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Please to remember that I am a Victorian, and that the Victorian tree cannot but be expected to bear Victorian fruit.

M. R. James

Beneath the signs there lay something of a different kind.

A la recherche du temps perdu



MR HENRY IRELAND

We regret to inform our readers of the death of a gentleman long known and respected in this locality. Mr Henry Ireland, who had lately returned to his estate at Theberton after some years spent in the metropolis, was found stunned by the roadside in the vicinity of Wenhaston this Thursday last, the wound sustained to his head sufficient as to altogether forestall any hope of recovery. In the opinion of Sergeant Morgan of the Suffolk constabulary, who attended the case, Mr Ireland was the victim of a tragic misadventure, his horse running away with him and precipitating him upon the hard surface of the road. The coroner’s court, meeting at Woodbridge, confirmed this judgement. Mr Ireland, who had recently passed his two-and-thirtieth year, will be remembered as an enlightened landlord, a fond husband and the charitable benefactor of his parish, fully deserving of the regard in which he was held by tenant and peer alike. In token of this esteem a large and genteel congregation assembled at St Wedekind’s, Theberton to witness his passing, including the Lord High Sheriff, Sir Jeremy Teazle, His Honour Judge Beeves, currently presiding at Ipswich Court, and not a few gentlemen whose names are known beyond the county in which their work is done... [continues]

Woodbridge Chronicle and Intelligencer, August 1863

DREADFUL INCIDENT AT EASTON

Police from the Watton station attending at Easton Hall this Friday last were the witnesses to a most melancholy scene. Constables Lambert and Farrer had been summoned to the property, the seat of Mr James Dixey, by Captain McTurk of the metropolitan force, who had called at the house on a private matter. The premises were at first supposed to be empty. A search of the grounds having been ordered, however, an awful discovery was made on land adjacent to the back parts of the house. Here, dreadful to remark, lay the body of an elderly man, his clothing very much disordered and his throat torn out with such savagery as to suggest the agency of a wild animal. The deceased was later identified as Mr Dixey. Constable Lambert, who said that he had seen nothing like it, confirmed that the deceased was found in the lea of a high thorn hedge and that a quantity of animal tracks, doubtless those of the beast that brought about his terrible end, could be observed in the wet earth. Further piquancy was added to this unfortunate event by the discovery of a young woman, insensible but alive, in an upper room of the house.... As for an explanation of this deplorable crime, none is yet forthcoming, although Captain McTurk, in a confidential communication, has assured us that the best efforts of his officers are being directed to a speedy resolution. Let us hope [&c., &c.] [continues]

West Norfolk Gazette, December 1866


I

Eggmen

I will happily declare that there is no sight so harmonious to the eye or suggestive to the spirit as Highland scenery. A man who sits on the Metropolitan Railway to Marylebone may be comforted by what he sees, but I do not think he will be inspired. A ziggurat raised by some bold industrialist for the purposes of his manufacture is an edifying spectacle, no doubt, but a mountain is moral. Philosophy quails before it, science grows mutely respectful, and literature is both exalted and cast down. The traveller who desires a sense of his own insignificance will discover it here on some descending slope, down in the shadow of some mighty summit, there beneath some rill that has run since the dawn of time. God walks in the mountains, but it is the mountains that will drive Him out, with their granite secrets and the truth that lies concealed in their stone, and mankind be reduced to an ant-like insubstantiality beside them. Or so we are told.

It was late in the afternoon of an April day in the year of Our Lord 186–, on a steam-engine moving slowly forward – impossibly slowly – along the Highland line through Inverness-shire, a line so lately instituted that everything about it had an air of novelty. The uniforms of the officials shone as if they had only that morning arrived in bandboxes from the seamstress, the engine appeared to have been polished up overnight, and even the passengers – subdued Highland folk, for the most part, with their baggage piled at their feet – seemed to have donned their best clothes for the occasion. All this Dunbar observed from his seat in the corner of the third-class carriage, and though grateful for the mechanised wonder that drew him nearer his destination, he thought that he did not like it. Outside the window the sky was darkening, so that the distant peaks and the valley through which they ran turned red and purple, and for a moment he bent his eye on what lay beyond him rather than things nearer at hand. A herd of Highland cattle grazing the sloping moor; a woman and her child waiting patiently at a wayside crossing; a flock of birds – he knew about birds, for in a certain sense they were his profession – wheeling away to the north: all these Dunbar saw and brought together in his mind to feed his sense of dissatisfaction.

‘Of course,’ he said at length, ‘it’s not as if they’re civilised folk in these parts.’

The words brought Dewar, who lay sprawled next to him on the double seat of the compartment, one arm thrown over the square teak box they had brought from Edinburgh that morning, out of his half-slumber.

‘Ain’t they though?’

‘Surely not! Why it’s not more than a century since Cumberland smoked them out and made them pay. My grandfather’s father fought at Culloden. Saw a man stick a babby with a bayonet. Said it would stay with him till his dying day.’

Dewar drew himself up from his slouch and began to dust down his shirt-front with a spotted handkerchief that he took from the pocket of his coat.

‘Why would a man stick a babby with a bayonet? It seems an uncommon devilish thing to do?’

A fellow-passenger, moving along the train’s corridor, had that traveller peered in through the compartment window, would have seen an odd assortment of persons and their gear. Dunbar, a tall, gaunt man of perhaps fifty years of age, wore a green sporting jacket and a pair of corduroy trousers, which combination made him look not unlike a gamekeeper. Dewar, shorter and rather younger, was the more ill-favoured of the two, fat and somewhat unhealthy-looking, his costume completed by a shabby frock-coat of which the braid was beginning to part company with the lapels. Rolled up in bundles on luggage racks, or strewn about on the floor, lay a variety of miscellaneous items, each of which posed some question as to the object of their journey: a pair of heavy walking boots, two cork life jackets, a woollen scarf and a coiled length of rope. Dewar’s gaze, which had fallen for a moment or two on the square teak box, widened to take in this further cargo.

