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Dedication

for Raymond, most exacting of readers—





Epigraph

“Depend upon it, Sir, when a man knows he is to be hanged in a fortnight, it concentrates his mind wonderfully.”

—Samuel Johnson
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The Virgin in the Rose-Bower
or
The Tragedy of Glen Mawr Manor

If I—am You—

Shall You—be me?

If You—scorn I—

Where then—We—

Be—?

“IPHIGENIA”





Editor’s Note

It is frequently observed by our self-righteous critics that we amateur “collectors” of Murder are antiquarians at heart: unapologetically to the right in matters political, moral, and religious: possessed of a near-insatiable passion for authenticity, down to the most minute, revealing, and lurid detail: impatient with the new (whether it be new and untried modes of murder, or new and untried modes of mystery), and enamored of the old. Studying the history of crime, as, indeed, history more generally, with the hope of comprehending human nature,—or, failing that lofty ambition, comprehending the present era—cannot interest the purist. For, as the outspoken De Quincey has argued,—Is not Murder an art-form? And does any art-form require justification?

Herewith, I am happy to present that perennial favorite of aficionados of American mystery, The Virgin in the Rose-Bower; or, The Tragedy of Glen Mawr Manor, which, albeit most informally, introduces young Xavier Kilgarvan to his destiny as a detective sui generis. (In Winterthurn City itself the case has long enjoyed a variety of appellations, amongst them, most bluntly, “The Glen Mawr Murders” and “The Glen Mawr ‘Angel’ Murders,” etc. Not one person—including even that exploitive scribbler of murder mysteries, Mr. Mountjoy Price—has had the wish, or the audacity, to refer to this controversial episode of Xavier Kilgarvan’s life as “Xavier Kilgarvan’s First Case”: nor is it this editor’s intention to do so.)

How to best describe this old, much-analyzed, yet still tantalizing mystery of more than a century ago! Though it would seem at first blush to declare itself a classic of the locked-room variety, and though, doubtless, numberless collectors prize it for that reason, I have always believed that its fame (or notoriety) resides in the fact that, despite heroic effort, it was never satisfactorily solved. Or, at any rate, the solution to the mystery was never made public; and the murderer, or murderers, never brought to justice.

And for very good reasons,—as the reader will doubtless agree.

THE UNEXPLAINED MURDERS at Glen Mawr Manor, and in its vicinity, aroused great terror in the inhabitants of Winterthurn, somewhat out of proportion (it seems to us today) to the actual number of violent deaths involved. For a liberal count of corpses, so to speak, yields but four outright murders; and one self-inflicted death. (The deaths, mutilations, victimizations, etc., of a miscellany of animals in the vicinity being of less significance, though, doubtless, still a potent factor in the arousal of fear.) Yet it might be considered that there is such a phenomenon as soul-murder, of as great a moral harm as murder of the body: in which case, one, or perhaps two, or even three, additional “deaths” might be acknowledged. (For instance, it happened that as a consequence of their horrific experiences, Mrs. Abigail Whimbrel and Mrs. Roxana Murphy were plunged into the abyss of hopeless insanity, from which no physician could rescue them. Though it falls somewhat beyond the scope of this history, I should like to record that Mrs. Whimbrel lived to a sickly old age,—well into her ninety-seventh year, it is said—at the Mt. Moriah Hospital for Nervous Invalids, where her grieving family had seen fit to place her; while the fortune hunter Mrs. Murphy,—or Mrs. Kilgarvan, as she might legally be called—suffered an extreme abreaction to a sedative dose of belladonna, administered by Dr. Colney Hatch, and died within twelve days of her husband.)

Superstitious the inhabitants of Winterthurn doubtless were, to have feared, for decades, “angels,” or “angel-figures,” loosed in the night and frequently in the day: and naïve in their stubborn belief that a preternatural force emanated from the Manor. Yet it were well for the contemporary reader to withhold judgment; and to reflect that our ancestors, though oft appearing less informed than ourselves, were perhaps far more sensitive,—nay, altogether more astute, in comprehending Evil.





Quicklime

Scarcely was it dawn of a remarkably chill morning in May,—indeed, large damp clumps of snow were being blown about like blossoms—when, seemingly out of nowhere, Miss Georgina Kilgarvan, the eldest daughter of the late Judge, appeared, accompanied by her Negro servant Pride, to ring the bell of a tradesman named Phineas Cutter (of Cutter Brothers Mills, on the Temperance Vale Road), and to make a most unusual request. Poor Phineas!—awakened harshly from sleep, afflicted with deafness in his right ear, he must have bethought himself whether this veiled and dark-clad vision was indeed the Judge’s spinster daughter, or a specter out of troubled dreams: for how could it be,—nay, how should it be—that Miss Georgina of Glen Mawr Manor, heavily clothed in her mourning costume, and as always discreetly veiled, had come on foot to his store to make a purchase of,—fifty pounds of quicklime?

Little wonder, then, that Phineas Cutter cupped his hand to his ear, and stammeringly requested of the lady that she repeat her words.

While the diminutive Negro servant stood some yards distant, his crabbed expression giving no sign that he heard, or cared to hear, what his mistress said, Georgina Kilgarvan, speaking in a low, rapid, forceful voice, in which no evident agitation could be discerned, apologized for having disturbed Phineas at an unnatural hour; in truth, she did not know the precise time, as clocks at Glen Mawr vied with one another, in telling the time,—for they had been tampered with, it seems, since her father’s death,—but that unhappy fact had no bearing here, and she did not wish to pursue it. The situation was: she found herself in immediate need of a certain gardening substance, a compound of some sort,—lye, lime, quicklime? she could not recall precisely—only that it was a most potent material, employed commonly by gardeners,—a whitish substance with disinfectant and purgative powers: lye, or lime, or quicklime,—spread on organic materials, she believed, to hasten their decomposition; to effect a general cleansing, a purifying of that which was rotting and foul,—and evil,—and a source of contagion: quicklime, she thought it. As she was a gardener, albeit on a modest scale, she required this substance for her garden, and wished to purchase fifty pounds of it, without delay, which her servant would carry home for her: for it was her firm intention to begin work on her rose-garden that very morning.

Speaking now in a more peremptory tone, and still without raising her veil, Miss Georgina Kilgarvan explained that she had not cash on her person, but, “as her father had done business with Mr. Cutter for many years, and his father before him, with Mr. Cutter’s father, she was confident that he would trust her to pay in the usual manner; and would simply bill Glen Mawr,”—this being information of a totally needless sort, as business with Glen Mawr was always transacted in that manner.

Phineas Cutter is to be forgiven for his somewhat dazed response to the lady’s request, for the situation possessed that exquisite air of the utterly rational conjoined with the irrational that is a characteristic of dreams: the vision of a tall, dark-clad, veiled lady, her seal-skin cape falling majestically to her feet, her manner courteous, yet edged with a faint air of impatience, or contempt: the which was wondrously heightened by the very early hour, and the soundless, yet wildly melodic, disportment of soft, wet, giant clumps of snow that swirled about and clung melting to her black bonnet and cape. Ah, it might have been that one of the “life statues” from the nearby cemetery had roused itself, to make a teasing visit,—these statues being uncannily realistic in their proportions and stances, though executed in chill stone; or might it be a prank of some sort, played upon him to test his credulousness,—someone who had got himself up in disguise, as the “Blue Nun” of Glen Mawr Manor? (For it had happened more than once in the past several years that Cutter Mills, like many another establishment in the area, had been visited by pranksters,—or outright vandals: and though the wily culprits always eluded capture, it was generally believed, and charged, that they were young men of “good family,”—spoiled youths whose notion of amusement it might well be to overturn Phineas’s outhouse, or tie his billy goat atop his roof, or, indeed, trick him into thinking that Erasmus Kilgarvan’s eldest daughter was paying him a visit.)

