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Mademoiselle Durand:

You do not know me, and you never will.

Anonymity is all in this matter, and mine must be assured. I bear a noble name and have led a noble life; I will sully neither by public association with the enclosed Dossier, the originals of which, in the hand of the late Abraham (Bram) Stoker, known to the world as the author of Dracula, will be forwarded to you by my attorney once my anonymity has been assured and my privacy has proved inviolate. What you do with the Dossier at such time is of no import to me. I want neither recompense nor renown, and I will refuse recognition. Simply, as my days decrease and death draws on, I mean to unburden myself of Stoker’s secret. I cannot die with the truth untold, as none alive know what I know.

Stoker’s biography—scanty at best—tells of several auctions to which he was party, knowingly or not, and doubtless this dossier passed from his close hoarding on one such occasion. It is likely that occasion was the auction of Stoker’s personal papers upon his decease, as he was far too careful, far too circumspect a man, to let the dossier slip from his hands while alive.

On 7 July 1913, Sotheby, Wilkinson & Hodge auctioned off some three hundred–odd items, adding four hundred pounds to Stoker’s meagre estate. Among these items were his notes for Dracula; other original manuscripts; research volumes concerning sea travel, weather, folklore, Egyptology, history, et cetera; seventeen volumes associated with Walt Whitman; fifty-odd presentation copies inscribed to Stoker by authors of his close association, such as Oscar Wilde, George Bernard Shaw, W. B. Yeats, and Robert Louis Stevenson; and a collection of the actor David Garrick’s letters, which Stoker himself had inherited from the estate of his longtime employer, the actor and theatrical impresario Sir Henry Irving.

My research shows that at the Sotheby’s auction a Mr. Drake paid £2.2 for Item 182: the eighty-five pages of Dracula notes referenced above as well as other related “miscellany.” Among this last lot may have been the dossier now in my possession and soon, perhaps, to be in yours: a ragged assemblage of newspaper clippings, correspondence, and notes written, as was Stoker’s habit, on whatever paper was at hand—the backs of envelopes, hotel stationery, menus, and any other flat surface capable of holding ink. Most significantly, Stoker’s personal journal for the year 1888 was included in the lot as well.

The Dracula notes were resold on 25 February 1970 to Philadelphia’s Rosenbach Museum and Library, yet the record of that sale makes no mention of “the miscellany” of Item 182. It is my belief that the two lots were separated sometime between Stoker’s estate auction and the Rosenbach acquisition; further, I believe that the miscellany was purchased by a relation of mine.

Said relation was a devoted acquirer of all things Dickensian and may have purchased the miscellany—what I have entitled The Dracula Dossier—along with an early typescript manuscript of the now-famous novel to which it gave rise, then entitled The Dead Un-Dead, which somehow came to be associated with a lot of Dickens’s papers in California, circa 1959. These papers I later inherited, and though agents of mine sold both the Dracula manuscript and the larger part of the Dickensiana over the years, I held to Stoker’s miscellany. I did so for one reason only: an early perusal of the papers showed that some were written, by Stoker, in cipher. These encrypted pages piqued my interest, but I soon supposed that Stoker was simply partial to the espial, as were other sensationalist authors of the nineteenth century. And my supposition seemed confirmed when I later learned that the plot of one of Stoker’s lesser novels—these, sadly, are legion, though I refer here to The Mystery of the Sea—turns upon the Bilateral Cipher of Francis Bacon, dating to 1605, the construction of which Stoker details in an appendix at the end of the novel, presumably as a reward for those few readers who make it that far.

So it was that, thinking I’d stumbled upon some authorial sport, a parlor game indulged in by Stoker and his writing cronies and nothing more, I let those ciphered pages lie amongst the other, unread pages of the Dossier for a long, long while, returning to them only in late years. This time I more than perused the papers. Imagine my surprise, Mlle Durand, in discovering that I had inherited a secret known only to Stoker and several of his intimates—a secret of abiding interest to a far, far wider world.

It all began some few years ago when I lifted the Dossier from my personal safe, spurred, if memory serves, by the umpteenth iteration, on celluloid, of Stoker’s vampire king. As said, the pages had sat untouched for some time; shame, now, precludes my saying how long. As I riffled the pages, there fell from them a brittle, browned clipping. A partial piece of newsprint. Though all identifiers had been torn away along with much of the body of the article, I can now cite the article as having been published in the New York Herald on 11 November 1888. The clipping was of interest in itself—indeed, I well recall the dizziness induced by the headlines—but even more interesting was the marginalia it bore, written, evidently, by Stoker himself.

 

OFF THE SCENT

Sir Charles Warren’s Men Still Unable to Track the Fiend.

VERY NECESSARY RETICENCE.

One of “Jack the Ripper’s” Threats Partly Carried Out.

 

Jack the Ripper. Could it be? thought I. Could the man known to the world only as the author of Dracula have had a more than casual concern in the case of Jack the Ripper? The presence of other such clippings seemed to confirm it.

The subhead of the article in question goes on:

 

WHITECHAPEL’S LATEST.

The Police As Far Off the Scent As the Bloodhounds.

 

And here—most odd—Stoker had scrawled “Yes,” underlining the word so emphatically as to have torn the newsprint. Other such commentary trailed the story’s contents, which are:

“The Herald’s European edition publishes to-day the following from the Herald’s London Bureau, No. 391 Strange, dated 10 November 1888:—

Thirty-six hours have passed since the ghastly discovery in Miller’s Court, Dorset Street, and nothing more has become known about the murder or murderer than what was sent to the Herald last night. Neighbors have been fancifully garrulous, absurdly ineffectual arrests have been made, and sensational journals have printed a number of absurd, groundless rumors.” And here, in Stoker’s hand, even more scrawl-like than usual: “Good good.”

The story continues: “It is still said ‘the police are reticent.’ Quite so, and for the best of all reasons—they know nothing. Sir Charles Warren has issued a proclamation offering a pardon to any accomplice, as if so secretive a murderer possessed accomplices.” Here, eerily, Stoker has sketched an ill-closed circle—it cannot be ascertained which of the words, “pardon” or “accomplice,” was his target—and written, “MUST STOP CAINE.” Caine. I did not know the name.

“A story is afloat that the victim”—and reference here is to Mary Kelly, the last victim attributed to Jack the Ripper’s reign—“was last seen outside in the morning shortly before the shocking discovery, but medical evidence shows that this was impossible, as from postmortem signs she had been dead some hours.”

And at the end of the last legible line, above the clip’s ragged edge, which reads, “The hoaxer, ‘Jack the Ripper,’ is again at his postal methods,” Stoker wrote, “Hope. Hope remains.”

Hope? Hope of what? That is the question that led me then, and finally, to train all my resources on Item 128. What I learned in the process is of an interest that cannot be overstated. This I assure you.