‘We seem to have brought a deal of stuff with us. How are we to carry it all, I should like to know?’

Something in the set of Dunbar’s eye perhaps disclosed that he did not regard his associate with complete confidence. ‘I can see you’re new to this game, my boy. Green you are indeed. Why, when we get to the other end there’ll be a gig to meet us. Take us right to where we want to go as well, I shouldn’t wonder.’

There was an unspoken question in this statement which the younger man either did not appreciate or chose not to answer. But his companion persisted.

‘What line of trade was you in before Bob Grace pushed you my way?’

‘Grocer.’

Something in this spoke of ruinous mischance, of hope denied, tragedy even. Another man would have given up the pursuit, but Dunbar continued easily.

‘General or green stuff?’

‘General.’

‘Any reason for giving it up?’

Dewar stared before him at the cork life jackets draped over the opposing seat. ‘Wife took bad and I had to nurse her. It’s hard on a fellow when that happens.’

‘Harder still when she dies. Very hard. Here, have a fill of this and you’ll feel better.’

They smoked Dunbar’s tobacco companionably for a while, nodding at the people who wandered along the corridor and resting their feet on their bundles. It was now perhaps half past four in the afternoon and the light was growing grey. Outside the land continued to rise, and there were shadows creeping down among the granite escarpments of the hills. The day was drawing in. Dunbar was not an imaginative man – a rock to him was a rock which might have to be scaled, a mountain stream the hazard of wet feet – but nonetheless something of the bleakness of the prospect communicated itself to him and he clasped his hands together against a cold that he could not yet feel but knew would come.

‘D⎯⎯t! This ain’t Piccadilly Circus, by George! Did you ever see such a place?’

Dewar, less impressionable even than his mentor, stared vaguely beyond the window. ‘They say Highland air’s very bracing. I believe that’s the case. Will it snow, do you reckon?’

‘I shouldn’t wonder. I took an eagle’s nest in a blizzard once, twenty miles south of here at Loch Garten, and had three fingers bitten by the frost. No trains in those days. Nor a path for a pony either. Why, the fellow I was with, he and I had to haul our boat over the hills to reach the river.’

The words seemed to waken in Dewar a curiosity that had previously been lacking in him. Rubbing his small eyes with the flat of one hand and knocking his pipe out on the iron casing of the carriage window with the other, he cleared his throat once or twice, looked as if he were about to speak and then thought better of it.

‘You look as if you wanted to say something,’ Dunbar chided him. ‘Why don’t you let it out?’

‘You’re a professional man. You’ll only laugh at me like as not. But never mind, I will say it. Why would a man pay good money for you to bring him eggs?’

Dunbar beat his hand sharply on his knees. ‘Why, there are any number of queer trades. There are fellows in London who collect up slop pails and sell what’s in them for fertiliser. You’ll have seen them about their business. I knew a man that traded in dolls’ eyes – blue, brown and green, only the green ones was a farthing a dozen dearer. Why shouldn’t a man take ospreys’ eggs, or eagles’, if he’s a mind?’

‘He can’t eat them.’

‘I daresay he can’t. But he can look at them. Haven’t you got anything that you sits and looks at?’

Dewar thought. ‘My wife had a fancy for china dogs once. As much as a shilling she’d pay for a china dog at Hoxton market. But there isn’t no china dogs now.’

‘There you are. China dogs. Waterloo medals – look at the market there is for them. Why, I was at the sea once, Devon way, and there was a dozen folk out under the cliff looking for those rarey stones that are made so much of. Fossils, they call them. But what we’re after, there’s few enough of them to be had now. Take these ospreys, that the people here call eagle fishers. They don’t come to Loch an Eilein crag no more. It’s six years since I’ve taken from Loch Morlich. There may be nests at Loch Arkaig, I don’t know. But think of it! These might be the last of them in all England. That’s worth a ten pound note if ever a thing was.’

‘And what if there aren’t no more?’ Dewar wondered.

‘What about if there aren’t? I had a gentleman come to me the other day – a clergyman he was, many of them’s from the clergy – enquiring of auks’ eggs. Now there hasn’t been an auk seen in these parts for a century. On St Kilda’s perhaps, or Shetland, but not here. There are some that would have given him guillemot with a touch of dye, but I’m not one of that kind, which is perhaps a weakness in me.’

He lapsed into silence, perhaps imagining that he had said too much. Dewar thought regretfully of the china dogs that had once processed over the mantelpiece in Hoxton and now, like certain other things, were gone from his life.

‘We shall be there soon, I suppose?’ he ventured.

‘Yes, we shall be there soon. You had better help me pick up these things.’

Together, swaying a little against the rhythm of the engine, they began to reduce the mass of luggage to some kind of order. This task accomplished, Dunbar selected a thick great-coat from the topmost sack and placed it over his shoulders. Beyond the window he saw that twilight was falling. A furious tawny sun hung low over the furthermost crags so that their sharply descending slopes seemed livid in its shadow. Skeins of birds flew north above their heads, following the train’s course for a moment and then veering away into invisibility. Dewar looked up.

‘What kind of birds is they?’

‘Black-backed gulls. Curlews. Nothing there for us.’ He resumed his position at the window. ‘Put on your coat, man. There’ll be an end to trains before too long.’

