THE STOLEN BACILLUS

“This again,” said the Bacteriologist, slipping a glass slide under the microscope, “is a
preparation of the celebrated Bacillus of cholera—the cholera germ.”

The pale-faced man peered down the microscope. He was evidently not accustomed
to that kind of thing, and held a limp white hand over his disengaged eye. “| see very
little,” he said.

“Touch this screw,” said the Bacteriologist; “perhaps the microscope is out of focus
for you. Eyes vary so much. Just the fraction of a turn this way or that.”

“Ah! now | see,” said the visitor. “Not so very much to see, after all. Little streaks and
shreds of pink. And yet those little particles, those mere atomies, might multiply and
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devastate a city! Wonderful

He stood up, and releasing the glass slip from the microscope, held it in his hand
towards the window. “Scarcely visible,” he said, scrutinising the preparation. He
hesitated. “Are these—alive? Are they dangerous now?”

“Those have been stained and killed,” said the Bacteriologist. “l wish, for my own part,
we 115could kill and stain every one of them in the universe.”

“l suppose,” the pale man said with a slight smile, “that you scarcely care to have such
things about you in the living—in the active state?”

“On the contrary, we are obliged to,” said the Bacteriologist. “Here, for instance—” He
walked across the room and took up one of several sealed tubes. “Here is the living
thing. This is a cultivation of the actual living disease bacteria.” He hesitated. “Bottled
cholera, so to speak.”

A slight gleam of satisfaction appeared momentarily in the face of the pale man. “It’s a
deadly thing to have in your possession,” he said, devouring the little tube with his
eyes. The Bacteriologist watched the morbid pleasure in his visitor’s expression. This
man, who had visited him that afternoon with a note of introduction from an old
friend, interested him from the very contrast of their dispositions. The lank black hair
and deep grey eyes, the haggard expression and nervous manner, the fitful yet keen
interest of his visitor were a novel change from the phlegmatic deliberations of the
ordinary scientific worker with whom the Bacteriologist chiefly associated. It was
perhaps natural, with a hearer evidently so impressionable to the lethal nature of his
topic, to take the most effective aspect of the matter.



He held the tube in his hand thoughtfully. 116“Yes, here is the pestilence imprisoned.
Only break such a little tube as this into a supply of drinking-water, say to these
minute particles of life that one must needs stain and examine with the highest
powers of the microscope even to see, and that one can neither smell nor taste—say
to them, ‘Go forth, increase and multiply, and replenish the cisterns, and Death—
mysterious, untraceable Death, Death swift and terrible, Death full of pain and
indignity—would be released upon this city, and go hither and thither seeking his
victims. Here he would take the husband from the wife, here the child from its mother,
here the statesman from his duty, and here the toiler from his trouble. He would follow
the water-mains, creeping along streets, picking out and punishing a house here and a
house there where they did not boil their drinking-water, creeping into the wells of the
mineral-water makers, getting washed into salad, and lying dormant in ices. He would
wait ready to be drunk in the horse-troughs, and by unwary children in the public
fountains. He would soak into the soil, to reappear in springs and wells at a thousand
unexpected places. Once start him at the water-supply, and before we could ring him
in and catch him again he would have decimated the metropolis.”

He stopped abruptly. He had been told rhetoric was his weakness.
“But he is quite safe here, you know—quite safe.”

117The pale-faced man nodded. His eyes shone. He cleared his throat. “These
Anarchist—rascals,” said he, “are fools, blind fools—to use bombs when this kind of
thing is attainable. | think—"

A gentle rap, a mere light touch of the finger-nails was heard at the door. The
Bacteriologist opened it. “Just a minute, dear,” whispered his wife.

When he re-entered the laboratory his visitor was looking at his watch. “l had no idea |
had wasted an hour of your time,” he said. “Twelve minutes to four. | ought to have left
here by half-past three. But your things were really too interesting. No, positively, |
cannot stop a moment longer. | have an engagement at four.”

He passed out of the room reiterating his thanks, and the Bacteriologist accompanied
him to the door, and then returned thoughtfully along the passage to his laboratory. He
was musing on the ethnology of his visitor. Certainly the man was not a Teutonic type
nor a common Latin one. “A morbid product, anyhow, | am afraid,” said the
Bacteriologist to himself. “How he gloated on those cultivations of disease-germs!” A
disturbing thought struck him. He turned to the bench by the vapour-bath, and then
very quickly to his writing-table. Then he felt hastily in his pockets, and then rushed to
the door. “I may have put it down on the hall table,” he said.



118“Minnie!” he shouted hoarsely in the hall.

“Yes, dear,” came a remote voice.

“Had | anything in my hand when | spoke to you, dear, just now?”
Pause.

“Nothing, dear, because | remember—”

“Blue ruin!” cried the Bacteriologist, and incontinently ran to the front door and down
the steps of his house to the street.

Minnie, hearing the door slam violently, ran in alarm to the window. Down the street a
slender man was getting into a cab. The Bacteriologist, hatless, and in his carpet
slippers, was running and gesticulating wildly towards this group. One slipper came
off, but he did not wait for it. “He has gone mad!” said Minnie; “it’s that horrid science
of his;” and, opening the window, would have called after him. The slender man,
suddenly glancing round, seemed struck with the same idea of mental disorder. He
pointed hastily to the Bacteriologist, said something to the cabman, the apron of the
cab slammed, the whip swished, the horse’s feet clattered, and in a moment cab, and
Bacteriologist hotly in pursuit, had receded up the vista of the roadway and
disappeared round the corner.

Minnie remained straining out of the window for a minute. Then she drew her head
backinto the room again. She was dumbfounded. “Of course he is eccentric,” she
meditated. “But running 119about London—in the height of the season, too—in his
socks!” A happy thought struck her. She hastily put her bonnet on, seized his shoes,
went into the hall, took down his hat and light overcoat from the pegs, emerged upon
the doorstep, and hailed a cab that opportunely crawled by. “Drive me up the road and
round Havelock Crescent, and see if we can find a gentleman running aboutin a
velveteen coat and no hat.”

“Velveteen coat, ma’am, and no ’at. Very good, ma’am.” And the cabman whipped up
at once in the most matter-of-fact way, as if he drove to this address every day in his
life.

Some few minutes later the little group of cabmen and loafers that collects round the
cabmen’s shelter at Haverstock Hill were startled by the passing of a cab with a
ginger-coloured screw of a horse, driven furiously.

They were silent as it went by, and then as it receded—*“That’s ’Arry ’Icks.
Wot’s he got?” said the stout gentleman known as Old Tootles.



“He’s a-using his whip, he is, to rights,” said the ostler boy.

“Hullo!” said poor old Tommy Byles; “here’s another bloomin’ loonattic. Blowed if
there ain’t.”

“It’s old George,” said Old Tootles, “and he’s drivin’ a loonattic, as you say. Ain’t he a-
clawin’ out of the keb? Wonder if he’s after ’Arry ’Icks?”

120The group round the cabmen’s shelter became animated. Chorus: “Go it, George!”
“It’s a race.” “You’ll ketch ’em!” “Whip up!”

“She’s a goer, she is!” said the ostler boy.

“Strike me giddy!” cried Old Tootles. “Here! I’'m a-goin’to begin in a minute. Here’s
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another comin’. If all the kebs in Hampstead ain’t gone mad this morning
“It’s a fieldmale this time,” said the ostler boy.

“She’s a followin’ him,” said Old Tootles. “Usually the other way about.”
“What’s she gotin her’and?”

“Looks like a ’igh ’at.”

“What a bloomin’ lark itis! Three to one on old George,” said the ostler boy. “Nexst!”

Minnie went by in a perfect roar of applause. She did not like it, but she felt that she
was doing her duty, and whirled on down Haverstock Hill and Camden Town High
Street, with her eyes ever intent on the animated back view of old George, who was
driving her vagrant husband so incomprehensibly away from her.

The man in the foremost cab sat crouched in the corner, his arms tightly folded, and
the little tube that contained such vast possibilities of destruction gripped in his hand.
His mood was a singular mixture of fear and exultation. Chiefly he was afraid of being
caught before he could accomplish his purpose, but behind this was a vaguer but
larger fear of the awfulness of his crime. 121But his exultation far exceeded his fear.
No Anarchist before him had ever approached this conception of his. Ravachol,
Vaillant, all those distinguished persons whose fame he had envied dwindled into
insignificance beside him. He had only to make sure of the water-supply, and break
the little tube into a reservoir. How brilliantly he had planned it, forged the letter of
introduction and got into the laboratory, and how brilliantly he had seized his
opportunity! The world should hear of him at last. All those people who had sheered at
him, neglected him, preferred other people to him, found his company undesirable,
should consider him at last. Death, death, death! They had always treated him as a



man of no importance. All the world had been in a conspiracy to keep him under. He
would teach them yet what it is to isolate a man. What was this familiar street? Great
Saint Andrew’s Street, of course! How fared the chase? He craned out of the cab. The
Bacteriologist was scarcely fifty yards behind. That was bad. He would be caught and
stopped yet. He felt in his pocket for money, and found half-a-sovereign. This he thrust
up through the trap in the top of the cab into the man’s face. “More,” he shouted, “if
only we get away.”

The money was snhatched out of his hand. “Right you are,” said the cabman, and the
trap slammed, and the lash lay along the glistening 122side of the horse. The cab
swayed, and the Anarchist, half-standing under the trap, put the hand containing the
little glass tube upon the apron to preserve his balance. He felt the brittle thing crack,
and the broken half of it rang upon the floor of the cab. He fell back into the seat with a
curse, and stared dismally at the two or three drops of moisture on the apron.

He shuddered.

“Well! I suppose | shall be the first. Phew! Anyhow, | shall be a Martyr. That’s
something. But it is a filthy death, nevertheless. | wonder if it hurts as much as they
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say.

Presently a thought occurred to him—he groped between his feet. A little drop was
still in the broken end of the tube, and he drank that to make sure. It was better to
make sure. At any rate, he would not fail.

Then it dawned upon him that there was no further need to escape the Bacteriologist.
In Wellington Street he told the cabman to stop, and got out. He slipped on the step,
and his head felt queer. It was rapid stuff, this cholera poison. He waved his cabman
out of existence, so to speak, and stood on the pavement with his arms folded upon
his breast awaiting the arrival of the Bacteriologist. There was something tragic in his
pose. The sense of imminent death gave him a certain dignity. He greeted his pursuer
with a defiant laugh.

123“Vive ’'Anarchie! You are too late, my friend. | have drunkit. The cholera is abroad!”

The Bacteriologist from his cab beamed curiously at him through his spectacles. “You
have drunk it! An Anarchist! | see now.” He was about to say something more, and then
checked himself. A smile hung in the corner of his mouth. He opened the apron of his
cab as if to descend, at which the Anarchist waved him a dramatic farewell and strode
off towards Waterloo Bridge, carefully jostling his infected body against as many
people as possible. The Bacteriologist was so preoccupied with the vision of him that
he scarcely manifested the slightest surprise at the appearance of Minnie upon the



pavement with his hat and shoes and overcoat. “Very good of you to bring my things,”
he said, and remained lost in contemplation of the receding figure of the Anarchist.

“You had better get in,” he said, still staring. Minnie felt absolutely convinced now that
he was mad, and directed the cabman home on her own responsibility. “Put on my
shoes? Certainly, dear,” said he, as the cab began to turn, and hid the strutting black
figure, now smallin the distance, from his eyes. Then suddenly something grotesque
struck him, and he laughed. Then he remarked, “It is really very serious, though.

“You see, that man came to my house to see me, and he is an Anarchist. No—don’t
faint, or | cannot possibly tell you the rest. And | wanted 124to astonish him, not
knowing he was an Anarchist, and took up a cultivation of that new species of
Bacterium | was telling you of, that infest, and | think cause, the blue patches upon
various monkeys; and, like a fool, | said it was Asiatic cholera. And he ran away with it
to poison the water of London, and he certainly might have made things look blue for
this civilised city. And now he has swallowed it. Of course | cannot say what will
happen, but you know it turned that kitten blue, and the three puppies—in patches,
and the sparrow—nbright blue. But the bother is | shall have all the trouble and expense
of preparing some more.

“Put on my coat on this hot day! Why? Because we might meet Mrs. Jabber. My dear,
Mrs. Jabber is not a draught. But why should | wear a coat on a hot day because of
Mrs. ——. Oh! very well.”

125
THE RED ROOM

“l can assure you,” said |, “that it will take a very tangible ghost to frighten me.” And |
stood up before the fire with my glass in my hand.

“Itis your own choosing,” said the man with the withered arm, and glanced at me
askance.

“Eight-and-twenty years,” said |, “I| have lived, and never a ghost have | seen as yet.”

The old woman sat staring hard into the fire, her pale eyes wide open. “Ay,” she broke
in; “and eight-and-twenty years you have lived and never seen the likes of this house, |
reckon. There’s a many things to see, when one’s still but eight-and-twenty.” She
swayed her head slowly from side to side. “A many things to see and sorrow for.”

| half-suspected the old people were trying to enhance the spiritual terrors of their
house by their droning insistence. | put down my empty glass on the table and looked



about the room, and caught a glimpse of myself, abbreviated and broadened to an
impossible sturdiness, in the queer old mirror at the end of the room. “Well,” | said, “if
| see anything to-night, | shall be so much the 126wiser. For | come to the business
with an open mind.”

“It’s your own choosing,” said the man with the withered arm once more.

I heard the sound of a stick and a shambling step on the flags in the passage outside,
and the door creaked on its hinges as a second old man entered, more bent, more
wrinkled, more aged even than the first. He supported himself by a single crutch, his
eyes were covered by a shade, and his lower lip, half-averted, hung pale and pink from
his decaying yellow teeth. He made straight for an arm-chair on the opposite side of
the table, sat down clumsily, and began to cough. The man with the withered arm gave
this new-comer a short glance of positive dislike; the old woman took no notice of his
arrival, but remained with her eyes fixed steadily on the fire.

“l said—it’s your own choosing,” said the man with the withered arm, when the
coughing had ceased for awhile.

“It’s my own choosing,” | answered.

The man with the shade became aware of my presence for the first time, and threw his
head back fora moment and sideways, to see me. | caught a momentary glimpse of
his eyes, small and bright and inflamed. Then he began to cough and splutter again.

“Why don’t you drink?” said the man with the withered arm, pushing the beer towards
him. The 127man with the shade poured out a glassful with a shaky arm that splashed
half as much again on the deal table. A monstrous shadow of him crouched upon the
wall and mocked his action as he poured and drank. | must confess | had scarce
expected these grotesque custodians. There is to my mind something inhuman in
senility, something crouching and atavistic; the human qualities seem to drop from
old people insensibly day by day. The three of them made me feel uncomfortable, with
their gaunt silences, their bent carriage, their evident unfriendliness to me and to one
another.

“If,” said I, “you will show me to this haunted room of yours, | will make myself
comfortable there.”

The old man with the cough jerked his head back so suddenly that it startled me, and
shot another glance of his red eyes at me from under the shade; but no one answered
me. | waited a minute, glancing from one to the other.



“If,” | said a little louder, “if you will show me to this haunted room of yours, | will
relieve you from the task of entertaining me.”

“There’s a candle on the slab outside the door,” said the man with the withered arm,
looking at my feet as he addressed me. “But if you go to the red room to-night—"

(“This night of all nights!” said the old woman.)
“You go alone.”
128“Very well,” | answered. “And which way do | go?”

“You go along the passage for a bit,” said he, “until you come to a door, and through
that is a spiral staircase, and half-way up that is a landing and another door covered
with baize. Go through that and down the long corridor to the end, and the red room is
on your left up the steps.”

“Have | got that right?” | said, and repeated his directions. He corrected me in one
particular.

“And are you really going?” said the man with the shade, looking at me again for the
third time, with that queer, unnatural tilting of the face.

(“This night of all nights!” said the old woman.)

“Itis what | came for,” | said, and moved towards the door. As | did so, the old man
with the shade rose and staggered round the table, so as to be closer to the others
and to the fire. At the door | turned and looked at them, and saw they were all close
together, dark against the firelight, staring at me over their shoulders, with an intent
expression on their ancient faces.

“Good-night,” | said, setting the door open.
“It’s your own choosing,” said the man with the withered arm.

| left the door wide open until the candle was well alight, and then | shut them in and
walked down the chilly, echoing passage.

I must confess that the oddness of these three 1290ld pensioners in whose charge her
ladyship had left the castle, and the deep-toned, old-fashioned furniture of the
housekeeper’s room in which they foregathered, affected me in spite of my efforts to
keep myself at a matter-of-fact phase. They seemed to belong to another age, an older
age, an age when things spiritual were different from this of ours, less certain; an age
when omens and witches were credible, and ghosts beyond denying. Their very
existence was spectral; the cut of their clothing, fashions born in dead brains. The



ornaments and conveniences of the room about them were ghostly—the thoughts of
vanished men, which still haunted rather than participated in the world of to-day. But
with an effort | sent such thoughts to the right-about. The long, draughty subterranean
passage was chilly and dusty, and my candle flared and made the shadows cower and
quiver. The echoes rang up and down the spiral staircase, and a shadow came
sweeping up after me, and one fled before me into the darkness overhead. | came to
the landing and stopped there for a moment, listening to a rustling that | fancied |
heard; then, satisfied of the absolute silence, | pushed open the baize-covered door
and stood in the corridor.

The effect was scarcely what | expected, for the moonlight, coming in by the great
window on the grand staircase, picked out everything in vivid black shadow or silvery
illumination. 130Everything was in its place: the house might have been deserted on
the yesterday instead of eighteen months ago. There were candles in the sockets of
the sconces, and whatever dust had gathered on the carpets or upon the polished
flooring was distributed so evenly as to be invisible in the moonlight. | was about to
advance, and stopped abruptly. A bronze group stood upon the landing, hidden from
me by the corner of the wall, but its shadow fell with marvellous distinctness upon the
white panelling, and gave me the impression of some one crouching to waylay me. |
stood rigid for half a minute perhaps. Then, with my hand in the pocket that held my
revolver, | advanced, only to discover a Ganymede and Eagle glistening in the
moonlight. That incident for a time restored my nerve, and a porcelain Chinaman on a
buhl table, whose head rocked silently as | passed him, scarcely startled me.