I close by saying that what you have in hand is my transcription of the lost miscellany of Item 128, The Dracula Dossier. Though I make no claim on creativity, I have arranged the original Dossier ’s varied contents in such a way as to render them logical, or rather chronological. Its division into three Epochs is my doing as well. So, too, have I done that research necessary to render sense from pages that were never meant to be read by persons beyond Stoker’s small circle. This research I have interposed as footnotes, wherein I identify persons of relevance, some lost to time, others of enduring fame, et cetera. Otherwise I have let Stoker tell his story, his secret.

My Parisian lawyer awaits word from you, Mlle Durand. Settle the issue of my anonymity and The Dracula Dossier is yours to publish as you please. To you I will bequeath the originals. To the world we two will bequeath Stoker’s secret. In return I ask only that you let me pass from this world un inconnu, an unknown. Spare me my name’s being associated with these pages, with the Crime of All Time and the devil that did it.

Sincerely,
 «Le Comte de Ville»
 Witnessed by Nicolas Massip, avocat









The First Epoch

THE DAY








 



BRAM STOKER’S JOURNAL

Monday, 12 March 1888.—Out on the streets, it seemed wise to hide the bloodied knife.

I’d preserved that much sense; but just why I’d brought the knife with me, I cannot say. Better to have left it back in the hotel, or to have hidden it in the theatre where last we’d used it. But no, here it was in hand, and reddened, and yes, rather hard to hide: the convex blade bends eight steely inches to its tip, and the hilt is carved in the Nepalese style. Once seen, this knife is not to be forgotten.

The hilt protruded from my pocket. I tried to hide it in the hollow of my ruined hand. The blade-tip itself pushed through the pocket’s bottom, like a spring shoot eager for the end of this Manhattan winter, the worst in living memory. And so it must have seemed, as I stumbled down Fifth Avenue in the snow, that I would draw the knife, put its blade to purpose on some passerby; but no, no indeed.

Mad? Maybe I was. But the only knives I have known heretofore are of that spring-loaded species common to the stage. The kind that give upon contact with actorly flesh, the bashful blade retracting to conceal itself in the hilt. But this knife, my knife, is another type entirely; for Henry will not hear of props upon the stage. Reality is all, says he; and his Shylock, when nightly he begs his rightful pound of flesh from Antonio, lays a real blade, lays this blade upon his bared chest. Yes: Reality is all.


That: a pound of flesh, as scripted by the bard. This: a gallon of my own gore.

Had the knife sought the All of Me, sought to set the All of Me to running red? Had I sought it myself? No knife knows a will of its own;…but can a hand act of its own accord? I ask because, if not…Alas, I dare not write the word begged by so rash an act. I shall leave its sinful S steaming, unspoken, upon my tongue. I shall not trade ink for blood and name the act here. No. But the blood, yes, all the eager blood, drip drip dripping through the mean tourniquet I’d tied, dripping down to the knife’s tip to drip drip drip onto the new-fallen snow of Fifth Avenue: a red trail to betray my wandering way, to betray me as my own hand had a half-hour earlier.

No more scratch now. Let this suffice. My left and penless hand throbs in sympathy with this, my ruined right; and so I close. The blade I have scrubbed of its blood, but the body knows no such ready repair. Nor does the soul. And so what can I do but embrace this pain as my penance?

Whatever did I mean to do? And what will become of me now?

LETTER, BRAM STOKER TO HALL CAINE1

19 March 1888

My Dearest Hommy-Beg,2

I’ve much to apprise you of, old friend, as Life’s pendulum has swung of late to the bad; for damned I am if the Black Hounds are not hot upon my heels.

I write whilst training to West Point with all the Company,3 and whilst profiting from the peace afforded me by the Guv’nor’s shunning me at present.4 As the Lyceum herd follows his lead, I am spared having to see to their manifold needs as well. Though of course it fell to yours truly to arrange this 8 a.m. special from Madison Square on which we—players, scenery, costumery, &c.—chug toward the military academy. And no mean feat that, may I say, as still New York, as still all the eastern seaboard sits snowbound. Indeed, so desperate is the citizenry to locomote that some stand at the side of these very rails on which we ride, hailing our train as if it were a hansom cab.

Of course, from the aforementioned herd I exempt dearest Ellen.5 It is she alone with whom I share this car, hence the rare peace I reference; for E.T. sits staring out over the snowscape, lost to the present save when she slips a treat into the mouth of her Drummie, the treasured terrier upon her lap. A sidelong glance at her impossibly fine profile tells me she “rehearses” at present: no doubt it is Portia she plays within, as it is The Merchant of Venice we will play to-night for the assembled cadets.

Alas, though I need not describe to you, Caine, those dank cellars to which the mind and soul do sometimes descend—you’ve suffered so long your own mullygrubs and glooms—I shall address a few particulars of my own descent. Catharsis, may I call it? Confession? Regardless, I must begin by begging your pardon for the fearful state of this letter. On tour I have even less time to myself than in London, and if I set this letter aside till such time as I can make a fair copy, well, it would be many more days till you heard from your old friend Stoker. So I shall post this in time, saying now do not mind the stains.6 Yes, they are bloodstains. And yes, it is my blood, accidentally shed. So I hope. And so I’d pray, if prayer availed me still.

Surely I must beg pardon, too, of my penmanship. The train knocks this nib about, yes, but this scribble is more attributable to the mummified state of my left hand. It is bandaged and cross-bound from forearm to fingertip. The thumb is splinted so as to help its nearly-severed tendon heal. My four fingers stick out from the white swaddling like spring shoots from snow. And my right hand, my writing hand, seems to suffer in sympathy; hence this horrid scrawl.

The blood, yes; quite a flow came. And I am quite lucky to—

No, no, no. What I am is remiss, what I am is rude, if I do not set my own woes aside for a half-page more and congratulate you, friend, upon publication of The Deemster. Are you aware that Punch has renamed it The Boomster? Surely you are. But you cannot know what I have lately learned from your stateside publisher: the novel has sold some 70,000 copies in its first three weeks of release here. Prodigious indeed! Your Rossetti7 was right in directing you to become The Bard of Manxland, for such you are now, and I hope as you hold these ill-conditioned sheets you sit with your face to the sea, high and happy in your beloved Greeba, with Mary at your side and Ralph at your knee.8

Of course, I shall be glad to hear more about your new story—its aim, its grip & go—when next we are both in London; though you quite flatter me in your last letter. Please, no more thank-yous for the slight, slight role I may have played in bringing forth The Deemster. Only parts of it were yet crude when I read it in draught, and if my sub-editing helped set those aright, so be it. But the work, friend, was all yours. So, too, is the glory and the great fall of coin that has come.

Alas, the blood. The particulars are these:

I had returned to the Brunswick on the day in question—I narrate events of Sunday the 11th instant,9 little more than one week ago—not long after sun-up, cold to the bone and weary, quite; for Irving had held us all night at the theatre. We play the Star Theatre at present, and he deems the place “deficient” as regards the lighting of the Brocken scene in Faust. This was the situation he meant to set aright after that night’s run. Poor Harker—a stout young Scot; you’ll like him, Caine10—poor Harker, I say, lives in fear of being made to repaint all the backdrops, which Henry says do not pass scrutiny in the cooler electric light which reflects off them, rendering flesh pale and lips purple. Electricity versus limelight: this was the topic of hours of talk.