As Miss Georgina was altogether herself, in flesh and blood, Phineas quickly bestirred himself to comply with her strange request: for, like any tradesman, he feared provoking displeasure in his customers, and particularly in a member of the Kilgarvan family. Miss Georgina had acquired a reputation for eccentricity over the years, and for dealing somewhat punitively with shopkeepers, tradesmen, servants, and the like, who failed to meet with her exacting standards,—to the extent to which it had begun to be said, before her father’s death, that one would as readily deal with Erasmus Kilgarvan as with the “Blue Nun.” (Behind her back Miss Georgina was thus called, in reference to her perpetual costume, of long, full, oft shapeless dresses and skirts, of no shades other than navy or midnight blue, or black itself; and silk-lined capes of varying degrees of antiquity; and dark, austere bonnets, and hats, in the styles of bygone seasons. She was invariably veiled, not only in public but, it was said, frequently in private as well: though, in truth, so few persons encountered her in recent years, since her resignation from the faculty of the Parthian Academy for Girls and her gradual withdrawal from society, that such observations must have been the fruit of mere rumor. The veils consisted of the sheerest gossamer; or were smartly dotted in black velvet; or were made of a somewhat disfiguring species of netting; or, more frequently of late, they were of so darkly opaque a gauze, the observer was hard put to imagine a human face within, and a pair of secretive watchful eyes—! Little wonder, then, that when Miss Georgina Kilgarvan appeared in public, whether in the relative seclusion of church services at the Grace Episcopal Church on Berwick Avenue or on the street, small children openly gaped at her, and the unmannered amongst the adults covertly stared,—for the remarkable woman did very much resemble a nun; or, it might be said, a handsome and self-possessed species of witch.)

Phineas made the offer of delivering the sack of quicklime to the Manor somewhat later in the day: but Miss Georgina irritably interrupted him, and stressed again her need for the “gardening substance” straightaway. So Phineas brought Pride with him, into the storeroom, that he might hand over the unwieldy sack; and, perhaps, discreetly inquire of the old Negro what on earth was bedeviling his mistress, to make her behave so queerly—! For he had heard,—or, rather, his wife and daughter had made mention of the fact—that, since the abrupt death of Chief Justice Erasmus Kilgarvan of the Winterthurn County Court, some weeks previous, things were in great upset at Glen Mawr Manor; and one or two servants had already given notice. There were rumors too of Miss Georgina’s cruel treatment of her two young half-sisters . . . And was not Simon Esdras Kilgarvan, the Judge’s brother, lapsed into a very odd state of mourning, or grief . . .

Old Pride, however, gave evidence of disdaining Mr. Cutter’s friendly chatter, no less emphatically than his mistress; and did not deign to cast a rheumy eye in his direction, or allow his very black, and very wrinkled, face to relax into a smile, though poor Phineas did his best to “draw him out.” Thus the transaction was completed, in a most businesslike fashion: and Phineas Cutter stood in his doorway, wiping his hands on his overalls, to watch mistress and servant glide away into the swirl of snowflurries, with no backward glance. Lye, lime, quicklime,—ah yes quicklime!—fifty pounds, please,—for my roses, Mr. Cutter, please,—at once,—with no delay: and charge it to the Kilgarvan account.

IN SPEAKING OF THE INCIDENT afterward, particularly as the months and years passed, Phineas Cutter could not resist embellishing it somewhat,—noting that the “Blue Nun’s” gloved hands visibly trembled; or that the stark pallor of her skin was discernible through her veil; or that her voice betrayed agitation, and guilt. In later years he was to insist, without, it seems, being conscious of the falsehood, that mistress and servant exchanged many a “significant” glance in his presence; and that Miss Georgina found it necessary to lean on Pride’s arm, as they walked away. Ah, and had not the woman’s black, piercing, uncanny eyes fixed themselves most disturbingly on his face—!

Withal, there was something appealing, and even romantic, about the scene: an air of the poignant and the melancholy: and the haunting. For was not Miss Georgina a most enigmatic figure, in her mourning costume, with a mantle of soft melting snowflakes on her head and shoulders, delicate as the finest lace? And was it not an act of thoughtless desperation, never to be explained, that a lady of her social station should come on foot, upward of three miles, along a rough country road, before the sun had well risen,—thereby exposing herself to all manner of gossip and speculation?

This, on the morning of May 3, some hours before the discovery of the death of Miss Georgina’s infant cousin, up at the Manor.

YET PHINEAS CUTTER REMAINED standing in his doorway for some minutes, gazing into the distance, though Miss Georgina and her servant had long since disappeared; and the snow began soundlessly to melt. Was there not something pitiable, and half tragic, about Erasmus Kilgarvan’s eldest daughter, Phineas thought; had it not been her fate to be sorely disappointed,—nay, humiliated—many years ago, in an affair of the heart?





Trompe L’Oeil

Impatient with waiting. With longing. So lonely. Hungry. These many years. Impatient to love. To nurse. Our time fast approaches . . .

It was near midnight of May 2, not more than six hours before Phineas Cutter was to be roused so discourteously from his sleep, that Mrs. Abigail Whimbrel (Miss Georgina’s cousin by way of her mother’s family, the Battenbergs of Contracoeur) started from her sleep, for the second or third time since retiring: and suffered so foreign a sensation through her being,—part nervous excitation, part languor of a heavy sensuous sort—she halfway feared some unnatural presence had slipped into her bed-chamber.

“Who is here?—who dares disturb us? I shall ring for a servant—!”

With trembling fingers Mrs. Whimbrel lit the oil lamp by her bedside table: and saw nothing that might be deemed out of the ordinary, save, perhaps, the wildly distended shadows caused by the lamp’s flame, and her own most uncommonly pale reflection in a bronze-frosted mirror on the facing wall. Though possessed of an enviably placid, and even quiescent, nature, and very rarely, for her sex, prone to outbursts of emotion or hysteria,—save at those inevitable times when female vicissitudes make war, as it were, upon mental equilibrium—Mrs. Whimbrel bethought herself that she must rise from her bed to examine the room and check once more the slumber of her infant son, who, having been fretful earlier, had been placed by his nurse, at Mrs. Whimbrel’s adamant request, in a wicker crib close by her bed.