The door to the red room and the steps up to it were in a shadowy corner. | moved my
candle from side to side, in order to see clearly the nature of the recess in which |
stood before opening the door. Here it was, thought |, that my predecessor was found,
and the memory of that story gave me a sudden twinge of apprehension. | glanced
over my shoulder at the Ganymede in the moonlight, and opened the door of the red
room rather hastily, with my face half turned to the pallid silence of the landing.

1311 entered, closed the door behind me at once, turned the key | found in the lock
within, and stood with the candle held aloft, surveying the scene of my vigil, the great
red room of Lorraine Castle, in which the young duke had died. Or, rather, in which he
had begun his dying, for he had opened the door and fallen headlong down the steps |
had just ascended. That had been the end of his vigil, of his gallant attempt to conquer
the ghostly tradition of the place, and never, | thought, had apoplexy better served the
ends of superstition. And there were other and older stories that clung to the room,
back to the half-credible beginning of it all, the tale of a timid wife and the tragic end
that came to her husband’s jest of frightening her. And looking around that large



shadowy room, with its shadowy window bays, its recesses and alcoves, one could
well understand the legends that had sprouted in its black corners, its germinating
darkness. My candle was a little tongue of light in its vastness, that failed to pierce the
opposite end of the room, and left an ocean of mystery and suggestion beyond its
island of light.

| resolved to make a systematic examination of the place at once, and dispel the
fanciful suggestions of its obscurity before they obtained a hold upon me. After
satisfying myself of the fastening of the door, | began to walk about the room, peering
round each article of furniture, 132tucking up the valances of the bed, and opening its
curtains wide. | pulled up the blinds and examined the fastenings of the several
windows before closing the shutters, leant forward and looked up the blackness of the
wide chimney, and tapped the dark oak panelling for any secret opening. There were
two big mirrors in the room, each with a pair of sconces bearing candles, and on the
mantel-shelf, too, were more candles in china candlesticks. All these | lit one after the
other. The fire was laid,—an unexpected consideration from the old housekeeper,—
and | litit, to keep down any disposition to shiver, and when it was burning well, |
stood round with my back to it and regarded the room again. | had pulled up a chintz-
covered armchair and a table, to form a kind of barricade before me, and on this lay
my revolver ready to hand. My precise examination had done me good, but | still found
the remoter darkness of the place, and its perfect stillness, too stimulating for the
imagination. The echoing of the stir and crackling of the fire was no sort of comfort to
me. The shadow in the alcove, at the end in particular, had that undefinable quality of
a presence, that odd suggestion of a lurking living thing, that comes so easily in
silence and solitude. At last, to reassure myself, | walked with a candle into it, and
satisfied myself that there was nothing tangible there. | stood that candle upon the
floor of the alcove, and left it in that position.

133By this time | was in a state of considerable nervous tension, although to my
reason there was no adequate cause for the condition. My mind, however, was
perfectly clear. | postulated quite unreservedly that nothing supernatural could
happen, and to pass the time | began to string some rhymes together, Ingoldsby
fashion, of the original legend of the place. A few | spoke aloud, but the echoes were
not pleasant. For the same reason | also abandoned, after a time, a conversation with
myself upon the impossibility of ghosts and haunting. My mind reverted to the three
old and distorted people downstairs, and | tried to keep it upon that topic. The sombre
reds and blacks of the room troubled me; even with seven candles the place was
merely dim. The one in the alcove flared in a draught, and the fire-flickering kept the
shadows and penumbra perpetually shifting and stirring. Casting about for a remedy, |



recalled the candles | had seen in the passage, and, with a slight effort, walked out
into the moonlight, carrying a candle and leaving the door open, and presently
returned with as many as ten. These | put in various knick-knacks of china with which
the room was sparsely adorned, lit and placed where the shadows had lain deepest,
some on the floor, some in the window recesses, until at last my seventeen candles
were so arranged that not an inch of the room but had the direct light of at 134least
one of them. It occurred to me that when the ghost came, | could warn him not to trip
over them. The room was now quite brightly illuminated. There was something very
cheery and reassuring in these little streaming flames, and snuffing them gave me an
occupation, and afforded a reassuring sense of the passage of time.

Even with that, however, the brooding expectation of the vigil weighed heavily upon
me. It was after midnight that the candle in the alcove suddenly went out, and the
black shadow sprang back to its place there. | did not see the candle go out; | simply
turned and saw that the darkness was there, as one might start and see the
unexpected presence of a stranger. “By Jove!” said | aloud; “that draught’s a strong
one!” and, taking the matches from the table, | walked across the room in a leisurely
manner to relight the corner again. My first match would not strike, and as |
succeeded with the second, something seemed to blink on the wall before me. |
turned my head involuntarily, and saw that the two candles on the little table by the
fireplace were extinguished. | rose at once to my feet.

“Odd!” | said. “Did | do that myself in a flash of absent-mindedness?”

I walked back, relit one, and as | did so, | saw the candle in the right sconce of one of
the mirrors wink and go right out, and almost immediately its 135companion followed
it. There was no mistake about it. The flame vanished, as if the wicks had been
suddenly nipped between a finger and a thumb, leaving the wick neither glowing nor
smoking, but black. While | stood gaping, the candle at the foot of the bed went out,
and the shadows seemed to take another step towards me.

“This won’t do!” said I, and first one and then another candle on the mantel-shelf
followed.

“What’s up?” | cried, with a queer high note getting into my voice somehow. At that the
candle on the wardrobe went out, and the one | had relit in the alcove followed.

“Steady on!” | said. “These candles are wanted,” speaking with a half-hysterical
facetiousness, and scratching away at a match the while for the mantel candlesticks.
My hands trembled so much that twice | missed the rough paper of the matchbox. As
the mantel emerged from darkness again, two candles in the remoter end of the



window were eclipsed. But with the same match | also relit the larger mirror candles,
and those on the floor near the doorway, so that for the moment | seemed to gain on
the extinctions. But then in a volley there vanished four lights at once in different
corners of the room, and | struck another match in quivering haste, and stood
hesitating whither to take it.

As | stood undecided, an invisible hand seemed to sweep out the two candles on the
table. With 136a cry of terror, | dashed at the alcove, then into the corner, and then
into the window, relighting three, as two more vanished by the fireplace; then,
perceiving a better way, | dropped the matches on the iron-bound deed-box in the
corner, and caught up the bedroom candlestick. With this | avoided the delay of
striking matches; but for all that the steady process of extinction went on, and the
shadows | feared and fought against returned, and crept in upon me, first a step
gained on this side of me and then on that. It was like a ragged stormcloud sweeping
out the stars. Now and then one returned for a minute, and was lost again. | was now
almost frantic with the horror of the coming darkness, and my self-possession
deserted me. | leaped, panting and dishevelled, from candle to candle, in a vain
struggle against that remorseless advance.

| bruised myself on the thigh against the table, | sent a chair headlong, | stumbled and
fell and whisked the cloth from the table in my fall. My candle rolled away from me,
and | snatched another as | rose. Abruptly this was blown out, as | swung it off the
table, by the wind of my sudden movement, and immediately the two remaining
candles followed. But there was light still in the room, a red light that staved off the
shadows from me. The fire! Of course, | could still thrust my candle between the bars
and relight it!

I turned to where the flames were still dancing between the glowing coals, and
splashing red reflections 137upon the furniture, made two steps towards the grate,
and incontinently the flames dwindled and vanished, the glow vanished, the
reflections rushed together and vanished, and as | thrust the candle between the
bars, darkness closed upon me like the shutting of an eye, wrapped about mein a
stifling embrace, sealed my vision, and crushed the last vestiges of reason from my
brain. The candle fell from my hand. | flung out my arms in a vain effort to thrust that
ponderous blackness away from me, and, lifting up my voice, screamed with all my
might—once, twice, thrice. Then | think | must have staggered to my feet. | know |
thought suddenly of the moonlit corridor, and, with my head bowed and my arms over
my face, made a run for the door.



But | had forgotten the exact position of the door, and struck myself heavily against the
corner of the bed. | staggered back, turned, and was either struck or struck myself
against some other bulky furniture. | have a vague memory of battering myself thus, to
and fro in the darkness, of a cramped struggle, and of my own wild crying as | darted to
and fro, of a heavy blow at last upon my forehead, a horrible sensation of falling that
lasted an age, of my last frantic effort to keep my footing, and then | remember no
more.

| opened my eyes in daylight. My head was roughly bandaged, and the man with the
withered 138arm was watching my face. | looked about me, trying to remember what
had happened, and for a space | could not recollect. | rolled my eyes into the corner,
and saw the old woman, no longer abstracted, pouring out some drops of medicine
from a little blue phialiinto a glass. “Where am 1?” | asked. “l seem to remember you,
and yet | cannot remember who you are.”

They told me then, and | heard of the haunted red room as one who hears a tale. “We
found you at dawn,” said he, “and there was blood on your forehead and lips.”

It was very slowly | recovered my memory of my experience. “You believe now,” said
the old man, “that the room is haunted?” He spoke no longer as one who greets an
intruder, but as one who grieves for a broken friend.

“Yes,” said |; “the room is haunted.”

“And you have seen it. And we, who have lived here all our lives, have never set eyes
upon it. Because we have never dared.—Tell us, is it truly the old earl who—"

“No,” said I; “itis not.”

“l told you so,” said the old lady, with the glass in her hand. “Itis his poor young
countess who was frightened—"

“Itis not,” | said. “There is neither ghost of earl nor ghost of countess in that room,
there is no ghost there at all; but worse, far worse—"

“Well?” they said.

139“The worst of all the things that haunt poor mortal man,” said I; “and that is, in all
its nakedness—Fear! Fear that will not have light nor sound, that will not bear with
reason, that deafens and darkens and overwhelms. It followed me through the
corridor, it fought against me in the room—"

| stopped abruptly. There was an interval of silence. My hand went up to my bandages.



Then the man with the shade sighed and spoke. “Thatis it,” said he. “I knew that was
it. A Power of Darkness. To put such a curse upon a woman! It lurks there always. You
can feel it even in the daytime, even of a bright summer’s day, in the hangings, in the
curtains, keeping behind you however you face about. In the dusk it creeps along the
corridor and follows you, so that you dare not turn. There is Fear in that room of hers—
black Fear, and there will be—so long as this house of sin endures.”

140

AMOTH
(GENUS UNKNOWN)

Probably you have heard of Hapley—not W. T. Hapley, the son, but the celebrated
Hapley, the Hapley of Periplaneta Hapliia, Hapley the entomologist. If so, you know at
least of the great feud between Hapley and Professor Pawkins, though certain of its
conseqguences may be new to you. For those who have not, a word or two of
explanation is necessary, which the idle reader may go over with a glancing eye, if his
indolence so incline him.

Itis amazing how very widely diffused is the ignorance of such really important
matters as this Hapley-Pawkins feud. Those epoch-making controversies, again, that
have convulsed the Geological Society, are, | verily believe, almost entirely unknown
outside the fellowship of that body. | have heard men of fair general education even
refer to the great scenes at these meetings as vestry-meeting squabbles. Yet the great
Hate of the English and Scotch geologists has lasted now half a century, and has “left
deep and abundant marks upon the body of the science.” And this Hapley-Pawkins
business, though perhaps a more personal affair, stirred passions as profound, if

not 141profounder. Your common man has no conception of the zeal that animates a
scientific investigator, the fury of contradiction you can arouse in him. Itis the odium
theologicum in a new form. There are men, for instance, who would gladly burn
Professor Ray Lankester at Smithfield for his treatment of the Mollusca in the
Encyclopaedia. That fantastic extension of the Cephalopods to cover the Pterpodos—
But I wander from Hapley and Pawkins.

It began years and years ago, with a revision of the Microlepidoptera (whatever these
may be) by Pawkins, in which he extinguished a new species created by Hapley.
Hapley, who was always quarrelsome, replied by a stinging impeachment of the entire
classification of Pawkins.! Pawkins, in his “Rejoinder,”®! suggested that Hapley’s
microscope was as defective as his powers of observation, and called him an
“irresponsible meddler”—Hapley was not a professor at that time. Hapley, in his
retort, spoke of “blundering collectors,” and described, as if inadvertently, Pawkins’s
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revision as a “miracle of ineptitude.” It was war to the knife. However, it would scarcely
interest the reader to detail how these two great men quarrelled, and how the

split 142between them widened until from the Microlepidoptera, they were at war
upon every open question in entomology. There were memorable occasions. At times
the Royal Entomological Society meetings resembled nothing so much as the
Chamber of Deputies. On the whole, | fancy Pawkins was nearer the truth than
Hapley. But Hapley was skilful with his rhetoric, had a turn for ridicule rare in a
scientific man, was endowed with vast energy, and had a fine sense of injury in the
matter of the extinguished species; while Pawkins was a man of dull presence, prosy
of speech, in shape not unlike a water-barrel, overconscientious with testimonials,
and suspected of jobbing museum appointments. So the young men gathered round
Hapley and applauded him. It was a long struggle, vicious from the beginning, and
growing at last to pitiless antagonism. The successive turns of fortune, now an
advantage to one side and now to another—now Hapley tormented by some success
of Pawkins, and now Pawkins outshone by Hapley—belong rather to the history of
entomology than to this story.

2. “Remarks on a Recent Revision of Microlepidoptera.” Quart. Journ. Entomological
Soc. 1863.

3. “Rejoinder to certain Remarks,” &c. /Ibid. 1864.
4. “Further Remarks,” &c. /bid.

Butin 1891 Pawkins, whose health had been bad for some time, published some work
upon the “mesoblast” of the Death’s Head Moth. What the mesoblast of the Death’s
Head Moth may be, does not matter a rap in this story. But the work was far below his
usual standard, and gave Hapley an opening he had coveted for years. He must

have 143worked night and day to make the most of his advantage.

In an elaborate critique he rent Pawkins to tatters,—one can fancy the man’s
disordered black hair, and his queer dark eyes flashing as he went for his
antagonist,—and Pawkins made a reply, halting, ineffectual, with painful gaps of
silence, and yet malignant. There was no mistaking his will to wound Hapley, nor his
incapacity to do it. But few of those who heard him—I was absent from that meeting—
realised how ill the man was.

Hapley had got his opponent down, and meant to finish him. He followed with a
simply brutal attack upon Pawkins, in the form of a paper upon the development of
moths in general, a paper showing evidence of a most extraordinary amount of mental
labour, and yet couched in a violently controversial tone. Violent as it was, an editorial
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note witnesses that it was modified. It must have covered Pawkins with shame and
confusion of face. It left no loophole; it was murderous in argument, and utterly
contemptuous in tone; an awful thing for the declining years of a man’s career.

The world of entomologists waited breathlessly for the rejoinder from Pawkins. He
would try one, for Pawkins had always been game. But when it came it surprised
them. For the rejoinder of Pawkins was to catch the influenza, to proceed to
pneumonia, and to die.

144lt was perhaps as effectual a reply as he could make under the circumstances,
and largely turned the current of feeling against Hapley. The very people who had most
gleefully cheered on those gladiators became serious at the consequence. There
could be no reasonable doubt the fret of the defeat had contributed to the death of
Pawkins. There was a limit even to scientific controversy, said serious people. Another
crushing attack was already in the press and appeared on the day before the funeral. |
don’t think Hapley exerted himself to stop it. People remembered how Hapley had
hounded down his rival, and forgot that rival’s defects. Scathing satire reads ill over
fresh mould. The thing provoked comment in the daily papers. This it was that made
me think that you had probably heard of Hapley and this controversy. But, as | have
already remarked, scientific workers live very much in a world of their own; half the
people, | dare say, who go along Piccadilly to the Academy every year, could not tell
you where the learned societies abide. Many even think that Research is a kind of
happy-family cage in which all kinds of men lie down together in peace.

In his private thoughts Hapley could not forgive Pawkins for dying. In the first place, it
was a mean dodge to escape the absolute pulverisation Hapley had in hand for him,
and in the second, it left Hapley’s mind with a queer gap in it. For 145twenty years he
had worked hard, sometimes far into the night, and seven days a week, with
microscope, scalpel, collecting-net, and pen, and almost entirely with reference to
Pawkins. The European reputation he had won had come as an incident in that great
antipathy. He had gradually worked up to a climax in this last controversy. It had killed
Pawkins, but it had also thrown Hapley out of gear, so to speak, and his doctor
advised him to give up work for a time, and rest. So Hapley went down into a quiet
village in Kent, and thought day and night of Pawkins, and good things it was now
impossible to say about him.

At last Hapley began to realise in what direction the preoccupation tended. He
determined to make a fight for it, and started by trying to read novels. But he could not
get his mind off Pawkins, white in the face, and making his last speech—every
sentence a beautiful opening for Hapley. He turned to fiction—and found it had no grip



on him. He read the “Island Nights’ Entertainments” until his “sense of causation” was
shocked beyond endurance by the Bottle Imp. Then he went to Kipling, and found he
“proved nothing,” besides being irreverent and vulgar. These scientific people have
their limitations. Then, unhappily, he tried Besant’s “Inner House,” and the opening
chapter set his mind upon learned societies and Pawkins at once.

146So Hapley turned to chess, and found it a little more soothing. He soon mastered
the moves and the chief gambits and commoner closing positions, and began to beat
the Vicar. But then the cylindrical contours of the opposite king began to resemble
Pawkins standing up and gasping ineffectually against checkmate, and Hapley
decided to give up chess.

Perhaps the study of some new branch of science would after all be better diversion.
The best rest is change of occupation. Hapley determined to plunge at diatoms, and
had one of his smaller microscopes and Halibut’s monograph sent down from
London. He thought that perhaps if he could get up a vigorous quarrel with Halibut, he
might be able to begin life afresh and forget Pawkins. And very soon he was hard at
work, in his habitual strenuous fashion, at these microscopic denizens of the wayside
pool.