When finally I returned to my room, I knew that my respite would be short-lived: I would have but a few hours to sup and sleep, for Irving had let it be known that I was expected back at the Star by noon. “We shall lunch,” said he, words which had seemed to me more threat than invitation.

So I made it back to the Brunswick bone-weary, wanting naught but some beef tea and my bed. Into the lobby I came, and toward the stairwell I went—oh, but here comes a bellman in a monkey’s suit handing me a banded bundle of Irving’s correspondence. And there the man stands in attendance, as if he’s provided me something I wanted—he decidedly had not—for which provision I might wish to tip him. Lest you set a black mark beside my name in your accounts, Caine, let me say that I would have fished up a coin with still-frozen fingers but for this:

Atop the pile sat a note in Henry’s own hand: “See to these straightaway.”


I was a half-flight past the bellman before I realised I’d excused myself with a curse and no coin; but I feared that the man might find a tear upon my cheek if I did not remove myself from his presence post-haste, so frustrated, so tried and troubled was I.

Nothing new in this task of correspondence, of course: in London I sign Irving’s name fifty, one hundred times a day to letters of which he knows little or nothing; but on tour the correspondence does not decrease, as one might suppose. On the contrary, it increases, with a flow of invitations to This That & the Other, all of which Irving insists be answered immediately. That is, straightaway. I knew he’d enquire as to my progress when next we met, and I knew, too—from unfortunate experience—that he’d delved deeply enough into the letters to test me well.

I trudged upstairs. I settled at my makeshift desk. My neck was slack from want of sleep. My head swayed. My eyes were tearful from tiredness and more. Oh, but there was work to be done, and no-one to see to it but Stoker.

Now, dealing as I do with reams of Henry’s letters, I have of course developed habits. One such is the patent refusal to open an envelope by hand: the resultant flaps and tears and tiny cuts are a torment to me. Yet as my preferred, pearl-handled letter opener wasn’t ready to hand, and as I was too tired to search it out, I sought a secondary blade and settled, stupidly, upon the same knife Henry insists upon using onstage as Shylock. It was in my possession, as often it is when our host theatres provide no safer keep; for indeed I value it highly. It is a kukri knife of the type used by the Gurkhas when they fought for us in India, and it was gifted to me by Burton himself.11

Do you know Burton? I think not; and so let me say, Caine, that men such as he are rare, rare indeed. He is steel itself, and runs through fools like a sword. His talk is legendary; and as he offers it, his upper lip rises to reveal canines gleaming like daggers. The effect is prodigious indeed, and I have remarked it on many well-remembered occasions, not the least of which was that night, two years past, when Irving invited Sir and Lady B. to dine with us after the first night of our Faust. This was the night of the knife, which gift was accompanied by the tale of its having once been put to purpose by the giver, Sir B.:

Often, on his journeys to Mecca, Burton has had to pass himself off as a Mohammedan, and carefully so; for the slightest breach of the multitudinous observances of that creed would call attention to his not belonging, the mere suspicion of which would warrant instant death at the hands of his hosts. In a moment of forgetfulness, or rather inattention, Burton made some small infraction of rule, whereupon he saw that a lad had noticed and was quietly stealing away. Sir B. faced the situation at once and, coming after his would-be assasin in such a way as not to arouse suspicion, suddenly stuck his knife, now my knife, into his heart.

As Burton offered this last detail, Lady B. excused herself from the dining room; whereupon Burton averred that the tale was quite true, and that the telling of said truth had never troubled him from that day to this, the moment at which he was speaking. Said he—and I quote confidently—“The desert has its own laws, and there—supremely of all the East—to kill is a small offence. In any case what could I do? It had to be his life or mine!” Then he went on to say that such explorations as he had embarked on were not to be entered into lightly if one had qualms as to the taking of life. That the explorer in savage places holds, day and night, his life in his hand; and if he is not prepared for every emergency, he should not attempt such adventures.

Meet Burton if ever you may, Caine; but here let me resume my red tale, saying:-

So it was that, with a tool wholly out of scale to the task, I cut the band holding Henry’s correspondence and scattered the lot of it upon the desk. Amidst this mass of scribbled supplication and sycophancy—such was my mood—there stood a silver frame featuring Florence and our nine-year-old Noel: la famille, whom I last saw some months ago as they stood quayside, waving as the S.S. Britannic set out to sea with all the Lyceum Co. aboard.

See me, Caine: There I sat at my desk in the Brunswick Hotel, naught before me but hours of sleep-depriving work to be done amidst a framed reminder of a family that is far away in every sense. That Noel is nine I know all too well, for I missed the related festivities December last, the Company having been summoned to Sandringham on short notice, Prince Eddy asking, nay commanding, that Irving please the Queen with some bits from the Bard and the second act of The Bells, in which H.I. leaves not a stick of scenery unchewed. Nine years of life, and Noel, it seems, hardly knows me. (Tell me differently as regards your Ralph, please.) Indeed, I shall admit to you, friend Tommy, a certain shame as regards my son: His English is accented, for he has learned it neither from myself nor his mother but rather a governess come over from Dieppe. Is that not shaming, Caine? Of course, I might enter a plea of not guilty, or rather not present, and blame the owl’s hours I keep at Irving’s insistence, but still there is shame in such filial distancing, whether the blame be his mother’s or mine.

And as for Florence Balcombe Stoker? (I hear your kind inquiry, Caine.) Well, she is beautiful still, and portraitists clamor to capture her on canvas—she writes that she has lately sat for Whistler—but ours has long been what Noel’s Mlle Dupont would term un mariage blanc,12 and whilst we are apart, we conduct said marriage via telegraph with no appreciable loss of warmth and far fewer stops. (A good line, that. Must take care not to utter it in front of the larcenous Wilde when next we meet!)

Alas & alack, still I urged myself toward work on the night in question. Stoker will see to it, as Henry is wont to say. Straightaway.


There the letters lay in disarray. Would I sort them, answering by date of receipt, as typically I did, or would I cull from the lot those from persons most prominent? Perhaps I’d finger them, feeling for that thickness which betokens an invitation. I had settled on the latter course of action—lest any RSVPs be overlooked—when, in the course of shuffling the correspondence accordingly, I came upon a letter from the American Secretary of War. This I read first, for it bore upon our present trip:

“…a pleasure to accept your offer, Mr. Irving, to play for our cadets,…an exception to the iron rule of discipline which governs the Military and Naval Academies of the United States,” &c. Nothing urgent; no need of reply. And so I set the Secretary’s letter aside; but his is the last letter I remember reading, for:

I then picked up another that seemed to bear an ambassadorial seal, but when I made to open the envelope with the kukri—yes: the kukri—well…

With a speed and strength for which I cannot account, I sliced deeply the padded area below my left thumb. The force of the up-slashing knife stunned me well before I felt the resultant pain, saw the resultant blood. It was as though the kukri were in a hand not my own. Indeed, though I saw the act as it happened, I did not realise, or rather did not understand, that I had cut myself until I felt the sting of it, until I saw the skin split and the red fount begin to flow.