Doing as he was bidden – his own coat was a threadbare affair from which the buttons hung by solitary threads – Dewar sensed that the train had begun to reduce its speed. A great black hedge shot up suddenly to the left of them, so near that he could have reached out from the window and plucked at the trees. In the distance there was a glimmer of water. Then, in what seemed only an instant of time, the darkness receded and the tawny light illumined their surroundings once more. They were travelling – rolling – gently descending – at ever decreasing speed and with a great shudder of brakes through a country of flat fields and broken stones, at whose outer edge a spur of dark forest could be seen approaching from higher ground to the north.

‘This is the place,’ Dunbar announced. ‘I recollect it.’ He saw Dewar’s face, somehow mournful in the gloaming as he bent to retrieve his kit. ‘Come now. There are worse trades for a man to follow.’

‘It’s not work that I’m used to,’ Dewar volunteered. For a moment Dunbar thought that he could see him in his grocery, obsequious behind the counter, hands dusty with flour, meal sticking in his sparse hair. Near stationary now, the train shook convulsively once or twice and then came to a halt. ‘But I hope I shall give satisfaction.’

Dunbar did not answer, but seized the first of their bags and began to heave it to the door. It was no more than a halt – a long, low platform with a granite slab for a seat, a single lantern, a pair of stone outhouses at the further end and a solitary attendant gaping at them from behind a muffler. Beyond the clump of buildings a narrow road descended through the fields. Here a pony and trap waited in the gathering dusk. Dunbar saw it and sniffed.

‘I don’t doubt Mackay to be the most punctual man in Strathspey. Here, see if the place runs to a handcart.’

His voice was lost in the noise of the engine’s wheels as they began once more to revolve. A cloud of steam, blown back on the wind, enveloped them both in dense white vapour. The station attendant said something in a broad Scots accent that Dewar could not interpret. There was no handcart. He began miserably to arrange the baggage in a kind of pyramid upon the granite seat, while Dunbar went to greet a tall figure with a mastiff dog at his heels who now loomed into view at the further end of the platform.

‘Mackay,’ Dunbar said on their return. He seemed strangely exhilarated, poking at a strip of his shirt-collar levered up by the wind. ‘Invaluable factotum to the gentry. The laird’s right-hand man, forbye. Whose own great-grandfather brought the Prince over from Skye in a row-boat, or so they say. Is that not right, Mackay?’

‘I’ll thank you to hold your tongue, Dunbar,’ said the laird’s right-hand man. Dewar could not tell if he was amused or made angry by this familiarity. ‘That’s a deal of clutter ye’ve brought with ye.’

‘But you’ll carry it for us, Mackay. Is that not right?’

‘There’s snow coming, I have no doubt. I can take you to the boathouse. And maybe return in the morning. But no further, mind.’

‘Suit yourself, old party.’ Again Dewar caught the lilt in his companion’s voice. ‘Suit yourself.’

Silently they began to load their belongings onto the cart. It was quite noiseless now, except for the rumble of the train as it descended into the valley beyond them, altogether dark save for the sparks flying up along the track which danced for a moment in the air above the engine stack and then fell back into nothingness. Dunbar stopped in his loading to watch its progress, murmured something unintelligible under his breath and then resumed his labours. Presently, illumined by the pale light of Mackay’s lantern, the cart bore them away down the hill, past thickets of pine trees, a mass of undergrowth in which something unseen moved briefly for a second and then was gone out of the lantern’s range.

‘There’s no wolves, are there, in these parts?’ Dewar wondered cravenly.

Dunbar laughed. ‘No, no wolves. Not for a hundred years and more. That was a fox, most like. Or a marten. But no wolves.’

It was by now quite dark, and with an absence of moon that, Dunbar calculated, boded ill for the night’s activity. Something of the place’s immensity now communicated itself to him – a silence that, he acknowledged, proceeded from the entire absence of man – and he fell quiet, recalling similar excursions: walking twenty miles from Grantown once in the middle of a snowstorm; a journey into the upper reaches of Norway where in the few hours of daylight the sun seemed to hang on the rim of the horizon like the yolk of an egg. At the same time his eye began to accustom itself to the terrain and its distinctive character: the cracked stone on the path that glittered in the lantern light; dense banks of fir heralding the innermost parts of the glen; what his memory told him was the smell of water borne back over the tree-tops. The mastiff dog, huddled up at his master’s feet, caught some second scent and moved its muzzle restlessly. They were nearing their destination.

‘Stop the cart!’ Dewar cried suddenly. His face, caught in the lantern glare, was unnaturally white: submerged, Dunbar thought, like the underside of a fish thrown breathless upon the river bank. ‘Stop the cart, sir, I beg you.’

Mackay jerked on the reins. ‘Why, what ails you?’

Dewar took in a gulp of air. A fish, Dunbar thought again: the belly of a trout turned up from the Wensum or the Yare. ‘I must ... That is... A man has to relieve himself occasionally,’ he protested. ‘I’ve had no opportunity since Edinburgh.’

‘A nervous creature, that,’ Mackay remarked, as a series of violent detonations marked Dewar’s progress into the undergrowth.

‘He’ll do,’ Dunbar said. ‘It’s little enough he’s getting. And at least he’ll stay dry.’

‘He may not, for all that.’

Shamefacedly, Dewar returned to the cart. The warm aroma of excrement trailed behind him. So woebegone did he appear that Dunbar, conscious of the hours that stretched before them, determined to lighten the younger man’s spirits.

‘Come, Dewar, this will never do. We must take you out of yourself, indeed we must. Look, this is where our journey takes us. Did you ever see such a spot?’