It was on the third day of the diatoms that Hapley became aware of a novel addition to
the local fauna. He was working late at the microscope, and the only light in the room
was the brilliant little lamp with the special form of green shade. Like all experienced
microscopists, he kept both eyes open. It is the only way to avoid excessive fatigue.
One eye was over the instrument, and bright and distinct before that was the circular
field of the microscope, across which a brown diatom was slowly moving. With

the 147other eye Hapley saw, as it were, without seeing.™ He was only dimly
conscious of the brass side of the instrument, the illuminated part of the table-cloth,
a sheet of notepaper, the foot of the lamp, and the darkened room beyond.

5. The reader unaccustomed to microscopes may easily understand this by rolling a
newspaper in the form of a tube and looking through it at a book, keeping the other
eye open.

Suddenly his attention drifted from one eye to the other. The table-cloth was of the
material called tapestry by shopmen, and rather brightly coloured. The pattern was in
gold, with a small amount of crimson and pale-blue upon a greyish ground. At one
point the pattern seemed displaced, and there was a vibrating movement of the
colours at this point.
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Hapley suddenly moved his head back and looked with both eyes. His mouth fell open
with astonishment.

It was a large moth or butterfly; its wings spread in butterfly fashion!

It was strange it should be in the room at all, for the windows were closed. Strange
that it should not have attracted his attention when fluttering to its present position.
Strange that it should match the table-cloth. Stranger far to him, Hapley, the great
entomologist, it was altogether unknown. There was no delusion. It was crawling
slowly towards the foot of the lamp.

148“Genus unknown, by heavens! And in England!” said Hapley, staring.

Then he suddenly thought of Pawkins. Nothing would have maddened Pawkins
more—And Pawkins was dead!

Something about the head and body of the insect became singularly suggestive of
Pawkins, just as the chess king had been.

“Confound Pawkins!” said Hapley. “But | must catch this.” And, looking round him for
some means of capturing the moth, he rose slowly out of his chair. Suddenly the
insect rose, struck the edge of the lamp-shade—Hapley heard the “ping”—and
vanished into the shadow.

In a moment Hapley had whipped off the shade, so that the whole room was
illuminated. The thing had disappeared, but soon his practised eye detected it upon
the wall-paper near the door. He went towards it, poising the lamp-shade for capture.
Before he was within striking distance, however, it had risen and was fluttering round
the room. After the fashion of its kind, it flew with sudden starts and turns, seeming to
vanish here and reappear there. Once Hapley struck, and missed; then again.

The third time he hit his microscope. The instrument swayed, struck and overturned
the lamp, and fell noisily upon the floor. The lamp turned over on the table and, very
luckily, went out. Hapley was left in the dark. With a 149start he felt the strange moth
blunder into his face.

It was maddening. He had no lights. If he opened the door of the room the thing would
get away. In the darkness he saw Pawkins quite distinctly laughing at him. Pawkins
had ever an oily laugh. He swore furiously and stamped his foot on the floor.

There was a timid rapping at the door.

Then it opened, perhaps a foot, and very slowly. The alarmed face of the landlady
appeared behind a pink candle flame; she wore a night-cap over her grey hair and had



some purple garment over her shoulders. “What was that fearful smash?” she said.
“Has anything—” The strange moth appeared fluttering about the chink of the door.
“Shut that door!” said Hapley, and suddenly rushed at her.

The door slammed hastily. Hapley was left alone in the dark. Then in the pause he
heard his landlady scuttle upstairs, lock her door and drag something heavy across
the room and put against it.

It became evident to Hapley that his conduct and appearance had been strange and
alarming. Confound the moth! and Pawkins! However, it was a pity to lose the moth
now. He felt his way into the hall and found the matches, after sending his hat down
upon the floor with a noise like a drum. With the lighted candle he returned 150to the
sitting-room. No moth was to be seen. Yet once for a moment it seemed that the thing
was fluttering round his head. Hapley very suddenly decided to give up the moth and
go to bed. But he was excited. All night long his sleep was broken by dreams of the
moth, Pawkins, and his landlady. Twice in the night he turned out and soused his head
in cold water.

One thing was very clear to him. His landlady could not possibly understand about the
strange moth, especially as he had failed to catch it. No one but an entomologist
would understand quite how he felt. She was probably frightened at his behaviour,
and yet he failed to see how he could explain it. He decided to say nothing further
about the events of last night. After breakfast he saw her in her garden, and decided to
go out to talk to her to reassure her. He talked to her about beans and potatoes, bees,
caterpillars, and the price of fruit. She replied in her usual manner, but she looked at
him a little suspiciously, and kept walking as he walked, so that there was always a
bed of flowers, or a row of beans, or something of the sort, between them. After a
while he began to feel singularly irritated at this, and to conceal his vexation went
indoors and presently went out for a walk.

The moth—or butterfly, trailing an odd flavour of Pawkins with it, kept coming into that
walk, though he did his best to keep his mind off it. 1510nce he saw it quite distinctly,
with its wings flattened out, upon the old stone wall that runs along the west edge of
the park, but going up to it he found it was only two lumps of grey and yellow lichen.
“This,” said Hapley, “is the reverse of mimicry. Instead of a butterfly looking like a
stone, here is a stone looking like a butterfly!” Once something hovered and fluttered
round his head, but by an effort of will he drove that impression out of his mind again.

In the afternoon Hapley called upon the Vicar, and argued with him upon theological
questions. They sat in the little arbour covered with briar, and smoked as they



wrangled. “Look at that moth!” said Hapley, suddenly, pointing to the edge of the
wooden table.

“Where?” said the Vicar.
“You don’t see a moth on the edge of the table there?” said Hapley.
“Certainly not,” said the Vicar.

Hapley was thunderstruck. He gasped. The Vicar was staring at him. Clearly the man
saw nothing. “The eye of faith is no better than the eye of science,” said Hapley,
awkwardly.

“l don’t see your point,” said the Vicar, thinking it was part of the argument.

That night Hapley found the moth crawling over his counterpane. He sat on the edge of
the bed in his shirt-sleeves and reasoned with himself. Was it pure hallucination? He
knew he was 152slipping, and he battled for his sanity with the same silent energy he
had formerly displayed against Pawkins. So persistent is mental habit, that he felt as if
it were still a struggle with Pawkins. He was well versed in psychology. He knew that
such visualillusions do come as a result of mental strain. But the point was, he did
not only see the moth, he had heard it when it touched the edge of the lamp-shade,
and afterwards when it hit against the wall, and he had felt it strike his face in the dark.

He looked at it. It was not at all dreamlike, but perfectly clear and solid-looking in the
candlelight. He saw the hairy body, and the short, feathery antennee, the jointed legs,
even a place where the down was rubbed from the wing. He suddenly felt angry with
himself for being afraid of a little insect.

His landlady had got the servant to sleep with her that night, because she was afraid
to be alone. In addition she had locked the door, and put the chest of drawers against
it. They listened and talked in whispers after they had gone to bed, but nothing
occurred to alarm them. About eleven they had ventured to put the candle out, and
had both dozed off to sleep. They woke up with a start, and sat up in bed, listeningin
the darkness.

Then they heard slippered feet going to and fro in Hapley’s room. A chair was
overturned, and there was a violent dab at the wall. Then a china 153mantel ornament
smashed upon the fender. Suddenly the door of the room opened, and they heard him
upon the landing. They clung to one another, listening. He seemed to be dancing upon
the staircase. Now he would go down three or four steps quickly, then up again, then
hurry down into the hall. They heard the umbrella-stand go over, and the fanlight
break. Then the bolt shot and the chain rattled. He was opening the door.



They hurried to the window. It was a dim grey night; an almost unbroken sheet of
watery cloud was sweeping across the moon, and the hedge and trees in front of the
house were black against the pale roadway. They saw Hapley, looking like a ghost in
his shirt and white trousers, running to and fro in the road, and beating the air. Now he
would stop, now he would dart very rapidly at something invisible, now he would move
upon it with stealthy strides. At last he went out of sight up the road towards the down.
Then, while they argued who should go down and lock the door, he returned. He was
walking very fast, and he came straight into the house, closed the door carefully, and
went quietly up to his bedroom. Then everything was silent.

“Mrs. Colville,” said Hapley, calling down the staircase next morning. “l hope | did not
alarm you last night.”

“You may well ask that!” said Mrs. Colville.

154“The fact is, | am a sleep-walker, and the last two nights | have been without my
sleeping mixture. There is nothing to be alarmed about, really. | am sorry | made such
an ass of myself. | will go over the down to Shoreham, and get some stuff to make me
sleep soundly. | ought to have done that yesterday.”

But half-way over the down, by the chalk-pits, the moth came upon Hapley again. He
went on, trying to keep his mind upon chess problems, but it was no good. The thing
fluttered into his face, and he struck at it with his hat in self-defence. Then rage, the
old rage—the rage he had so often felt against Pawkins—returned once more. He went
on, leaping and striking at the eddying insect. Suddenly he trod on nothing, and fell
headlong.

There was a gap in his sensations, and Hapley found himself sitting on the heap of
flints in front of the opening of the chalk-pits, with a leg twisted back under him. The
strange moth was still fluttering round his head. He struck at it with his hand, and
turning his head saw two men approaching him. One was the village doctor. It
occurred to Hapley that this was lucky. Then it came into his mind, with extraordinary
vividness, that no one would ever be able to see the strange moth except himself, and
that it behoved him to keep silent about it.

Late that night, however, after his broken leg was set, he was feverish and forgot his
self-restraint. 155He was lying flat on his bed, and he began to run his eyes round the
room to see if the moth was still about. He tried not to do this, but it was no good. He
soon caught sight of the thing resting close to his hand, by the night-light, on the green
table-cloth. The wings quivered. With a sudden wave of anger he smote at it with his
fist, and the nurse woke up with a shriek. He had missed it.



“That moth!” he said; and then, “It was fancy. Nothing!”

All the time he could see quite clearly the insect going round the cornice and darting
across the room, and he could also see that the nurse saw nothing of it and looked at
him strangely. He must keep himself in hand. He knew he was a lost man if he did not
keep himself in hand. But as the night waned the fever grew upon him, and the very
dread he had of seeing the moth made him see it. About five, just as the dawn was
grey, he tried to get out of bed and catch it, though his leg was afire with pain. The
nurse had to struggle with him.

On account of this, they tied him down to the bed. At this the moth grew bolder, and
once he felt it settle in his hair. Then, because he struck out violently with his arms,
they tied these also. At this the moth came and crawled over his face, and Hapley
wept, swore, screamed, prayed for them to take it off him, unavailingly.

156The doctor was a blockhead, a half-qualified general practitioner, and quite
ignorant of mental science. He simply said there was no moth. Had he possessed the
wit, he might still, perhaps, have saved Hapley from his fate by entering into his
delusion and covering his face with gauze, as he prayed might be done. But, as | say,
the doctor was a blockhead, and until the leg was healed Hapley was kept tied to his
bed, and with the imaginary moth crawling over him. It never left him while he was
awake and it grew to a monster in his dreams. While he was awake he longed for
sleep, and from sleep he awoke screaming.

So now Hapley is spending the remainder of his days in a padded room, worried by a
moth that no one else can see. The asylum doctor calls it hallucination; but Hapley,
when heis in his easier mood, and can talk, says it is the ghost of Pawkins, and
consequently a unique specimen and well worth the trouble of catching.

157
IN THE ABYSS

The lieutenant stood in front of the steel sphere and gnawed a piece of pine splinter.
“What do you think of it, Steevens?” he asked.

“It’s an idea,” said Steevens, in the tone of one who keeps an open mind.
“l believe it will smash—flat,” said the lieutenant.
“He seems to have calculated it all out pretty well,” said Steevens, stillimpartial.

“But think of the pressure,” said the lieutenant. “At the surface of the water it’s
fourteen pounds to the inch, thirty feet down it’s double that; sixty, treble; ninety, four



times; nine hundred, forty times; five thousand three hundred—that’s a mile—it’s two
hundred and forty times fourteen pounds; that’s—let’s see—thirty hundredweight—a
ton and a half, Steevens; a ton and a half to the square inch. And the ocean where he’s
going is five miles deep. That’s seven and a half—”

“Sounds a lot,” said Steevens, “but it’s jolly thick steel.”

The lieutenant made no answer, but resumed his pine splinter. The object of their
conversation 158was a huge globe of steel, having an exterior diameter of perhaps
eight feet. It looked like the shot for some Titanic piece of artillery. It was elaborately
nested in a monstrous scaffolding built into the framework of the vessel, and the
gigantic spars that were presently to sling it overboard gave the stern of the ship an
appearance that had raised the curiosity of every decent sailor who had sighted it,
from the pool of London to the Tropic of Capricorn. In two places, one above the other,
the steel gave place to a couple of circular windows of enormously thick glass, and
one of these, setin a steel frame of great solidity, was now partially unscrewed. Both
the men had seen the interior of this globe for the first time that morning. It was
elaborately padded with air cushions, with little studs sunk between bulging pillows to
work the simple mechanism of the affair. Everything was elaborately padded, even the
Myer’s apparatus which was to absorb carbonic acid and replace the oxygen inspired
by its tenant, when he had creptin by the glass manhole, and had been screwed in. It
was so elaborately padded that a man might have been fired from a gun in it with
perfect safety. And it had need to be, for presently a man was to crawl in through that
glass manhole, to be screwed up tightly, and to be flung overboard, and to sink
down—down—down, for five miles, even as the lieutenant said. It had taken the
strongest hold of his imagination; it made him a bore at 159mess; and he found
Steevens, the new arrival aboard, a godsend to talk to about it, over and over again.

“It’s my opinion,” said the lieutenant, “that that glass will simply bend in and bulge
and smash, under a pressure of that sort. Daubrée has made rocks run like water
under big pressures—and, you mark my words—"

“If the glass did break in,” said Steevens, “what then?”

“The water would shoot in like a jet of iron. Have you ever felt a straight jet of high
pressure water? It would hit as hard as a bullet. It would simply smash him and flatten
him. It would tear down his throat, and into his lungs; it would blow in his ears—"

“What a detailed imagination you have,” protested Steevens, who saw things vividly.

“It’s a simple statement of the inevitable,” said the lieutenant.



“And the globe?”

“Would just give out a few little bubbles, and it would settle down, comfortably
against the day of judgment, among the oozes and the bottom clay—with poor Elstead
spread over his own smashed cushions like butter over bread.”

He repeated this sentence as though he liked it very much. “Like butter over bread,” he
said.

“Having a look at the jigger?” said a voice behind them, and Elstead stood behind
them, 160spick and span in white, with a cigarette between his teeth, and his eyes
smiling out of the shadow of his ample hat-brim. “What’s that about bread and butter,
Weybridge? Grumbling as usual about the insufficient pay of naval officers? It won’t
be more than a day now before | start. We are to get the slings ready to-day. This clean
sky and gentle swell is just the kind of thing for swinging off twenty tons of lead and
iron; isn’tit?”

“lt won’t affect you much,” said Weybridge.

“No. Seventy or eighty feet down, and | shall be there in a dozen seconds, there’s not a
particle moving, though the wind shriek itself hoarse up above, and the water lifts
halfway to the clouds. No. Down there—.” He moved to the side of the ship and the
other two followed him. All three leant forward on their elbows and stared down into
the yellow-green water.

“Peace,” said Elstead, finishing his thought aloud.

“Are you dead certain that clockwork will act?” asked Weybridge, presently.
“It has worked thirty-five times,” said Elstead. “It’s bound to work.”

“But if it doesn’t?”

“Why shouldn’t it?”

“l wouldn’t go down in that confounded thing,” said Weybridge, “for twenty thousand
pounds.”

“Cheerful chap you are,” said Elstead, and spat sociably at a bubble below.
161“l don’t understand yet how you mean to work the thing,” said Steevens.

“In the first place I’m screwed into the sphere,” said Elstead, “and when I’ve turned
the electric light off and on three times to show I’m cheerful, I’'m swung out over the
stern by that crane, with all those big lead sinkers slung below me. The top lead weight



has a roller carrying a hundred fathoms of strong cord rolled up, and that’s all that
joins the sinkers to the sphere, except the slings that will be cut when the affair is
dropped. We use cord rather than wire rope because it’s easier to cut and more
buoyant—necessary points as you will see.

“Through each of these lead weights you notice there is a hole, and an iron rod will be
run through that and will project six feet on the lower side. If that rod is rammed up
from below it knocks up a lever and sets the clockwork in motion at the side of the
cylinder on which the cord winds.

“Very well. The whole affair is lowered gently into the water, and the slings are cut. The
sphere floats—with the air in it, it’s lighter than water; but the lead weights go down
straight and the cord runs out. When the cord is all paid out, the sphere will go down
too, pulled down by the cord.”

“But why the cord?” asked Steevens. “Why not fasten the weights directly to the
sphere?”

“Because of the smash down below. The 162whole affair will go rushing down, mile
after mile, at a headlong pace at last. It would be knocked to pieces on the bottom if it
wasn’t for that cord. But the weights will hit the bottom, and directly they do the
buoyancy of the sphere will come into play. It will go on sinking slower and slower;
come to a stop at last and then begin to float upward again.

“That’s where the clockwork comes in. Directly the weights smash against the sea
bottom, the rod will be knocked through and will kick up the clockwork, and the cord
will be rewound on the reel. | shall be lugged down to the sea bottom. There | shall
stay for half an hour, with the electric light on, looking about me. Then the clockwork
will release a spring knife, the cord will be cut, and up I shall rush again, like a soda-
water bubble. The cord itself will help the flotation.”

“And if you should chance to hit a ship?” said Weybridge.

“l should come up at such a pace, | should go clean through it,” said Elstead, “like a
cannon ball. You needn’t worry about that.”

“And suppose some nimble crustacean should wriggle into your clockwork—"

“lt would be a pressing sort of invitation for me to stop,” said Elstead, turning his back
on the water and staring at the sphere.



They had swung Elstead overboard by eleven 1630’°clock. The day was serenely bright
and calm, with the horizon lost in haze. The electric glare in the little upper
compartment beamed cheerfully three times. Then they let him down slowly to the
surface of the water, and a sailor in the stern chains hung ready to cut the tackle that
held the lead weights and the sphere together. The globe, which had looked so large
on deck, looked the smallest thing conceivable under the stern of the ship. Itrolled a
little, and its two dark windows, which floated uppermost, seemed like eyes turned up
in round wonderment at the people who crowded the rail. A voice wondered how
Elstead liked the rolling. “Are you ready?” sang out the Commander. “Aye, aye, sir!”
“Then let her go!”

