped-in waist; a matching vest, of the same heavy velvet material; a white linen shirt so fiercely starched it had the texture of veneer, with a raised, and very stiff, collar, that cut cruelly into Mr. Zinn’s neck; and a black satin cravat, so resolutely tight, it put the poor man in mind of a noose—not the most felicitous association, in these circumstances. Despite the unseasonable warmth of the day, Mr. Zinn had no choice but to wear his old top hat, which had served him at his wedding many years previous, but did not seem, in his eyes, too clearly outmoded, despite his daughter Malvinia’s pique; and he had no choice but to jam on his hands a pair of white gloves that stank of camphor; and to jam on his large feet a pair of black leather shoes with pointed toes, that he secretly feared he had ruined some months previous, as a consequence of certain waterproofing experimentations he had been doing, on an improvised basis. (Mr. Zinn had methodically varnished the shoes, and then soaked them for five hours in a mixture of beeswax, turpentine, Burgandy pitch, and oil; with the dismaying result, they gave off a powerful medicinal odor, and might be embarrassing in close quarters, should his feet perspire. . . . Yet, he could not regret the experiment, for he believed he was very near to discovering the principle of waterproofing: and if he could then swallow his pride, and force himself to file an application at the Patent Office, he might then realize enough income to provide respectful dowries for his daughters; and to repay the debts he owed his in-laws. Had Mr. Zinn time for such commonplace matters, it would surely have been a matter of grave concern to him, that, as it was, Judge Kidde­master was providing a modest dowry for Constance Philippa, that the Baron might not be acquiring her “for nothing,” and the old man had crudely jested, just the other day, that he was grateful for Malvinia’s exceptional beauty for, perhaps, in her case, no bribe would be necessary, to ensure a wedding.)

So far as John Quincy Zinn knew, the tea had gone well enough, and he had managed to endure any number of strained conversations with his daughter’s fiancé, whose German accent made graceful communication difficult; and with the Boston gentlemen, who had revealed themselves, to Mr. Zinn’s disappointment, as egregiously ignorant of the theoretical principles underlying electricity, odylic force, time-travel, perpetual motion, and the homely elevator, or dumbwaiter, with which Mr. Zinn was now experimenting; nor were they wholly enthusiastic about the possibility of auto-locomotives, both for the road and the air (the which Mr. Zinn could not keep from declaring would soon be “as commonplace as the horsedrawn carriage, and far more efficient”); and with his Kidde­master, Gilpin, Whitton, Kale, and Miller in-laws, whom he found no easier to recall by name than he had upon first marrying into his wife’s vast family. All these exchanges he had forced himself to undergo, with every outward expression of social pleasure, tho’, it may be, an occasional grimace of pain, or involuntary sigh, or the distracting presence of the rivulets of perspiration on his face, gave some hint to his companions of the extreme distress he felt.

In any case, there was no guest at the tea more ecstatic with relief, when the festive event was concluding, and one might safely escape, than the father of the prospective bride: Mr. Zinn’s revulsion being so extreme, he declared he must leave at once, on foot, and would not be able to wait to accompany his family, in the accursèd brougham. “And I shall go with you,” Samantha declared, “for I am heartily sick of the Kidde­masters, and cannot wait to unpin my hat.”

Whereupon Mrs. Zinn objected, for Samantha was wearing a many-skirted, heavy dress, in cotton and poplin, with a substantial fishtail train; and, if she had any pretension of being a lady, she would never wish to go tramping through the woods, but wait with her sisters, and sit quietly, and make no further fuss.

“Mother, I assure you, I have no pretensions,” the haughty miss said, her pale, freckled face coloring warmly, “and, in any case, who would be watching? Father and I would take the river path; and I would carry my skirts all the way; and I could remain with him at the workshop, until it was time for supper.”

Mrs. Zinn heard her out, and then said: “It is quite impossible, and you know it; you are not, after all, a child any longer. You might be seen from the river, if anyone chances to be boating—you might be seen by any of the servants—you would be seen by your father, and the sight would not be attractive. So you will remain here, and do your fancywork.”

Thus it was that the Zinn girls remained behind, and Mr. Zinn impatiently departed, and the situation, at the time, appeared to be altogether natural.