The sight towards which he now extended his hand, as the cart came suddenly out of the forest’s edge and onto the fresh turf, was certainly a magnificent one, whether seen by day or night. Illumined now by faint streaks of moonlight, the loch stretched for perhaps a mile beyond them, falling away at its uttermost extremity into impenetrable borders of trees grown right up to the water’s edge. Cold and depthless the water seemed, black in the moonlight, its surface ruffled here and there by the tremor of the wind but otherwise undisturbed. In the very midst of it, so centrally placed that it seemed to accord to some geometrical plan, lay a small island topped by a cairn of rock. This, closer inspection revealed to be a ruin some twelve or fifteen feet high, the topmost ramparts altogether crumbled and fallen away. As they watched, a dark shape moved off the surface of the water a quarter of a mile distant, soared briefly into the night sky beyond the tree wall and then was gone.

‘There’s our tenant,’ Dunbar remarked. ‘What will he say when he finds the bailiffs have called, I wonder?’

A little way along the loch’s surround, at a point where an inlet dipped into the forest, they found a boathouse, very blear and empty in the darkness, with a couple of canoes hung on hooks from the wall and a nest of field mice that scurried away at the approach of Mackay’s lantern. Dunbar stood by the glassless window, clapping his hands together against the cold, as between them Dewar and Mackay unloaded the baggage. In his mind he was calculating shrewdly, but the nature of the calculation was lost on the other men, both of whom now regarded him expectantly as the great mastiff dog loped around the hut poking its nose into the empty nest and worrying out an abandoned straw hat from beneath the table.

‘You’d best be off, Mackay,’ he said. ‘You have business to attend to, no doubt. Back after the dawn, mind. You can leave the lamp.’ The Scotsman gave a nod and moved off into the darkness, the dog following at his heels. ‘Now,’ he went on, ‘we’ve work to do. Attend to me, if you please.’ As Dewar watched uncertainly, he slipped out of his great-coat and began to tug open the buttons of his green jacket.

‘What’s that you’re doing?’

‘What does it look like that I’m doing? However else do you suppose a man could reach the rock?’

‘I thought we might...’ Dewar gestured at the two canoes.

‘Both in need of caulking and not a paddle in sight. No, I’ll not drown in an upturned coracle. Not while I can swim. Here, take this.’

Standing in his underthings, as he strapped the cork life jacket around his chest, Dunbar indicated a bundle of rope that he had taken from a sack. ‘Now, tie the end to this loop here. A good strong knot.’ Wondering, Dewar did as he was bid. ‘This is our means of contact, d’you see?’ Dunbar went on. ‘A single tug and you’re to draw me in. Two pulls and there’s danger.’

‘What am I to do then?’

‘Do? Why, pull on the other jacket and swim out to find me! Come, let’s be off.’

They moved out once again into the silence of the loch, two tiny figures swallowed up in space and silence. Dewar felt something light yet piercing strike against his forehead. It was a snowflake. He clutched at it and felt it melt between his fingers.

‘It’s cold enough,’ he muttered.

‘And you haven’t even to swim. Take the rope!’ They were at the water’s edge now. Dewar felt his feet sink into mud. Without turning Dunbar slid into the water, like an otter, immersing himself limb by limb until only his head and shoulders remained above the surface. ‘Here’s luck!’ he called back. Then with a powerful overarm stroke he launched himself out into the moving blackness.

Alone on the bank, Dewar tried at first to keep his eye fixed on his companion’s bobbing head. Within fifty yards, however, it had vanished altogether. After that he bent his mind on the noise of Dunbar splashing, but after a moment or two even this passed out of earshot. He looked vainly at the rope, which lay coiled in his hand, and wondered what he would do if there came two tugs on it. It was certainly very cold. Narrowing the range of his vision, he strained to glimpse the outcrop to which his friend was headed, but found only shadow, vague shapes of nothing in the dark air. He was quite alone, he realised, altogether thrown upon his own resources. A sudden thrill of terror struck through his body. Was that a twitch on the rope? No, he assured himself, it was merely the coil playing out as Dunbar swam on. A moment or two passed: Dewar had no means of knowing how long. Then, from far off, from some place he could not see, high over the lake, there came a shriek of something – human or animal, he could not determine – which sent him into a paroxysm of fear. The rope, he observed, had ceased to play out. Despairing, he pulled on it himself but there was no response. It hung slack in the water, disappearing from sight only a yard or two from his feet.

What was to be done? There was a box of sulphur matches in his pocket and remembering them he pulled one forth and struck it on the heel of his boot, but the wind caught it and extinguished it almost from the moment of its striking. What was to be done, he asked himself again. He resolved to fetch the lantern from the boathouse, and then told himself that this would be the action of a fool. There was more snow falling now, gently descending on his scalp, on his shoulders, on the coil of rope that still lay in his hand, and he watched it with a kind of benevolent detachment. Surely it was too cold for a man to swim out there in the frozen lake? What should he do if his companion failed to return? He was conscious that, apart from believing that he had been set down in Inverness-shire, he barely knew where he was, that he possessed no return railway ticket – this was in Dunbar’s care – nor the means of purchasing one. All these thoughts tumbled about his head and oppressed him in a way that was immeasurably increased by the solitariness of the place and the lateness of the hour. A man could die out here, he thought, could perish under a rowan bush or out on the open moor and not be found. What if he were to be that man? He had a sudden vision of himself dancing helplessly through driven snow, falling to his knees as the drifts piled up above his head.

Almost without apprehending that the thing was upon him, he became aware of a disturbance away to his left, out in what seemed to be the darkest part of the lake: a shout – undoubtedly a human voice – and a splashing of water. The rope jerked so violently in his hand that for a second it fell from his grasp into the mud. Seizing it he began to pull with what seemed to him superhuman industry, staring all the while into the blackness before him. ‘Dunbar,’ he called into the raw air. ‘Where are you? Answer me.’ But there was no more shouting, only the slow, steady noise of someone beating a path through the water towards him and a black lump that, through some mysterious agency of the light, suddenly declared itself to be a human figure swimming on its back.

