
		
			
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
		

	

PENGUIN BOOKS
The Angelic Avengers


Isak Dinesen was the pen-name of Karen Blixen, who was born in Rungsted, Denmark, in 1885. After studying art at Copenhagen, Paris and Rome, she married her cousin, Baron Bror Blixen-Finecke, in 1914. Together they went to Kenya to manage a coffee plantation. After their divorce in 1921, she continued to run the plantation until a collapse in the coffee market forced her back to Denmark in 1931.

Although she had written occasional contributions to Danish periodicals since 1905 (under the nom de plume of Osceola), her real début took place in 1934 with the publication of Seven Gothic Tales, written in English. In 1937 she published, under her own name, Out of Africa (Penguin, 1954), an autobiographical account of the many years she spent in Kenya. Most of her subsequent books were published in English and Danish simultaneously, including Winter’s Tales (1942), under the name of Pierre Andrézel. Among her other collections of stories are Last Tales (1957), Anecdotes of Destiny (1958), Shadows on the Grass (1960) and Ehrengard (1963). A number of these books are published by Penguin.

Baroness Blixen died in Rungsted in 1962.



ISAK DINESEN
(KAREN BLIXEN)

The Angelic Avengers

[image: image]

[image: image]

PENGUIN BOOKS




PENGUIN BOOKS

Published by the Penguin Group

Penguin Books Ltd, 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England

Penguin Putnam Inc., 375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014, USA

Penguin Books Australia Ltd, Ringwood, Victoria, Australia

Penguin Books Canada Ltd, 10 Alcorn Avenue, Toronto, Ontario, Canada, M4V 3B2

Penguin Books India (P) Ltd, 11 Community Centre, Panchsheel Park, New Delhi – 110 017, India

Penguin Books (NZ) Ltd, Cnr Rosedale and Airborne Roads, Albany, Auckland, New Zealand

Penguin Books (South Africa) (Pty) Ltd, 24 Sturdee Avenue, Rosebank 2196, South Africa

Penguin Books Ltd, Registered Offices: 80 Strand, London, WC2R 0RL, England

www.penguin.com


First published simultaneously in the USA and Canada by Random House, Inc. 1946

Published in Great Britain by Putnam and Co. 1947 and

by the University of Chicago Press 1975

Published in Penguin Books 1986



Copyright 1946 by Isak Dinesen

All rights reserved

This edition is published with the permission of the Rungstedlund Foundation

Except in the United States of America, this book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, re-sold, hired out, or otherwise circulated without the publisher’s prior consent in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser

ISBN: 978-0-14-196147-7




contents

PART ONE Rose-Strewn Roads and Thorny Paths

CHAPTER 1. A Lonely Young Girl

2. Lucan’s Resolution

3. Converse in the Evening

4. Flight

5. Fellow-Travelers

6. Zosine

7. The Pink Frock

8. Zosine’s Birthday Ball

9. A Strange Dancing Partner

10. Converse at Dawn

11. Mr. Tabbernor’s Epitaph

12. Upon the Ruins

13. Aunt Arabella’s Letter

14. Against All the World

15. The Reverend Mr. Pennhallow

PART TWO The Canary Birds

CHAPTER 1. The French Farm

2. Daily Life

3. Clon

4. Mazeppa

5. Mrs. Pennhallow’s Admonitions

6. Mr. Pennhallow’s Old Pupil

7. A Soul Was Given Away

8. In the Moonlight

9. Are We Rivals?

10. Mr. Penhallow Preaches a Sermon

11. Two Gentlemen of the Police

12. The Accusation

13. The Defense

14. The Acquittal

15. When Danger Is Over

16. Converse in the Night

17. Rosa

18. The Skein of Green Silk

19. Zosine’s Resolution

PART THREE The Buried Treasure

CHAPTER 1. Masks

2. Father Vadier

3. Mr. Pennhallow Goes on a Journey

4. Where Is My Bonnet?

5. A Visit in the Evening

6. An Unexpected Ally

7. Aunt Arabella’s Letter Once More

8. The Rope and the Axe

9. Olympia Once More

10. News from England

11. Mr. Pennhallow Comes Home

12. The Rope Once More

13. Two Letters

14. Joliet

15. Madame de Valfonds’ Story

16. All Is Quiet at Sainte-Barbe

17. Do You Not Believe It?

18. Now We Shall Never Meet Again




‘You serious people must not be too hard on human beings for what they choose to amuse themselves with when they are shut up as in a prison, and are not even allowed to say that they are prisoners. If I do not soon get a little bit of fun, I shall die.”

PAGE 110

PART ONE
Rose-Strewn Roads and Thorny Paths
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1.[image: image] A Lonely Young Girl