And still I sat staring, staring long after another man would have reacted. I stared as the stain spread upon these very pages, then piled before me and ready for “Henry’s” responses; oh, but that would be the least of the redness. Soon there’d be blood upon the letters themselves, upon the chair, upon the rug, upon the bed; for yes, quite inexplicably, when finally I stood, it was only to wander about the room like an arrow-struck buck.

I had brought the blade quite close to that blue-green cross-hatching that sits at the wrist, the locus classicus for suicides seeking to marry melancholia to sharpened metal. Had that been my intent? Had the Black Hounds finally tree’d me, as it were, such that I saw no other way out of my present predicament? To you, friend—as to no other—I confess that I do not know.

When finally I understood that I had cut myself, well…I did nothing commonsensical. I did not summon the hotel physician. Neither did I fashion a tourniquet from a neck-tie or towel. No. Instead I took up a bottle of whisky and went to the window. Throwing high the sash—sprays of blood upon the panes, upon the wall—I sat on the sill, left arm extended out over the city. The cold and the cut conspired: I grew woozy, and were I a man as small as yourself, Caine, and had I lost consciousness, I might well have slipped from that sill. But it was then that I roused myself by pouring the whisky over the cut. Oh, the sting of it, Caine! Yet there I sat, watching as the whisky married my blood and rained down red upon the street, freezing as it fell.

The snow that had been all the talk for a half-day past had finally begun to fall. The sky was low and leaden, sunless despite the early hour. The rising wind brought the snow onto the sill, into the room. I lay my split flesh upon the sill. If I thought to stanch the flow with the cold of concrete and snow, I succeeded only in staining the sill. Alas, there I sat a long, long while, watching my out-pulsing blood.

Finally—being shy of blood, as ever I’ve been—I fell back into the room seeking only to stop its flow. No survival instinct, this: I sought to stop the blood simply because I did not wish to see it any longer.

In the bathroom I swigged the last of the whisky before letting the bottle fall to shatter upon the tiles. Then the mirror and I shared a long moment that no man need describe to another.

Coming from the bathroom, slipping upon the blood-slick tiles, I saw the kukri where it lay upon the table. Red, seeming somehow alive. I cannot recall donning my overcoat, but next thing I knew, I was walking out onto Fifth Avenue into the blowing white with the knife in hand.

Whatever did I mean to do? Did I imagine myself a Mohammedan, searching out some infidel? Or was I myself the infidel deserving of slaughter?

Here I misremember the facts as they passed; and I can report only that I wandered the streets of the city as they went quiet and white. The Manhattanites sought shelter. Storefronts shuttered. Transit fell still. And there I was, wandering through the blowing white and leaving a blood-red wake.

The wound, Caine, was of course quite serious. I know that now. And when finally I returned to the Brunswick some several hours later, the hotel surgeon closed it with eleven stitches whilst impressing upon me how lucky I was, how lucky indeed. But as I wandered through the storm, I must have seemed a madman indeed to any who saw me, who saw the red-state of my ill-wrapped hand or the hilt of the knife it yet held. Oh, I am attached to the kukri, true; but still, to have brought it from the Brunswick with me? Was I intent on mutilating myself the more? Questions, Caine. So many questions to which I did not, do not, want the answers.

I wended southwards through the storm, and next I knew it I sat staring out through the greasy windows of a gin house deep in the bowels of the Bowery. There, having drunk away some small part of the pain, I summoned sense enough to tell the publican the tallest of tales as to what had happened. Of the knife in my pocket I made no mention. I paid her, too, for the provision of a none-too-clean pillowcase fetched down from an upstairs room, the type of room that rents in hourly increments. The kindly, cunning publican—too skilled in lying to swallow mine—nursed me nonetheless: she ripped the pillowcase into strips, washed my still-running wound, and wrapped my hand mummy-tight. As the makeshift bandage reddened right away, she impressed upon me the need to see a surgeon. Indeed she denied my request for an upstairs room, doubtless thinking I meant to die within it, and instead sent a boy out onto the snowy streets to summon a fly.

I must have let slip the name of the Brunswick, for soon the aforesaid fly had brought me back to the hotel. Hours had elapsed. This was attested to by the depth of the snow that had drifted into the room over the bloodied sill. It was mounded now in the room’s corners. The carpet was white. And the room itself was, of course, frigid beyond description. Still, I dared not touch the window. I dared not touch anything; for now it seemed I’d returned to a murder site. Oh, the red of it all! Only when I knew, knew, that all the red was mine, only then did I summon the hotel surgeon, first breaking a window-pane with a boot: another story to concoct. (Which stories, which lies, Caine, comprise the sum total of the creativity I’ve engaged in of late.)

While awaiting the surgeon, I sat at the desk on which Henry’s letters were strewn. I was tired, Caine, mortally tired. I cannot say that I was yet myself, not at all. On the subject of Self, however, I can report that through heavy lids I saw an envelope addressed to me. The hand was somehow familiar. Could it be? I stared at the letter, which seemed to gleam now like stream-bed gold, and I dared to hope, dared to dream, that it might be from him, from Whitman.13

And indeed it was: Word had finally come from the Master himself! How had I missed it when earlier I’d sat shuffling Irving’s correspondence like a cardsharp? How had I failed to recognise a hand so long cherished?

Of course, I’d written Whitman some months earlier, informing him of the impending tour and asking if finally we might meet. An audience, it would be, Caine, with the Poet of Poets, the Pope of Mickle Street.14 Whitman had responded that he was not wholly well, and that I should write again nearer the desired date of our meeting; this I’d done the week prior. And here now was his response. I tore the envelope with my teeth and shook the note free.

“FRIEND ABRAHAM,” began his note, the block letters of the salutation fast ceding to a scrawl: “My dear young man.—Your letters have long been most welcome to me—welcome to me as a Man and then as an Author—I don’t know which most. You have done well to write me so unconventionally, so fresh, so manly, and so affectionately all these years.—And now you are in Need.”

Had I written as much, or had the Master inferred it? I cannot recall; but doubtless I had hoped that Whitman would somehow save me. I wonder now if he hasn’t, for how I hold to his words! I will re-build my life upon them, Caine. Let it be a new Stoker you see when next we meet, when next you’re able to cut for me a slice of your London leisure, busy though you must be. The words to which I refer? Of course you will wonder, and so:

Whitman’s handwriting was familiar to me from his many replies to the letters I’d written him whilst at Trinity,15 but now I found age in its forward slope, frailty in the slashed-at T ’s and dotless I ’s. I’d heard it said that Whitman was not well. I’d even heard his death rumoured on more than one occasion. And so I’d neither pressed for my audience with a second appeal nor held out much hope of having one granted. That said, reading Whitman’s denial of my request was a blow, a blow indeed:

“My physique is entirely shatter’d—doubtless permanently—from paralysis, age and sundry ailments—And so it is, FRIEND ABRAHAM”—Whitman has always enjoyed teasing my name out so—“I cannot tell you to come at once to Camden. It seems that we two friends shall part this plane never having said Hello, but neither will we have to bear a last Good-bye. Death is a breath upon my neck now.—So it is that I return your younger letters under separate cover. Let it be you and not the coming crawlers o’er my estate who decide their Fate.” And indeed I found said packet amidst the massed letters.