But all seemed well in the bed-chamber, though Abigail continued to feel some uneasiness at the lushly decorated room into which Cousin Georgina had put her: and at a queer undefined agitation of the air, which may have been the consequence of ill-fitting windows, or mismatched floorboards underfoot, belied by the gaily elegant French carpets, and, indeed, by the lavish furnishings on all sides. Yet her mother’s heart was consoled by the depth and peaceableness of her baby’s slumber, and by the perfection,—ah, would it never fail to pierce her heart, as if taking her unawares?—of his tiny being. “Why, then, sweet Charleton, if you are undisturbed, I am quite the fool to stir up a fuss,” Abigail whispered. For some fond moments she stood gazing into the crib, taking note of the infant’s tiny rosebud of a mouth (which looked to her as if, damply pursed, it awaited a stealthy kiss); and the near-imperceptible quivering of his eyelids (did he dream?—did he, perhaps, dream of her,—and of his happiness at her breast?); and the ravishingly charming way in which his hands, loosely shaped into “fists,” rested on the white eiderdown coverlet. Though knowing herself foolishly indulgent, she could not resist brushing a fair silky curl from the baby’s forehead; and leaning as gently as possible over the crib, to impart a ghostly kiss upon that same brow. That Mrs. Abigail Whimbrel doted overmuch upon Charleton Hendrick Whimbrel II (named for his paternal grandfather, the distinguished General Whimbrel of the Patriots’ War of 1837) was a consequence of the fact that this youngest of the Whimbrels’ several children would be the last child God would entrust to her care: for so her family physician had told her, and she knew it must be so. Ah, would it not be afterward adjudged an act of singular imprudence, to have brought the baby to troubled Glen Mawr Manor—where, it took no very prescient imagination to perceive, neither mother nor baby was entirely wished-for at the present time.

“We shall not be here long, and Cousin Georgina shall be rid of us,—poor unhappy creature!” Abigail murmured aloud, with more forcefulness than she had intended: for, of a sudden, little Charleton opened wide his liquid-blue eyes, and appeared, for an instant, to stare up at her. Did he truly wake?—or was he yet safely asleep? Ah, God’s most exquisite little angel, entrusted to a mere mortal’s care—! With relief Abigail determined that he had not actually awakened, which was, of course, altogether to the good: for, when he had cried and “carried on” earlier in the day, shortly after their arrival at the Manor, Cousin Georgina had not been charmed: informing Abigail somewhat needlessly that Glen Mawr was ordinarily peaceful,—nay, perfectly silent—and that the clamor of a baby’s angry wailing was distinctly out of place. Startled, yet laughingly, Abigail had protested that little Charleton’s crying was scarcely an expression of anger, but only of colicky discomfort, and upset at unfamiliar surroundings,—quite natural, in fact, in a baby of his tender months. Georgina seemingly attended to her words with courtesy; yet, a minute later, she reiterated her own observation, in a grave voice, adding that the men should dislike it in particular, as any sort of noise interfered with concentration. Seeing Abigail’s startled look, perhaps, Georgina at once bethought herself, and amended that Uncle Simon Esdras should not like it,—“being very sensitive of late to undue distractions and interruptions that threaten progress on his Treatise.” A faint rubescent flush to the elder woman’s cheeks, at her innocent, yet piteous, “slip of the tongue,” and a stiffening of her mouth, warned Abigail against attempting commiseration at this awkward moment.

“It is altogether natural that poor Georgina ‘feels’ her father’s presence, as if he were still alive,” Abigail observed, with a small frisson, “—for, indeed, at Glen Mawr, it does seem the case that the ‘great man’ has but stepped out of the room, and will shortly be back!”

Little Charleton again stirred, and made a whimpering, mewing sound; and, in some agitation, Abigail stroked his warm brow yet again, and adjusted the coverlet, and his tiny pillow; and essayed to comfort him with a familiar lullaby of the nursery, for, alas, he must not begin to cry so quickly!—

Little Baby Bunting

Father’s gone ahunting

Gone to get a new fur skin

To wrap the Baby Bunting in!

Little Baby Bunting

Father’s gone ahunting . . .

For some precarious seconds it seemed he might wake, and throw himself into a spasm of wailing: for was Abigail not, despite her maternal solicitude and boundless love, a most fearsome giantess in his vision?

Fortunately, however, he did lapse into sleep: and the relieved mother returned to her bed, with the intention of reading, as sleep, for her, now seemed cruelly distant: and perhaps not desirable. Thus it was, she took up her Bible, and essayed to read, that her soul might be calmed; and the disagreeable confusion of her thoughts, of but a few minutes previous, quelled. Yet she halfway wondered whether, in truth, those thoughts had been hers at all; or some queer product of her sojourn here, in this intimidating guest room,—the “General’s Room,” it was known as, or the “Honeymoon Room”—where Cousin Georgina had insisted she must stay, as it was the “only decent room kept in readiness for visitors.” She had, she feared, insulted her cousin by her initial response to it, in protesting that it was far too grand, and too formal, and, she knew not why, too chill a space, for her to inhabit alone. Might she and Georgina not share a bed,—or, at the very least, a bed-chamber for the night—as they had done upon several occasions in their girlhood? But this wistful query was seemingly not heard.

All incongruously, and, it seemed, with not the faintest trace of mockery or sarcasm, Georgina said of a sudden: “Dear Cousin, I cannot wonder that you are disappointed in us,—that you find our way of life at the Manor much reduced from what it was. While Father lived this house too lived: his step, his voice,—nay, his very breath—reverberated throughout. But, ah!—no more of that; for I see by your frown that I am being morbid. And poor Georgina, poor spinster, is forbidden to be morbid, by Dr. Hatch himself. Yet it seems naught but ‘plain dealing,’ to observe that we are, since that catastrophe of late March, an etiolated sort of household, at best: three sisters in stunned mourning, and a bachelor uncle so bemazed, I fear, by his brother’s death, he has yet to comprehend its import. No, no, dear Abigail,” Georgina said, turning stiffly aside, as if she feared a precipitous embrace, and again speaking with puzzling incongruity,—her thoughts, it seemed, hopping hither and yon: “we are obliged to be frugal now at Glen Mawr, as, I am told, Father’s finances were left in a confused state; and it will be many a month, or year, before we are on an ‘even keel’ once again. We must be humble. Thérèse and Perdita quite understand, for they are not,—praise God, they have never been—spoiled girls; and Uncle Simon shall be made to understand. It is not our lot, you see, to dissipate our income in idle pleasures,—to throw the Manor open to visitors, and relatives up and down the pike,—though of course, being hospitable, we should like very much to do so. Ah, would I were a writer of romances, and a heroine of the lending library, and not, as Fate would have it, a mere poetess!—though, it seems,” Georgina said, with a bemused twist of her lips, “I am scarcely that, any longer.”

It is not to be wondered at that Abigail found herself quite nonplussed at this trailing, yet lugubrious speech: in truth silenced, with as much dispatch, as if her elder cousin had rudely bade her be still. (“Why, I had sought only to share her bedroom for the night,” poor Abigail, stung, inwardly murmured, “and have been served a stern admonition not to expect luxury!”)

AS IT WAS the custom for most of the members of Abigail’s family, excepting of course the very youngest children, to read the Bible twice daily, either in the company of others or alone, it is perhaps comprehensible that her mind sometimes drifted from Holy Writ to attach itself to matters of a profane nature: yet this proclivity seemed the more emphatic, and the more irresistible, as Mrs. Whimbrel lay stiffly propped up with pillows, in her lonely bed,—alas, many miles from her home in Contracoeur and her belovèd Mr. Whimbrel—and essayed to read, with a silent shaping of her lips, from the Epistles of John. Ah, how vexing!—how nettlesome! For, though the spacious bed-chamber was silent save for the mournful ticking of a pendulum clock on the mantel and the low persistent murmurousness of the wind against the several windows, she could not, it seems, attend to the Word of God: but felt her thoughts urge themselves in another direction, very like a willful horse straining at the bit.