A YOUNG girl, whose name was Lucan Bellenden, on a spring evening sat deep in thought by the window of a fine big English country house. After the fashion of the 1840’s, her rich golden hair was hanging down her neck and shoulders in long ringlets. She had on a plain, black frock that fitted tightly round her delicate bosom and arms, but was amply folded and draped below the slim waist. From time to time she gently pressed or wrung her fingers between these black folds; this was her only movement.
Lucan was an orphan and sadly situated in life. Already as a child she had lost her mother, and a year ago, at her father’s death, she had seen her home dissolved and her little brothers placed in the house of those of her relations who could provide for them. She herself must also try to earn her bread. For some months she was companion to a rich old lady, who in her young days had been a beauty, and whose heart still sent off wild sparks of jealousy when her white-haired or bald old beaux neglected their game of whist or their glass of punch to stare at the lovely young face and figure of the girl who moved about in the room. Lucan had been lonely in this rich house, and had felt as if no human being there, and not even the parrot in the cage or any silk-covered armchair or sofa, was kindly disposed toward her. But she was so young that, through solitude and depression, in her heart she preserved an invincible faith in something beautiful and happy which must be awaiting her somewhere in the world. “It will soon all be otherwise,” she thought. When her old lady suddenly died from a stroke, she went to an employment office in London, and through it obtained a situation as governess at the house in which she was now sitting.
The master of the house was a businessman, a successful and respected gentleman, stately and proud, but reserved and chary of words. He was a widower with three children, two girls and a boy. His wife had brought him a large fortune, but she had been delicate and ailing, so that at the birth of each child her life had been in danger. Mr. Armworthy, before anything else in life, wished for a son who might in time carry on the big firm which he himself had founded. He had felt it a heavy trial that his two first children were daughters. At last, after many years’ traveling on the continent and sojourns at baths, his wife gave birth to the deeply coveted son, and paid for him with her life. A still sadder misfortune was to befall the lonely man: it soon became apparent that the pretty little boy was blind. The father now more and more withdrew himself from the company of other people, and became almost entirely absorbed in his business. Only rarely, and for a period of a day or two, did he come out to his country house “Fairhill,” and to his children.
Lucan’s father had been a scientist, a highly gifted botanist, ahead of his time, and therefore but little appreciated by it, and opposed by certain of the clergy. He had many friends among French and German scholars. One of them was the French man of science, Dr. Braille, who invented the system of writing for the blind. Lucan had seen the famous man in her home, and had listened as he developed his ideas. She had learned a little about blind-writing herself, and this was why Mr. Armworthy had engaged the girl, among numerous applicants, as governess to his children. In her heart, Lucan thanked her father for her good fortune, and felt sure that his kind eyes even now were following her. The little boy was as yet too young to learn to read, but Lucan played with him, taught him little rhymes and songs, and soon came to love the talented, unhappy child who reminded her of her own small brothers. She felt freer and lighter of heart here in the country than in her first situation in town. Even in the winter months, when the garden and park were white with rime, every day, on her promenades with the children, she had rejoiced in the beauty of the landscape, and here, too, for the first time after her father’s death, she herself could laugh and play. Now summer was near, and it seemed to her as if it were to be that beginning of the happy time to which she had so long looked forward. Each day from now on was to bring her a keener and sweeter delight.
She understood that the father of the three children had come to notice and appreciate her work with her pupils and her affection for them. A couple of times he had discussed his son’s future with her, and this, surely, must be a proof of his trust in her, for the old housekeeper, when she first arrived, had informed her that it was a subject which Mr. Armworthy would never approach, and which she must take care to avoid. It had surprised and flattered her, that a man, who was almost as old as her own father, and so much wiser and more experienced than herself, should thus listen to her with attention, when she told him of her little observations and designs. When at times he smiled at her, a faint, wondering compassion ran through her whole being; the smile appeared on his face stiffly and with difficulty. He must, she reflected, long ago have got out of the habit of smiling. He now gave more of his time and interest to his children, and within the last month he had twice prolonged his stay in the country a day or two. As the weather grew milder, he sometimes took the boy and his governess with him on a drive in the neighborhood, where other handsome houses stood in their parks and gardens. Lucan had never before driven in a comfortable carriage, with a pair of fine horses. Through her father, she had knowledge of plants and flowers, and she looked forward to seeing the grounds around Fairhill, and all the lovely landscape, unfold and blossom, and, on her walks and drives, to find those wild flowers which she loved best of all.

Last Saturday, Mr. Armworthy had arrived at his country-house earlier than usual, and had had his small son brought down to the drawing-room. For an hour he patiently listened to the child’s eager tales of what he and his governess had been doing in the course of the week, and to the pretty little songs which Lucan had taught him as she accompanied him on the piano.
When the nurse again fetched the boy back to the nursery, he asked the young governess to remain with him and keep him company for a while. He began to question her on her own home and childhood. Lucan told him how, when fourteen years old, she had been fetched home from the boarding school to her mother’s death-bed, and how, ever since, she had kept house for her father, and endeavored to console him in his great misfortune. She was like her mother, people told her, and therefore, better than anybody else, she had been able to cheer him up when he was sad or depressed. It was so long a time since Lucan had talked to anybody of her home that she forgot her shyness of the big, silent man, and freely recounted to him her walks and talks with her father and her happy games, adventures and travels of discovery with the little brothers. In the end she broke off, embarrassed at having talked so much about herself.

Mr. Armworthy sat quite still and looked at her benevolently. “I understand,” he said, after a short silence, “that your youth, your kind heart, and your confidence in your fellow-creatures may bring back faith in the happiness of life, even to those who have long lost it in this world.” He took her hand, which rested on the sofa arm, and gently carried it to his lips.

She rose, deeply moved and silent. He rose with her and chivalrously followed her to the door. As he was holding it open for her, she had to pass him closely, and for a moment he placed his arm round her shoulder, and lightly pressed her toward him. Her father had been wont to hold her like this when she was saying good night to him. It now seemed to her that it was her father himself who caressed her. For a brief moment she yielded to the gentle touch. Immediately afterward, she walked out of the door and, slightly dizzy, up the stairs.
When, the next morning, after Mr. Armworthy had left the house to go to town, she came out of the school room, where she had taught the two little girls to write a really neat and well-proportioned letter, his valet brought her a letter from him. He wrote briefly and gravely that he asked her to forgive him if, within an uncontrolled moment, he had forgotten himself, and frightened or perhaps even offended her, than which nothing had been further from his intention. It was his wish to explain himself to her, and he begged her, on Saturday next, to allow him an interview in the drawing-room, after he had dined, and the children had been brought to bed. He had much on his heart which he could not express till then. He concluded the letter with the assurance of his respect and devotion.