“I see the pain in your pen,” concluded Whitman. “And to assuage it I can only offer this—that each man must somehow sign God’s name to the letter of his life. Do so yourself, FRIEND. Good-bye.”

Here then were my last words from Whitman. Worse: They told of his imminent death.16 Need I confess that tears fell anew, Caine? Here was news most unwelcome. My heart shattered as the whisky bottle had. And amidst the most jagged shards were a few Wildean ones, I confess it; for Wilde lately went to Mickle Street for an hour of claret and converse! It is a tale I’ve too often heard him tell. Oh, but pish, pish, to hell with Wilde. Better to read again the Master’s admonition:-

“Each man must sign God’s name to the letter of his life. Do so yourself.”

However will I, Caine, when my own name pales so, and my life seems absent of all purpose?

Alas. Alack & Alas.

Oh, but glad I am that Whitman took it upon himself to settle my letters. A reader with neither sympathy nor understanding might see in them a means of embarrassing me, or worse. More about said letters anon; but first let me tell the present tale to its end:

The surgeon’s knock gave me a start. The man entered when I bade him do so, only to stand there, stupefied, staring at the bloodied sill, wall, sheets, &c. Soon he fell to shivering from both the sights and the chill. Luckily, the staffs of such hotels as the Brunswick are well schooled in discretion. Their guests pay a premium for its provision. Still, in the course of the extempore surgery, I sought to explain myself with sketchy references to whisky—now the room reeked of it—and stuck windows, &c. The medico listened with professional sympathy and made no further mention of the blood. Indeed, having sewn my skin, he offered to arrange for a second suite, one in which I could stay the night whilst the present room was ranged, set right. Soon I’d signed myself into these rooms as “Walter Camden,” bringing with me naught but the passel of letters returned by Whitman and a draught which the surgeon said would help in the summoning of sleep. I thanked the man, stating, quite plainly, that “Mr. Irving need not be bothered with…all this.” And though the surgeon refused recompense, his nod told me I’d secured his silence.

Thusly did I settle into that second suite saying To hell with Henry Irving, too, and about to re-read my old letters. You’ll not wonder, Caine, that I called up a bottle of the Brunswick’s best to ease the twin pains of surgery and squirm-inducing self-assessment; for I wrote the first of the letters sixteen years ago, when, aged twenty-four, I was certain, certain I’d found in the Master’s work words with which to anchor my soul.

“I am,” I’d written to Whitman, “a man of less than half your age, reared a conservative in a conservative country, and who has heard your name cried down by the great mass of people who mention it.” And so it was at Trinity then: one read Whitman in private. I went on:17

“I am writing to you because you are different from other men. You are a true man, and I would like to be one myself, and so I would be towards you as a brother and as a pupil to his master…. You have shaken off the shackles, and your wings are free. I have the shackles on my shoulders still—but I have no wings.” Mercifully, I grew somewhat more prosaic and presented The Facts which then seemed to me pertinent, though why I presumed Whitman would be interested in my biography I’ve no idea. The presumptions of youth, I suppose.

“After an invalid childhood,18 I have grown well and am, at present, six feet two inches high and twelve stone weight naked, and used to be forty-one or forty-two inches around the chest. I am ugly19 but strong and determined and have a large bump over my eyebrows.20 I have a heavy jaw and a big mouth and thick lips—sensitive nostrils—a snub nose and straight hair.” Oh, Caine, the shame of having described myself so! “Sensitive nostrils”? Good God! It’s a wonder Whitman ever wrote in reply.

“I am an Athletic Champion with a dozen cups on my mantel. I have also been President of the College Philosophical Society as well as an art and theatrical critic of a daily paper…. As to my personality, mine is a secretive nature.21 I am equal in temper and cool in disposition and have a large amount of self-control…. I have a large number of acquaintances and five or six friends—all of which latter body care much for me. Now I have told you everything I know about myself,” and I suppose I had. Would that I had signed myself Abraham Stoker and set my pen down; but no:

“It was with no small effort that I began to write and I feel reluctant to stop.” Reluctant, indeed. “I hope you will not laugh at me for writing this to you, but how sweet a thing it is for a strong and healthy man with a woman’s eyes and a child’s wishes to feel that he can speak to a man who can be if he wishes father, and brother, and wife to his soul?” Oh, my.

There I lay upon my second bed in the Brunswick, mortified at having re-met my younger self. Such a meeting is one to which most men of middle age would not gladly go, agreed? (Yes, yes: I know you would agree, Caine.)

As the storm came on without, a second rose within. My “need.” What was the need Whitman had referenced? And how would I have shaped it into words if Fate had found me at the Master’s knee?

“The wife and child”—he would surely have inquired—“…how are they?” And what might I have said? The truth?

True it would have been to say, to admit, that it is Henry Irving rather than Florence Stoker to whom I am truly wed. I have long been his close associate and most intimate friend. Surely I know him as well as it is given any man to know another. Indeed, Henry and I are so much together we are each able to read the other’s thoughts. Surely you have seen, Caine, the same capacity in a husband and wife who have lived together long years and who are accustoming to working together at life, and at understanding each other? Yet it is not with Florence that I share such a bond. It is with Henry. And so it has been since first we met, nay since first I saw him upon the stage and we set off together on a path of sympathy which somehow has eventuated to…to this.

The place was the Theatre Royal, Dublin. The St. James’s Company was on tour, and the piece chosen for the fateful night found Irving in the role of Captain Absolute.22 To this very day, Caine, I can close my eyes and see Irving upon that stage, so different was his performance, nay his very presence from anything I—or anyone else, for that matter—had ever seen. Yet days passed and no mention was made of the performance in the papers. Of praise there was none, none at all.

You’ll recall, Caine, that some years prior I had gone round to LeFanu offering to watch the city’s stages for the Mail, though first my studies and later my work with the Civil Service precluded this becoming more than a sometime hobby.23 And so it was that when next Henry Irving played Dublin, he found his Hamlet roundly and soundly praised.

The very day my review appeared in the Mail, word came round that Irving wished to see me. I was summoned to join his post-performance party at Corless’s, where I partook of the famous hot lobster as well as other succulents from off that justly famed establishment’s most excellent grill.24

It was not at dinner but afterwards that I learned that my host’s heart was something towards me, as mine was towards him. He had learned that I could appreciate high effort: I could receive what he could create. This would become the basis of a relationship as profound, as close, as lasting as can be between two men. Revisiting that hour of deep emotion, each for the other, threatens to unman me now as I write, Caine; for yes, I can only wonder: How has it devolved to this untenable situation, this nameless Need I meant to confess to Whitman?