The rope of the tackle tightened against the blade and was cut, and an eddy rolled
over the globe in a grotesquely helpless fashion. Some one waved a handkerchief,
some one else tried an ineffectual cheer, a middy was counting slowly: “Eight, nine,
ten!” Another roll, then with a jerk and a splash the thing righted itself.

It seemed to be stationary for a moment, to grow rapidly smaller, and then the water
closed over it, and it became visible, enlarged by refraction and dimmer, below the
surface. Before one could count three it had disappeared. There was a flicker of white
light far down in the water, that diminished to a speck and vanished. Then

there 164was nothing but a depth of water going down into blackness, through which
a shark was swimming.

Then suddenly the screw of the cruiser began to rotate, the water was crickled, the
shark disappeared in a wrinkled confusion, and a torrent of foam rushed across the
crystalline clearness that had swallowed up Elstead. “What’s the idee?” said one A. B.
to another.

“We’re going to lay off about a couple of miles, ’fear he should hit us when he comes
up,” said his mate.

The ship steamed slowly to her new position. Aboard her almost every one who was
unoccupied remained watching the breathing swell into which the sphere had sunk.
For the next half hour it is doubtful if a word was spoken that did not bear directly or
indirectly on Elstead. The December sun was now high in the sky, and the heat very

considerable.

“He’ll be cold enough down there,” said Weybridge. “They say that below a certain
depth sea-water’s always just about freezing.”

“Where’ll he come up?” asked Steevens. “I’ve lost my bearings.”



“That’s the spot,” said the Commander, who prided himself on his omniscience. He
extended a precise finger south-eastward. “And this, | reckon, is pretty nearly the
moment,” he said. “He’s been thirty-five minutes.”

165“How long does it take to reach the bottom of the ocean?” asked Steevens.

“For a depth of five miles, and reckoning—as we did—an acceleration to two foot per
second, both ways, is just about three-quarters of a minute.”

“Then he’s overdue,” said Weybridge.

“Pretty nearly,” said the Commander. “| suppose it takes a few minutes for that cord of
his towind in.”

“| forgot that,” said Weybridge, evidently relieved.

And then began the suspense. A minute slowly dragged itself out, and no sphere shot
out of the water. Another followed, and nothing broke the low oily swell. The sailors
explained to one another that little point about the winding-in of the cord. The rigging
was dotted with expectant faces. “Come up, Elstead!” called one hairy-chested salt,
impatiently, and the others caught it up, and shouted as though they were waiting for
the curtain of a theatre to rise.

The Commander glanced irritably at them.

“Of course, if the acceleration’s less than two,” he said, “he’ll be all the longer. We
aren’t absolutely certain that was the proper figure. I’m no slavish believer in
calculations.”

Steevens agreed concisely. No one on the quarter-deck spoke for a couple of minutes.
Then Steevens’s watch-case clicked.

When, twenty-one minutes after, the sun reached 166the zenith, they were still
waiting for the globe to reappear, and not a man aboard had dared to whisper that
hope was dead. It was Weybridge who first gave expression to that realisation. He
spoke while the sound of eight bells still hung in the air. “| always distrusted that
window,” he said quite suddenly to Steevens.

“Good God!” said Steevens, “you don’t think—"
“Well!” said Weybridge, and left the rest to his imagination.

“I’m no great believer in calculations myself,” said the Commander, dubiously, “so
that I’'m not altogether hopeless yet.” And at midnight the gunboat was steaming
slowly in a spiral round the spot where the globe had sunk, and the white beam of the



electric light fled and halted and swept discontentedly onward again over the waste of
phosphorescent waters under the little stars.

“If his window hasn’t burst and smashed him,” said Weybridge, “then it’s a cursed
sight worse, for his clockwork has gone wrong and he’s alive now, five miles under our
feet, down there in the cold and dark, anchored in that little bubble of his, where never
a ray of light has shone or a human being lived, since the waters were gathered
together. He’s there without food, feeling hungry and thirsty and scared, wondering
whether he’ll starve or stifle. Which will it be? The Myer’s apparatus is running out, |
suppose. How long do they last?

167“Good Heavens!” he exclaimed, “what little things we are! What daring little
devils! Down there, miles and miles of water—all water, and all this empty water about

|”

us and this sky. Gulfs!” He threw his hands out, and as he did so a little white streak
swept noiselessly up the sky, travelling more slowly, stopped, became a motionless
dot as though a new star had fallen up into the sky. Then it went sliding back again and
lost itself amidst the reflections of the stars, and the white haze of the sea’s

phosphorescence.

At the sight he stopped, arm extended and mouth open. He shut his mouth, opened it
again and waved his arms with an impatient gesture. Then he turned, shouted,
“Elstead ahoy,” to the first watch, and went at a run to Lindley and the search light. “I
saw him,” he said. “Starboard there! His light’s on and he’s just shot out of the water.
Bring the light round. We ought to see him drifting, when he lifts on the swell.”

But they never picked up the explorer until dawn. Then they almost ran him down. The
crane was swung out and a boat’s crew hooked the chain to the sphere. When they
had shipped the sphere they unscrewed the manhole and peered into the darkness of
the interior (for the electric light chamber was intended to illuminate the water about
the sphere, and was shut off entirely from its general cavity).

168The air was very hot within the cavity, and the india-rubber at the lip of the
manhole was soft. There was no answer to their eager questions and no sound of
movement within. Elstead seemed to be lying motionless, crumpled up in the bottom
of the globe. The ship’s doctor crawled in and lifted him out to the men outside. For a
moment or so they did not know whether Elstead was alive or dead. His face, in the
yellow glow of the ship’s lamps, glistened with perspiration. They carried him down to
his own cabin.



He was not dead they found, but in a state of absolute nervous collapse, and besides
cruelly bruised. For some days he had to lie perfectly still. It was a week before he
could tell his experiences.

Almost his first words were that he was going down again. The sphere would have to
be altered, he said, in order to allow him to throw off the cord if need be, and that was
all. He had had the most marvellous experience. “You thought | should find nothing
but ooze,” he said. “You laughed at my explorations, and I’ve discovered a new world!”
He told his story in disconnected fragments, and chiefly from the wrong end, so that it
is impossible to re-tell it in his words. But what follows is the narrative of his
experience.

It began atrociously, he said. Before the cord ran out the thing kept rolling over. He felt
like 169a frog in a football. He could see nothing but the crane and the sky overhead,
with an occasional glimpse of the people on the ship’s rail. He couldn’t tell a bit which
way the thing would roll next. Suddenly he would find his feet going up and try to step,
and over he went rolling, head over heels and just anyhow on the padding. Any other
shape would have been more comfortable, but no other shape was to be relied upon
under the huge pressure of the nethermost abyss.

Suddenly the swaying ceased; the globe righted, and when he had picked himself up,
he saw the water all about him greeny-blue with an attenuated light filtering down
from above, and a shoal of little floating things went rushing up past him, as it seemed
to him, towards the light. And even as he looked it grew darker and darker, until the
water above was as dark as the midnight sky, albeit of a greener shade, and the water
below black. And little transparent things in the water developed a faint glint of
luminosity, and shot past him in faint greenish streaks.

And the feeling of falling! It was just like the start of a lift, he said, only it kept on. One
has to imagine what that means, that keeping on. It was then of all times that Elstead
repented of his adventure. He saw the chances against him in an altogether new light.
He thought of the big cuttle-fish people knew to exist in the middle waters, the kind of
things they find half-digested 170in whales at times, or floating dead and rotten and
half eaten by fish. Suppose one caught hold and wouldn’t leave go. And had the
clockwork really been sufficiently tested? But whether he wanted to go on or go back
mattered not the slightest now.

In fifty seconds everything was as black as night outside, except where the beam from
his light struck through the waters, and picked out every now and then some fish or
scrap of sinking matter. They flashed by too fast for him to see what they were. Once



he thought he passed a shark. And then the sphere began to get hot by friction against
the water. They had underestimated this, it seems.

The first thing he noticed was that he was perspiring, and then he heard a hissing,
growing louder, under his feet, and saw a lot of little bubbles—very little bubbles they
were—rushing upward like a fan through the water outside. Steam! He felt the window
and it was hot. He turned on the minute glow lamp that lit his own cavity, looked at the
padded watch by the studs, and saw he had been travelling now for two minutes. It
came into his head that the window would crack through the conflict of temperatures,
for he knew the bottom water was very near freezing.

Then suddenly the floor of the sphere seemed to press against his feet, the rush of
bubbles outside 171grew slower and slower and the hissing diminished. The sphere
rolled a little. The window had not cracked, nothing had given, and he knew that the
dangers of sinking, at any rate, were over.

In another minute or so, he would be on the floor of the abyss. He thought, he said, of
Steevens and Weybridge and the rest of them five miles overhead, higher to him than
the very highest clouds that ever floated over land are to us, steaming slowly and
staring down and wondering what had happened to him.

He peered out of the window. There were no more bubbles now, and the hissing had
stopped. Outside there was a heavy blackness—as black as black velvet—except
where the electric light pierced the empty water and showed the colour of it—a
yellow-green. Then three things like shapes of fire swam into sight, following each
other through the water. Whether they were little and near, or big and far off, he could
not tell.

Each was outlined in a bluish light almost as bright as the lights of a fishing-smack, a
light which seemed to be smoking greatly, and all along the sides of them were specks
of this, like the lighted portholes of a ship. Their phosphorescence seemed to go out
as they came into the radiance of his lamp, and he saw then that they were indeed fish
of some strange sort, with 172huge heads, vast eyes, and dwindling bodies and tails.
Their eyes were turned towards him, and he judged they were following him down. He
supposed they were attracted by his glare.

Presently others of the same sort joined them. As he went on down he noticed that the
water became of a pallid colour, and that little specks twinkled in his ray like motes in
sunbeam. This was probably due to the clouds of ooze and mud that the impact of his
leaden sinkers had disturbed.



By the time he was drawn down to the lead weights he was in a dense fog of white that
his electric light failed altogether to pierce for more than a few yards, and many
minutes elapsed before the hanging sheets of sediment subsided to any extent. Then,
lit by his light and by the transient phosphorescence of a distant shoal of fishes, he
was able to see under the huge blackness of the super-incumbent water an
undulating expanse of greyish-white ooze, broken here and there by tangled thickets
of a growth of sea lilies, waving hungry tentacles in the air.

Farther away were the graceful translucent outlines of a group of gigantic sponges.
About this floor there were scattered a number of bristling flattish tufts of rich purple
and black, which he decided must be some sort of sea-urchin, and small, large-eyed
or blind things, having a curious resemblance, some to woodlice, and others

to 173lobsters, crawled sluggishly across the track of the light and vanished into the
obscurity again, leaving furrowed trails behind them.

Then suddenly the hovering swarm of little fishes veered about and came towards him
as a flight of starlings might do. They passed over him like a phosphorescent snow,
and then he saw behind them some larger creature advancing towards the sphere.

At first he could see it only dimly, a faintly moving figure remotely suggestive of a
walking man, and then it came into the spray of light that the lamp shot out. As the
glare struckiit, it shut its eyes, dazzled. He stared in rigid astonishment.

It was a strange, vertebrated animal. Its dark purple head was dimly suggestive of a
chameleon, but it had such a high forehead and such a brain-case as no reptile ever
displayed before; the vertical pitch of its face gave it a most extraordinary
resemblance to a human being.

Two large and protruding eyes projected from sockets in chameleon fashion, and it
had a broad reptilian mouth with horny lips beneath its little nostrils. In the position of
the ears were two huge gill covers, and out of these floated a branching tree of
coralline filaments, almost like the tree-like gills that very young rays and sharks
possess.

But the humanity of the face was not the most 174extraordinary thing about the
creature. It was a biped, its almost globular body was poised on a tripod of two frog-
like legs and a long thick tail, and its fore limbs, which grotesquely caricatured the
human hand much as a frog’s do, carried a long shaft of bone, tipped with copper. The
colour of the creature was variegated: its head, hands, and legs were purple; but its
skin, which hung loosely upon it, even as clothes might do, was a phosphorescent
grey. And it stood there, blinded by the light.



At last this unknown creature of the abyss blinked its eyes open, and, shading them
with its disengaged hand, opened its mouth and gave vent to a shouting noise,
articulate almost as speech might be, that penetrated even the steel case and padded
jacket of the sphere. How a shouting may be accomplished without lungs Elstead
does not profess to explain. It then moved sideways out of the glare into the mystery
of shadow that bordered it on either side, and Elstead felt rather than saw that it was
coming towards him. Fancying the light had attracted it, he turned the switch that cut
off the current. In another moment something soft dabbed upon the steel, and the
globe swayed.

Then the shouting was repeated, and it seemed to him that a distant echo answered it.
The dabbing recurred, and the globe swayed and ground against the spindle over
which the wire 175was rolled. He stood in the blackness, and peered out into the
everlasting night of the abyss. And presently he saw, very faint and remote, other
phosphorescent quasi-human forms hurrying towards him.

Hardly knowing what he did, he felt about in his swaying prison for the stud of the
exterior electric light, and came by accident against his own small glow lamp in its
padded recess. The sphere twisted, and then threw him down; he heard shouts like
shouts of surprise, and when he rose to his feet he saw two pairs of stalked eyes
peering into the lower window and reflecting his light.

In another moment hands were dabbing vigorously at his steel casing, and there was a
sound, horrible enough in his position, of the metal protection of the clockwork being
vigorously hammered. That, indeed, sent his heart into his mouth, for if these strange
creatures succeeded in stopping that his release would never occur. Scarcely had he
thought as much when he felt the sphere sway violently, and the floor of it press hard
against his feet. He turned off the small glow lamp that lit the interior, and sent the ray
of the large light in the separate compartment out into the water. The sea floor and the
manlike creatures had disappeared, and a couple of fish chasing each other dropped
suddenly by the window.

176He thought at once that these strange denizens of the deep sea had broken the
wire rope, and that he had escaped. He drove up faster and faster, and then stopped
with a jerk that sent him flying against the padded roof of his prison. For half a minute
perhaps he was too astonished to think.

Then he felt that the sphere was spinning slowly, and rocking, and it seemed to him

that it was also being drawn through the water. By crouching close to the window he
managed to make his weight effective and roll that part of the sphere downward, but
he could see nothing save the pale ray of his light striking down ineffectively into the



darkness. It occurred to him that he would see more if he turned the lamp off and
allowed his eyes to grow accustomed to the profound obscurity.

In this he was wise. After some minutes the velvety blackness became a translucent
blackness, and then far away, and as faint as the zodiacal light of an English summer
evening, he saw shapes moving below. He judged these creatures had detached his
cable and were towing him along the sea bottom.

And then he saw something faint and remote across the undulations of the submarine
plain, a broad horizon of pale luminosity that extended this way and that way as far as
the range of his little window permitted him to see. To this he 177was being towed, as
a balloon might be towed by men out of the open country into a town. He approached
it very slowly, and very slowly the dim irradiation was gathered together into more
definite shapes.

It was nearly five o’clock before he came over this luminous area, and by that time he
could make out an arrangement suggestive of streets and houses grouped about a
vast roofless erection that was grotesquely suggestive of a ruined abbey. It was spread
out like a map below him. The houses were all roofless inclosures of walls, and their
substance being, as he afterwards saw, of phosphorescent bones, gave the place an
appearance as if it were built of drowned moonshine.

Among the inner caves of the place waving trees of crinoid stretched their tentacles,
and tall, slender, glassy sponges shot like shining minarets and lilies of filmy light out
of the general glow of the city. In the open spaces of the place he could see a stirring
movement as of crowds of people, but he was too many fathoms above them to
distinguish the individuals in those crowds.

Then slowly they pulled him down, and as they did so the details of the place crept
slowly upon his apprehension. He saw that the courses of the cloudy buildings were
marked out with beaded lines of round objects, and then he perceived 178that at
several points below him in broad open spaces were forms like the encrusted shapes
of ships.

Slowly and surely he was drawn down, and the forms below him became brighter,
clearer, were more distinct. He was being pulled down, he perceived, towards the
large building in the centre of the town, and he could catch a glimpse ever and again
of the multitudinous forms that were lugging at his cord. He was astonished to see
that the rigging of one of the ships, which formed such a prominent feature of the
place, was crowded with a host of gesticulating figures regarding him, and then the
walls of the great building rose about him silently, and hid the city from his eyes.



And such walls they were, of water-logged wood, and twisted wire rope and iron spars,
and copper, and the bones and skulls of dead men.

The skulls ran in curious zigzag lines and spirals and fantastic curves over the building;
and in and out of their eye-sockets, and over the whole surface of the place, lurked
and played a multitude of silvery little fishes.

And now he was at such a level that he could see these strange people of the abyss
plainly once more. To his astonishment, he perceived that they were prostrating
themselves before him, all save one, dressed as it seemed in a robe of 179placoid
scales, and crowned with a luminous diadem, who stood with his reptilian mouth
opening and shutting as though he led the chanting of the worshippers.

They continued worshipping him, without rest or intermission, for the space of three
hours.

Most circumstantial was Elstead’s account of this astounding city and its people,
these people of perpetual night, who have never seen sun or moon or stars, green
vegetation, nor any living air-breathing creatures, who know nothing of fire, nor any
light but the phosphorescent light of living things.

Startling as is his story, it is yet more startling to find that scientific men, of such
eminence as Adams and Jenkins, find nothing incredible in it. They tell me they see no
reason why intelligent, water-breathing, vertebrated creatures inured to a low
temperature and enormous pressure, and of such a heavy structure, that neither alive
nor dead would they float, might not live upon the bottom of the deep sea, and quite
unsuspected by us, descendants like ourselves of the great Theriomorpha of the New
Red Sandstone age.