‘Gracious heavens, Dunbar, is that you?’

Teeth chattering, water cascading from the extremities of his body, Dunbar made his way through the shallows. He seemed in excellent spirits.

‘Who the devil did you think it was? And why didn’t you pull the first time I tugged on the rope, eh? But never mind, it’s all well that ends well – look here!’ He extended his hands, palms upwards, and Dewar saw that in each lay a small ruddy-brown egg. ‘Quick, man, to the boathouse, and the whisky, or I shall perish of cold.’

Later Dewar would remember the strangeness of the scene: the snow continuing to fall over the silent lake; himself on his knees in the doorway of the hut attempting to light a fire out of brushwood and old paper; an owl calling out in the trees and contending with Dunbar’s voice as, towelling himself with a piece of rough cloth, he recounted his exploits.

‘I got over quite safe – it was a distance of a quarter mile, perhaps, no further – and tied the rope to a stone. The cock bird flew off before I reached the island. After I had climbed up to the top of the ruin and was just on the nest I put out my hand to catch the hen, but when she felt me she gave a scream and shied away also. Anyway, I took two eggs and was thankful for them. The question was: how to carry them, for in my haste I had forgotten my cap. I tried putting one egg in my mouth but I could not breathe with it. There was nothing to do, I decided, but to swim ashore on my back with an egg in each hand. Which is how you found me. Still, I have had worse journeys. Now, be a good fellow. Step outside and fetch me a reed from the shore.’

‘A reed, did you say?’

‘Naturally. How else am I to blow the eggs?’

‘Blow them, you say?’

Dewar went shivering out into the night and stumbled to the shore. The reed fetched, Dunbar trimmed it with his knife until he had fashioned a tiny straw three or four inches in length and pointed at one end. Then, craning towards the lamplight with the first egg in his palm he made a tiny mark in the shell with the tip of his knife. This done, he inserted the straw and placed the blunt end between his lips. ‘You suck away, see, and then discharge the yolk’ – he spat suddenly and a gob of white, viscous slime spattered onto the floor – ‘thus. There is no art to it. Then rinse the inside with a little of this whisky, line your travelling case with some moss, and we are done.’

And so they laboured on for half an hour or so, as the fire burned down to its embers and the snowflakes fell hissing onto the hot coals, so that a passer-by chancing to peer through the boathouse window might have thought Dunbar’s gaunt, bony face that of an old wizard instructing his protégé in the magical arts and the eggs some rare treasure sprung from their devisings.

Dunbar whistled as he worked, or sang snatches of the Skye Boat Song. He seemed in the highest spirits still, his manner ever more confidential and mysterious.

‘You see, we are getting on famously,’ he remarked at one point. ‘You must come and look me up in London, indeed you must. 18 Watling Street, above the chandler’s, will find me when I’m not at my business.’

Then something else struck him and he said:

‘That was a bad business in Suffolk, to be sure.’

‘What business was that?’ Dewar wondered.

‘You don’t know? Or perhaps you are a cleverer fellow than I take you to be and pretend not to know?’

‘I know nothing.’

‘At any rate it was a secret that should have been kept and has not been. But let us say no more about it.’

And so the lamplight flickered, the snow fell desultorily over the loch, the mice came scurrying back beneath the boathouse door and nothing more was said about it.


II

Mr Henry Ireland and his Leavings

At the time at which our story commences, Mr Henry Ireland of Theberton in the county of Suffolk had been dead a year. It is perhaps necessary to say of this gentleman only that he was subject to the gravest misfortune. Black care had waylaid him and flung him from his horse, and though he had struggled to regain his seat and continued on his way it was to find his assailant ever grinning from the saddle behind him. And yet there was a singularity about Mr Ireland’s tribulations sufficient to imbue them with a terrible pathos. Who does not know the man who is ruined in an instant, so to speak, who breakfasts very heartily with his wife and children, only to arrive at his counting house to find the blinds still drawn, the funds fallen and the clerks whispering among themselves? Such men, if they possess fortitude and friends, can generally salvage something from the wreck. Rothschild was a bankrupt once, they say, and Lord Palmerston’s stamped paper the delight of the bill-discounters.

On the contrary, Mr Ireland’s misfortunes had crept up on him by stealth, so gradually in fact that he barely glimpsed their approach. At the age of twenty-five, on the death of his father, he had come into his property. The enthusiasm with which the young man set up as squire would have touched the heart of the stoniest philosopher. He proposed to make a study of agriculture, to import breeding cattle from the continent, to build model cottages, even, for his tenants. There was nothing, in fact, that might not have been done, could the payment have been received in good intentions rather than ready money. But then it was discovered that Mr Ireland senior had encumbered the estate with debt and that there was, in addition, an entail that no man, and certainly no lawyer, could break. After this Mr Ireland junior gave up his schemes of marsh drainage and tenants’ cottages and retired to London to live off his rents.

All this, however, would have counted as nothing to the young man – would have mattered to him as little as the fine Suffolk rain – had he succeeded in his chief ambition. This, it may be flatly stated, was the gaining of a wife whose hand would be worth the winning, whom he could love and be loved by in return, and whose affection would be the lasting glory of his days. Such paragons are not easily found, and yet Mr Ireland, in the weeks before his marriage, had dared to hope that he had secured one. He was at this time a man of thirty: soft-voiced and even-tempered, well-disposed towards his fellow men, conscious of the failure of his agricultural schemes, but resolved that, as a husband and a father, he would conquer the world anew. Many men have made such resolves, and many have wished that they could make them. Alas, it was here – here in the hour of his nuptial triumph, as the very orange blossoms descended on his hymeneal carriage – that Mr Ireland’s troubles began.