 

(“OF COURSE YOU could not have known, my dear, you could not possibly have known,” Mrs. Zinn was to say, afterward, when her shock at the disappearance of her youngest daughter had somewhat lightened, and both grief, and rage, contended for her heart, “but the shame of it!—the shame!—the humiliation! The papers have spread the story up and down the coast. Cousin Rowena assures me they talk of nothing else in Washington, there is a rumor the Baron will reconsider his alliance, and I cannot think—I cannot bear to think—of what is being said in Philadelphia. The wretched child! Kidnapped! Despoiled! And she was not even our own!”)


TWO

O Father I dreamt that my sisters stood over my bed as I slept and though I was asleep I saw them clearly and heard their cruel whisperings and gigglings O and Father Malvinia drew out of her bodice a tiny silver scissors like the scissors in Mother’s sewing basket but much, much brighter—Father please hear me out please do not smile and kiss my forehead and turn away O Father please hear how Malvinia leaned over my bed and snipped at my breast and I cried for her to stop and she paid no heed I was awake yet unable to move even my smallest fingers and toes even my eyelids Father Dearest do not deny me I begged for her to stop but she pierced my flesh she lifted the skin away she touched my heart O O O O Father my stepsisters hate me my sisters resent me they are jealous of your love for me they whisper together about me even Octavia who is the kindest O Father they stood over my bed I saw them clearly Malvinia touched my living heart with her cold fingers and Octavia did not protest Constance Philippa merely frowned and watched Samantha drew near to observe the working of my heart I cried for Malvinia to stop but she paid no heed she pays no heed Father she broke off a piece of my heart and ate it and Ah! but this is bitter! she spat but the others drew near Octavia Constance Philippa Samantha they broke off pieces of my heart and ate How bitter, how ugly, they cried O but Father they did not heed my tears Father they hate me they resent the love you give me the little love you give me your stepdaughter the last of your children the orphan poor Deirdre poor bereaved ugly bitter Deirdre they laugh and jeer and mock How bitter it is, her heart!—her heart! they said but she has nothing else to offer us they stood over my bed Father they ate of my heart Father please do not deny me please do not pretend all is well O Father please hear me please save me I cannot bear this life otherwise


THREE

Who is He, so swiftly flying?

His career no eye can see?

Who are They, in secret dying,

From their birth they cease to be?

TIME: Behold his pictur’d face!

MOMENTS: Can you count their race?

—MRS. F. L. SMITH

The outlaw balloon, manned by a pilot never to be identified, much less apprehended by the authorities and brought to justice, is all the while swiftly approaching historic Kidde­master Hall: black, and silken, and conical of shape, of majestic tho’ sinister proportions, and silent, save for the throaty hissing of its flame!—the while the five innocent Zinn daughters, prettily seated in the gazebo above the river, busy themselves with their divers fancywork.

Here is Constance Philippa in her handsome mauve-and-ivory dress, of stiff starched piqué; here is Octavia, in many hues of pink, her square-cut neckline covered in tulle, with yet more tulle at her elbows; and Malvinia, a vision, in white mousseline-de-laine, and ruffles of silky blonde lace, and pink velvet ribbons. (The innumerable layers of frothy white of Malvinia’s dress seem hardly substance, they float so airily about her!) And Samantha somewhat plainer, in pale green; and Deirdre, in a dress of yellow satin-and-poplin, made over from a costume of Malvinia’s, and very charming indeed. Ah, if only the mellifluous afternoon would not so swiftly ebb, shading into dusk! If only the catastrophe might be prevented!

Alas, there will be no warning—and no evasion—of Fate.

 

“A MELANCHOLY SORT of happiness,” Malvinia observed with a sigh, and a dreamy smile, “the aftermath of a particularly gladsome occasion.”

“A happy sort of melancholy,” Constance Philippa said, unsmiling, “if one is inclined to find such gladsome occasions intolerable.”

Constance Philippa was crocheting, with no excess of industry, or concentration, a pretty pink smock for Cousin Rowena Kale’s newborn baby girl; Malvinia, delicately hiding a yawn, had just allowed her sizable square of needlepoint to fall into her lap; Octavia was humming to herself, and working, with great contentment, and exactitude, on a patchwork child’s panda, with the most mischievous black button-eyes; Samantha frowned over a towel meant to be elaborately cross-stitched in gay orange yarn; and the sullen Deirdre was crocheting, with a perceptible absence of spirit, a white antimacassar for the haircloth settee in Mrs. Zinn’s parlor.