Her attention was drawn to the facing mirror, which, though lightly frosted in bronze, displayed with some clarity both herself and her bed, and the extraordinary trompe l’oeil mural by Fairfax Eakins that had been commissioned by Phillips Goode Kilgarvan some decades previous and painted directly on the wall and a portion of the ceiling. A small golden plaque announced the title “The Virgin in the Rose-Bower,” and Abigail Whimbrel was capable of discerning certain religious elements and motifs in it,—the Virgin, for instance, held the Christ Child somewhat awkwardly on her knee; yet, withal, she thought it a decidedly queer painting, and marred by a pagan,—or might it be Popish?—extravagance of flesh.

Of a sudden, answering to a whim she would have been hard pressed to explain, Abigail rose from her bed, and went to the door, and laid her ear against it; and, hearing nothing, firmly bolted it. She then went to each of the tall windows, in turn, and locked them as best she could, saying to herself the while: “Albeit I am at Glen Mawr, and not in a strange inn or hotel, I know myself and Charleton unquestionably safe,—yet shall sleep the more soundly, for knowing too that the room is secured from within.”

She then returned to her bed, and bethought herself that now, at last, she might darken the room; for nothing could possibly harm her, save the childish phantasms of sleep. As Cousin Georgina would be gravely insulted to discover the precautions she had taken, Abigail resolved to rise long before dawn and to undo all the locks and bolts,—there being little risk of her oversleeping, as Baby should stir, and fret, and cry for his first repast of the day, not long past five o’clock.

SCARCELY HAD ABIGAIL SETTLED into an ancient mohair chair in Georgina’s drawing room, and carefully arranged her skirts and petticoats, and taken up her cup of tea,—scarcely had she exchanged greetings, and subdued smiles, with her young cousins Thérèse and Perdita (who had come downstairs to tea, it appeared, with timid reluctance, clad in unflattering dresses of black mousseline, with drooping collars, loose sashes, and distinctly tattered hems),—when Georgina essayed to apologize for the fact that Abigail and her baby had been met at the train station by one of the Manor servants only, and not by Georgina herself, or Simon Esdras: the excuse coolly offered, that they were otherwise employed. To this “apology” that had very much the air of an affront, poor Abigail could but murmur an assent; and busied herself with her tea, and inquiries after the health of the Kilgarvans, while her eye moved about the room to take in what it could,—a portrait in oils of the late Chief Justice in his judicial robes, above the mantel, most imposing in its muscular harmonies of shadow and light; a somewhat untidy stack of books, set beside Georgina’s chair; the inert though wheezing form of a large mastiff,—Jupiter his name—lying sprawled on the carpet near Abigail’s feet, with as much agèd aplomb, as if he slept in some secluded place. Her own keen eye following Abigail’s, Georgina observed, in a low, dry, uninflected voice, that she hoped Abigail would not report back to Contracoeur “on the doubtful state of our household: for it is a fact I cannot disguise, that the servants have been fickle of late, and will get themselves dismissed. Alas as Father has said, it is the times—!”

Abigail Whimbrel essayed some suitable reply, though feeling most perplexed: for how was it possible, Cousin Georgina seemed not to like her; or even in a way to know her? Nor did the younger sisters contribute any element of smiling freshness, or vivacity: lapsing into silence after making their dutiful,—nay, forced—replies; and gazing with brooding and melancholy eyes at the carpet. When Abigail’s sociable voice subsided, naught was heard save the ticking of a mantel clock, which struck the ear as not fully rhythmic; and the sighing, laborious breath of the old mastiff; and, distantly, from upstairs, the renewed crying of little Charleton. (Ah, how he had fretted on the train!—giving both Abigail and his nursemaid a great deal of pleasurable trouble. But now that he had nursed and had been put to bed for his afternoon nap, Abigail resolved that she would not run away upstairs at his bidding.)

The subject was revived, of the abruptness of Erasmus Kilgarvan’s death,—the distinguished jurist having died in the courtroom, in full session, some six weeks previous: the which animated Georgina for a while, so that her narrow eyes shone, and a faint blush shadowed her cheeks. Yet this too ran its course; and it was with an ironical voice that Georgina concluded: “Thus you find us, his daughters. His heiresses. Left quite behind. As you see. Ah, dear Abigail, you must not judge us harshly, and frown upon us so prettily!—for we are not at all morbid; but only,—his.”

Abigail stammeringly protested that she did not judge at all: but had come to Glen Mawr solely out of friendship, as she could imagine how heavily grief lay upon the household.

“Grief lies upon our household,—I hope I speak for my sisters as well?—no more heavily,” Georgina flatly announced, “than might be required.”

As no servant appeared to pass about the tea things, Thérèse lay aside her grayish tangle of crocheting, and, with an appealing sort of awkwardness, elected to do so: proffering Abigail a second cup of tea and handing about a plate of crustless sandwiches thickly smeared with butter, and salmon paste,—which, Abigail’s keen eye determined, was not overly fresh. This half-sister of Georgina’s, nearly three decades her junior, was now fourteen years of age, yet childlike in both manner and appearance: her pinched face being neither pretty nor actually plain,—her slender nose with its subtle Kilgarvan crook, and her small sweet mouth, being features of decided promise,—while her dark eyes, it almost seemed, were hooded, and sunk too deeply in their sockets. Abigail had heard that Thérèse was passionately religious, and an outstanding scholar: yet how forlorn her expression, how dim and melancholy her smile—! Nor did it contribute to her charm that her right eyelid quivered, as if she feared a harsh word, or a blow from an invisible hand: a singularly unfortunate trait in a young lady of good family.

As to Perdita, the youngest of the sisters, and by far the most comely,—this child made so little effort to please, with scarcely a smile for her Contracoeur cousin, or more than a mumbled reply, Abigail knew not what to think. She was decidedly pretty, or more than pretty: with a heart-shaped face, and delicately curving brows, and the Kilgarvan nose, and thick-lashed eyes which, even when narrowed, gave a hint of spirited intelligence, or willfulness. Yet her air was aggrieved and sullen; her skin so pale as to suggest anemia, or green-sickness; and her lower lip swollen with pouting. (Though perhaps it was actually swollen: Abigail noted a bruise of a flavid purple, singularly unflattering, along her jaw: and scratches on the backs of both her hands. A clumsy child, along with being sullen,—prone to mishaps and falls.) Though Abigail made every effort to provoke a smile in her, and to draw her out in conversation, she stubbornly held her ground, as it were; and sat in her chair with a comical sort of formality, her backbone resolutely straight, and her head held rigid, in imitation,—Abigail supposed it must be unconscious—of her late father, who had, as all the family knew, a mania for correct posture; and much contempt for those who did not observe it.