At the first moment the letter made no particular impression on the girl. But in the course of the week its significance seemed to grow upon her. She had known but few men, and never in her life had she received a letter of proposal. “It is my future, it is all my life which is at stake here,” she thought.

She had wondered at the fact that a man of experience and influence, of whom everyone thought with respect, should consult her on serious matters, on his children and their future. But she did not wonder at the idea that he should love her. She knew, or felt, in her heart that to a man any innocent girl might mean all the happiness of the world.

Only when, about four o’clock of the afternoon, she heard the carriage, which brought back the master of the house, roll up on the gravel by the entrance door, she was seized by a violent agitation at the idea that she must tonight, and all on her own, decide upon her destiny. While she sat by the window, gently squeezing her fingers in her lap and waiting to hear the clock above the stable door strike nine, she tried to conquer the disorder of her thoughts and to make up her mind.


2.[image: image] Lucan’s Resolution

“NAY, it is impossible. I cannot marry him, for I do not love him.”
This had been Lucan’s first thought, when she had read Mr. Armworthy’s letter. But here by the window she grew restless. It seemed to her that all the people she knew, if she had told them about his offer, would have advised her to accept it. “No, Father would not have advised me so,” she thought, but immediately afterward remembered how, at the approach of death, her light-minded, unconcerned father had grieved about the future of his children, and above all about the future of his only daughter. If he had known that a wealthy and respected man would ask her to become his wife, he might have left the world with an easier heart. She wished that she could have walked out of the house and down in the park, as if there, underneath the big trees, she would have found a solution to her problem, or would have been free from brooding on it any more. But it was already evening, and she must stay indoors.

She remembered how often her father had laughed at her, because, like her mother, she could only view a case from one side. “The very first faculty, my girl,” he had said, “which one requires in order to behave like a reasonable and sound-minded person, is imagination.” She now tried to use her imagination, to figure out all possibilities, and to consider and weigh Mr. Armworthy’s proposal. Like Robinson Crusoe on his island, she thought, she would draw up her account, and faithfully enter each plus and minus upon its pages.
As now her thoughts sought for a starting point, they fell upon the blind boy who was at this moment asleep in the room next to her own. He had been confided to her charge, and during these months had been in her mind every day, but if now she refused his father, she could no longer remain in the house, and they would have to part. She tried to strengthen herself against the pain which this outlook caused her. “There are many others,” she thought, “who can bring him up better than I. But,” she sadly continued her course of thought, “will they understand him as I do? He is self-willed and capricious. Will they be patient with him?” Her mind strayed from the blind boy to her own little brothers, who were now scattered in houses and amongst people strange to them. As the wife of a rich man she would be able to help them in the world. The eldest of them had ardently wished to become a scientist like his father, and had wept bitterly when he had realized that he would have to give up his school, to learn bookkeeping, so that he might in time get a position in some office. If once Mr. Armworthy saw and understood how good and talented her boys were, it was impossible but that he would take an interest in them, and have them placed in good schools. What joy and bliss would it not be to visit them there, and in the holidays see them run about in the park with Mr. Armworthy’s own children! She remembered the old maid-of-all-work of the family, and how broken-hearted she had been when she had taken leave of them all—how happy, how proud would she not be, if she could see the big, fine house and her own darling as mistress of it!

“God,” Lucan thought in great alarm, “all this I throw away! Am I, then, a selfish and narrow-hearted girl, who thinks only of my own feelings? What is it, in marrying Mr. Armworthy, I so dread and shudder to lose? Happiness? But many of the things I have here thought of are what people understand by happiness. What is it that I demand of life and I have always longed and hoped for?” Her own heart at once answered her, clearly and loudly, “It is love!”
Her father and mother had loved each other, and their deep feeling had made them happy, even in adversity and hard times. She herself had never imagined the possibility of a loveless marriage. At the idea of such a marriage she grew cold, as if she had descended into a cellar. “Is it then not at all possible,” she thought, “that I can love Mr. Armworthy?” No, it was impossible. He was so much older, so different from her in everything; he had been married before. “It is that, most of all,” she reflected, “which makes it impossible that I should marry him. He might be still older than he is, his voice drier, his eyes more lifeless, and it might yet be done. But he has already once kissed a girl and put a ring on her finger; he has already once, many years ago, driven home from church with his bride. And what does it mean, then,” she thought after a time, “to give up love?”
Without any effort of her own, as if it had been shown to her by another person, the dismal picture drew itself before her eyes. Never more would she, as Mr. Armworthy’s wife, dare to open those books of poetry which, till now, had been her consolation in sorrow and loneliness, never more would she dare to listen to music, never more enjoy the beauty and fragrance of flowers. For all this spoke of a charm and an enchantment in life, which would then no longer exist for her. Could one go on living without these things? “No,” she whispered, “no, life is not such a desert. The glory of which I have dreamed is a reality. I will, I must believe in happiness!” As she listened to her own low whisper, like an echo of it Mr. Armworthy’s words came back to her: “Your fresh youth and your kind heart may restore the faith in happiness even to him who has lost it long ago.”