“Why, Constance Philippa, what can you mean!” Octavia inquired of her elder sister, her eyes opened wide with amazement. “You know very well the tea was a magnificent event, and quite fitting, to mark the end of our o’erlong summer. And you, in particular, should be grateful,” she added, her lower lip trembling for a scant moment, “for you are now betrothed: and naught but happiness awaits you.”

Samantha glanced up at Octavia, and at Constance Philippa; and seemed about to speak; then thought better of it, to her credit, and resumed her somewhat clumsy work. Deirdre, however, remained with her head bowed, and worked so mechanically at her crocheting, that the hook flashed and winked most wickedly.

Malvinia sighed again, and made a very desultory effort to take up her needlepoint. “I have come to believe,” she said, “that melancholy and happiness are inextricably joined: and that, were they separate, we should soon find even happiness unspeakably dull!”

By this time, every one of the numerous guests had departed Kidde­master Hall: and what a confus’d merriment there had been, of broughams, and victorias, and surreys, and prancing matched teams with high-flung heads! And costumed footmen with countenances so proper, they might have been painted; and bright-shining eyes, and tear-streaked cheeks, amidst farewell embraces enjoyed by the ladies. All eyes had dwelt upon Constance Philippa’s fiancé, the redoubtable Baron von Mainz, as he galloped off on his noble black steed; all eyes had followed the bronze-hued coach of the house of Du Pont de Nemours, in which Malvinia’s “young man” Cheyney, and divers members of his family, had departed for the Brandywine. Farewell, ah, farewell! For, indeed, the summery days are fast declining! The Whittons—the Kales—the Bayards—the Gilpins—the Woodruffs—Reverend and Mrs. Silas Hewett—Cousins Odille, and Hayden, and Steven, and Rowena, and Flora, and Basil—Mr. and Mrs. Martineau, and their lovely daughter Delphine—the Broomes—the Millers—the Rhinelanders—Mr. Lucius Rumford, of stately Rumford Hall—Professors Jameson, Newbold, and Lyndon, of the American Philosophical Society—and Mr. Zinn, hurrying away on foot, tugging nervously at his collar and carrying his regal top hat crushed beneath his arm. Farewell! For nothing at Kidde­master Hall will ever be quite the same again.

For some minutes the sisters bent assiduously to their work; and then Malvinia said in a languid voice: “Father spoke well this afternoon, I believe. He is so eloquent!—and so charming, when his color is high, and his eyes glisten. His views on the future of the nation—the inevitability of progress, the evolution of perfection—were most persuasive. Yet, did you note that wizened little Professor Newbold? I thought he looked somewhat skeptical.”

“Skeptical?” Samantha asked, startled. “Why, what do you mean?”

“Perhaps it was Professor Jameson,” Malvinia said carelessly. “I cannot keep the old gentlemen straight, there are so many; and they are always staring at one!” She adjusted the luxuriant tulle veil that dropped from the brim of her hat, and picked up her needlepoint; but showed very little inclination to apply herself to her work. “A pity, though, that, as the tea commenced, and the terrace grew o’ercrowded, Father grew so warm; and his birthmark so pronounced.”

“I did not think the birthmark so very pronounced,” Octavia said, taking up her sandalwood fan, and staring at Malvinia with an expression of startl’d perplexity. “Indeed, it seemed to me that Father was unusually handsome this afternoon.”

“Oh, yes—yes—yes, of course,” Malvinia said hurriedly. “I did not mean that he was not handsome; please do not misunderstand!”

Plump, frowning Octavia began to fan herself, as she had been taught, in slow decorous movements. It may well have been that, as a consequence of numerous tidbits, consumed at the tea, she was rather uncomfortably warm, in her sturdy whalebone corset, with its innumerable metal eyelets and crossed lacing. She sighed, and said: “Ah, but the hot shortcake was delicious! Did you think so, Samantha? Deirdre? How very quiet you two are! But you did enjoy the afternoon, I hope?”