Abigail was startled, however, to note that, while Georgina was preoccupied in extracting from a pile of condolence cards one of especial significance she wished to show Abigail, the twelve-year-old Perdita secured two or three of the salmon sandwiches from off the tray, in a deft, covert, and, as it were, rapacious motion,—and devoured them with a greedy avidity more appropriate in a starving animal than in a charming young lady! Detected, she flashed unrepentant eyes at Abigail: yet remained stonily unsmiling: and would not warm to her cousin.

As Georgina spoke of the gratifying number of condolence cards and letters she had received since Erasmus’s funeral, Abigail took pained note of the spinster’s waxen pallor, which might have been becoming, in the fashion of the times, in a woman some years younger, or possessed of more agreeable features: but was decidedly unflattering in Georgina. Though but three years older than Abigail, Georgina gave every appearance of being a dozen years older: for her high, narrow, finely wrinkled brow was the more deeply creased when, it seemed, she was struck by a vexatious thought,—which, to judge from her manner at tea, was fairly often. At the Judge’s funeral, Abigail recalled with what stiff, numbed, yet unfailingly efficient propriety Georgina had behaved: having made most of the funeral arrangements herself, and seeing, however cursorily, to the comfort of the many visitors who had journeyed to Winterthurn to pay their final respects to Erasmus Kilgarvan. Brisk, and forthright, and coolly gracious, her eye not reddened from crying, nor her slender hand given to trembling, the “Blue Nun” had not failed at her duty, no more than she had failed,—as everyone whispered—to manage Erasmus’s household for most of her adult life: and to take on the responsibilities of mistress of Glen Mawr, after the somewhat clouded death of her father’s second wife, when Thérèse and Perdita were very young children. (Of the actual manner of death of the sickly and, it was said, unnatural Hortense Spies,—who had married the middle-aged Erasmus when scarcely more than a girl herself—Abigail knew very little: and deemed it best, as all the family counseled, not to inquire.)

A most enigmatic portrait Miss Georgina Kilgarvan now presented to her cousin’s kindly, yet anxious, eye: her cheeks distinctly hollowed, yet her eyes possessing a mica-like glint, or glitter, that bespoke some suppressed excitation: and did she not retain, for all her air of a spinster’s stiff posture, a girlishness,—a most appealing artlessness—of old? Abigail had gone away to boarding school at the Canandaigua Episcopal Female Seminary some miles to the west, where her cousin Georgina was already a student,—nay, one of the “leaders”—and she could see, in the Georgina of the present, certain remnants of that schoolgirl, in whom high spirits, willfulness, and a penchant for sarcasm contended. She would have liked to inquire, discreetly, after Georgina’s poetry: as to whether she had in truth abandoned it,—as, it was said, her father wished; but knew not how to introduce the subject. (Georgina had published a few poems, under the nom de plume of “Iphigenia,” which Abigail had had pointed out to her, in one or another of the magazines: difficult, obscure, riddlesome, and, it seemed to Abigail’s untrained eye, needlessly disagreeable verse!—which baffled the intellect with its clotted syntax, and the ear, with its failure to rhyme. As a schoolgirl at Canandaigua she had quite intimidated her teachers, as well as her fellow students, with her promise as a poetess; yet her development afterward, so far as Abigail and others in the family could determine, was most disappointing.)

At Canandaigua, Georgina had been the editor of Canandaigua Bluets, the young ladies’ annual anthology of belles lettres; she had been the leader of expeditions “into the field,” to observe birds, trees, wildflowers, and the like; she had walked away, as it were, with many of the honors,—in such divers subjects as Latin, and French, and Elocution, and the Classics, and English Literature; she had blossomed, to the amazement of all the Kilgarvans, from a taciturn, withdrawn, sickly miss, given to inordinate brooding, to a forthright and handsome young lady,—which must have pleased her father, as he had feared, with great justification, an unwholesome sort of influence from Georgina’s mother, who had died when the girl was but ten.

She had then gone away to New York City, to the continued amazement of the family, there to matriculate at Barnard College: and insisting upon taking her residence, not with anyone she knew (for several distant cousins, of an older generation, lived there), but in a boarding house for young single ladies in Morningside Heights. Precisely how long Georgina stayed there, Abigail could not recall: but remembered dimly that she had returned home to nurse her ailing father, once or twice, and then had been pressed into returning home permanently, without taking her degree. Erasmus had suffered an ulcerous condition, it was said; or heart pains; or gout; or,—but Abigail could not recall. (It was a massive stroke that had finally killed him, striking him down dead: yet all remarked how unexpected such a blow was, as, for a gentleman of his years and industry, he had enjoyed uncommonly good health—!) Settling back into her home at Glen Mawr, Georgina had acquired an excellent position as an instructress at the Parthian Academy for Girls, some nine or ten miles away, in Winterthurn City; and had adjusted herself with little complaint, it was said, to having her “wings clipped,”—though not ceasing, evidently, to write her curious little verses.

All unexpectedly, she had been courted, in her thirty-second year, by a gentleman of poetical and musical inclinations, by the name of Guillemot,—whether Maurice, or Malcolm, Abigail could not recall; but, as this somewhat mysterious personage was exposed as a craven fortune hunter (or so family legend would have it), the courtship had been most unceremoniously terminated, with no official engagement; and so much distress on poor Georgina’s part, it was said she never fully recovered: quitting her position at the Academy soon after, and “taking the veil,”—which is to say, turning by degrees into a spinster of eccentric habits and dress. Ah, unhappy Georgina!—Abigail recalled with pain a visit she and Mr. Whimbrel had made to Glen Mawr, some eight or ten years ago, when, shown into this very drawing room by the butler, they had surprised Georgina at her desk, in the act of poetical creation,—and so discountenanced her, she clasped her writing materials to her bosom and ran out of the room like a frightened rabbit; and refused to come downstairs again, no matter how sternly Judge Kilgarvan commanded her. “My daughter is shamed, it seems, to be discovered at her scribbling,” Erasmus had said, with every attempt to make light of a most unsettling incident, “yet she persists in the folly: and will not even shrink from publishing the results! Perhaps, dear little Abigail, you might whisper some sense into her ear—?”

But Abigail had no more dared approach her elder cousin at that time than she did now, on any terms intimate, or at all direct.

Thus it was, Georgina had passed through her girlhood, and her young womanhood, with, it seemed, a dismaying swiftness: known now through the city as the “Blue Nun”—a figure of pity, curiosity, and not a little trepidation. When they had come to the Manor to inform her of Erasmus Kilgarvan’s untimely death, it was reported that she leapt from her chair like a doe pierced through the heart, by the hunter’s bullet; that for long minutes she stared frozen into space, her blanched lips shaped to an eerie smile; and that, finally, as the enormity of the shock made its impress upon her, her face drained of all blood, and, gasping and choking, her fingers tearing at her bodice, she sank heavily to the floor. “O dear Father! O God! Where is Thy pity—!” she exclaimed, before descending into blessèd unconsciousness.