She was deeply moved. Then it was, in reality, she herself who had something to give! It was the rich man, the master of the fine big house, who was destitute, and who needed her, and could not do without her. His life had been barren. Now he came to her, and begged her to make it flower and bear fruit. His heart had been so cold, even toward his children. Now he brought it to her, so that she should warm it.
It seemed to her that she could, at this moment, look both backward and forward, and that many things, which till now she had not understood, here lay clear before her. It was the world of rich and successful people, the powerful world which used its power without mercy, the world which had denied her father, and by continuous distress had laid her mother in the grave, and which had eyed her herself with ice-cold arrogance, when she had tremblingly entered its service. It was this world which, tonight, in the form of a lonely and sad man, came to her and begged for her help! And in return, it was prepared to give her all that it had boasted of before: riches, power, and the esteem of men!
In the deep quiet of the spring evening, her whole nature filled with a new satisfaction and pride. The present offer from this proud world held a satisfaction which did not apply to herself only, but to her father and to all his friends. But she gently and slowly shook her head at it. Her father had been prepared to give the work of his life for the acknowledgment of this hard world; her mother had given her life itself. Now it offered her its riches for something less than these things, for she was not a highly gifted person like her father, not angelic or unselfish like her mother. But tonight, for once, that haughty and cold world was to learn the meaning of a refusal. Tonight it would know how it felt to beg and to be refused. She remembered the old lady, in whose service she had first been engaged. Many things which had happened in her house came back to her, and a kind of triumph ran through her.

“No,” she thought after a while, “it is not right; it is not worthy of my father’s daughter to think like this. I will show that rich, poor man that I understand him, and am grateful to him. I am prepared to call his offer an honor for me. I will make peace with all that world which he represents. But I will not marry him. No, if Father himself came into the room and told me to do so, I would not marry him.”

She looked out at the park. It might have been hers. It had, so to speak, really been hers for two hours. The whole house, with all that it contained, had been hers! Lucan had but little experience of what a big house, and the position which it gives to its owner, does really mean. But she was a young girl, and she could not fail to know that she was pretty. She suddenly bethought herself of a frock which a lady had worn at one of the parties of her old mistress, and of which since then she had often dreamed. This frock was made of thick pink silk, and its many rich flounces had been edged with fine lace. Such a pink frock she might herself, as Mr. Armworthy’s wife, have worn. It would have been laid out in her room, only waiting for her. For a few minutes she kept standing by the window, slowly letting her hands run over her old black merino frock, and she seemed to feel, within her fingertips, the sweet sensation of running them over the surface of smooth, heavy satin.

At that same moment the clock struck nine. She grew very pale, and without a single glance in the looking-glass or arranging her long tresses, she walked out of the room and down the stairs.


3.[image: image] Converse in the Evening

THE big drawing-room, with its heavy, dark curtains and furniture, was only dimly lit by a lamp, but in the fireplace the flames were bright and clear. Above it hung a portrait of Mr. Armworthy’s late wife, and in the light of the flickering flames it appeared to be moving faintly. Lucan met the picture’s eyes, which seemed to rest gently and sadly upon her face. They were, perhaps, two against one in this room. And on which side was the dead woman?

Mr. Armworthy was sitting by the fireplace with a book on his knee, but he had not been reading. He rose, as the girl entered the room, and led her to a chair opposite his own. He hesitated a few moments before he spoke. His words came slowly, and with some difficulty.
“I am grateful to you, Miss Lucan,” he said, “because you have been good enough to come here to have a talk with me. All during this week, whatever I have been doing, you have been in my thoughts.” He made a short pause. “I have likewise,” he said, “in my mind, carefully gone through that talk which I am now to have with you. And first of all, and even before I begin it, I have a request to make to you! It will not be easy for me to express myself as openly as I shall now have to do—and you yourself should run no risk of deciding before you have had ample time to consider my question. Therefore you must consent to hear me out without interrupting me. It must be our bargain that, like a good, obedient child,” he smiled slightly at his own words, “you sit still while I speak, and later leave this room in silence, to think matters over.”

He looked away. Lucan thought: “It is difficult for him to beg for anything! He has never done it till now.”
“My life,” Mr. Armworthy began, after another pause, “has been without romance. I have never imagined that I should come to feel any inclination or sympathy for such a thing. But at a time when I almost believed my real life was behind me, your youth and innocence have been brought on my path! The strength of my own feelings have surprised and alarmed me. It is to me an extraordinary thing to realize that my whole destiny, if I may use that word, should depend upon another person, and, at that, upon a young girl! And still, at the same time, I feel grateful to Providence, because, through this, I have conceived the possibility of a kind of happiness altogether different to any I have known or dreamed of. I shall,” he added, “tonight have to speak of facts which must appear to you prosaic. But, believe me, the very last thing I want to do is to hurt that richness and tenderness of heart, that sweet faith in the ideals of life which, first of all, in you have moved and touched me, and from which I myself now expect or hope a new, late felicity.
“But a long life has taught me how much the purely external and material circumstances of existence do mean to all human beings. You yourself, Miss Lucan, have gone through much to which you ought never to have been exposed, and on the idea of which I have often dwelt with pity: loneliness, insecurity, hard work—because your existence has had no proper firm material foundation. I now wish to give you such a basis, precisely because I imagine that within secure and happy surroundings the fullness of your nature would unfold, to the happiness of those who understand and appreciate it. Nay, do not interrupt me, my dear child,” he said, and took her hand, on the arm of the chair. “You must remember our bargain.
“You are young, and your life lies before you. It is my wish at once, and from the beginning, to safeguard your existence. I do not know how you will imagine such a happier way of life. Perhaps you do not know it yourself. Maybe you will have dreamed of traveling on the continent. With what great pleasure would I show you the treasures of art of Florence, or take you through the ruins of Rome! Or you might wish to perfect your pretty talent for music, which indeed would give me much pleasure. Or I imagine that works of charity, toward the unfortunate of this world, would satisfy your kind and generous nature. Of all this we shall speak in time. Whatsoever you will choose, I pride myself on being able to give it to you, in ampler measure than you yourself will ever, till now, have imagined.