Alas, it was at the post-prandial party in his rooms at the Shelbourne that Henry Irving changed the course of my life; for he announced that he would recite for me Thomas Hood’s poem “The Dream of Eugene Aram.”

The effect of this on my person was prodigious. I sat spellbound. Outwardly I was as of stone; naught was quick in me but receptivity and imagination. All thoughts of self-existence ceased. And after the recital I sat reduced to hysterics; though here I hasten to add, Caine, not in my own vindication but rather to further attest to Irving’s power—though you know it well yourself—that I was no green youth gadding about with back-stagers, looking to yield to the least emotional force. I was, as men go, strong, strong in many ways. I was then in my thirtieth year, and had been, for nearly ten of those years, a salaried clerk in the service of the Crown. Indeed, in addition to my journalism and the short, serial stories I engaged upon when able—trifles, trifles all—I was then completing that drowsy tome upon which my renown as Author seems destined to rest, rather as a crow upon carrion. I refer of course to my dry-as-dust The Duties of Clerks of Petty Sessions.25


Though my tears on the night in question were a surprise to all present, less surprising would have been the news, some months later, that I’d thrown aside the Civil Service to cast my lot with Irving; for I’d accepted his offer of the Lyceum’s management, telegraphing my YES! to H.I., c/o The Plough & Harrow in Edgbaston.

As the Lyceum, the new Lyceum, was to open with Hamlet on 30 December, I met a touring Irving on 9 December in Birmingham, having in the meantime altered my whole life: I had married; for Florence—whose father I’d had to assuage re: the present security and later pension I was abandoning—had agreed to speed by one whole year an event already arranged. Of course, Henry was mightily surprised—and I daresay none too happy—to find I’d arrived in Birmingham with a wife in tow! And so it was, Caine, that I came to swear my allegiance twice in the span of one week. Doubly-wedded. Doubly-bound. And destined for I knew not what.

All these years later, and Florence is far away, in every way; but oh, how Henry hovers! Yes, it is Henry to whom I am truly wed, Henry to whom I am truly bound. And he is killing me, Caine! He is bleeding me dry! Oft-times I fear I can neither leave him nor live. And if I were desperate last week at the Brunswick, I am only slightly less so now due to Whitman’s admonition. To the Master I’d written asking—much as the ancients had asked the oracle at Delphos—How am I to live? How am I to survive? Not in so many words, no; but still Whitman had read my Need between the lines and replied.

“Every man must sign God’s name to the letter of his life.”

Yes: I shall hold to his words. Upon them I will rebuild myself, my self. For what is the opposite choice?

Friend Caine, my heart and hand have had enough, and I must compose myself before our arrival at the Academy, which the conductor’s call tells me is imminent. I must now don the mask of goodly Uncle Bram and see to the performance, the players’ problems, &c. Need I write that already I long for curtain-fall? But I long, too, to keep your company upon these stained pages, and so I shall return to this letter as fast as Fate allows. Be sure of it.

Till then, I am, S.

BRAM STOKER’S JOURNAL

20 March, 2 a.m.—No sleep now. And so: this diary I’ve too long ignored.

We arrived back here at the Brunswick not an hour past. En route, and despite the soothing shimmy of the special, we all of us were wound too tightly to sleep, indeed were rather wild after making such a success amongst the cadets. Even H.I. came from his car to watch the lesser lights play at charades, and I fancied I saw a smile upon his lips as E.T. gently mocked his Mathias.26 Of course, he had not a word for me; but still I am forgiven. I see it. I know it. And I am thankful, for his genius holds sway with me as to-night I fell anew.

Henry Irving was genius at West Point, and four if not five hundred cadets were witness to it alongside myself. What a wonderful audience they were! There they sat upon their benches in the mess-room, looking like a solid mass of steel: uniforms of blue and gray, with buttons of brass; and their bright young faces clean-shaven, and their flashing eyes—all this and more lent force to the metaphor: a solid mass of steel, indeed.

And the attention, the understanding of the audience could not, cannot be surpassed. Many of the cadets had never seen a play—so I heard it said, and often—yet not a line of The Merch.27 went amiss. There was not a single point of the plot that did not pass for its full value. They attended to the trial scene—wherein E.T. as Portia is seduction itself & H.I. as Shylock wields my kukri so disturbingly well (and how the sight of the knife chills me now!)—as if they were present at a court-martial. Such rapt attention inspires an actor, and never more so than this night. So, too, did the applause inspire us all as it rose at the end of each act.

Of course, the in-loading earlier in the day had been a trial of another sort entirely. Already we were light, as regards costumery and stage-craft, word having come down from the Academy that no stage proper would be available to us. So it was that Irving declared that we’d mount the play as in Shakespeare’s day. To this end, notices were set upon an easel beside the stage: Venice: A Public Place; Belmont: Portia’s House; Shylock’s House by a Bridge; &c. The costumes worn would be simple. And we encountered but one problem re: props; which of course a still-angry Henry insinuated was somehow my fault. Problem was, the lights available to us in a soldiers’ mess-hall were insufficient to distinguish the lead trunk from the silver one in Act V, Scene III. “And so Portia’s suitors”—this Henry railed at me from the makeshift stage, silencing the assembled Company—“will have but one trunk of gold and two of silver to choose amongst! Where is the sense in that, Mr. Stoker?”

“The sense, Mr. Irving,” I countered from afar, “is in the text. A child could follow the sense of the scene if only it were played as written.” This last angered him, as I’d known it would; for all present caught my allusion to Henry’s penchant for playing the Bard not as written but rather as it pleases him.28 Our little row ended when H.I. stalked off the stage, calling for both his dresser and his dog and ready to curse me roundly to whichever showed first.

But in the end all went well. Better than well. At play’s end there was that wondrous pause—as ever there is—and then, as if acting upon a single impulse, every one of the cadets rose and, with a thunderous cheer, threw his cap up. For an instant the room was blackened as if by bats. And oh, the cheering!

There was a significance to this cap-tossing that we understood only later, when it was explained to us, sotto voce, by an underling of the Secretary himself:

According to the American Articles of War which govern the Military Academy, a cadet’s tossing his cap—except at the express order of his commanding officer—is an act of insubordination punishable by expulsion. To-night, however, those fine fellows were forgiven for finding this to be the means best suited to the expression of their feelings; and, strange to say, not one of their superior officers, least of all the Secretary himself, seemed to notice so dire a breach of discipline.

Splendid, splendid it was, and every eye was brimful as Irving took to the forestage to make the speech requisite to such an occasion, the last line of which I well recall and here record:-

“I cannot restrain a little patriotic pride just now,” said he in his most measured, most mesmeric tones, “and I will confess it. I believe the joy-bells are ringing in London to-night as, for the first time, it would appear the British have captured West Point.”