THUS, ABIGAIL’S MELANCHOLY REVERIE, the while Georgina spoke of those acquaintances, public officials, associates of the Judge’s, and certain relatives who had,—or was it that they had not?—expressed the proper degree of sympathy upon the tragic occasion. Thérèse and Perdita sat stiffly motionless, as if daring neither to concur nor to object,—though Abigail gathered, from a slight tremor of Thérèse’s lip, and a more emphatic sullenness on the part of Perdita, that the sisters had heard these complaints many times in the past; and found them tiresome. With especial ire Georgina took up the subject of the “other Kilgarvans” of Winterthurn City: this being a family of very limited means, dwelling near Wycombe Place, and headed by Erasmus’s young half-brother, Lucas, who had been struck from their father’s will some years before,—for what particular reason, Abigail did not know. All atumble came Georgina’s words now, as if she had been awakened from an oversolemn trance, and might at last vent her spleen. “Just barely, dear Abigail, could they restrain themselves, at Father’s gravesite,” she said severely, “the pack of them: Mr. and Mrs. and great hulking boys, with little pretense of displaying even a hypocrite’s sorrow; and many a hint of the savage triumph they felt at viewing poor Father’s casket. Mr. Lucas Kilgarvan, the half-breed,—nay, do not wince, dear Cousin, for I shall call him that, as Father did: the profligate,—the ruffian,—the ingrate,—the toymaker,—whom I shall never call Uncle: nor any of those brutes, cousins of mine. No, Cousin Abigail,” Georgina said, though Abigail had made no motion to interrupt, “we can never forgive Lucas for the despicable publicity he sought, in contesting Grandfather’s will: nay, and pursuing the case to the highest court in the state. How mortified poor Father was!—and Simon Esdras as well, for all his reserve. Never,—never—can we forgive: we dare not.”

Abigail said, with tentative boldness: “Cousin Georgina, I fear you exaggerate the situation, for I was present at the funeral, and at your father’s gravesite, and it did not strike me that Lucas and his family behaved—”

“Nay, you are not very perceptive,” Georgina said, “or, it may be, you are too good: for Goodness, as Father has said, stumbles and gropes in the dark, possessing but a single eye; and depending upon the rest of us for,—for guidance.”

So rudely silenced, Abigail bethought herself how best to reply, and sipped nervously at her tea, which she could not taste: the while her infant son’s crying sounded faintly from upstairs and agèd Jupiter stirred, and fretted, and sighed in his slumber, with a most human species of resignation. As if following the course of her thoughts, Georgina continued the assault, saying that it was scarcely a secret that the “pack” of Wycombe Street Kilgarvans rejoiced in Erasmus Kilgarvan’s death; that it was highly likely they had engaged an attorney, to seek again a reversal of the will; that it was altogether obvious at the funeral that the sons,—the youngest in particular—were restless, and insolent, and clearly bored: being, after all, mere animals,—loutish boys.

Abigail gently protested that she could see no basis for alluding to Lucas Kilgarvan and his family as a pack: for was not Lucas in truth a Kilgarvan, despite the unfortunate falling-out between himself and his elder brothers; and was not his wife a De Forrest,—the De Forrests being old Winterthurn stock indeed; and were not the sons more properly designated young gentlemen than either louts, or boys? For the eldest, Bradford, must be at least twenty-five years of age; and the youngest, Xavier,—for was not Xavier the one with the curly black hair?—must surely be sixteen years old, and quite grown up. Moreover—

At this, however, Georgina appeared inordinately distressed; and drew a grayish lace handkerchief out of her sleeve, with which she dabbed at her upper lip and brow; and murmured in an agitated voice that it quite baffled her why Abigail should wish to take their side, since she evidently preferred Erasmus Kilgarvan’s family, to visit. Nor was it comprehensible to Georgina why Abigail should make it a point to designate Lucas’s sons by name: there being a particular anathema in the household regarding Xavier,—the which word Georgina pronounced as if it were a foreign term, and vile. Abigail could not resist displaying surprise at this revelation: and Georgina continued hurriedly to explain that the boy in question, “Xavier,” had behaved most atrociously in the cemetery, paying but a perfunctory attention to the minister’s words, and casting his eyes,—indeed, his bold and smoldering gaze—where he would: upward to the clouds, downward to the earth, to one side, to another, upon Georgina herself, and, most invidiously, upon Perdita. “Why, the insolent creature stared at me as if desirous of penetrating my innermost thoughts,” Georgina said, breathing now somewhat shallowly, “and as to his motives for contemplating my sister, I dare not speculate. Yet I should not have minded the insult to us, and to Father’s memory, if my shameless little wench of a sister had not, all coyly, and with but a clumsy attempt at secrecy, gazed upon him in return.”

An involuntary twitch in Perdita stimulated Georgina to press onward, and to declare, with an ironic smile for Abigail’s benefit, that Perdita naturally denied the charges: “For she is most adroit in feigning both innocence and tears. Yet it would require a far more clever child than she to fool ‘Miss Georgina’: for I saw what I saw, and what I cannot see, I can surmise.”

This perplexing outburst was met by silence: for poor Perdita sat stiffly immobile in her chair, with no more spirit than a wooden doll,—albeit her lower lip trembled, and the tight clasping of her hands indicated significant distress. Abigail glanced from one sister to the other, feeling most awkward indeed, and wondering if the subject had grown too urgent to be deflected by a lightsome remark, or a query on some neutral matter. How very pale Georgina had grown, and how queerly her dark eyes glittered! “Might it be that some innocent question regarding the late Judge’s personal papers, and whether Georgina had plans to edit them, would ‘save the day’—?” Abigail inwardly murmured. Yet she felt very much the schoolgirl, beneath Georgina Kilgarvan’s unflagging gaze, and dared not speak.

Then, all boldly, though in a palpitant voice, Thérèse sought to defend her sister: saying that Georgina was surely mistaken, as she had noticed nothing amiss in Perdita’s behavior, whether during the funeral service, or in the cemetery. “Albeit we were all distracted by the occasion, Perdita no less than you and me,” Thérèse said hurriedly, as if she feared being interrupted, “—yet I would swear to it, that she did not misbehave, in such a way. We have covered this ground in the past, Georgina, and I must reiterate, though risking your anger, that both Perdita and I were totally taken by surprise when, upon our return home, on that most harrowing of days, you so violently excoriated our cousin Xavier—”

“Ah, you delight in his name!” Georgina said. “Doubtless you luxuriate in the mere sound of it,—the purulent syllables—the melody!”

“Why, Georgina, Xavier is our cousin, and he is a Kilgarvan,” Thérèse falteringly said. “How should I not know his name?”

Georgina commanded her to be still, and to hold her tongue for the remainder of the hour: else Cousin Abigail should carry back to Contracoeur the remarkable news that the Kilgarvan sisters, though in mourning for their father, enjoyed nothing more than discussing young boys over tea. Perdita, it seems, was a “past mistress” of deception, though plying the world with an angelic face calculated to wring the hearts of fools. Of divers morbid, unclean, secret, and thoroughly perverse practices, indulged in (she had no doubt) by the “pious” Thérèse no less than Perdita, Georgina would not speak; nor did she allow herself even to think; and she recommended a like attitude for Abigail, in regard to her young children.

For some painful seconds it appeared that Perdita might succumb to angry tears, which, Abigail feared, would the more antagonize Georgina; but the child held herself in commendable control; until, of a sudden, another spasmodic twitch overcame her body, and she raised her eyes,—ah, how darkly brilliant, how wondrously insolent, those eyes!—and said in a voice eerily matched to Georgina’s, in tone and rhythm: “You lie. It is not true. I have no friend in him. This ‘Xavier.’ I have no friend. I know no one,—and no one knows me. I love no one,—and no one loves—”

“Quite enough,” Georgina said. “You will go upstairs at once: your tea is concluded.”