We should be known to them, however, as strange meteoric creatures wont to fall
catastrophically dead out of the mysterious blackness of their watery sky. And not
only we ourselves, but our ships, our metals, our appliances, would come raining
down out of the night. Sometimes 180sinking things would smite down and crush
them, as if it were the judgment of some unseen power above, and sometimes would
come things of the utmost rarity or utility or shapes of inspiring suggestion. One can
understand, perhaps, something of their behaviour at the descent of a living man, if
one thinks what a barbaric people might do, to whom an enhaloed shining creature
came suddenly out of the sky.

At one time or another Elstead probably told the officers of the Ptarmigan every detail
of his strange twelve hours in the abyss. That he also intended to write them down is
certain, but he never did, and so unhappily we have to piece together the discrepant



fragments of his story from the reminiscences of Commander Simmons, Weybridge,
Steevens, Lindley, and the others.

We see the thing darkly in fragmentary glimpses—the huge ghostly building, the
bowing, chanting people, with their dark, chameleon-like heads and faintly luminous
forms, and Elstead, with his light turned on again, vainly trying to convey to their
minds that the cord by which the sphere was held was to be severed. Minute after
minute slipped away, and Elstead, looking at his watch, was horrified to find that he
had oxygen only for four hours more. But the chant in his honour kept on as
remorselessly as if it was the marching song of his approaching death.

The manner of his release he does not understand, 181but to judge by the end of cord
that hung from the sphere, it had been cut through by rubbing against the edge of the
altar. Abruptly the sphere rolled over, and he swept up, out of their world, as an
ethereal creature clothed in a vacuum would sweep through our own atmosphere
back to its native ether again. He must have torn out of their sight as a hydrogen
bubble hastens upwards from our air. A strange ascension it must have seemed to
them.

The sphere rushed up with even greater velocity than, when weighed with the lead
sinkers, it had rushed down. It became exceedingly hot. It drove up with the windows
uppermost, and he remembers the torrent of bubbles frothing against the glass. Every
moment he expected this to fly. Then suddenly something like a huge wheel seemed
to be released in his head, the padded compartment began spinning about him, and
he fainted. His next recollection was of his cabin, and of the doctor’s voice.

But that is the substance of the extraordinary story that Elstead related in fragments to
the officers of the Ptarmigan. He promised to write it all down at a later date. His mind
was chiefly occupied with the improvement of his apparatus, which was effected at
Rio.

It remains only to tell that on February 2d, 1896, he made his second descent into the
ocean abyss, with the improvements his first experience 182suggested. What
happened we shall probably never know. He never returned. The Ptarmigan beat
about over the point of his submersion, seeking him in vain for thirteen days. Then she
returned to Rio, and the news was telegraphed to his friends. So the matter remains
for the present. Butitis hardly probable that any further attempt will be made to verify
his strange story of these hitherto unsuspected cities of the deep sea.

183

UNDER THE KNIFE



“What if | die under it!” The thought recurred again and again as | walked home from
Haddon’s. It was a purely personal question. | was spared the deep anxieties of a
married man, and | knew there were few of my intimate friends but would find my
death troublesome chiefly on account of the duty of regret. | was surprised indeed,
and perhaps a little humiliated, as | turned the matter over, to think how few could
possibly exceed the conventional requirement. Things came before me stripped of
glamour, in a clear dry light, during that walk from Haddon’s house over Primrose Hill.
There were the friends of my youth: | perceived now that our affection was a tradition,
which we foregathered rather laboriously to maintain. There were the rivals and
helpers of my later career. | suppose | had been cold-blooded or undemonstrative—
one perhaps implies the other. It may be that even the capacity for friendship is a
question of physique. There had been a time in my own life when | had grieved bitterly
enough at the loss of a friend; but as | walked home that afternoon the emotional side
of my imagination was dormant. 184l could not pity myself, nor feel sorry for my
friends, nor conceive of them as grieving for me.

| was interested in this deadness of my emotional nature,—no doubt a concomitant of
my stagnating physiology; and my thoughts wandered off along the line it suggested.
Once before, in my hot youth, | had suffered a sudden loss of blood, and had been
within an ace of death. | remembered now that my affections as well as my passions
had drained out of me, leaving scarce anything but a tranquil resignation and the
faintest dreg of self-pity. It had been weeks before the old ambitions, and
tendernesses, and all the complex moral interplay of a man had reasserted
themselves. It occurred to me that the real meaning of this numbness might be a
gradual slipping away from the pleasure-pain guidance of the animal man. It has been
proven, | take it, as thoroughly as anything can be proven in this world, that the higher
emotions, the moral feelings, even the subtle tenderness of love, are evolved from the
elemental desires and fears of the simple animal: they are the harness in which man’s
mental freedom goes. And, it may be that, as death overshadows us, as our possibility
of acting diminishes, this complex growth of balanced impulse, propensity, and
aversion, whose interplay inspires our acts, goes with it. Leaving what?

| was suddenly brought back to reality by an imminent collision with a butcher-boy’s
tray. | 185found that | was crossing the bridge over the Regent’s Park Canal which runs
parallel with the bridge in the Zoo6logical Gardens. The boy in blue had been looking
over his shoulder at a black barge advancing slowly, towed by a gaunt white horse. In
the Gardens a nurse was leading three happy little children over the bridge. The trees
were bright green; the spring hopefulness was still unstained by the dusts of summer;
the sky in the water was bright and clear, but broken by long waves, by quivering bands



of black, as the barge drove through. The breeze was stirring; but it did not stir me as
the spring breeze used to do.

Was this dulhess of feeling in itself an anticipation? It was curious that | could reason
and follow out a network of suggestion as clearly as ever; so, at least, it seemed to me.
It was calmness rather than dulness that was coming upon me. Was there any ground
for the belief in the presentiment of death? Did a man near to death begin instinctively
to withdraw himself from the meshes of matter and sense, even before the cold hand
was laid upon his? | felt strangely isolated—isolated without regret—from the life and
existence about me. The children playing in the sun and gathering strength and
experience for the business of life, the park-keeper gossiping with a nurse-maid, the
nursing mother, the young couple intent upon each other as they passed me, the trees
by the wayside spreading new pleading leaves 186to the sunlight, the stir in their
branches—I had been part of it all, but | had nearly done with it now.

Some way down the Broad Walk | perceived that | was tired, and that my feet were
heavy. It was hot that afternoon, and | turned aside and sat down on one of the green
chairs that line the way. In a minute | had dozed into a dream, and the tide of my
thoughts washed up a vision of the Resurrection. | was still sitting in the chair, but |
thought myself actually dead, withered, tattered, dried, one eye (I saw) pecked out by
birds. “Awake!” cried a voice; and incontinently the dust of the path and the mould
under the grass became insurgent. | had never before thought of Regent’s Park as a
cemetery, but now, through the trees, stretching as far as eye could see, | beheld a flat
plain of writhing graves and heeling tombstones. There seemed to be some trouble,
the rising dead appeared to stifle as they struggled upward, they bled in their
struggles, the red flesh was tattered away from the white bones. “Awake!” cried a
voice; but | determined | would not rise to such horrors. “Awake!” They would not let
me alone. “Wike up!” said an angry voice. A cockney angel! The man who sells the
tickets was shaking me, demanding my penny.

| paid my penny, pocketed my ticket, yawned, stretched my legs, and feeling now
rather less 187torpid, got up and walked on towards Langham Place. | speedily lost
myself again in a shifting maze of thoughts about death. Going across Marylebone
Road into that crescent at the end of Langham Place, | had the narrowest escape from
the shaft of a cab, and went on my way with a palpitating heart and a bruised
shoulder. It struck me that it would have been curious if my meditations on my death
on the morrow had led to my death that day.

But I will not weary you with more of my experiences that day and the next. | knew
more and more certainly that | should die under the operation; at times | think | was



inclined to pose to myself. The doctors were coming at eleven, and | did not get up. It
seemed scarce worth while to trouble about washing and dressing, and, though | read
my newspapers and the letters that came by the first post, | did not find them very
interesting. There was a friendly note from Addison, my old school friend, calling my
attention to two discrepancies and a printer’s error in my new book; with one from
Langridge, venting some vexation over Minton. The rest were business
communications. | breakfasted in bed. The glow of pain at my side seemed more
massive. | knew it was pain, and yet, if you can understand, | did not find it very
painful. | had been awake and hot and thirsty in the night, but in the morning bed felt
comfortable. In the night-time | had lain 188thinking of things that were past; in the
morning | dozed over the question of immortality. Haddon came, punctual to the
minute, with a neat black bag; and Mowbray soon followed. Their arrival stirred me up
a little. I began to take a more personal interest in the proceedings. Haddon moved the
little octagonal table close to the bedside, and with his broad black back to me began
taking things out of his bag. | heard the light click of steel upon steel. My imagination, |
found, was not altogether stagnant. “Will you hurt me much?” | said, in an off-hand
tone.

“Not a bit,” Haddon answered over his shoulder. “We shall chloroform you. Your
heart’s as sound as a bell.” And, as he spoke, | had a whiff of the pungent sweetness of
the anaesthetic.

They stretched me out, with a convenient exposure of my side, and, almost before |
realised what was happening, the chloroform was being administered. It stings the
nostrils and there is a suffocating sensation, at first. | knew | should die,—that this
was the end of consciousness for me. And suddenly | felt that | was not prepared for
death; | had a vague sense of a duty overlooked—I knew not what. What was it | had
not done? | could think of nothing more to do, nothing desirable leftin life; and yet |
had the strangest disinclination to death. And the physical sensation was painfully
oppressive. Of course the doctors 189did not know they were going to kill me. Possibly
| struggled. Then | fell motionless, and a great silence, a monstrous silence, and an
impenetrable blackness, came upon me.

There must have been an interval of absolute unconsciousness, seconds or minutes.
Then, with a chilly, unemotional clearness, | perceived that | was not yet dead. | was
stillin my body; but all the multitudinous sensations that come sweeping from it to
make up the background of consciousness, had gone, leaving me free of it all. No, not
free of it all; for as yet something still held me to the poor stark flesh upon the bed,
held me, yet not so closely that | did not feel myself external to it, independent of it,
straining away from it. | do not think | saw, | do not think | heard; but | perceived all that



was going on, and it was as if | both heard and saw. Haddon was bending over me,
Mowbray behind me; the scalpel—it was a large scalpel—was cutting my flesh at the
side under the flying ribs. It was interesting to see myself cut like cheese, without a
pang, without even a qualm. The interest was much of a quality with that one might
feelin a game of chess between strangers. Haddon’s face was firm, and his hand
steady; but | was surprised to perceive (how | know now) that he was feeling the
gravest doubt as to his own wisdom in the conduct of the operation.

Mowbray’s thoughts, too, | could see. He was 190thinking that Haddon’s manner
showed too much of the specialist. New suggestions came up like bubbles through a
stream of frothing meditation, and burst one after another in the little bright spot of his
consciousness. He could not help noticing and admiring Haddon’s swift dexterity, in
spite of his envious quality and his disposition to detract. | saw my liver exposed. | was
puzzled at my own condition. | did not feel that | was dead, but | was differentin some
way from my living self. The grey depression that had weighed on me for a year or
more, and coloured all my thoughts, was gone. | perceived and thought without any
emotional tint at all. | wondered if every one perceived things in this way under
chloroform, and forgot it again when he came out of it. It would be inconvenient to
look into some heads, and not forget.

Although | did not think that | was dead, | still perceived, quite clearly, that | was soon
to die. This brought me back to the consideration of Haddon’s proceedings. | looked
into his mind, and saw that he was afraid of cutting a branch of the portal vein. My
attention was distracted from details by the curious changes going on in his mind. His
consciousness was like the quivering little spot of light which is thrown by the mirror
of a galvanometer. His thoughts ran under it like a stream, some through the focus
bright and distinct, some shadowy in the half-light of the edge. Just now the little glow
was steady; but the least movement 191on Mowbray’s part, the slightest sound from
outside, even a faint difference in the slow movement of the living flesh he was
cutting, set the light-spot shivering and spinning. A new sense-impression came
rushing up through the flow of thoughts; and lo! the light-spot jerked away towards it,
swifter than a frightened fish. It was wonderful to think that upon that unstable, fitful
thing depended all the complex motions of the man, that for the next five minutes,
therefore, my life hung upon its movements. And he was growing more and more
nervous in his work. It was as if a little picture of a cut vein grew brighter, and struggled
to oust from his brain another picture of a cut falling short of the mark. He was afraid:
his dread of cutting too little was battling with his dread of cutting too far.

Then, suddenly, like an escape of water from under a lock gate, a great uprush of
horrible realisation set all his thoughts swirling, and simultaneously | perceived that



the vein was cut. He started back with a hoarse exclamation, and | saw the brown-
purple blood gather in a swift bead, and run trickling. He was horrified. He pitched the
red-stained scalpel on to the octagonal table; and instantly both doctors flung
themselves upon me, making hasty and ill-conceived efforts to remedy the disaster.
“lce,” said Mowbray, gasping. But | knew that | was killed, though my body still clung to
me.

1921 will not describe their belated endeavours to save me, though | perceived every
detail. My perceptions were sharper and swifter than they had ever been in life; my
thoughts rushed through my mind with incredible swiftness, but with perfect
definition. | can only compare their crowded clarity to the effects of a reasonable dose
of opium. In a moment it would all be over, and | should be free. | knew | was immortal,
but what would happen | did not know. Should | drift off presently, like a puff of smoke
from a gun, in some kind of half-material body, an attenuated version of my material
self? Should | find myself suddenly among the innumerable hosts of the dead, and
know the world about me for the phantasmagoria it had always seemed? Should | drift
to some spiritualistic séance, and there make foolish, incomprehensible attempts to
affect a purblind medium? It was a state of unemotional curiosity, of colourless
expectation. And then | realised a growing stress upon me, a feeling as though some
huge human magnet was drawing me upward out of my body. The stress grew and
grew. | seemed an atom, for which monstrous forces were fighting. For one brief,
terrible moment sensation came back to me. That feeling of falling headlong which
comes in nightmares, that feeling a thousand times intensified, that and a black
horror swept across my thoughts in a torrent. Then the two 193doctors, the naked
body with its cut side, the little room, swept away from under me, and vanished, as a
speck of foam vanishes down an eddy.

I was in mid-air. Far below was the West End of London, receding rapidly,—for |
seemed to be flying swiftly upward,—and, as it receded, passing westward like a
panorama. | could see through the faint haze of smoke the innumerable roofs
chimney-set, the narrow roadways stippled with people and conveyances, the little
specks of squares, and the church steeples like thorns sticking out of the fabric. But it
spun away as the earth rotated on its axis, and in a few seconds (as it seemed) | was
over the scattered clumps of town about Ealing, the little Thames a thread of blue to
the south, and the Chiltern Hills and the North Downs coming up like the rim of a
basin, far away and faint with haze. Up | rushed. And at first | had not the faintest
conception what this headlong upward rush could mean.

Every moment the circle of scenery beneath me grew wider and wider, and the details
of town and field, of hill and valley, got more and more hazy and pale and indistinct, a



luminous grey was mingled more and more with the blue of the hills and the green of
the open meadows; and a little patch of cloud, low and far to the west, shone ever
more dazzlingly white. Above, as the veil 1940f atmosphere between myself and outer
space grew thinner, the sky, which had been a fair springtime blue at first, grew deeper
and richer in colour, passing steadily through the intervening shades, until presently it
was as dark as the blue sky of midnight, and presently as black as the blackness of a
frosty starlight, and at last as black as no blackness | had ever beheld. And first one
star, and then many, and at last an innumerable host, broke out upon the sky: more
stars than any one has ever seen from the face of the earth. For the blueness of the
sky is the light of the sun and stars sifted and spread abroad blindingly; there is
diffused light even in the darkest skies of winter, and we do not see their light by day
because of the dazzling irradiation of the sun. But now | saw things—I know not how;
assuredly with no mortal eyes—and that defect of bedazzlement blinded me no
longer. The sun was incredibly strange and wonderful. The body of it was a disc of
blinding white light; not yellowish as it seems to those who live upon the earth, but
livid white, all streaked with scarlet streaks, and rimmed about with a fringe of writhing
tongues of red fire. And, shooting halfway across the heavens from either side of it,
and brighter than the Milky Way, were two pinions of silver-white, making it look more
like those winged globes | have seen in Egyptian sculpture, than anything else | can
remember upon earth. 195These | knew for the solar corona, though | had never seen
anything of it but a picture during the days of my earthly life.

When my attention came back to the earth again, | saw that it had fallen very far away
from me. Field and town were long since indistinguishable, and all the varied hues of
the country were merging into a uniform bright grey, broken only by the brilliant white
of the clouds that lay scattered in flocculent masses over Ireland and the west of
England. For now | could see the outlines of the north of France and Ireland, and all
this island of Britain, save where Scotland passed over the horizon to the north, or
where the coast was blurred or obliterated by cloud. The sea was a dull grey, and
darker than the land; and the whole panorama was rotating slowly towards the east.

All this had happened so swiftly that, until | was some thousand miles or so from the
earth, | had no thought for myself. But now | perceived | had neither hands nor feet,
parts nor organs, and that | felt neither alarm nor pain. All about me, | perceived that
the vacancy (for | had already left the air behind) was cold beyond the imagination of
man; but it troubled me not. The sun’s rays shot through the void, powerless to light or
heat until they should strike on matter in their course. | saw things with a serene self-
forgetfulness, even as if | were God. And down 196below there, rushing away from
me,—countless miles in a second,—where a little dark spot on the grey marked the



position of London, two doctors were struggling to restore life to the poor hacked and
outworn shell | had abandoned. | felt then such release, such serenity, as | can
compare to no earthly delight | have ever known.

It was only after | had perceived all these things that the meaning of that headlong
rush of the earth grew into comprehension. Yet it was so simple, so obvious, that | was
amazed at my never anticipating the thing that was happening to me. | had suddenly
been cut adrift from matter: all that was material of me was there upon earth, whirling
away through space, held to the earth by gravitation, partaking of the earth-inertia,
moving in its wreath of epicycles round the sun, and with the sun and the planets on
their vast march through space. But the immaterial has no inertia, feels nothing of the
pull of matter for matter: where it parts from its garment of flesh there it remains (so
far as space concerns it any longer) immovable in space. / was not leaving the earth:
the earth was leaving me, and not only the earth but the whole solar system was
streaming past. And about me in space, invisible to me, scattered in the wake of the
earth upon its journey, there must be an innumerable multitude of souls, stripped like
myself of the material, stripped like myself of 197the passions of the individual and
the generous emotions of the gregarious brute, naked intelligences, things of newborn
wonder and thought, marvelling at the strange release that had suddenly come on
them!