Samantha murmured a near-inaudible assent, without glancing up from her work; but Deirdre, her pale face pinched and stubborn, made no reply at all.

“Your sister has asked you a question, Deirdre,” Malvinia said sharply. “Though neither Mother nor Father is here and, I suppose, you need not o’erexert yourself, so far as courtesy is concerned, you might at least have replied, and not sit there as if you were deaf!”

“The hot shortcake—the strawberry jam—the new China tea off Uncle Vaughan’s ships—” Octavia chattered nervously. “And, yes, the exquisite fresh honey! You did have something to eat, Deirdre, I hope? Otherwise you will be feeling very faint.”

“Thank you,” Deirdre whispered. “It is kind of you to be solicitous of me; but, I assure you, I am altogether well.”

So saying, the youngest Miss Zinn lapsed into a stony silence and, staring fixedly at the crocheting in her lap, resumed her rapid mechanical work, as if she were indeed alone. I cannot think it a reasonable observation, that startling commentary of Grandmother Sarah Kidde­master, as to this young lady’s possessing a sort of secret beauty; for, if you were to closely observe the narrowed and downturned eyes, in which naught but a froward spirit glowed, and if you were to gaze all unjudging upon the high pale forehead, marred by the untidy widow’s peak, you would have very little hope that this child might one day blossom into a beauty, to be placed beside our legendary Bloodsmoor beauties. For, harking back to Dutch and Colonial times, this fertile Valley was famed for its lovely young women, of aristocratic family; and a fair number of them were Kidde­masters, as I hardly need add.

It may have been to forestall some reiterated criticism, by Malvinia, of their youngest sister’s behavior, both at the present time and at the tea (when, it seems, she had spent an inordinate amount of time hiding in a corner, and was too tongue-tied even to converse with her cousins Basil and Steven), that Octavia said warmly: “Yes, it did seem to me, that Father was particularly handsome, and eloquent, this afternoon. I felt my heart begin to beat hard, when he spoke of the future—of the next century—and his eyes shone—and his beard looked so fine, and bold—and his voice did not quaver—” She paused, fanning herself, now more hurriedly. “The professors from Boston will elect him to their Society, will they not? For it would be so cruel now—after so much anticipation, and talk—”

“I cannot think that they would not,” Samantha said.

“No,” said Constance Philippa at once, “I cannot think that either; for Grandfather, you know, would be most grieved.”

“He would be most furious,” Malvinia said idly, again fussing with her dotted tulle veil, the which she was obliged to wear, even in the late afternoon, that her flawless complexion might not be rudely touched by the sun. “Indeed, since his retirement from the Court, he is likely to be thrown into a fury at any time. How unhappy Father will be, if—!”

Samantha sighed in exasperation, for her orange yarn had become badly snarled; and it was always a source of uneasiness to her, that Malvinia, or any of her sisters, should take it upon themselves to discuss Mr. Zinn. She said: “Mother is quite certain that the election will be successful, for, I believe, Mr. Bayard thus informed her, tho’ the matter is of course confidential: and not to be chattered about, in every treetop and from out every window, as Pip would do.”

Whereupon, for no clear reason, unless, of course, to forestall some small contretemps, Constance Philippa gave her pink fancywork a vigorous shake, and said suddenly: “Miss Delphine Martineau behaved disgracefully this afternoon—she flirted with all the men—not excluding Octavia’s widower, Mr. Rumford—or my fiancé—or Grandfather himself—or that insufferable Mr. Ormond, who reminds me so forcibly of a barnyard hog! I hope you all took notice?”

“You are most unfair to Delphine!” Malvinia cried. (For, indeed, she and the vivacious Miss Martineau were very close friends.) “She does not flirt, any more than I do: but simply converses with any of the gentlemen, no matter their age, who approach her. Yes, Constance Philippa, you are unfair, and I cannot think it very generous of you,” she continued, warmly. “As if Delphine should give a snap of her fingers for—well, for any of the men you mention!—any more than I should—”

“You are insulting Constance Philippa, and me,” Octavia said gently. “I beg you to reconsider your rash words.”

“I will not hear Delphine slandered,” Malvinia said archly, “nor do I wish to reconsider anything I have said. If Constance Philippa speaks out of rank jealousy, or vile wicked envy, she should be more direct, and not hide behind cruel scatter’d shots!”