“It will be my happiness to protect and guide you. I understand that you have a sincere love of the country, of gardens and flowers. I have been planning to give you a pretty house, after your taste, out of town …”

“Out of town?” Lucan exclaimed in surprise.

“Yes,” he said, “so close to it that my journey out there shall not be too long. And yet, I dare not, as you will understand yourself, make it too close. I know that you will turn it into a true place of rest and refuge to the man who has met with much affliction in life, and to whom your inexperience and ignorance of the world have a particular attraction in themselves. I shall be happy to give every free hour to the small paradise which you will be creating for me there.”

His eyes rested upon the young girl’s form. Within the firelight her hair shone like gold; her cheek and throat took on a deep, delicate glow; the blue eyes with their thick eyelashes were wide open, and met his with an inquiring, glassy brilliance. He felt, at this moment, proud, both of her, who was so lovely and innocent, and of his own power over her. Once more he turned away his eyes, so as not to be tempted to take her in his arms, and to press that delicate, pure and blooming young body to him.
“You see, Lucan,” he said, moved as he felt that he might now allow himself a more familiar form of address, and further moved by the deep, fatal shiver, which, at his words, ran through the young girl, “I have been placed in a peculiar position.” He was silent for a short while. “However highly I respected my noble late wife, there were between us none of the feelings which young girls like yourself call romantic. After her death my home was lonely to me. Under other circumstances, I might have tried to make it happier through a new marriage with a lady of my own circle. But as you know, I am tried by a sad misfortune: my son is blind! He is, as you yourself have realized, an unusually intelligent child. I have not given up the hope that, in spite of his affliction, he may still, by careful training, become capable of carrying on my firm. But if I had had a younger son by a new marriage, a conflict might become inevitable, and I might be compelled to wrong my eldest, unhappy son.”

He went on in a changed voice. “All the same you must not doubt that I will stand by you under all circumstances. You have spoken to me of your young brothers. I gather that these boys are very dear to you ….”

“No,” Lucan interposed, abruptly and in a low voice, “you must not talk of my brothers.”

“Yes, my child,” he said softly, “I particularly want to speak to you of your brothers. They are, I understand, talented, brilliant boys without any practical sense, just like your father ….”

“No,” Lucan once more whispered, “you must not name my father.”
“Aye, believe me,” said Mr. Armworthy, “I respect your father. I have been making inquiries about him, and understand him to have been worthy of a happier lot. At times,” he continued, smiling blandly to himself, “I have compared the tenderness I feel for you with his. Believe me, you may trust me, and feel convinced that in all that may ever happen to you, I will show the same care for you as he himself would have wished to give you, had it been possible. When I declare that I will help your brothers where I can—and my help may not be quite without value to them—you will gather from this that anybody near you shall at the same time be near and precious to me myself.”

He suddenly broke off, looked away, and once more back at the girl. After a moment he rose, and seemed to expect that she too should rise. When she kept sitting in the chair, absolutely immovable, as if she had not realized that he had changed his position, he gently lifted her up toward him, and it seemed to him that she was wavering on his arm. Her emotion communicated itself to him.
“And now,” he said, “you must let this night pass, before you give me your answer.” His voice broke, and she felt the same shiver run along his arm. “Good night, good night, my dear,” he said. “It is hard to have to part from you in this way. A goodnight kiss might perhaps be no more than my right. But I will not claim this right here, and not at the present moment. Soon—soon, I hope, in surroundings that may prove to you the sincerity of my feelings, I may be claiming even more than …” He stopped. The face of the sedate and reserved man colored into a deep, burning red; his high fine stock suddenly appeared to have become too tight for him; he grew silent, and forgot to accompany the girl to the door.

While he remained standing immobile in front of the fire, staring after her slim figure, without a word, and without any intimation of either consent or refusal, she walked out of the room.


4.[image: image] Flight

LUCAN came up to her own room in such confusion and anguish as if someone had given her a hard slap on each cheek. The most terrible, the bitterest thing to her during the first minutes was that she had not shown Mr. Armworthy how deeply she resented him. She sat down on one chair, rose, and sat down upon another. Her face burnt, and then again she grew very pale. Before she had gone down to the conversation with Mr. Armworthy, she had summoned within her mind her father and her friends to advise and help her. Now it seemed to her that there were no other people in the world than the man who had offended her and herself.

She went to the window, and in the dusk once more took in the outlines of the big trees in the park. Slowly all the meditations which had gone through her mind, while she had been gazing at these groups of trees an hour ago, now came back to her.

An hour ago she had asked herself if she could ever possibly come to love Mr. Armworthy. “And if I had loved him,” she now thought, “might I then have done what he wanted? No, it would then have been a hundred times worse. If I had been ready to give him my whole life, and he, in return, would have offered me a small part of his own, the time and the feelings left over from more important matters—then I should have died at the thought of such a proposition.”

While she was thus repeating his words to herself with trembling lips, and searching her mind for the answers she ought to have given him, she had already, deeper down in her consciousness, decided to leave the house. She had even opened a drawer and taken out a few things from it: her purse, in which was the three months’ salary that had just been paid out to her, a nightgown, and a pair of gloves. Now she stood quite still, and tried to concentrate her whole being upon the task before her.