As | receded faster and faster from the strange white sun in the black heavens, and
from the broad and shining earth upon which my being had begun, | seemed to grow,
in some incredible manner, vast: vast as regards this world | had left, vast as regards
the moments and periods of a human life. Very soon | saw the full circle of the earth,
slightly gibbous, like the moon when she nears her full, but very great; and the silvery
shape of America was now in the noonday blaze, wherein (as it seemed) little England
had been basking but a few minutes ago. At first the earth was large, and shone in the
heavens, filling a great part of them; but every moment she grew smaller and more
distant. As she shrunk, the broad moon in its third quarter crept into view over the rim
of her disc. | looked for the constellations. Only that part of Aries directly behind the
sun and the Lion which the earth covered were hidden. | recognised the tortuous,
tattered band of the Milky Way, with Vega very bright between sun and earth; and
Sirius and Orion shone splendid against the unfathomable blackness in the opposite
quarter of the heavens. The Polestar was overhead, and the Great Bear hung over the
circle of the earth. And 198away beneath and beyond the shining corona of the sun
were strange groupings of stars | had never seen in my life; notably a dagger-shaped
group that | knew for the Southern Cross. All these were no larger than when they had
shone on earth; but the little stars that one scarce sees shone now as brightly as the



first magnitudes had done, while the larger worlds were points of indescribable glory
and colour. Aldebaran was a spot of blood-red fire, and Sirius condensed to one point
the light of a world of sapphires. And they shone steadily: they did not scintillate, they
were calmly glorious. My impressions had an adamantine hardness and brightness;
there was no blurring softness, no atmosphere, nothing but infinite darkness set with
the myriads of these acute and brilliant points and specks of light. Presently, when |
looked again, the little earth seemed no bigger than the sun, and it dwindled, and
turned as | looked, until, in a second’s space (as it seemed to me), it was halved; and
so it went on swiftly dwindling. Far away in the opposite direction a little pinkish pin’s
head of light, shining steadily, was the planet Mars. | swam motionless in vacancy,
and without a trace of terror or astonishment, watched the speck of cosmic dust we
call the world fall away from me.

Presently it dawned upon me that my sense of duration had changed: that my mind
was moving not faster, but infinitely slower; that between each separate impression
there was a period of many 199days. The moon spun once round the earth as | noted
this; and | perceived, clearly, the motion of Mars in his orbit. Moreover it appeared as if
the time between thought and thought grew steadily greater, until at last a thousand
years was but a moment in my perception.

At first the constellations had shone motionless against the black background of
infinite space; but presently it seemed as though the group of stars about Hercules
and the Scorpion was contracting, while Orion and Aldebaran and their neighbours
were scattering apart. Flashing suddenly out of the darkness, there came a flying
multitude of particles of rock, glittering like dust-specks in a sunbeam and
encompassed in a faintly luminous haze. They swirled all about me and vanished
again in a twinkling far behind. And then | saw that a bright spot of light, that shone a
little to one side of my path, was growing very rapidly larger, and perceived that it was
the planet Saturn rushing towards me. Larger and larger it grew, swallowing up the
heavens behind it, and hiding every moment a fresh multitude of stars. | perceived its
flattened whirling body, its disc-like belt, and seven of its little satellites. It grew and
grew, till it towered enormous, and then | plunged amid a streaming multitude of
clashing stones and dancing dust-particles and gas-eddies, and saw for a moment
the mighty triple belt like three concentric arches of moonlight above me, its shadow
black on the boiling 200tumult below. These things happened in one tenth of the time
it takes to tell of them. The planet went by like a flash of lightning; for a few seconds it
blotted out the sun, and there and then became a mere black, dwindling, winged
patch against the light. The earth, the mother mote of my being, | could no longer see.



So with a stately swiftness, in the profoundest silence, the solar system fell from me,
as it had been a garment, until the sun was a mere star amid the multitude of stars,
with its eddy of planet-specks lost in the confused glittering of the remoter light. | was
no longer a denizen of the solar system: | had come to the Outer Universe, | seemed to
grasp and comprehend the whole world of matter. Ever more swiftly the stars closed
in about the spot where Antares and Vega had vanished in a luminous haze, until that
part of the sky had the semblance of a whirling mass of nebulee, and ever before me
yawned vaster gaps of vacant blackness, and the stars shone fewer and fewer. It
seemed as if | moved towards a point between Orion’s belt and sword; and the void
about that region opened vaster and vaster every second, an incredible gulf of
nothingness into which | was falling. Faster and ever faster the universe rushed by, a
hurry of whirling motes at last, speeding silently into the void. Stars, glowing brighter
and brighter, with their circling planets catching the light in a ghostly fashion as |
neared them, shone out and 201vanished again into inexistence; faint comets,
clusters of meteorites, winking specks of matter, eddying light points whizzed past,
some perhaps a hundred millions of miles or so from me at most, few nearer,
travelling with unimaginable rapidity, shooting constellations, momentary darts of fire
through the black night. More than anything else it was like a dusty draught, sunbeam-
lit. Broader and wider and deeper grew the starless space, the vacant Beyond, into
which | was being drawn. At last a quarter of the heavens was black and blank, and
the whole headlong rush of stellar universe closed in behind me like a veil of light that
is gathered together. It drove away from me like a monstrous Jack-o’-lantern driven by
the wind. | had come out into the wilderness of space. Even the vacant blackness
grew broader, until the hosts of the stars seemed only like a swarm of fiery specks
hurrying away from me, inconceivably remote, and the darkness, the nothingness and
emptiness, was about me on every side. Soon the little universe of matter, the cage of
points in which | had begun to be, was dwindling, now to a whirling disc of luminous
glittering, and now to one minute disc of hazy light. In a little while it would shrink to a
point, and at last would vanish altogether.

Suddenly feeling came back to me: feeling in the shape of overwhelming terror,—such
a dread of those dark vastitudes as no words can describe, 202a passionate
resurgence of sympathy and social desire. Were there other souls, invisible to me as |
to them, about me in the blackness? or was | indeed, even as | felt, alone? Had |
passed out of being into something that was neither being nor not-being? The covering
of the body, the covering of matter had been torn from me, and the hallucinations of
companionship and security. Everything was black and silent. | had ceased to be. |
was nothing. There was nothing, save only that infinitesimal dot of light that dwindled



in the gulf. | strained myself to hear and see, and for a while there was naught but
infinite silence, intolerable darkness, horror, and despair.

Then | saw that about the spot of light into which the whole world of matter had
shrunk, there was a faint glow. And in a band on either side of that the darkness was
not absolute. | watched it for ages, as it seemed to me, and through the long waiting
the haze grew imperceptibly more distinct. And then about the band appeared an
irregular cloud of the faintest, palest brown. | felt a passionate impatience; but the
things grew brighter so slowly that they scarce seemed to change. What was unfolding
itself? What was this strange reddish dawn in the interminable night of space?

The cloud’s shape was grotesque. It seemed to be looped along its lower side into four
projecting masses, and, above, it ended in a straight line. What phantom was it? | felt
assured | had seen 203that figure before; but | could not think what, nor where, nor
when it was. Then the realisation rushed upon me. It was a clenched hand. | was
alone, in space, alone with this huge, shadowy Hand, upon which the whole Universe
of Matter lay like an unconsidered speck of dust. It seemed as though | watched it
through vast periods of time. On the forefinger glittered a ring; and the universe from
which | had come was but a spot of light upon the ring’s curvature. And the thing that
the Hand gripped had the likeness of a black rod. Through a long eternity | watched the
Hand, with the ring and the rod, marvelling and fearing and waiting helplessly on what
might follow. It seemed as though nothing could follow: that | should watch forever,
seeing only the Hand and the thing it held, and understanding nothing of its import.
Was the whole universe but a refracting speck upon some greater Being? Were our
worlds but the atoms of another universe, and those again of another, and so on
through an endless progression? And what was |? Was | indeed immaterial? A vague
persuasion of a body gathering about me came into my suspense. The abysmal
darkness about the Hand filled with impalpable suggestions, with uncertain,
fluctuating shapes.

Then, suddenly, came a sound, like the sound of a tolling bell: faint, as if infinitely far;
muffled, as though heard through thick swathings of darkness,—a deep vibrating
resonance with vast gulfs of 204silence between each stroke. And the Hand appeared
to tighten on the rod. And | saw far above the Hand, towards the apex of the darkness,
a circle of dim phosphorescence, a ghostly sphere whence these sounds came
throbbing; and at the last stroke the Hand vanished, for the hour had come, and |
heard a noise of many waters. But the black rod remained as a great band across the
sky. And then a voice, which seemed to run to the uttermost parts of space, spoke,
saying: “There will be no more pain.”



At that an almost intolerable gladness and radiance rushed in upon me, and | saw the
circle shining white and bright, and the rod black and shining, and many other things
else distinct and clear. And the circle was the face of the clock, and the rod the rail of
my bed. Haddon was standing at the foot, against the rail, with a small pair of scissors
on his fingers; and the hands of my clock on the mantel over his shoulder were
clasped together over the hour of twelve. Mowbray was washing something in a basin
at the octagonal table, and at my side | felt a subdued feeling that could scarce be
spoken of as pain.

The operation had not killed me. And | perceived suddenly that the dull melancholy of
half a year was lifted from my mind.

205
THE RECONCILIATION

Temple had scarcely been with Findlay five minutes before he felt his old resentments,
and the memory of that unforgettable wrong growing vivid again. But with the
infatuation of his good resolution still upon him, he maintained the air of sham
reconciliation that Findlay had welcomed so eagerly. They talked of this and that,
carefully avoiding the matter of the separation. Temple at first spoke chiefly of his
travels. He stood between the cabinet of minerals and the fireplace, his whiskey on
the mantel-board, while Findlay sat with his chair pushed back from his writing-desk,
on which were scattered the dozen little skulls of hedgehogs and shrew mice upon
which he had been working.

Temple’s eye fell upon them, and abruptly brought his mind round from the topic of
West Africa. “And you—" said Temple. “While | have been wandering | suppose you
have been going on steadily.”

“Drumming along,” said Findlay.

“To the Royal Society and fame and all the things we used to dream about—How long
isit?”

“Five years—since our student days.”

206Temple glanced round the room, and his eye rested for a moment on a round
greyish-drab object that lay in the corner near the door. “The same fat books and

folios, only more of them, the same smell of old bones, and a dissection—is it the
same one?—in the window. Fame is your mistress?”



“Fame,” said Findlay. “But it’s hardly fame. The herd outside say, ‘Eminence in
comparative anatomy.’”

“Eminence in comparative anatomy. No marrying—no avarice.”
“None,” said Findlay, glancing askance at him.

“l suppose it’s the happiest way of living. But it wouldn’t be the thing for me.
Excitement—but, | say!”—his eye had fallen again on that fungoid shape of drabbish-
grey—“there’s a limit to scientific inhumanity. You really mustn’t keep your door open
with a human brainpan.”

He went across the room as he spoke and picked the thing up. “Brainpan!” said
Findlay. “Oh, that! Man alive, that’s not a brainpan. Where’s your science?”

“No. | see it’s not,” said Temple, carrying the object in his hand as he came back to his
former position and scrutinising it curiously. “But what the devilis it?”

“Don’t you know?” said Findlay.

The thing was about thrice the size of a man’s hand, like a rough watch-pocket of thick
bone.

207Findlay laughed almost naturally. “You have a bad memory—It’s a whale’s ear-
bone.”

“Of course,” said Temple, his appearance of interest vanishing. “The bulla of a whale.
I’ve forgotten a lot of these things.”

He half turned, and put the thing on the top of the cabinet beside Findlay’s dumb-
bells.

“If you are serious in your music-hall proposal,” he said, reverting to a jovial
suggestion of Findlay’s, “l am at your service. I’m afraid—I may find myself a little old
for that sort of thing—I haven’t tried one for ages.”

“But we are meeting to commemorate youth,” said Findlay.

“And bury our early manhood,” said Temple. “Well, well—yes, let us go to the music
hall, by all means, if you desire it. It is trivial—and appropriate. We want no tragic
issues.”

When the men returned to Findlay’s study the little clock in the dimness on the
mantel-shelf was pointing to half-past one. After the departure the little brown room,



with its books and bones, was undisturbed, save for the two visits Findlay’s attentive
servant paid, to see to the fire and to pull down the blinds and draw the curtains. The
ticking of the clock was the only sound in the quiet. Now and then the fire flickered
and stirred, sending blood-red reflections chasing the shadows across the ceiling,
and 208bringing into ghostly transitory prominence some grotesque grouping of
animals’ bones or skulls upon the shelves. At last the stillness was broken by the
unlatching and slamming of the heavy street door and the sound of unsteady
footsteps approaching along the passage. Then the door opened, and the two men
came into the warm firelight.

Temple came in first, his brown face flushed with drink, his coat unbuttoned, his
hands deep in his trousers’ pockets. His Christmas resolution had long since
dissolved in alcohol. He was a little puzzled to find himself in Findlay’s company. And
his fuddled brain insisted upon inopportune reminiscence. He walked straight to the
fire and stood before it, an exaggerated black figure, staring down into the red glow.
“After all,” he said, “we are fools to quarrel—fools to quarrel about a little thing like
that. Damned fools!”

Findlay went to the writing-table and felt about for the matches with quivering hands.
“ltwasn’t my doing,” he said.

“lt wasn’t your doing,” said Temple. “Nothing ever was your doing. You are always in
the right—Findlay the all-right.”

Findlay’s attention was concentrated upon the lamp. His hand was unsteady, and he
had some difficulty in turning up the wicks; one got jammed down and the other flared
furiously. When at 209last it was lit and turned up, he came up to Temple. “Take your
coat off, old man, and have some more whiskey,” he said. “That was a ripping little girl
in the skirt dance.”

“Fools to quarrel,” said Temple, slowly, and then woke up to Findlay’s words. “Heigh?”

“Take off your coat and sit down,” said Findlay, moving up the little metal table and
producing cigars and a syphon and whiskey. “That lamp gives an infernally bad light,
butitis all | have. Something wrong with the oil. Did you notice the drudge of that
stone-smashing trick?”

Temple remained erect and gloomy, staring into the fire. “Fools to quarrel,” he said.
Findlay was now half drunk, and his finesse began to leave him. Temple had been
drinking heavily, and was now in a curious rambling stage. And Findlay’s one idea how
was to close this curious reunion.



“There’s no woman worth a man’s friendship,” said Temple, abruptly.

He sat down in an easy chair, poured out and drank a dose of whiskey and lithia. The
idea of friendship took possession of him, and he became reminiscent of student
days and student adventures. For some time it was, “Do you remember” this, and “Do
you remember” that. And Findlay grew cheerful again.

“They were glorious times,” said Findlay, pouring whiskey into Temple’s glass.

210Then Temple startled him by abruptly reverting to that bitter quarrel. “No woman in
the world,” he said. “Curse them!”

He began to laugh stupidly. “After all—” he said, “in the end.”
“Oh, damn!” said Findlay.

“All very well for you to swear,” said Temple, “but you forget about me. ’Tain’t your
place to swear. If only you’d left things alone—"

“l thought the pass-word was forget,” said Findlay.

Temple stared into the fire for a space, “Forget,” he said, and then with a curious
return to a clarity of speech, “Findlay, I’'m getting drunk.”

“Nonsense, man, take some more.”

Temple rose out of his chair with the look of one awakening. “There’s no reason why |
should get drunk, because—"

“Drink,” said Findlay, “and forget it.”

“Faugh! | want to stick my head in water. | want to think. What the deuce am | doing
here, with you of all people.”

“Nonsense! Talk and forget it, if you won’t drink. Do you remember old Jason and the
boxing-gloves? | wonder whether you could put up your fives now.”

Temple stood with his back to the fire, his brain spinning with drink, and the old hatred
of Findlay came back in flood. He sought in his 211mind for some offensive thing to
say, and his face grew dark. Findlay saw that a crisis was upon him and he cursed
under his breath. His air of conviviality, his pose of hearty comforter, grew more and
more difficult. But what else was there to do?

“Old Jason—full of science and as slow as an elephant!—but he made boxers of us.
Do you remember our little set-to—at that place in Gower Street?”



To show his innocent liveliness, his freedom from preoccupation, Findlay pushed his
chair aside, and stepped out into the middle of the room. There he began to pose in
imitation of Jason, and to give a colourable travesty of the old prize-fighter’s
instructions. He picked up his boxing-gloves from the shelf in the recess, and slipped
them on. Temple, lowering there, on the brink of an explosion, was almost too much
for his nerves. He felt his display of high spirits was a mistake, but he must go through
with it now.

“Don’t stand glooming there, man. You’re in just that state when the world looks black
as ink. Drink yourself merry again. There’s no woman in the world worth a man’s
friendship—that’s agreed upon. Come and have a bout with these gloves of mine—
four-ounce gloves. There’s nothing sets the blood and spirits stirring like that.”

212“All right,” said Temple, quite mechanically. And then, waking up to what he was
doing, “Where are the other gloves?”

“Over there in the corner. On the top of the mineral cabinet. By Jove! Temple, thisis

'!!

like old times

Temple, quivering strangely, went to the corner. He meant to thrash Findlay, and knew
that in spite of his lighter weight he would do it. Yet it seemed puerile and inadequate
to the pitch of absurdity for the wrong Findlay had done him was great. And, putting
his hand on something pale in the shadow, he touched the bulla of the whale. The
temptation was like a lightning flash. He slipped one glove on his left hand, and thrust
the fingers of his right into the cavity of the bulla. It took all his fingers, and covered his
knuckles and all the back of his hand. And it was so oddly like a thumbless boxing-
glove! Just the very shape of the padded part. His spirits rose abruptly at the sudden
prospect of a savage joke,—how savage it could be, he did not know. Meanwhile
Findlay, with a nervous alacrity, moved the lamp into the corner behind the armchair,
and thrust his writing-desk into the window bay.