In reply, the flush-faced elder sister flung her crocheting down upon the floorboards of the gazebo; and for a long terrible moment no one spoke. (Indeed, it was well for the sisters, that no servant hovered near; and that the great house was a sufficient distance away, that none of their elders might chance to spy upon them.) To her credit, Constance Philippa held her tongue, as she had been instructed to do, in such flurried circumstances, when the blood pulses too strenuously through the veins, and the sturdy bone undergarments give every impression of growing yet tighter. The eldest Miss Zinn was, as the reader might infer, a strangely troubled young lady, and not at all grateful, it seems, for her engagement to the Baron, nor made so ecstatically happy at the prospect of being a wife to him, as she should have been. She breathed with enforced calm, and paused yet further, and finally spoke: “Yet there was no cause, Malvinia, to insult Octavia and me—to boast that you would not give a snap of your fingers for my fiancé, and Octavia’s suitor! Indeed, that is most cruel. For, after all, I have not yet heard that the banns have been announced for you and the dashing young Cheyney.”

Malvinia prepared a capricious retort; then, thinking better of it, began to hum rather loudly, a mannerism that could be counted on to annoy Constance Philippa; then, thinking better of that (for this lovely if impetuous child did have a warm heart), she turned suddenly to Octavia, and said: “But I did not mean to insult you! Of all things, dear Octavia, I did not mean that. Mr. Rumford is a fine, upstanding, and altogether considerable gentleman, of whom, I believe, Uncle Vaughan thinks highly; and Aunt Edwina has, I believe, never said a censorious word, in my hearing at least. And we know that Mother respects him.”

Octavia, smiling sadly, applied herself to the patchwork toy in her lap, and did not reply for some strained moments. She then said, without raising her tremulous brown gaze to Malvinia’s: “I fear, Malvinia, that all this chatter of Mr. Rumford—and Rumford Hall—and this and that—is, at best, premature. And may even be,” she said in a quavering voice, “finally quite irrelevant.”

“Octavia!” Malvinia breathed. “What are you saying?”

“Octavia—is it so?” Constance Philippa asked.

Bravely the young woman said: “I fear—I fear he may be, after all, interested in someone else: and Mother’s fancies, and, I am ashamed to say, my own, may be quite insubstantial.”

“Someone else!—ah, he does not dare!—not after things have so advanced, and he and Grandfather had, I thought, come to some sort of agreement with each other,” Malvinia said heatedly. “Of course, I do not know that any such conversation took place, but Mr. Rumford has behaved in so conspicuous a way. . . . Who might the other girl be?”

“Perhaps it is Delphine,” Constance Philippa said dryly. “No, more likely Felicity Broome, with her gossamer veil. Only fancy, she pretended to be chilled, and faint-headed, in this heat!”

“I do not know the identity of the other girl,” Octavia said. “It is naught but a rumor, out of Philadelphia. Indeed, it was Felicity who whispered it in my ear with, I thought, an expression of such gleeful cruelty, I felt my heart pierced; and wanted nothing more than to be carried back home, to my bedchamber, and my bed.”

“Octavia, I am certain you are mistaken,” Constance Philippa said, with some attempt at chastisement, “for, you must remember, Mr. Rumford is a deeply religious man, and the recent death of his wife—but some six or seven years ago, I believe?—must weigh very heavily upon him. It is common knowledge that he was ordained a Lutheran minister; his nature is hardly lightsome and fickle.”

“That is true, I suppose,” Octavia said slowly. “Mr. Rumford is uncommonly deep.”

“The fact that he remains in mourning for his wife,” Malvinia said, “can only be encouraging to you, for it suggests the gravity with which he contemplates the sacred bonds of matrimony! Indeed, Octavia, I should hardly be despondent, if I were you—and, in any case, it is quite impossible, to read a gentleman’s heart.”

“Impossible, indeed!” Octavia observed, with a small stoic laugh.

In such wise the sisters idly spoke, the while they did their fancywork and the languid afternoon waned; and no disturbance announced itself more stridently than a nearby raven, or a cicada, or an o’erimpetuous bullfrog down at the river.