At the time of his marriage, which took place at St George’s, Hanover Square, and was reported in the fashionable newspapers (for Mr Ireland wanted the world to know of the grand prize he had brought down), Miss Isabel Brotherton was a young woman of three- or four-and-twenty: of medium height, graceful in her carriage and with abundant auburn hair of which it was said that Titian might have painted it. Her father, now dead, had been a literary man, it is true, but of an altogether superior kind. Dickens had called at his house, and duchesses pressed him to attend their parties. Mr Thackeray himself had stood pall-bearer at his funeral, and a royal prince subscribed five guineas to his memorial edition. And so Mr Ireland felt that in the matter of station, though he might have done worse, he could not have done better.

Of all the things in the world, perhaps, a marriage is the most perplexing to write of. Who can tell whether Mr Brief, of Her Majesty’s Northern Circuit, the proud father of three bouncing girls and the proud owner of an elegant stucco house in Kensington Square, is a happy man, and whether his Drusilla, formerly Miss Bates of Cheam, is all to him that she should be? By the same token who knows whether, on the days when her lord and master quits her for the Northern Circuit, Mrs Brief does not creep away into her bedroom and weep bitter tears for the hardness of her life? At any rate Mr Ireland, seeing his wife as she stood before him, felt that he was a happy man and the friends to whom he opened his doors said that he was a lucky fellow and that Mrs Ireland was a woman of spirit. For myself, I am inclined to agree with them. There are, heaven knows, some women to whom the duty of hospitality is merely that, who bid you to their table with the same air that they rattle florins in the church collection plate, but Mrs Ireland was not among their number. Though she spoke little herself, she had a way of listening to those who did that mingled the highest seriousness and the richest mirth, and the gentlemen who snuffed up her husband’s beefsteaks and sampled his claret went away convinced that they had eaten a very agreeable dinner. As to their wives, well, I am not certain that Mrs Ireland was altogether a great favourite among ladies. She had a habit, in a soft, feminine way, of poking fun, of saying sharp little words that were remembered long after her smiles and her solicitations were forgotten.

‘As to having nobility in the house, I am sure I should make some dreadful blunder,’ she once exclaimed to Mrs Desmond de Lacey, ‘serve up peas out of season or forget which was a Liberal and which was a Conservative.’ Mrs Desmond de Lacey, whose husband was the younger son of a cousin of the Marquis of Lothian, laughed, but I do not think she liked it. Happily there were enough people who did like it to make an invitation to Mrs Ireland’s drawing room worth the having for a while, and Mr Ireland, as I have said, watching his wife among the tea cups, or telling Lord Fawkes that he was the wickedest old man alive, thought that he was happy. There was a child, and the child died, but though Mr Ireland mourned sincerely he did not allow this mischance to prey upon his mind. There would be other children, nurseries full of them, the gardens of Eccleston Square would ring with their voices. And yet it seemed to him in the months after the infant’s death that a change had come over his wife. She grew melancholy, no longer smiled at her dinner guests or told Lord Fawkes, to his lordship’s great delight, that he was the naughtiest old sinner in Christendom. Her sharp words grew sharper, her gaze less placid. A judge’s wife went away in tears from the house in Eccleston Square and her friends said that Mrs Ireland was deranged with grief.

All this Mr Ireland observed with the most painful unease. It seemed to him that it behoved him to speak to his wife, without having the least idea of what he ought to say, that soft words were needed, but of a subtlety that was altogether beyond his power to frame. Finally, one afternoon in February when the square lay invisible in the fog, having spent the morning brooding over his dilemma, he approached a drawing room on an upper floor of the house in which it was his wife’s custom to spend her leisure hours. She was seated in a small armchair with her hands clasped in her lap, and though her eyes were open it seemed to him that she scarcely saw him and that his very presence in the room was painful to her. But he was a courageous man in his fashion and he determined to speak the sentences he had come to say.

‘My dear,’ he said, ‘it seems to me that you are very unhappy.’

‘You are right,’ she said, not looking up from her chair. ‘I am very unhappy. And yet if I am it is my responsibility, and mine to bear.’

There was something so dreadful in these words that he was quite nonplussed. It seemed to him that, in these circumstances, nothing he could say would have any effect. And yet, however savage might be his reception, he knew that he had a tougher skin than the judge’s lady and that to say nothing were simple cowardice.

‘My dear,’ he began again. ‘Isabel. You are labouring under a great grief.’

Again she did not look up, but continued to stare fixedly at her lap. ‘That is so. It is a great grief. I had hoped it was a shared one. If that were so, it would be easier to bear.’

He understood that this was a reproach, and the words were torture to him. But he could think of nothing to say, was merely conscious of a faint terror of things unseen, things altogether beyond him but capable of reaching out to strike him a mortal blow. Standing thus in this irresolute state, not knowing whether to stay or go, he found his attention drawn to his wife’s hands, which were turning ceaselessly, as it seemed to him, over a twist of some pale material held in her lap. This motion of her fingers, though disagreeable to him, was somehow fascinating, and he studied it for a full half-minute before enquiring:

‘Isabel. What is it that you have there?’

She looked up at him, but blindly, so that even now he fancied that she did not see him. ‘It is a lock of the child’s hair, cut from his head on the morning that he died. Surely you must remember that?’

He did remember it – remembered it as if it had happened but a moment ago – but there was something in her attitude, some secret steeliness, that he feared to provoke. Her face, seen in the shadow of the room, seemed very white. Outside the lamps were being lit, one by one, in the square. At length he said:

‘I would not give you further pain for all the world. There are people coming tonight. It cannot be helped. Shall I have them turned away? You have only to speak and it shall be done.’