“Come on,” said Findlay, behind him, and abruptly he turned.

Findlay looked straight into his eyes, on guard, his hands half open. He did not see the
strange 213substitute for a glove that covered Temple’s right hand. Both men were
gone so far towards drunkenness that their power of observation was obscured. For a
moment they stood squaring at one another, the host smiling, and his guest smiling
also, but with his teeth set; two dark figures swaying in the firelight and the dim
lamplight. Then Findlay struck at his opponent’s face with his left hand. As he did so
Temple ducked slightly to the left, and struck savagely over Findlay’s shoulder at his
temple with the bone-covered fist. The blow was given with such tremendous force



that it sent Findlay reeling sideways, half stunned, and overcome with astonishment.
The thing struck his ear, and the side of his face went white at the blow. He struggled

to keep his footing, and as he did so Temple’s gloved right hand took him in the chest
and sent him spinning to the foot of the cigar cabinet.

Findlay’s eyes were wide open with astonishment. Temple was a lighter man by a
stone or more than himself, and he did not understand how he had been felled. He
was not stunned, although he was so dulled by the blow as not to notice the blood
running down his cheek from his ear. He laughed insincerely, and, almost pulling the
cigar cabinet over, scrambled to his feet, made as if he would speak, and put up his
hand instinctively as Temple struck out at him again, a feint with the left hand. Findlay
was an expert boxer, 214and, anticipating another right-hand blow over the ear, struck
sharply at once with his own left hand in Temple’s face, throwing his full weight into
the blow, and dodging Temple’s reply.

Temple’s upper lip was cut against his teeth, and the taste of blood and the sight of it
trickling down Findlay’s cheek destroyed the last vestiges of restraint that drink had
left him, stripped off all that education had ever done for him. There remained now
only the savage man-animal, the creature that thirsts for blood. With a half bestial cry,
he flung himself upon Findlay as he jumped back, and with a sudden sweep of his
right arm cut down the defence, breaking Findlay’s arm just above the wrist, and
following with three rapid blows of the bulla upon the face. Findlay gave an inarticulate
cry of astonishment, countered weakly once, and then went down like a felled ox. As
he fell, Temple fell kneeling upon the top of him. There was a smash as the lamp went
reeling.

The lamp was extinguished as it fell, and left the room red and black. Findlay struck
heavily at Temple’s ribs, and Temple, with his left elbow at Findlay’s neck, swung up
his right arm and struck down a sledge-hammer blow upon the face, and again and yet
again, until the body beneath his knees had ceased to writhe.

Then suddenly his frenzy left him at the voice of a woman shrieking so that it filled the
room. 215He looked up and crouched motionless as he heard and saw the study door
closing and heard the patter of feet retreating in panic. Then he looked down and saw
the thing that had once been the face of Findlay. For an awful minute he remained
kneeling agape.

Then he staggered to his feet and stood over Findlay’s body in the glow of the dying
fire, like a man awakening from a nightmare. Suddenly he perceived the bulla on his
hand, covered with blood and hair, and began to understand what had happened. In a
sudden horror he flung the diabolical thing from him. It struck the floor near the cigar



cabinet, rolled for a yard or so on its edge, and came to rest in almost the position it
had occupied when he had first set eyes on it. To Temple’s excited imagination it
seemed to be lying at exactly the same spot, the sole and sufficient cause of Findlay’s
death and his own.

216
A SLIP UNDER THE MICROSCOPE

Outside the laboratory windows was a watery grey fog, and within a close warmth and
the yellow light of the green-shaded gas lamps that stood two to each table down its
narrow length. On each table stood a couple of glass jars containing the mangled
vestiges of the crayfish, mussels, frogs, and guinea-pigs, upon which the students had
been working, and down the side of the room, facing the windows, were shelves
bearing bleached dissections in spirit, surmounted by a row of beautifully executed
anatomical drawings in white wood frames and overhanging a row of cubical lockers.
All the doors of the laboratory were panelled with blackboard, and on these were the
half-erased diagrams of the previous day’s work. The laboratory was empty, save for
the demonstrator, who sat near the preparation-room door, and silent, save for a low,
continuous murmur, and the clicking of the rocker microtome at which he was
working. But scattered about the room were traces of numerous students: hand-bags,
polished boxes of instruments, in one place a large drawing covered by newspaper,
and in another a prettily bound copy of “News from 217Nowhere,” a book oddly at
variance with its surroundings. These things had been put down hastily as the
students had arrived and hurried at once to secure their seats in the adjacent lecture-
theatre. Deadened by the closed door, the measured accents of the professor
sounded as a featureless muttering.

Presently, faint through the closed windows came the sound of the Oratory clock
striking the hour of eleven. The clicking of the microtome ceased, and the
demonstrator looked at his watch, rose, thrust his hands into his pockets, and walked
slowly down the laboratory towards the lecture-theatre door. He stood listening for a
moment, and then his eye fell on the little volume by William Morris. He picked it up,
glanced at the title, smiled, opened it, looked at the name on the fly-leaf, ran the
leaves through with his hand, and put it down. Almost immediately the even murmur
of the lecturer ceased, there was a sudden burst of pencils rattling on the desks in the
lecture-theatre, a stirring, a scraping of feet, and a number of voices speaking
together. Then a firm footfall approached the door, which began to open, and stood
ajar, as some indistinctly heard question arrested the new-comer.



The demonstrator turned, walked slowly back past the microtome and left the
laboratory by the preparation-room door. As he did so, first one, and then several
students carrying note-books, 218entered the laboratory from the lecture-theatre, and
distributed themselves among the little tables, or stood in a group about the doorway.
They were an exceptionally heterogeneous assembly,—for while Oxford and
Cambridge still recoil from the blushing prospect of mixed classes, the College of
Science anticipated America in the matter years ago,—mixed socially, too, for the
prestige of the College is high, and its scholarships, free of any age limit, dredge
deeper even than do those of the Scotch universities. The class numbered one and
twenty, but some remained in the theatre questioning the professor, copying the
blackboard diagrams before they were washed off, or examining the special
specimens he had produced to illustrate the day’s teaching. Of the nine who had
come into the laboratory, three were girls, one of whom, a little fair woman wearing
spectacles and dressed in greyish green, was peering out of the window at the fog,
while the other two, both wholesome-looking, plain-faced school-girls, unrolled and
put on the brown holland aprons they wore while dissecting. Of the men, two went
down the laboratory and sat down in their places, one a pallid, dark-bearded man who
had once been a tailor, the other a pleasant-featured, ruddy young man of twenty,
dressed in a well-fitting brown suit, young Wedderburn, the son of Wedderburn the
eye-specialist. The others formed a little knot near the theatre door. 2190ne of these,
a dwarfed, spectacled figure with a hunch back, sat on a bent wood stool, two others,
one a short, dark youngster, and the other a flaxen-haired, reddish-complexioned
young man, stood leaning side by side against the slate sink, while the fourth stood
facing them and maintained the larger share of the conversation.

This last person was named Hill. He was a sturdily built young fellow of the same age
as Wedderburn, he had a white face, dark grey eyes, hair of an indeterminate colour,
and prominent, irregular features. He talked rather louder than was needful, and
thrust his hands deeply into his pockets. His collar was frayed and blue with the
starch of a careless laundress, his clothes were evidently ready-made, and there was
a patch on the side of his boot near the toe. And as he talked or listened to the others,
he glanced now and again towards the lecture-theatre door. They were discussing the
depressing peroration of the lecture they had just heard, the last lecture it was in the
introductory course in Zodlogy. “From ovum to ovum is the goal of the higher
vertebrata,” the lecturer had said in his melancholy tones, and so had neatly rounded
off the sketch of comparative anatomy he had been developing. The spectacled
hunchback had repeated it, with noisy appreciation, had tossed it towards the fair-
haired student with an evident provocation, and had started one of those vague,



rambling discussions 2200n generalities so unaccountably dear to the student mind
all the world over.

“Thatis our goal, perhaps,—I admit it,—as far as science goes,” said the fair-haired
student, rising to the challenge. “But there are things above science.”

“Science,” said Hill, confidently, “is systematic knowledge. Ideas that don’t come into
the system must anyhow—be loose ideas.” He was not quite sure whether that was a
clever saying or a fatuity, until his hearers took it seriously.

“The thing | cannot understand,” said the hunchback, at large, “is whether Hill is a
materialist or not.”

“There is one thing above matter,” said Hill, promptly, feeling he had a better thing this
time, aware too of some one in the doorway behind him, and raising his voice a trifle
for her benefit, “and that is—the delusion that there is something above matter.”

“So we have your gospel at last,” said the fair-haired student. “It’s all a delusion, is it?
All our aspirations to lead something more than dogs’ lives, all our work for anything
beyond ourselves. But see how inconsistent you are! Your socialism, for instance.
Why do you trouble about the interests of the race? Why do you concern yourself
about the beggar in the gutter? Why are you bothering yourself to lend that book”—he
indicated William Morris by a 221movement of the head—*“to every one in the lab?”

“Girl,” said the hunchback, indistinctly, and glanced guiltily over his shoulder.

The girlin brown, with the brown eyes, had come into the laboratory, and stood on the
other side of the table behind him with her rolled-up apron in one hand, looking over
her shoulder, listening to the discussion. She did not notice the hunchback, because
she was glancing from Hill to his interlocutor. Hill’s consciousness of her presence
betrayed itself to her only in his studious ignorance of the fact; but she understood
that and it pleased her. “l see no reason,” said he, “why a man should live like a brute
because he knows of nothing beyond matter, and does not expect to exist a hundred
years hence.”

“Why shouldn’t he?” said the fair-haired student.
“Why should he?” said Hill.
“What inducement has he?”

“That’s the way with all you religious people. It’s all a business of inducements.
Cannot a man seek after righteousness for righteousness’ sake?”



There was a pause. The fair man answered with a kind of vocal padding, “But—you
see—inducement—when | said inducement—"to gain time. And then the hunchback
came to his rescue and inserted a question. He was a terrible person in the debating
society with his questions, 222and they invariably took one form,—a demand for a
definition. “What’s your definition of righteousness?” said the hunchback, at this
stage.

Hill experienced a sudden loss of complacency at this question, but even as it was
asked, relief came in the person of Brooks, the laboratory attendant, who entered by
the preparation-room door, carrying a number of freshly-killed guinea-pigs by their
hind-legs. “This is the last batch of material this session,” said the youngster who had
not previously spoken. Brooks advanced up the laboratory, smacking down a couple
of guinea-pigs at each table, and the discussion perished abruptly as the students
who were not already in their places hurried to them to secure the choice of a
specimen. There was a noise of keys rattling on split rings as lockers were opened,
and dissecting instruments taken out. Hill was already standing by his table, and his
box of scalpels was sticking out of his pocket. The girl in brown came a step towards
him, and leaning over his table, said softly, “Did you see that | returned your book, Mr.
Hill?”

During the whole scene, she and the book had been vividly presentin his
consciousness, but he made a clumsy pretence of looking at the book and seeing it
for the first time. “Oh, yes,” he said, taking it up. “I see. Did you like it?”

“l want to ask you some questions about it—sometime.”

223“Certainly,” said Hill. “I shall be glad.” He stopped awkwardly. “You liked it?” he
said.

“It’s a wonderful book. Only some things | don’t understand.”

Then suddenly the laboratory was hushed by a curious braying noise. It was the
demonstrator. He was at the blackboard ready to begin the day’s instruction, and it
was his custom to demand silence by a sound midway between the “Er” of common
intercourse, and the blast of a trumpet. The girl in brown slipped back to her place, it
was immediately in front of Hill’s, and Hill, forgetting her forthwith, took a note-book
out of the drawer of his table, turned over its leaves hastily, drew a stumpy pencil from
his pocket, and prepared to make a copious note of the coming demonstration. For
demonstrations and lectures are the sacred text of the College students. Books,
saving only the professor’s own, you may—it is even expedient to—ignore.



Hill was the son of a Landport cobbler, and had been hooked by a chance blue paper
the authorities had thrown out to the Landport Technical College. He kept himself in
London on his allowance of a guinea a week, and found that with proper care this also
covered his clothing allowance, an occasional waterproof collar, that is, and ink and
needles and cotton and such-like necessaries for a man about town. This was his first
year and his 224first session, but the brown old man in Landport had already got
himself detested in many public-houses by boasting of his son “the professor.” Hill
was a vigorous youngster, with a serene contempt for the clergy of all denominations,
and a fine ambition to reconstruct the world. He regarded his scholarship as a brilliant
opportunity. He had begun to read at seven, and had read steadily whatever came in
his way, good or bad, since then. His worldly experience had been limited to the Island
of Portsea, and acquired chiefly in the wholesale boot factory in which he had worked
by day, after passing the seventh standard of the Board School. He had a considerable
gift of speech, as the College Debating Society, which met amidst the crushing
machines and mine models in the Metallurgical Theatre downstairs, already
recognised, recognised by a violent battering of desks whenever he rose. And he was
just at that fine emotional age when life opens at the end of a narrow pass, like a
broad valley at one’s feet, full of the promise of wonderful discoveries and
tremendous achievements. And his own limitations, save that he knew that he knew
neither Latin or French, were all unknown to him.

At first his interest had been divided pretty equally between his biological work at the
College and social and theological theorising, an employment which he took in deadly
earnest. Of a night, when the big museum library was not open, he 225would siton
the bed of his room in Chelsea with his coat and a muffler on, and write out the
lecture notes and revise his dissection memoranda until Thorpe called him out by a
whistle,—the landlady objected to open the door to attic visitors,—and then the two
would go prowling about the shadowy, shiny, gas-lit streets, talking, very much in the
fashion of the sample just given, of the God Idea and Righteousness and Carlyle and
the Reorganisation of Society. And in the midst of it all, Hill, arguing not only for Thorpe
but for the casual passer-by, would lose the thread of his argument, glancing at some
pretty, painted face that looked meaningly at him as he passed. Science and
Righteousness! But once or twice lately there had been signs that a third interest was
creeping into his life, and he had found his attention wandering from the fate of the
mesoblastic somites or the probable meaning of the blastopore, to the thought of the
girl with the brown eyes who sat at the table before him.

She was a paying student; she descended inconceivable social altitudes to speak to
him. At the thought of the education she must have had and the accomplishments



she must possess, the soul of Hill became abject within him. She had spoken to him
first over a difficulty about the alisphenoid of a rabbit’s skull, and he had found that, in
biology at least, he had no reason for self-abasement. And from that, after the manner
of young 226people starting from any starting-point, they got to generalities, and while
Hill attacked her upon the question of socialism,—some instinct told him to spare her
a direct assault upon her religion,—she was gathering resolution to undertake what
she told herself was his aesthetic education. She was a year or two older than he,
though the thought never occurred to him. The loan of “News from Nowhere” was the
beginning of a series of cross loans. Upon some absurd first principle of his, Hill had
never “wasted time” upon poetry, and it seemed an appalling deficiency to her. One
day in the lunch hour, when she chanced upon him alone in the little museum where
the skeletons were arranged, shamefully eating the bun that constituted his midday
meal, she retreated and returned, to lend him, with a slightly furtive air, a volume of
Browning. He stood sideways towards her and took the book rather clumsily, because
he was holding the bun in the other hand. And in the retrospect his voice lacked the
cheerful clearness he could have wished.

That occurred after the examination in comparative anatomy, on the day before the
College turned out its students and was carefully locked up by the officials, for the
Christmas holidays. The excitement of cramming for the first trial of strength had for a
little while dominated Hill to the exclusion of his other interests. In the forecasts of
the 227result in which every one indulged, he was surprised to find that no one
regarded him as a possible competitor for the Harvey Commemoration Medal, of
which this and the two subsequent examinations disposed. It was about this time that
Wedderburn, who so far had lived inconspicuously on the uttermost margin of Hill’s
perceptions, began to take on the appearance of an obstacle. By a mutual agreement
the nocturnal prowlings with Thorpe ceased for the three weeks before the
examination, and his landlady pointed out that she really could not supply so much
lamp-oil at the price. He walked to and fro from the College with little slips of
mnemonics in his hand, lists of crayfish appendages, rabbits’ skull-bones, and
vertebrate nerves, for example, and became a positive nuisance to foot-passengers in
the opposite direction.

But by a natural reaction Poetry and the girl with the brown eyes ruled the Christmas
holiday. The pending results of the examination became such a secondary
consideration that Hill marvelled at his father’s excitement. Even had he wished it,
there was no comparative anatomy to read in Landport, and he was too poor to buy
books, but the stock of poets in the library was extensive and Hill’s attack was
magnificently sustained. He saturated himself with the fluent numbers of Longfellow



and Tennyson, and fortified himself with Shakespeare, found a kindred soul in Pope
and a master in Shelley, and heard and fled the siren 228voices of Eliza Cook and Mrs.
Hemans. But he read no more Browning, because he hoped for the loan of other
volumes from Miss Haysman when he returned to London.

He walked from his lodgings to the College with that volume of Browning in his shiny
black bag, and his mind teeming with the finest general propositions about poetry.
Indeed he framed first this little speech and then that with which to grace the return.
The morning was an exceptionally pleasant one for London, there was a clear, hard
frost and undeniable blue in the sky, a thin haze softened every outline, and warm
shafts of sunlight struck between the houseblocks and turned the sunny side of the
street to amber and gold. In the hall of the College he pulled off his glove and signed
his name with fingers so stiff with cold that the characteristic dash under the
signature he cultivated became a quivering line. He imagined Miss Haysman about
him everywhere. He turned at the staircase, and there, below, he saw a crowd
struggling at the foot of the notice board. This, possibly, was the biology list. He forgot
Browning and Miss Haysman for the moment, and joined the scrimmage. And at last
with his cheek flattened against the sleeve of the man on the step above him, he read
the list:

“Class |.
H. J. Somers Wedderburn.
William Hill.”