Whereupon there rose a great Hurrah!

Splendid indeed.

All were in a transport of delight. For my own part—and I have been in the theatre each time Henry Irving and Ellen Terry have played The Merchant—I never, never knew it to go so well as to-night. Genius indeed.

Of course, it fell to me to recall the company to earth—to such thankless tasks I have grown accustomed; for I had informed Mr. Macallister of the New York, Ontario & Western Line that the all Lyceum cast, crew & accoutrements would be aboard the special by midnight. By my watch we rolled at one minute past.

Now the clock creeps unto 3. Where is sleep? I want a walk, but this cold seems contagious of death, and I am wary of wandering the streets again. And so here I sit, wearied yet wide awake. Reading up this page, I am reminded of my love of the Guv’nor, of his genius; but then here lies my blood-let, bandaged hand, testifying to…what, precisely?


Is it too late to take up my letter to Caine? Q.: How much can I confess? To Caine? To myself? Alas, this much at least:

Forty-odd years of a life lived, and what have I to show for it but another man’s achievements? If Henry be King, I am naught but his Shadow Prince, topped with an ever-tightening crown. Naught but a shadow. It is true. Without him I shan’t even be cast.

Sleep. Where is sleep? I summon it with whisky. Far better now to dream than to think.

LETTER, BRAM STOKER TO HALL CAINE (CONTINUED)

21 March 1888

Dear Caine,

I resume this letter two days on, swearing to finish it now that we are returned from West Point a great success. At present, Henry has convened the designers onstage, for he asks, nay insists on their further refining the lights for Faust; and so it is that I am able to steal some minutes backstage—all but secreted amidst the fly ropes and curtain folds!—to finish this bloodless letter to a friend.29

Thankfully, the Star is dark to-night, as to-morrow we shift from The Merchant to Faust, with which we’ll close before steaming home. And—all praise!—I find myself forgiven, and once again in the Guv’nor’s good graces; for, in Henry Irving’s world, forgiveness is comprised of two factors: the passing of both Time and Tests.

It has been ten days since I failed him. Time enough, it would seem; and earlier to-day I passed the latest—and hopefully the last—of his Tests. Of which more anon; but first:

How was it that I fell into disfavour? I was a half-day disappeared, as Henry puts it; for I did not “return” to the Brunswick till mid-morning of the next day, Monday, leaving the premises by a lesser exit only to re-enter by the main. From my newly-ranged room, I sent word to Irving’s suite that I was returned and well, and wished to explain my absence in person. Irving replied that he was glad of the news but could not see me at present. Neither could he refrain from scribbling at the end of his quite curt reply the prior night’s take; which, though scanty, showed his discipline favourably as compared to mine: the proverbial show had gone on. In truth, the larger part of Irving’s pique may be owing to his suspicions as to where I had disappeared to; which suspicions were not allayed when I told him, finally, of a maiden aunt resident on Staten Island to whom the favor of a visit is owed by any Stoker passing within these precincts. In the course of said visit, I had incurred the injury to my hand. So I said. So I lied.

Henry was having none of it, of course; but there the matter lies. Let him suspect, let him stew. He cannot claim the All of Me. Were I to tell him the truth—the truth of my weakness and my worries, the truth of what I’d done to myself—he would only add it to his armory. Henry can be cruel like that, though of course now he says, oh so simply, that I was missed, that I was worried over once the storm came on and I could not be found.

And indeed the storm did come on. Little did I suspect that Sunday morn that snow would soon fall to the height of my hip and that winds would drive it into drifts towering to twenty feet. Still, people tramp about with squares of carpet tied to their shoes, and fires yet burn in the tunnels cut through the drifts so as to do the melting work of a cloud-occluded sun. Quite a calamity it has been. Newspapers name more of the dead every day. Most of them are found frozen.30 Yes, Caine: I was lucky indeed, having set out from the Brunswick in the state of upset already described.

So yes, I suppose I had disappeared, as far as Henry knew: an occurrence unique in the long years of our acquaintance. He has never not known where to seek out his Stoker. But lest you sympathise with a worried Henry Irving, let me add that he was worried for himself as well: the Guv’nor is unfit to govern.

Left to manage the Lyceum Company, his company, on his own—and on a day, no less, when all was in extremis owing to the storm—Henry Irving reverted to that discipline that has stood him in good stead for so long: He insisted that the Lyceum would play the Star that Sunday eve though all the other theatres had shuttered against the still-strengthening storm. He intimidated every member of the Lyceum Company, back-and forestage, into reaching the Star that night for an eight o/c curtain. All did. All save yours truly. And a triumphant Irving threw open the doors a mere twenty-five minutes late, cursing me all the while, to be sure; for, ever and always, at the Lyceum or elsewhere, it is I who open the theatre doors.

Of course, I have had it from E.T. that the audience was scant and the orchestra more so: a few hardy types comprised the former, a harp & two violins the latter. Still, the show had gone on. Doubtless my absence played a part in Irving’s deciding to play: He would and could make do without me. As I suppose he did. Now he is armed all the more: He doesn’t need me. Yet still, in the Time since, I have been subjected to his Tests; and the details of the latter would be too menial to mention if I were not certain they’d amuse you.

To-day’s first Test: I was to find a horse for Faust less “healthful seeming” than the one I hired Wednesday week. (“Swaybacked, Stoker! More mangy!” came Henry’s command.)

And Test the second: I was to secure a bunch of roses for E.T. (as Margaret) to have at her side onstage—if a particular play does not allow for flowers, H.I. brings a bouquet to E.T. in her dressing room 1/2 hr. prior to performance, this w/out fail—though prop flowers would surely suffice for the play itself, let alone to-night’s dress rehearsal. Regardless, Henry wanted roses. And these, mind, I was to find in a city yet to thaw.

The roses I did find, albeit at famine prices: $5 a bloom! Extortionary! And damned I am if I didn’t tell the florist so! As for the poor horse, well…

Taking a tip from one of the local carpenters in our employ, I hied to a marketplace none too distant from Madison Square. There, tethered to carts of commerce, I found a selection of beasts of burden hardly worthy of the word “horse.” I was quite saddened by the sight, in fact; but still I paid a devilish drayman $25 for his helpmate. But as I led the pitiable nag back to the Star by its reins—I dared not mount her, lest my girth be the reason she finally give up the ghost!—I found that I was being followed. In short order I was accosted by one, then two persons, who strewed at my feet, like so much manure, accusations of my having abused a beast that had been mine but for a quarter-hour! Their cries drew a crowd. Hisses were heard.

My protestations were in vain, and I escaped a dire fate—a constable came, and “jail” was not the worst of the words bandied about—only when someone in the ever-constricting crowd heard me say, nay holler the name Henry Irving. (No sense in hoarding a currency like fame, Caine, as no doubt you know.) As this fellow had seen our Faust when last we played it in New York, he asseverated, much to my relief, that the play did indeed call for a horse that already had its forelegs in the grave.