Abigail sought to intercede, but none of the principals paid her heed: and it struck her as significant that Georgina should speak these words with an air of gratified triumph; and that Perdita, though visibly trembling with rage, should rise with such dutiful alacrity, and make an old-fashioned half-curtsy in Abigail’s direction, and straightaway leave the room. “Such impudence,” Georgina said softly, “fairly begs for the whip: but must content itself by going without dinner.”

BRIEFLY, when the tea things were about to be cleared away, and Abigail was quite fatigued, Simon Esdras made his belated appearance,—with such mumbled apologies, it was impossible to know what he said.

Though the white-haired gentleman was unfailingly amiable, with a low bow and a gracious smile for Abigail, that lady suffered the distinct impression that her uncle did not recognize her: and it seemed most impolitic for her to introduce herself. All clearly, Simon Esdras’s attention was elsewhere, doubtless back in his study: and the tea he vaguely sipped, and the several sandwiches he ate, failed to make any tangible impression on him. Inquiring after the ladies’ health,—making idle and witty commentary upon the weather,—stirring three or four sugar cubes in his tea, with inexpert turns of his spoon: thus Simon Esdras, the “private thinker,” navigated the shoals of the drawing room, with little expenditure of his spirit. “Ah, yes?—hmmm!—yes,—so it has invariably struck me, indeed!” he murmured, with a kindly crinkling of his eyes and a thin, though benign, smile.

Simon Esdras, now in his mid-or late sixties, had been a youthful prodigy who had published, at the age of nineteen, a monograph addressing itself to the epistemological foundations of mankind’s perception of existence,—its precise title being A Treatise on the Probable “Existence” of the World. (Neither Abigail nor any other member of her family, alas, had had much success in penetrating the elaborate coils and clots of Simon Esdras’s prose: though harboring no doubt that their brilliant relative was correct in his reasoning.) So far as Abigail knew, subsequent works from Simon Esdras’s pen had failed to make a like impression upon the philosophical world, doubtless as a result of their unusual difficulty, and challenge to “the complacency of American and European thought”: but Simon Esdras was not in the slightest deterred, and was said to be in pursuit of his vision with yet more vigor than before. “Had I been of a temper to ‘suffer fools gladly’ in the academic world,” Simon Esdras once observed, in a rare moment of self-commentary, “I should by now be unquestioned in my position, at the very pinnacle of that tiny, and most devilishly slippery, pyramid of professorial rank: but lacking such latitudinarianism, in social no less than philosophical coinage, I must content myself with the triumphs of solitude,—and of Posterity.”

In his person, the philosopher struck an altogether amiable, and even unassuming, figure, being rather more “roly-poly” than not: of conspicuously less than medium height: with a small, high, adamantly round belly: a moon-shaped face in which hazel eyes were widely and innocently set, and the Kilgarvan nose decidedly snubbed, to exude a boyish air. Thus it seemed to Abigail a wondrous thing, and entirely to her uncle’s credit, that, being a gentleman, and well aware of the disparity between his intelligence and that of his companions, he behaved with an utter lack of pretension; and turned upon the world an expression of guileless and acute interest, in conjunction with an air of the unfocused, and the unjudging. So it seemed that, while his outer eye moved about normally, his inner eye fixed itself upon other matters entirely, of a private nature. He beamed upon Abigail; he engaged Abigail in lightsome parlor chatter; he took no notice of Perdita’s absence, nor, indeed, of the tense “atmosphere” into which he had so artlessly stepped; the while the fine mechanism of his brain pursued its arcane interests.

When Thérèse proffered him the plate of sandwiches, he smilingly helped himself, observing generally that it mattered not a whit to him what he ate, or even that he ate, so long as he should be freed of vexations metaphysical questions as to the actual substance of what he ate; or, indeed, why he ate.

Abigail then inquired after Simon Esdras’s health: for which polite query he thanked her: but said that, as he was no hypochondriac, he rarely troubled to analyze his interior state, or even to take notice as to whether his heart beat, or no: this too being a topic largely given over to females. “Inner or outer weather,” the white-haired philosopher declared smilingly, “it is all the same, to me!”

Again, the ladies laughed, though not with an excess of exuberance; and, as she saw Simon Esdras was about to take his leave, Abigail proffered her condolences once again to him, hoping that he would soon recover from the shock of the Judge’s untimely death. These words gave Simon Esdras pause, it seemed, for he frowned fleetingly; and set down his cup at so crooked an angle, tea slopped into his saucer. Yet it was in a charmingly placid voice that he said: “Madame, it is doubtful that any event, in time, can be proven untimely: for does not the very statement fly in the face of Logic? If one dies, moreover, it follows that one has died neither before nor after ‘his’ time, but precisely at ‘his’ time: the simple proof of the matter being, that he has died. Why, dear lady, do you think it logical, or even possible, that we might die before, or after, ‘our’ proper times—?”

Poor Abigail could not determine whether this question was merely rhetorical or serious: thus she fumblingly essayed to answer it, while Simon Esdras smiled in her direction, but gave little sign of attending to her words: and, of a sudden, laying his napkin down, declared that he must be off, for his work beckoned, and he had not “time to deal with such knotty subjects, even with persons of demonstrated brilliance like herself.”

After he had made his gracious exit, the ladies sat in subdued silence; then Abigail ventured the opinion that Simon Esdras was a most original genius, of which the family had good reason to be proud: yet it must give him pain to be pressed into drawing-room conversation of the usual sort.

“No, dear Abigail,” Georgina said, “such trivial matters cannot give Uncle pain; for I have reason to believe, he has rarely experienced so vulgar a thing in all his sixty-odd years. Pain, as you must know, is too common altogether: it is but a female prerogative.”

 . . . HOW INAPPROPRIATE FOR BABY & ME to be placed in this opulent bedchamber, Abigail took note in her diary, to which she had restlessly turned when, it seemed, Holy Writ failed her, a room for a General & his bride, surely,—a room for a queen—yet one’s soul is dwarfed in such chill splendor: & Baby & me much the better served to be housed in more humble quarters.

The General’s Room, or, to give it its more notorious appellation, the Honeymoon Room, was executed in conspicuously ornate French style: which is to say, more precisely, in the “Americanized” manner of the Louis Seize revival style of the France of Napoleon. Its original decor must have been eighteenth-century, as it had been prepared for General Pettit Kilgarvan and his beauteous young second wife, a daughter of Thomas Pinckney’s, a full century before; in the 1870s it was redone by Georgina’s grandfather, the somewhat eccentric Phillips Goode, whose stated aim it was to see all three of his sons,—Erasmus, Simon Esdras, and young Lucas—firmly ensconced at the very pinnacle, as he phrased it, of their chosen professions: and to see Glen Mawr Manor established as one of the premier “jewels” of the Winterthurn Valley: money being no problem, for a gentleman of Revolutionary blood who had increased his fortune tenfold in those unparalleled years following the War Between the States.