It was then, in a stealthy motion, that Deirdre drew forth the locket she wore on a gold chain around her neck, to open it, and to stare intently at the faded daguerreotypes inside: an action that could not fail to offend her sisters. (For the daguerreotypes were of her natural parents, who had died some six years previous, in the dread typhoid epidemic of 1873. It was believed that Deirdre’s mother had given her the locket, shortly before her death, with instructions never to remove it, lest something unfortunate happen: so the stubborn child, in the very bosom of her new family, made a show of opening the locket upward of a dozen times daily, to gaze upon the old pictures with an expression of sickly yearning.)

In order to deflect attention from Deirdre’s rude gesture, Samantha said nervously: “Do you think there might be some difficulty? I mean, with Mother, and her private interview with Grandfather, in the Hall? For if Grandfather is not sympathetic this time—”

“Samantha,” Octavia scolded, “you are speaking out of turn: for we are hardly meant to know our mother’s private business.”

“We are not meant to know,” Samantha said, blushing, “but, in fact, we cannot escape having a very good idea of what it might be. And if Grandfather is adamant, and refuses to continue his support, what will poor Father do? You know, he is so very close to discovering the principle of the perpetual-motion machine!”

“Indeed, is he?” Malvinia asked, now peeking out from her veil at the sky, that she might judge whether the sun’s rays were still injurious. “This is the device, I believe, which is to run forever?—and require no rewinding?”

“A device to run forever!” Constance Philippa murmured. “How very strange.”

“Strange,” said Samantha, “and miraculous. Indeed, there will be nothing like it under the sun: and our father will have invented it.”

“Invented it,” Octavia said firmly, “and patented it. For, this time, Mother will hear of nothing else.”

“A perpetual-motion machine is one that runs—perpetually?” Constance Philippa asked, knitting her brows. “I find that concept most remarkable. Indeed, I find it most distressing. Are you certain, Samantha, that you have understood Father correctly?”

“I work by his side in the laboratory, when he will allow me,” Samantha said boldly. “And, I assure you, it is precisely as I have said.”

Poor Constance Philippa held herself so stiffly, with so pained an expression, one might have wondered whether the strong admixture of chloride of lime and powdered salicylic acid, which, some hours ago, she had applied beneath her arms, for purposes of daintiness, had begun to sting; or whether, like the others, she felt the continued strain of not looking at her youngest sister. (Who, whilst the others conversed, held herself in distinct opposition, being seated somewhat to the side, and brooding, still, to no useful purpose, over the old locket.)

“Father is so very close to grasping it! So very close to consummation,” Samantha said warmly. “What a pity it would be, and what a tragedy, for our nation, if he should not be allowed to continue; and for mere financial reasons.”

“Yet Grandfather, I have been told, is greatly displeased,” Malvinia said slowly, “with what he calls Father’s perversity: a word that rather puzzles me, since it is so rarely used.”

“And Great-Aunt Edwina is said to be skeptical,” Constance Philippa said.

Octavia gave her patchwork toy a vigorous shake, and said: “It is wrong of you, Malvinia, and Constance Philippa, to discuss our elders like that, out of their presence. It makes me distinctly uneasy.”

“You are right, of course,” Malvinia said, “and yet, how I wish we Zinns were not poor! That is our problem, at bottom; there is the origin of all our unhappiness. Four dowries—I mean five— Four grown girls—that is, five: or do I truly mean four, since our beloved Constance Philippa is, after all, betrothed to her Baron? Alas, it is all so troublesome!”

Doubtless there is some error, in ascribing to past events, certain logical interpretations that come to mind only after time’s ineluctable passage; nevertheless, it may have been this rash speech of Malvinia’s that, entering the heart of the youngest of the Zinn sisters like a blade, did some mischief there, with the immediate consequence that Deirdre raised a startl’d and incautious gaze to Malvinia’s blithe countenance; and a near-inaudible gasp was heard, tho’ issuing from which of the sisters, I cannot say.

Whereupon poor Octavia, all ablush, murmured: “Malvinia! You forget yourself.”

Yet Malvinia continued, briefly meeting Deirdre’s childlike gray gaze (in which simple hurt had not yet begun to be o’ercome by reproach): “Yes, I have thought long upon the subject, and have come to the conclusion that the origin of our unhappiness—for we are unhappy, tho’ we are Zinns!—lies in our
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