‘No, do not send them away.’ She rose suddenly to her feet, and the twist of hair fell fluttering to the Turkey carpet. ‘I have been weak. But I shall be strong. You had better go now, Henry, if you would be so kind.’

That evening she dashed a wineglass over the tablecloth, shrieked that her husband meant to murder her and was led away in hysterics. After this people ceased to say that Mrs Ireland was a woman of spirit and she retired altogether from polite society.

What was to be done? Mr Ireland, in his distracted state, was of the opinion that doctors were needed. Let doctors be summoned! Let the house in Eccleston Square be turned into a sanatorium if it would stop his wife from swearing that he meant to kill her and crooning over a twist of a child’s hair in her lap! The doctors who examined her were cautious. There was no sign of organic disease, they assured Mr Ireland, but perhaps his wife might benefit from a change of air. A sea voyage, a tour around the Swiss lakes, a month or two at the continental spas sampling the waters – all these were proposed by the deferential gentlemen who stood in Mr Ireland’s drawing room as a cure for his wife’s lowness of spirits. And meanwhile perhaps it might be best to keep Mrs Ireland from company, late nights and associations that might be – distressing to her.

Mr Ireland received this advice with the gravest misgivings. And yet, he assured himself, all was not lost. His wife was estranged from him, but it might be possible, if care were exercised, to win her back. To this end, and mindful of certain ancient connections of his family, he arranged a journey to the country with which he shared his name. Even in the pit of his anxieties, the thought was pleasant to him. An inn or a castle or hilltop where he and his wife could be to one another as they had been in the early days of their marriage – all this, surely, would supply a balm beyond the realm of medicine? And so a passage was booked on the Bristol to Cork ferry for the last day of April and, in a closed carriage, accompanied by a single servant, the Irelands set off. It was a fortnight since Easter and the flowers were out in the Wiltshire lanes as they rolled by. What occurred during the three weeks they were away I am not at liberty to say – Mr Ireland would not speak of it even to his closest friends – but there were no inns, or castles, or hilltops. And from the day of their return there was no more talk of lowness of spirits. The deferential gentlemen who had advised sea voyages and Swiss lakes and the pump room at Baden Baden were all thrown over, and the celebrated Dr Conolly, of whom the world knows, was summoned to give an opinion. Like those he had supplanted, Dr Conolly was a prudent man. He would not say that his patient was – mad. But perhaps it might be better if Mrs Ireland were to be removed from Eccleston Square and to a place where care might be taken that she should not – injure herself. Throughout these proceedings Mrs Ireland was confined to her room, and the door of the room was locked with an iron bolt.

Not the least of our misfortunes is their mockery of bygone hopes. A month after his return to England, Mr Ireland discovered a parcel thrown amongst the discarded trifles of his dressing room. It contained a copy of Mr Thackeray’s Irish Sketchbook, which Mr Ireland had thought it well to carry with him while he surveyed the castles and the hilltops, and a nosegay of flowers presented to his wife on a bright morning in Cork before certain dreadful events of which he could not bring himself to speak. And it seemed to Mr Ireland, examining these items as he stood in his dressing room with the sun streaming in through the casement window, that his life was ruined and that the book and the flowers were far more a testimony to his wretchedness than the woman in the next room. Failure lay all around him. He had inherited a property, and the property had crumbled to ashes in his hands. He had married a wife, and Dr Conolly would say only that extreme caution and tender ministrations might yet produce a favourable result. At any rate, Mr Ireland assured himself, there should be no more pretence, whether as regarded himself or the world at large. The house in Eccleston Square was shut and the servants paid off, the gardens where he had been wont to walk on summer afternoons given up to nursemaids and their charges, and Mr and Mrs Ireland departed to Suffolk and fell altogether out of the life they had known.

It may be wondered whether there is anything more instructive than the person who disappears in this way. A man pursues his professional calling in a certain street, let us say, for twenty years, eats his dinner in a certain chop-house, talks with certain cronies, and then, mysteriously, is gone. Who notices his passing or remembers him? The agent’s board is up above his chambers for a fortnight until a new tenant engages them, the waiter at the chop-house regrets his patron for a day or so – that is all. So it was with the Irelands. Such of their friends as wrote letters received courteous but unforthcoming replies. A pertinacious gentleman who proposed a visit was told roundly that the state of Mrs Ireland’s health would not permit it. And thus the Irelands slipped altogether out of view, so that they might have died or followed the emigrant trail to Oregon for all that anyone knew. For there are some mysteries that are always hidden, and some secrets that are for ever kept.