She would not for anything in the world again meet Mr. Armworthy face to face. She must go away tonight. Very methodically, as if she had for a long time prepared herself for the journey, she now packed the most necessary clothes into an old leather traveling bag which had belonged to her father. But she dared not walk down the stairs to get out of the house; she might wake up some of the servants, or Mr. Armworthy himself might hear her, open his door and come out. She was not certain either if, by herself, she would be able to open the heavy lock of the entrance door.

She would have to find another way out. Outside her window was a balcony, and an old ivy twined its strong stems all the way from the ground to the balustrade. She had, before now, playfully pictured to herself how, by these, as by the steps of a ladder, Romeo might climb to her room. She did not know of giddiness, and she had no other way out.
She could not climb down from the balcony with her bonnet on because she then could not look sideways. She fastened it to her traveling bag by the long bonnet-strings, and then with her shawl fastened the bag to her waist. As she stepped onto the balcony and felt the night air round her, she closed her eyes for a minute. Her thoughts went to the sleeping children; she wished that she could have said good-bye to them. But it would be too risky. And then, she reflected, they were Mr. Armworthy’s children, and might some day have given her as terrible a surprise as their father had! She collected all her courage, lifted her knee onto the balustrade and fumbled for a foothold in the twisted branches of the ivy.
The traveling bag knocked against the wall a couple of times, and nearly made her lose her balance. Her skirt was caught in the twigs and the foliage, and was lifted high over her knee, so that, in the dark, with burning cheeks, she thought, “It is a good thing that nobody can see me!” On the next floor, below her own room, there was another balcony. She would have liked to have rested here for a moment, but she saw a light behind the door, remembered that this room was Mr. Armworthy’s bedroom, and in great haste threw herself over the broad rail. A branch at this moment caught her hair, as if it had been Mr. Armworthy himself who seized it and tried to stop her, but it broke off, and a few minutes later, stretching her foot as far down as possible, she felt the ground below it.

Twigs and leaves from the ivy were hanging in her long curls, her right hand was bleeding, and one of her stockings was torn. She was glowing with exertion and triumph, but her legs were trembling, so that for a moment she sat down on the ground with her head on her knees. Then she got up, unfastened the bag and put on her bonnet.

The heavy iron gate to the garden was locked at night, but from her walks with the children she knew of a small door in the wall which was closed only with a hook on the inside, and she quickly walked toward it. As she closed this door behind her, she closed an epoch of her life, the happy light-heartedness of the last months, the irresolution of the last few days, and the panic of this evening. She was robbed now of some hopes and illusions, poor as before, or poorer, but she was free!
She had known, already when she pulled out the drawer in her room, which way she would take, and she at once made for her destination. At half past eleven the night coach passed a cross-road not more than a mile from Mr. Armworthy’s house, and stopped here, if there were passengers to take up. The four strong horses would quickly carry her far away, and her whole mind clung to them and to the postilion who would be driving them. A couple of times she had to stop and put down the heavy bag. She became afraid that she would be late for the coach, and walked on as quickly as possible, but she would not run. Mr. Armworthy should not force her to that! But as, quite out of breath, she reached the cross-road, she heard the clock of the village church strike eleven, and realized that she was in time and was saved.

The moon was now up, and the landscape around her lay in a silvery mist. There was a great view over the open, undulating country. The grass was wet with dew. Lucan had but rarely been out so late, and never alone. But she was not afraid. Like a person who has escaped from prison and from the abhorred presence of an enemy, she was longing solely for wide space and solitude.

Only at this moment did it occur to her that she did not know where she meant to go from here. Her resolution to get away from Mr. Armworthy’s house had brought her to the stopping place of the coach. Her thoughts had not traveled any further. In the course of the night, she knew, one coach was going north, and another south. Sad and sick at heart, she reflected that she might just as well take the one as the other. There was nothing in her existence which could decide for her.

Her relations would be dismayed, should she take refuge with them as a fugitive from a situation of which she had spoken with joy in her letters. If she were to look for another situation, she would have to give references, and this might once more bring Mr. Armworthy into her life. And all the same, she realized, she would have to go somewhere.

Alas, she thought, her father had been right, and imagination was indeed a necessity in life. But she herself was an inexperienced girl, without imagination. She became as afraid to see the carriage approach before she had made up her mind as, a short time ago, she had been to miss it.

In her distress she could think of no other resort than going through the alphabet from beginning to end in the hope of stumbling on the name of a person or a place she could throw herself upon. She had almost come all through it without result, and was about to despair, when in the last moment, at the letter Z, a name struck her and kindled a sudden bright light in the darkness around her. Zosine! “God! Zosine,” she thought. “Dear Zosine. I had not thought of you for such a long time. But now you must help me.”

Zosine had been her best friend at the boarding-school. This school was somewhat above Lucan’s own social sphere, and was for the greater part frequented by girls of noble and rich families. But her father’s sister, who was its headmistress, had obtained admission for her, and Lucan had passed a few happy years there. When it became known that she and Zosine were born on the very same day, the other girls in the class had christened them the “Twins.”

The two girls at that time had vowed an eternal friendship, and Zosine had often invited Lucan to spend her holidays with her in her father’s house “Tortuga.” She had even written: “Nothing of all the things which I have got to amuse myself with at Tortuga gives me any pleasure whatever, now that you will not come and share them with me.” But after the time when, at her mother’s death, Lucan had been fetched home from school, they had not met, and slowly their correspondence had ceased.