Thusly did I escape the scene; but as for the ol’ bone bag—who’d have done quite well in the role, I must say, and would have lived out her last days in luxury—she was requisitioned from me by the constable. Indeed, I was made to trade the reins for a citation, and the accompanying fine was twice what I’d paid for the pitiable creature! Such that the tally of the day’s tasks was $25 for five red roses and $75 more for a near-dead horse I had lost. Brilliant, that.

Of course, it all made for a fine story once I’d returned to the Star, spun some Irish round the reality, and recounted it to the assembled cast and crew. Even H.I. had a laugh. “Oh well, Stoker,” said he, happy to hear of my late humiliation. “At least you’ve come back to us and are accounted for.” He even clapped me upon the shoulder as he exited upstage right, calling out to Harker that he had better touch up the prop horse in our possession, as “our real one has lately gone to glue.” So it is I know that Henry has forgiven me; and just when I’d come to hope he’d let me go.

Alas, must, must close & post this letter, as the longer it lingers the less inclined I am to sign/seal & send it, showing myself as low as I’ve lately been. (I am better now by a bit—blessed be Walt Whitman—so worry not!) But if I cannot confess such things to you, Caine, then to whom can I—

Damn him! Here comes Henry calling my name. And so now I close for true.

Sto.

TELEGRAM, BRAM STOKER TO FLORENCE STOKER


23 March 1888.—The countdown begins! 33 Fausts remain. Homeward 1st May, due at Liverpool 8th. S.S. Germanic. Do not bother to come. Will train home with Henry.



BRAM STOKER’S JOURNAL

3 May [1888]—aboard S.S. Germanic to Liverpool, whence London; seas rude.

2 days seaborne, with 6 more to go. Have been too long gone, but many worries arise re: finances, the Lyceum, the new life, No. 1731 &c.; but I hold to the belief that changes for the better are aborning. They must be.

As ever I do, I have been sleeping well at sea—a blessing, this, and doubtless attributable to the fact that Irving & Co. are, perforce, at present, still. There is much talk, but not much to do. Save for poor Harker, of course, who has his orders for Henry’s newly-decreed Macb., such that he sketches non-stop, joking all the while that he might as well surrender his London rooms and move in to the scenarists’ shop upon our return, for there he’ll surely be from debarkation through to Macb.’s debut. (Q.: Is Henry’s hope of going-up by year’s end realistic? Mem.: Check that no else is planning to mount a Macb. w/in a half-year of ours.)

It is our great & good fortune to find ourselves sailing in the company of Cowboys, for Captain, nay Colonel Cody32 takes his Wild West spectacle to London’s West End. So it is that the hold of the Germanic, were she to go down in this red weather, would loose upon the sea floor such a collection of props & costumes & animals, &c.—theirs & ours combined—as to stun Neptune himself.

Of course, the Cowboys fancy themselves the more fortunate for having our company: they lined the gangway as we came aboard, welcoming us with war whoops, &c. The actors having been thusly flattered, it has been no great trick to get them to entertain; and so, after dinner, when normally the sexes would split—he to his port & cigars, she to her tea—we of the S.S. Germanic retire to the parlour ensemble, and there the hours fall away fast as we charade, recite, sing, joke, and otherwise amuse ourselves. It is a joy, truly, and—to the extent that I partake—a distraction most welcome to me at present. Indeed, I shall now set this pen in its stand and dress for dinner; for I am lead-bellied, and these heaving seas cannot deter me from such feasts as last night’s:

Oysters on the half shell to start, along with olives and salted almonds, whence we progressed through a soup of squash (w/ an excess of garlic), fish (genus: unknown), entrée (unremarkable), and a most excellent remove of Mallard Ducks w/ Currant Jelly. (Mem.: Get jelly recipe for Florence, or rather Mary.) The parade of desserts had at its fore a Plum Pudding w/ Brandy and Hard Sauce (exquisite!) but ended with a savoury that suited not at all: Herring Roe on Toast. Salt on Paste-board, more like. Yet we all attend the dinner bell impatiently—for the fare, yes, but also for all that follows—and there it is now: I hear it above the storm sounds.

Later. Returned from dinner. Indeed, the sea has come to a boil, and many amongst us are unwell. Those of the Wild West would no doubt fancy a return to the plains at present, and the Lyceum lot would opt to play the rag-taggiest, most rat-ridden of theatres as long as its boards were still. Only the meanest brute could fail to sympathise with the women aboard, some of whom refuse absolutely to return to their cabins. Having piled their pillows and rugs, they camp upon the parlour floor. “Safety there may be in numbers, ladies,” cautions our Captain, “but that old saw makes no mention of seasickness, I’m afraid”; but still the green-complected ladies refuse to decamp. Of course, Ellen is not amongst the sickly. She is quite well, in fact, but as she has already roiled the sorority somewhat—by being, simply, herself: the New Woman whom they both envy and deride33—she acts unwell whilst yet nursing the worst of the lot. That said, she could not refrain, at table, from telling me of a Cowboy’s wife—to call her a Cow Mistress seems unkind—who lately confided to E.T., with tears in her eyes, that “sea-sick is worse’n two acres of toothache.”

2 a.m.—I take to these pages a third time to-night, if only to confess that I am as unsteady as the sea; for E.T. and I have just been some hours in Henry’s company. Henry, who can talk of nothing nowadays but our distant Macbeth.

Indeed, he said he was in a quandary re: the staging of the weird sisters’ scenes—ought there to be music when Macbeth first meets the witches upon the heath? &c.—and he was hopeful of hashing these things out with us. And so, all but bursting with bonhomie and opining that hot toddies were surely in order on such a sea night as this, Henry asked if we three mightn’t repair to his cabin and order some up. Ellen and I were loath to leave the larger group, but Henry’s “asks” are, of course, commands, and he is not to be denied: when either inspiration or insomnia strikes, Henry Irving seeks and shall have company. So it was we three sat together some while. The balance of talk tallied, as ever, to Henry’s favor, and I left his cabin with a list of things Stoker will see to. Still I hear him, expounding, pontificating, playing.

It was hours ago that I began to long, long for solitude and the clarity that sometimes comes when I set pen to paper, as here. Yet there is no clarity now, none at all. Just whisky and words I dare not write—a sea of words on which my heart tosses as surely as does this ship.

Can it be that I’ve come to hate him? There, it is written.

LETTER, BRAM STOKER TO HALL CAINE

4 May 1888

Dearest Caine,

I have just now received your letter dated 15 April and addressed to me c/o the Star, for the fools there “forgot” to give it to me upon its arrival. Glad I’ll be, friend, to return to the controlled surrounds of St. Leonard’s & the Lyceum—even though it is Flo. who controls the former and Henry the latter!

Briefly, as regards your letter, you owe me no apology for its brevity. To have met my epistle with one of equal length would have availed no-one—neither you, who would have







































	Epigrams are much preferable to argument, ever and always;

	Paradox is the essence of wit; and,

	Insignificant people should avoid anecdotes.
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