*
	
GEORGE ELIOT’S JOURNAL

22 March 1862

A bright day of radiant sunshine, not the least inclemency. George engrossed in literary tasks, articles for the Cornhill, writing to Mr Martin anent his translations &c. I, having no other occupation, spent the afternoon in reverie, reading Mr Hutton in the Spectator – at least I supposed it were Mr Hutton – on Arnold’s last words on translating Homer. Thence to dine with the Irelands at their house in Eccleston Square. This I was interested to see: a pleasant, commodious residence, the rooms all crammed with dull, old furniture, scarlet draperies. A profusion of mirrors, many portraits of old gentlemen in periwigs. A dozen of us sat down: a sucking barrister from Lincoln’s Inn, Mr Masson who writes for the magazines and a silent wife, a literary man whom George recalled from some endeavour lost in time. With Mr Ireland I was, of course, familiar. A conventional kind of a man, I should suppose: tall, ruddy-faced, soft-spoken, talking a little of his property in Suffolk (it is embarrassed, George says, and a source of shame to him) and equestrian pleasures, solicitous of his wife. I acknowledge freely that it was she to whom my eye turned the more often: a slight, sorrowful woman with exquisite (there is no other word) red hair – I would have run my hands through it, negotiated to buy it at six shillings the yard like some Russian huckster – in whom deep reservoirs of feeling contended with the topics of the day. In short, a decidedly unusual representative of the female species, and yet some deep unhappiness so manifest in her that it pained the heart to see. Thus, on my asking would she and her husband go away this season, she replied with great emphasis: Go away? Why, I have been drifting rudderless for too long. This seemed such a singular expression that I enquired: what did she mean by it? She replied with perfect politeness and yet, it seemed to me, great private misgivings that there were times when she felt like a boat rowing on the ebb tide and could not for the life of her steer herself to safety. Mr Ireland, I saw, was watching her closely and here interjected, ‘My wife has peculiar fancies, Miss Evans.’ Although there was suavity in the words I fancy they were troublesome to pronounce.

Meanwhile the dinner was proceeding around us – soup, cutlets, a beefsteak, none of which was sufficient to distract the eye from the curious intelligence at my side. As the meal continued, Mrs Ireland’s behaviour became more singular still. While the servants were clearing the savoury from the table I observed her carefully decant the contents of a salt cellar upon the tablecloth. This task accomplished, she availed herself of a half-empty glass that lay nearby and, with infinite care and solicitude, began to drip claret wine upon the salt. All this with a look of such stealth – cunning, rapt introspection – as to suggest an animal bent on evading capture. Fascinated, and somehow liking her for this absorption, I enquired again: what was she doing. To be sure, she replied, was it not well known that salt was a sovereign remedy for spilled wine? And would not the servants thank her for it in the morning?

I had hoped for further converse but, on retiring with the other ladies, I noticed that she was gone. Indeed we had not been a moment over our negus before Mr Ireland appeared to announce that his wife was indisposed and had been conducted to bed by her maid &c. I will confess that I missed her presence in that little room – talk all of the Queen, the Duchess of A⎯⎯’s ball – would have liked her there, if only to drip claret onto the tablecloth, and that the rest of the evening had no pleasure for me. Reflecting on these incidents I felt that I had observed a rare and generous spirit, yet struggling to convey some great distress of which it was perhaps only partly aware: the effect disturbing to the mind, a life wreathed in shadow breaking out now and again in hard, bitter laughter. George, to whom I explained something of this, unhappy: said that Mrs Ireland’s afflictions were well known, her husband near beside himself with anxiety. All this, I found, worked on me very curiously – the silent woman in her house of dull old furniture and serried mirrors – to the point where, the following day, I determined to call, neglected an article I had promised to Mr Chapman and took an omnibus to the further end of the Buckingham Palace Road. Alas, it was a fool’s errand. The house seemed quiet, the blinds drawn down, with only a little servant girl in a creased mob cap to tell me that ‘Master and Missus’ had gone away that morning to the country, although the number of coats, hats, etc., upon the hallway hooks suggested that, if this were the case, they had taken very little of their clothing with them. And so I took my leave and walked for a while in the Square’s gardens, past the nursery maids and their carriages and the small boys with their hoops, musing on the peculiar circumstances to which I had been witness, casting an occasional glance at the house, from whose upper window, I am tolerably certain at one point, a woman’s face stared balefully down...

*


Jas Dixey, Esq.

Easton Hall

Near Watton

Norfolk

My dear Dixey,

Although our acquaintance is not so very intimate, yet you are the man that my father always said that he respected most and have ever been a friend to me. Be assured, then, that I should not have cared to burden you with this letter were it not for the extremity in which I have been plunged. In truth I have been so sorely tested this last month and more that I have not known which way to turn. You will perhaps more fully comprehend the pain of these afflictions if I say at the outset that not one particle of what follows is exaggerated, coloured or in any way distorted in the telling.

You will have heard – who has not? – of our troubles. It was ever the case that when a man stands well before the world, the world is silent, yet, should adversity strike, the air is filled with clamorous voices. Thinking that sea and country air might be beneficial, I proposed a tour of the southern counties of Ireland (we had property there once, in Roscommon, though, alas, the estate is fallen into ruin). To this, in a lucid moment, Isabel heartily assented. Indeed, prior to our departure she seemed better, almost – less languid, more sensible of her condition,  sorrowful even, that her state was so.

Alas that the hopes I had entertained of her recovery should be so cruelly dashed! We had set out on our journey by carriage, stopping at London and Devizes, were a day out from Bristol in the packet, seated on deck in the morning sun, when Brodie our servant came to me from below in a state of much anxiety to say that her mistress could not be found. Needless to relate, I straightaway instituted a thorough search of the ship, but could discover nothing. Our cabin was empty, the keepsake at which I had left her reading discarded on the bed. Near out of my mind at what this might portend, I rushed hither and thither about the deck peering beneath the canvases of the  row-boats, even turning up the very coils of rope in an effort to find some clue. On the instant a gentleman who had been amusing himself by looking out across the stern of the vessel came rushing up to declare that he had seen a large object floating in the waves, resembling, as he put it, a giant water beetle resting on its back. At my urgent solicitation the ship’s boat put out, and in half an hour retrieved my darling from the sea. It appears now that she concealed herself in a water closet to the rear of the ship and by this means flung herself from its window, would have drowned had not the air become trapped  in her skirts. When found she was paddling in a feeble way and was pulled out quite demented...

Of the hours that followed – we were then two days’ journey from Cork – I can scarcely bring myself to speak. So fearful was I that she would once more seek to destroy herself that in the night
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