It was as if, during her years of worry, of poverty and dependence, she had shunned the radiant picture of her former friend, and had not cared to approach Zosine, or to appear before her, even in thought. But now, in the hour of real distress, this friendship of her childhood, with all the happiness, warmth and life that it had contained, stood up before the lonely girl at the cross-road, and she caught at it and clung to it.

The picture of Zosine came to the lonely girl at the cross-road as a radiation of life and warmth. “Surely,” she thought, “it must be all Zosine’s schemes of flight and adventure, and our secret nocturnal walks, which now make me think of her.”

At the same moment she heard the noise of the carriage, and at a turn of the road the lanterns of the coach appeared and approached.


5.[image: image] Fellow-Travelers

THE coach rattled on steadily through the moonlit landscape, with its freight of sleepy passengers, who nodded beneath the dim lantern, coughed and rubbed the window-panes to see how far they had gone.

In a corner a young girl sat breathless and motionless with her traveling bag beside her. She now realized that she was deadly tired and that her limbs ached. From time to time her heart beat violently, as it had when she had been hanging in the ivy on her flight down the wall.
But she was no longer alone, she had a fellow-traveler with her: Zosine sat beside her. Everything that belonged to Zosine was childlike, pretty and gay. Zosine had possessed elegant frocks, bonnets and mittens, which she had lent to Lucan, when they went to church or promenaded with her schoolmates. She had boxes with candied fruit sent from home, and shared them with her friend. The dream of the unknown house, from which all these treasures came, had occupied and intrigued Lucan, when she was twelve years old. Now she once more tried to picture to herself how it would look, and how it would receive her, when on her flight she should seek shelter there.
She knew that Zosine, like herself, had lost her mother, and that, like herself, she loved her father above everything on earth. Mr. Tabbernor was a tremendously rich merchant, probably, Lucan thought, what one called a millionaire. He owned great properties in the West Indies; his father and his grandfather had owned them before him, and had been married to heiresses of noble birth. Zosine’s own mother, however, had not been rich, but Lucan knew that she had been a beauty, a Frenchwoman by birth, that she had come from Santo Domingo, and that it was from her that Zosine had her foreign name. From all that Lucan had ever heard, Zosine’s home must be an earthly paradise of a unique and fantastic nature. Many tropical trees and shrubs had been brought from far away and had been planted in the park. There were hothouses with rare flowers and fruit, and a big glass house with small monkeys and parrots. A strange and exotic figure within the house itself was the old Negress, Olympia, who was so fat that she could hardly get in through any of its doorways. She had been the nurse of Zosine’s Papa, and, thus, must be as old as the hills, but she belonged to a particular tribe which never did age; she was still as lively and garrulous as a parrot, and would surely live to the age of a hundred. When Zosine’s Papa himself, as his daughter said, was as big and heavy as an elephant, it was all due to the supernatural power of his nurse’s milk. Olympia, Zosine said, was a real angel, and at the same time something of a devil. When some time Olympia’s flow of speech should come to a stop, then the end of the world would be near.

Zosine herself as a child had been to the West Indies; later on she had traveled with her Papa in France, Germany and Italy, and she was gaily looking forward to other great journeys. “There must not be any sky in the world,” she proclaimed, “which has not looked down on Zosine Tabbernor.” She had two riding horses, the names of which Lucan still remembered. In the memory of her friend she had all the look of a butterfly, forever fluttering in the sun.
As she drove on, Lucan remembered more and more things connected with Zosine. There was her Aunt Arabella, Mr. Tabbernor’s cousin, an elderly, tremendously rich and tremendously ugly maiden-lady, who in the old days, before Zosine’s father met his wife, had been in love with him, and therefore never had married. She was Zosine’s godmother, adored her and gave her all she asked for. There was likewise her Cousin Ambrose. Ambrose’s mother had been Papa’s favorite sister, and had married the son of an Earl. When this splendid personage had spent all his wife’s money and had died, Papa took charge of his youngest sister’s only child; he placed him in a fine school, and in time meant him to carry on all his own affairs. Yes, very likely in his heart he hoped to see Ambrose married to his own daughter. But in that chapter Papa was mistaken, Zosine said, for Ambrose was nothing but a little dandy and fob, who spent money, and depended on Papa to pay his debts! All these people, who had played such big parts in the fancies of her childhood, Lucan might now come to see with her own eyes.

It slowly began to grow light through a thick morning mist. Lucan looked out upon a strange landscape. She saw the grass-fields white with dew, and the sun a dim red ball in the mist rising from the earth. It was as if the breaking morning light belonged to her flight, and to the thoughts of Zosine. She had ventured to take her destiny in her own hands—and the first effect thereof was a sunrise!
At Staines the coach changed horses, and the travelers got out. A young farmer with a gun on his shoulder, who had been staring at Lucan ever since it began to grow light, was waiting for her by the step of the coach, and gave her his hand to help her down. But she refused to enter the inn with him or the others, and kept standing outside. She shivered a little in the morning air, and drew her shawl tighter round her. Through the open window she could hear her fellow-travelers order hot drinks and bread, and felt that she herself was cold and weary, and that a cup of tea would have done her good. But she did not know how to give her orders to the waiter or the maid of the inn, for it was, surely, a highly unusual thing that a young girl should thus be traveling alone. Another coach, which came from the west and was going up to London, had now also stopped in front of the stable, and the coachmen were taking out the relays. As she had nothing else to do, Lucan kept following their movements. The mist had grown thicker, and the steam from the horses mixed with it. At the same moment she became aware of a lady who stood and looked at her.
The lady was dressed in gray, and had a small gray veil on her bonnet. She had come so noiselessly that it seemed to the young girl that she must be one with the morning mist, and had just stepped out of it. At the first moment she was almost frightened, and searched her memory to find out if the newcomer could possibly have known her before and have recognized her. But she was set at ease, when she saw the old lady smiling at her. She was sure, too, that she had never seen this face or this figure before.