Thus it was, Phillips Goode heard word of the fashionable architect Richardson, and his controversial “monumental” style, and hired him, at great expense, to redo several rooms at Glen Mawr, the most resplendent being the room in which Abigail now found herself: which boasted not one but two exquisite French fireplaces, decorated in filigree, mosaics, and mirrored surfaces; and numberless graceful niches, for the display of costly objets d’art; and an entire wall magnificently covered in morocco, or a most cunning imitation; and gilt-framed mirrors with etched glass, in designs of gay floating cherubs, ivy, roses, and the like,—the which reflected, to Abigail’s way of thinking, singularly disagreeable ghost-images of herself. The room’s furnishings, in a bold composite of Louis Seize, Italian Renaissance, and something approaching the medieval, had all been provided by the famed Herter Brothers of New York City, and were most impressive indeed: yet the outstanding feature of the Honeymoon Room was its several Fairfax Eakins paintings, in ingenious trompe l’oeil style,—the which Phillips Goode had hoped would call wide cultural attention to Glen Mawr, and to his role as a patron of the arts.

The most ambitious of these paintings was a mural that covered much of a wall, and part of the ceiling, freely copied from a fifteenth-century German painting known as “The Virgin in the Rose-Bower” (artist unknown). While speaking with Abigail earlier that day, Georgina had said in a somewhat uncharacteristic moment of frankness that her late father bitterly regretted the fact that his sire had been so extravagant as to have Eakins paint his masterpiece directly on the wall. “So it is, and always shall be, that Glen Mawr’s splendid ‘Virgin in the Rose-Bower’ blooms unseen,” Georgina said, her voice low with passion, “—a great loss to all lovers of our native American art.”

Doubtless it was a principle of aesthetic harmony, Abigail thought, that the artist had executed the mural with so resolute an eye for balance and symmetry: for all the figures, despite their floating, and careening, and lurching about, had been placed upon a sort of grid,—this being the central trellis of the rose-bower, which looked, to the superficial glance, rather like a spider’s web. Abigail made a show of admiring the Virgin, though, in her surly medieval, or Teutonic, guise, she seemed little desirous of awakening admiration in the viewer; and wondered aloud, to Georgina, whether it might result in some such predicament,—being divine, that is, while at the same time being human. “Indeed,” Abigail observed, with a slight shudder, “I should find it a distinctly uncomfortable position to have given birth under such circumstances: and to take up the mantle, as it were, of maternal responsibility, at the request of Our Lord Himself. And, also, oh dear!—how it should disturb Mr. Whimbrel as well!—the role of St. Joseph being somewhat ambiguous, as I recall.”

It was not the figures of the Virgin and Child, however, but those of the angelic host, executed in flamboyant trompe l’oeil style, that gave the mural its disconcerting effect. One or two angels were painted in a conventional flat manner; but all the rest appeared in motion; and alive; and in three dimensions. Several of the more developed angels, executed with their heads, shoulders, and torsos out of proportion to the rest of their bodies, gave the uncanny impression of leaning out of the wall,—so much so that Abigail had to resist the childlike impulse to raise an arm, that she might ward them off. There were upward of a dozen of these remarkable cherubs: some recognizably,—and altogether shamelessly—male; some daintily feminine; some more sensuously and unapologetically female; and one or two of indeterminate gender. Ah, what a cornucopia of wings!—large, and absurdly small; straight, curved, bent, and hooked; feathered in silky black, or silver, or white; or feathered not at all, it seemed, so much as scaled. As if the artist had been lazily indifferent to his craft, the quality of the angels’ faces differed widely, some being most skillfully rendered, and others but hurriedly. One or two possessed the rubicund heartiness of the Germanic or Dutch nationality; some clearly derived from a more delicate Latinate heritage; some, with pronounced cheekbones, and sly, slanted, almond-shaped eyes, betrayed Mongol blood. There were complexions of so stark an alabaster white, the wan Georgina seemed healthy set beside them; while the more portly angels exhibited a florid puffiness, of the kind associated with sybaritic overindulgence—! And how puzzling, too, the contrasting facial expressions: rapt adoration in one; indifference in another; and hauteur; and faint repugnance; and bemusement; and childlike wonder; and,—but did Abigail’s affrighted eye mislead her?—frank lascivious interest, directed toward the chaste Virgin herself.

So entranced was Georgina, she seemed to have forgotten Abigail altogether in her frowning admiration of the figures: and only roused herself to observe, finally, that she never entered the Honeymoon Room without being reminded of those mysterious words of St. Theresa’s,—“An angel with a flaming golden arrow pierced my heart repeatedly. The pain was so great that I screamed aloud, but simultaneously felt such infinite sweetness that I wished the pain to last eternally . . . It was the sweetest caressing of the soul by God.”

Uttering these words in a reverent tone, Georgina was, of a sudden, overcome by a fit of coughing and breathlessness; and shrank from Abigail’s solicitousness, as if wishing not to be touched. Abigail was reminded of a scene of many years previous,—why, at her own wedding-day banquet, in her parents’ Contracoeur home:—when Georgina, in the midst of the fish course, began to cough and choke with such violence that it was feared she might have swallowed a bone: and Judge Kilgarvan suggested, in a brusque but not unkindly voice, that she betake herself upstairs until she was recovered from her fit, and less flushed, and “fit again for decent eyes.” Poor Georgina!—she who was so proud, and so fastidious in her bearing, and so self-conscious! With her napkin hiding half her flaming face, she had had to suffer not only the discomfort of the coughing spell (caused by nothing more substantial than a mouthful of Burgundy wine) but the humiliation of feeling all eyes in the dining room upon her: and knowing that her artful pompadour had been shaken loose, and certain swaths of false hair, designed to disguise the thinness of her own, revealed to the keen eyes of the ladies.

Now, as then, Georgina had steadfastly resisted aid; and Abigail, feeling rebuffed, took note of the ghost-reflections of herself and her cousin in one of the large mirrors: the one tall, pale, alarmingly thin, with a skin that seemed to radiate white heat; the other much shorter, and plumper, and healthier in her skin tone and general bearing,—yet, it seemed, far less intriguing. Though they stood near each other, the two women gave every impression of being absolute strangers; figures in a coolly executed mural, that hinted of no tender ties of blood and kinship. “Nay, do not fuss, Abigail,” Georgina managed to say, when her breath was shakily restored, “I am quite all right.”

IMPATIENT WITH WAITING. With longing. So lonely. So hungry. These many years. O cruel belovèd Mother: our time now approaches.

She had nodded off to sleep, it seems, her diary sliding from her lap and her stubbed quill pen quite lost in the languorous folds of the bed. Yet she was able to bestow another kiss on Baby’s warm brow; and to give the wicker cradle a final rocking caress; and to extinguish the lamp’s flame, that voluptuous shadows might rush forward, from the bed-chamber’s niches and mirrors, to embrace her. O Mother. O belovèd. O cruel. These many years . . .

Why did the sight so disturb?—angels with the cruel-hooked wings of bats or vultures, all apulse with their secret life, the painted flesh they inhabited, which did not satisfy them. An angel most lewdly stroked the strings of his mandolin while a companion angel, female, with peacock’s feathers of an oily slickness, strummed at her harp, squinting and dimpling. Abigail’s head had
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