The lady was probably between fifty and sixty years old. “An old maid,” Lucan thought. She was small, angular and flat-breasted, with a long face and a broad, flat nose. She had such big and long teeth that there hardly seemed to be room for them in her mouth. Her face and hands were almost as gray as her hat and shawl. She kept on smiling to Lucan, but for a long time she neither moved nor spoke a word.

At last she said, “I saw you as you stepped down from the coach, my dear. I myself did arrive with the other coach. Are you waiting for somebody here?”

Lucan, a little embarrassed, explained that she was alone.

“Would it not be a good thing for you to come in and have a cup of tea?” the old lady asked. “There is still time for it.” She had a deep, somewhat raucous voice, and she must, Lucan reflected, come from some distant part of the country; she stressed her words in a peculiar way. “You need not hesitate,” she added. “I myself want a cup of warm tea badly, and should like to have your company.”

The unknown lady was the first human being who had spoken to Lucan since Mr. Armworthy said good night to her. She took her kindness as a good omen, and accepted her invitation with thanks.
Within the big common-room of the inn a small corner by a screen had been turned into a compartment for traveling ladies. Lucan here arranged her hair and put her bonnet straight in front of the small looking-glass upon the wall. The little old lady seemed to be an experienced traveler, and not in the least afraid of the waiter. Perhaps she was also used to act as a duenna, for she appeared to be setting up a second, invisible screen round the girl, and solely by her sharp glance dismissed the rubicund young man who dawdled over the teacups to gaze at her pretty face.

“Are you really traveling all alone, my young Miss?” she asked, as she poured out the tea.

“Yes, I am alone,” answered Lucan.

“But then somebody will meet you where you get out of the coach?” the lady asked.

“No, I do not think so,” said Lucan, and blushed a little.
The old lady was silent for some time, but above her teacup she kept her round gray eyes on the girl. “Is it a situation to which you are going?” she suddenly enquired. “If so, I hope you will find it a nice one. You are pretty, and look sensible. You ought to be well paid. It is pleasant for a young girl to have dainty frocks and bonnets, and a bracelet or a brooch to fasten her shawl with. A new bonnet might look sweet on that golden hair at which everybody seems to be gazing. The time of youth is soon past.”

The hot tea, and a fresh bun, made Lucan feel easier. She thought, “This little lady has all the look of one of the fairy-godmothers in my old book at home! What if she were now to offer me to change a pumpkin into a coach, and four little mice into horses? Nay, I forget I have got both a coach and horses to it. I hope then that she will not retransform them into mice again, so that I shall get no farther!”

“But surely people are expecting you at the place to which you are going?” the stranger persistently continued her questioning.

Lucan did not want to say “no” once more; she only shook her head. The old lady drank two cups of tea in absolute silence. As if she did not quite know what to do with all her big teeth, she seemed to have got into the habit of munching, or of rubbing them gently against each other, when she did not speak.

“Well, it is no affair of mine,” she exclaimed in the end.

The other travelers had already begun to leave the common-room to get into the coach. Lucan fumbled in her pocket to pay for her tea. “That we can settle later on,” said the lady, “in the coach. For can you imagine, my dear, what bad luck I have just had? I have forgotten a highly important thing—the most important of all to me—at the place from which I come! I begin to think that I shall have to turn straight back to get it, by that same coach with which you yourself are going. Then we can have a nice little chat, and get to know each other on the way.”

They left the inn together. But as they walked toward the coach, with the fresh horses ready, and the postilion on the box, the old lady slackened her pace, in the end stood quite still, and with a strained and troubled face twice slowly shook her head at herself. “No,” she said, “no, it will not do. It is impossible. I must say good-bye to you here, my little Miss.” Lucan gave her her hand.
The old lady kept looking straight at her. “I might give you my address,” she said very slowly, “in case you were to come to London later on, you know, to look for a better situation.” She once more broke off, and abruptly, almost angrily cried out, “No, no, I must not do it! I have been told not to do it!” She was still holding one of the girl’s fingers, and was so loath to let it go that she kept pinching it quite hard. “But it is a pity,” she whispered in her hoarse voice, “it is indeed a pity. You are such a good girl, so pure and prudent, such a tender little lamb that surely he, whose will we must all obey, would smile at seeing you get what you deserve.” She reluctantly let go her hold of the girl’s hand, but she followed her with her light round eyes, while she got into the coach, and until the coachman cracked his whip, and it rolled off.
Now that it was getting lighter, the coach could make better speed. The inn with its many outbuildings, the high stacks of hay and the big elm trees that surrounded them soon were swallowed up in the white mist. A little later in the morning the sun broke through the veils that had covered it. The young farmer with the gun kept on staring at Lucan, so that soon she pulled down her own veil. Behind it she thought of many things: of the humiliation, which she wanted to forget, but which still from time to time drove the blood to her cheeks, and of the dim, sweet light of hope that shone before her. Once or twice she also thought of the meeting at the inn. Already now, only a mile or two from the inn, it looked strange and unreal to her. She did not know what to make of it.
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