229And thereafter followed a second class that is outside our present sympathies. It
was characteristic that he did not trouble to look for Thorpe on the Physics list, but
backed out of the struggle at once, and in a curious emotional state between pride
over common second-class humanity and acute disappointment at Wedderburn’s
success, went on his way upstairs. At the top, as he was hanging up his coatin the
passage, the zoological demonstrator, a young man from Oxford, who secretly
regarded him as a blatant “mugger” of the very worst type, offered his heartiest
congratulations.

At the laboratory door Hill stopped for a second to get his breath, and then entered.
He looked straight up the laboratory and saw all five girl students grouped in their
places, and Wedderburn, the once retiring Wedderburn, leaning rather gracefully
against the window, playing with the blind tassel and talking, apparently, to the five of
them. Now Hill could talk bravely enough and even overbearingly to one girl, and he
could have made a speech to a roomful of girls, but this business of standing at ease



and appreciating, fencing, and returning quick remarks round a group, was, he knew,
altogether beyond him. Coming up the staircase his feelings for Wedderburn had been
generous, a certain admiration perhaps, a willingness to shake his hand
conspicuously and heartily as one who had fought but the first round. But before
Christmas Wedderburn had never gone up 230to that end of the room to talk. In a
flash Hill’'s mist of vague excitement condensed abruptly to a vivid dislike of
Wedderburn. Possibly his expression changed. As he came up to his place
Wedderburn nodded carelessly to him, and the others glanced round. Miss Haysman
looked at him and away again, the faintest touch of her eyes. “l can’t agree with you,
Mr. Wedderburn,” she said.

“l must congratulate you on your first class, Mr. Hill,” said the spectacled girlin green,
turning round and beaming at him.

“It’s nothing,” said Hill, staring at Wedderburn and Miss Haysman talking together, and
eager to hear what they talked about.

“We poor folks in the second class don’t think so,” said the girlin spectacles.

What was it Wedderburn was saying? Something about William Morris! Hill did not
answer the girl in spectacles, and the smile died out of his face. He could not hear and
failed to see how he could “cut in.” Confound Wedderburn! He sat down, opened his
bag, hesitated whether to return the volume of Browning forthwith, in the sight of all,
and instead drew out his new note-books for the short course in elementary botany
that was now beginning, and which would terminate in February. As he did so a fat
heavy man with a white face and pale grey eyes, Bindon, the professor of Botany who
came up from Kew for January and February, came in by the lecture-theatre 231door
and passed, rubbing his hands together and smiling in silent affability, down the
laboratory.

In the subsequent six weeks Hill experienced some very rapid and curiously complex
emotional developments. For the most part he had Wedderburn in focus—a fact that
Miss Haysman never suspected. She told Hill (for in the comparative privacy of the
museum she talked a good deal to him of socialism and Browning and general
propositions) that she had met Wedderburn at the house of some people she knew,
and “He’s inherited his cleverness; for his father, you know, is the great eye-
specialist.”

“My father is a cobbler,” said Hill, quite irrelevantly, and perceived the want of dignity
even as he said it. But the gleam of jealousy did not offend her. She conceived herself
the fundamental source of it. He suffered bitterly from a sense of Wedderburn’s



unfairness and a realisation of his own handicap. Here was this Wedderburn had
picked up a prominent man for a father, and instead of his losing so many marks on
the score of that advantage, it was counted to him for righteousness! And while Hill
had to introduce himself and talk to Miss Haysman clumsily over mangled guinea-pigs
in the laboratory, this Wedderburn, in some backstairs way, had access to her social
altitudes, and could converse in a polished 232argot that Hill understood perhaps, but
feltincapable of speaking. Not of course that he wanted to. Then it seemed to Hill that
for Wedderburn to come there day after day with cuffs unfrayed, neatly tailored,
precisely barbered, quietly perfect, was in itself an ill-bred, sneering sort of
proceeding. Moreover, it was a stealthy thing for Wedderburn to behave insignificantly
for a space, to mock modesty, to lead Hill to fancy that he himself was beyond dispute
the man of the year, and then suddenly to dart in front of him, and incontinently to
swell up in this fashion. In addition to these things Wedderburn displayed an
increasing disposition to join in any conversational grouping that included Miss
Haysman, and would venture, and indeed seek occasion to pass opinions derogatory
to Socialism and Atheism. He goaded Hill to incivilities by neat, shallow, and
exceedingly effective personalities about the socialist leaders, until Hill hated Bernard
Shaw’s graceful egotisms, William Morris’s limited editions and luxurious wall-papers,
and Walter Crane’s charmingly absurd ideal working-men, about as much as he hated
Wedderburn. The dissertations in the laboratory that had been his glory in the
previous term, became a danger, degenerated into inglorious tussles with
Wedderburn, and Hill kept to them only out of an obscure perception that his honour
was involved. In the Debating Society Hill knew quite clearly that, to a

thunderous 233accompaniment of banged desks, he could have pulverised
Wedderburn. Only Wedderburn never attended the Debating Society to be pulverised,
because—nauseous affectation!—he “dined late.”

You must not imagine that these things presented themselves in quite such a crude
form to Hill’s perception. Hill was a born generaliser. Wedderburn to him was not so
much an individual obstacle as a type, the salient angle of a class. The economic
theories that, after infinite ferment, had shaped themselves in Hill’s mind, became
abruptly concrete at the contact. The world became full of easy-mannered, graceful,
gracefully dressed, conversationally dexterous, finally shallow Wedderburns, Bishops
Wedderburn, Wedderburns, M.P., Professors Wedderburn, Wedderburn landlords, all
with finger-bowl shibboleths and epigrammatic cities of refuge from a sturdy debater.
And every one ill clothed or ill dressed, from the cobbler to the cab runner, was a man
and a brother, a fellow-sufferer, to Hill’s imagination. So that he became, as it were, a
champion of the fallen and oppressed, albeit to outward seeming only a self-



assertive, ill-mannered young man, and an unsuccessful champion at that. Again and
again, a skirmish over the afternoon tea that the girl-students had inaugurated, left
Hill with flushed cheeks and a tattered temper, and the Debating Society noticed a
new quality of sarcastic bitterness in his speeches.

234You will understand now how it was necessary, if only in the interests of humanity,
that Hill should demolish Wedderburn in the forthcoming examination and outshine
him in the eyes of Miss Haysman, and you will perceive, too, how Miss Haysman fell
into some common feminine misconceptions. The Hill-Wedderburn quarrel, for in his
unostentatious way Wedderburn reciprocated Hill’s ill-veiled rivalry, became a tribute
to her indefinable charm. She was the Queen of Beauty in a tournament of scalpels
and stumpy pencils. To her confidential friend’s secret annoyance, it even troubled
her conscience, for she was a good girl, and painfully aware, from Ruskin and
contemporary fiction, how entirely men’s activities are determined by women’s
attitudes. And if Hill never by any chance mentioned the topic of love to her, she only
credited him with the finer modesty for that omission.

So the time came on for the second examination, and Hill’s increasing pallor
confirmed the general rumour that he was working hard. In the Aérated Bread Shop
near South Kensington Station you would see him, breaking his bun and sipping his
milk, with his eyes intent upon a paper of closely written notes. In his bedroom there
were propositions about buds and stems round his looking-glass, a diagram to catch
his eye, if soap should chance to spare it, above his washing-basin. He missed several
meetings of 235the Debating Society, but he found the chance encounters with Miss
Haysman in the spacious ways of the adjacent Art Museum, or in the little Museum at
the top of the College, or in the College corridors, more frequent and very restful. In
particular they used to meet in a little gallery full of wrought-iron chests and gates,
near the Art Library, and there Hill used to talk, under the gentle stimulus of her
flattering attention, of Browning and his personal ambitions. A characteristic she
found remarkable in him was his freedom from avarice. He contemplated quite calmly
the prospect of living all his life on an income below a hundred pounds a year. But he
was determined to be famous, to make, recognisably in his own proper person, the
world a better place to live in. He took Bradlaugh and John Burns for his leaders and
models, poor, even impecunious, Great Men. But Miss Haysman thought that such
lives were deficient on the aesthetic side, by which, though she did not know it, she
meant good wall-paper and upholstery, pretty books, tasteful clothes, concerts, and
meals nicely cooked and respectfully served.

At last came the day of the second examination, and the professor of botany, a fussy
conscientious man, rearranged all the tables in the long narrow laboratory to prevent



copying, and put his demonstrator on a chair on a table 236(where he felt, he said, like
a Hindoo god) to see all the cheating, and stuck a notice outside the door, “Door
Closed,” for no earthly reason that any human being could discover. And all the
morning from ten to one the quill of Wedderburn shrieked defiance at Hill’s, and the
quills of the others chased their leaders in a tireless pack. So also it was in the
afternoon. Wedderburn was a little quieter than usual, and Hill’s face was hot all day,
and his overcoat bulged with text-books and note-books against the last moment’s
revision. And the next day, in the morning and in the afternoon, was the practical
examination, when sections had to be cut and slides identified. In the morning Hill
was depressed because he knew he had cut a thick section, and in the afternoon
came the Mysterious Slip.

It was just the kind of thing that the botanical professor was always doing. Like the
income tax, it offered a premium to the cheat. It was a preparation under the
microscope, a little glass slip, held in its place on the stage of the instrument by light
steel clips, and the inscription set forth that the slip was not to be moved. Each
student was to go in turn to it, sketch it, write in his book of answers what he
considered it to be, and return to his place. Now to move such a slip is a thing one can
do by a chance movement of the finger, and in a fraction of a second. 237The
professor’s reason for decreeing that the slip should not be moved depended on the
fact that the object he wanted identified was characteristic of a certain tree stem. In
the position in which it was placed it was a difficult thing to recognise, but once the
slip was moved so as to bring other parts of the preparation into view, its nature was
obvious enough.

Hill came to this, flushed from a contest with staining reagents, sat down on the little
stool before the microscope, turned the mirror to get the best light, and then out of
sheer habit shifted the slip. At once he remembered the prohibition, and with an
almost continuous motion of his hands, moved it back, and sat paralysed with
astonishment at his action.

Then slowly he turned his head. The professor was out of the room, the demonstrator
sat aloft on his impromptu rostrum, reading the “Q. Jour. Mi. Sci.,” the rest of the
examinees were busy and with their backs to him. Should he own up to the accident
now? He knew quite clearly what the thing was. It was a lenticel, a characteristic
preparation from the elder-tree. His eye roved over his intent fellow-students and
Wedderburn suddenly glanced over his shoulder at him with a queer expression in his
eyes. The mental excitement that had kept Hill at an abnormal pitch of vigour these
two days gave way to a curious nervous tension. His book of 238answers was beside
him. He did not write down what the thing was, but with one eye at the microscope he



began making a hasty sketch of it. His mind was full of this grotesque puzzle in ethics
that had suddenly been sprung upon him. Should he identify it? Or should he leave
this question unanswered? In that case Wedderburn would probably come out firstin
the botanical list. How could he tell now whether he might not have identified the
thing without shifting it? It was possible that Wedderburn had failed to recognise it, of
course. Suppose Wedderburn, too, had shifted the slide? He looked up at the clock.
There were fifteen minutes in which to make up his mind. He gathered up his book of
answers and the coloured pencils he used in illustrating his replies, and walked back
to his seat.

He read through his manuscript and then sat thinking and gnawing his knuckle. It
would look queer now if he owned up. He must beat Wedderburn. He forgot the
examples of those starry gentlemen, John Burns and Bradlaugh. Besides, he reflected,
the glimpse of the rest of the slip he had had, was after all quite accidental, forced
upon him by chance, a kind of providential revelation rather than an unfair advantage.
It was not nearly so dishonest to avail himself of that as it was of Broome, who
believed in the efficacy of prayer, to pray daily for a First-Class. 239“Five minutes
more,” said the demonstrator, folding up his paper and becoming observant. Hill
watched the clock hands until two minutes remained, then he opened the book of
answers, and with hot ears and an affectation of ease, gave his drawing of the lenticel
its name.

When the second pass list appeared, the previous positions of Wedderburn and Hill
were reversed, and the spectacled girl in green who knew the demonstrator in private
life (where he was practically human) said that in the result of the two examinations
taken together, Hill had the advantage of a mark, 167 to 166, out of a possible 200.
Every one admired Hill in a way, though the suspicion of “mugging” clung to him. But
Hill was to find congratulations and Miss Haysman’s enhanced opinion of him, and
even the decided decline in the crest of Wedderburn tainted by an unhappy memory.
He felt a remarkable access of energy at first, and the note of a Democracy marching
to Triumph returned to his Debating Society speeches; he worked at his comparative
anatomy with tremendous zeal and effect, and he went on with his sesthetic
education. But through it all, a vivid little picture was continually coming before his
mind’s eye, of a sneakish person manipulating a slide....

No human being had witnessed the act, and he was cocksure that no Higher Power
existed to 240see it, but for all that it worried him. Memories are not dead things, but
alive; they dwindle in disuse, but they harden and develop in all sorts of queer ways if
they are being continually fretted. Curiously enough, though at the time he perceived
clearly that the shifting was accidental, as the days wore on his memory became



confused about it, until at last he was not sure, although he assured himself that

he was sure, whether the movement had been absolutely involuntary. Then itis
possible that Hill’s dietary was conducive to morbid conscientiousness,—a breakfast
frequently eaten in a hurry, a midday bun, and, at such hours after five as chanced to
be convenient, such meat as his means determined, usually in a chophouse in a back
street off the Brompton Road. Occasionally he treated himself to threepenny and
ninepenny classics, and they usually represented a suppression of potatoes or chops.
Itis indisputable that outbreaks of self-abasement and emotional revival have a
distinct relation to periods of scarcity. But apart from this influence on the feelings,
there was in Hill a distinct aversion to falsity, that the blasphemous Landport cobbler
had inculcated by strap and tongue from his earliest years. Of one fact about
professed Atheists | am convinced: they may be, they usually are, fools, void of
subtlety, revilers of holy institutions, brutal speakers, and mischievous knaves; but
they lie with difficulty. If it were not so, if they had 241the faintest grasp of the idea of
compromise, they would simply be liberal Churchmen. And, moreover, this memory
poisoned his regard for Miss Haysman. For she now preferred him to Wedderburn so
evidently that he felt sure he cared for her, and began reciprocating her attentions by
timid marks of personal regard,—at one time he even bought a bunch of violets,
carried it about in his pocket, and produced it with a stumbling explanation, withered
and dead, in the gallery of old iron. It poisoned, too, the denunciation of capitalist
dishonesty that had been one of his life’s pleasures. And, lastly, it poisoned his
triumph over Wedderburn. Previously he had been Wedderburn’s superior in his own
eyes, and had raged simply at a want of recognition. Now he began to fret at the darker
suspicion of a positive inferiority. He fancied he found justification for his position in
Browning; but they vanished on analysis. At last, moved curiously enough by exactly
the same motive forces that had resulted in his dishonesty, he went to Professor
Bindon and made a clean breast of the whole affair. As Hill was a paid student,
Professor Bindon did not ask him to sit down, and he stood before the Professor’s
desk as he made his confession.

“It’s a curious story,” said Professor Bindon, slowly realising how the thing reflected on
himself, and then letting his anger rise. “A most remarkable story. | can’t understand
your doing it, and 242| can’t understand this avowal. You’re a type of student—
Cambridge men would never dream—I suppose | ought to have thought—Why did you
cheat?”

“l didn’t—cheat,” said Hill.

“But you have just been telling me you did.”



“l thought | explained—”
“Either you cheated or you did not cheat.”
“l said my motion was involuntary—"

“l am not a metaphysician, | am a servant of science—of fact. You were told not to
move the slip. You did move the slip. If that is not cheating—"

“If | was a cheat,” said Hill, with the note of hysterics in his voice, “should | come here
and tell you?”

“Your repentance, of course, does you credit,” said Professor Bindon; “but it does not
alter the original facts.”

“No, sir,” said Hill, giving in, in utter self-abasement.

“Even now you cause an enormous amount of trouble. The examination list will have
to be revised.”

“l suppose so, sir.”

“Suppose so! Of course it must be revised. And | don’t see how | can conscientiously
passyou.”

“Not pass me!” said Hill. “Fail me!”

“It’s the rule in all examinations. Or where 243should we be? What else did you
expect? You don’t want to shirk the consequences of your own acts?”

“l thought perhaps,” said Hill. And then, “Fail me! | thought, as | told you, you would
simply deduct the marks given for that slip—”

“Impossible!” said Bindon. “Besides, it would still leave you above Wedderburn.
Deduct only the marks! Preposterous! The Departmental Regulations distinctly say—"

“But it’s my own admission, sir.”

“The Regulations say nothing whatever of the manner in which the matter comes to
light. They simply provide—"

“lt will ruin me. If | fail this examination, they won’t renew my scholarship.”
“You should have thought of that before.”

“But, sir, consider all my circumstances—”



“l cannot consider anything. Professors in this College are machines. The Regulations
will not even let us recommend our students for appointments. | am a machine, and
you have worked me. | have to do—"

“It’s very hard, sir.”
“Possibly itis.”
“If | am to be failed this examination | might as well go home at once.”

“Thatis as you think proper.” Bindon’s voice softened a little, he perceived he had
been unjust, and, provided he did not contradict himself, 244he was disposed to
amelioration. “As a private person,” he said, “l think this confession of yours goes far
to mitigate your offence. But you have set the machinery in motion, you know, and
now it must take its course. |—| am really sorry you gave way.”

A wave of emotion prevented Hill from answering. Suddenly very vividly he saw the
heavily-lined face of the old Landport cobbler, his father. “Good God!—What a fool |
have been!” he said hotly and abruptly.

“l hope,” said Bindon, “that it will be a lesson to you.”
But curiously enough they were not thinking of quite the same indiscretion.
There was a pause.

“l would like a day to think, sir, and then | will let you know—about going home, |
mean,” said Hill, moving towards the door.

The next day Hill’s place was vacant. The spectacled girl in green was, as usual, first
with the news. Wedderburn and Miss Haysman were talking of the Meistersingers,
when she came up to them.

“Have you heard?” she said.

“Heard what?”

“There was cheating in the examination.”

“Cheating!” said Wedderburn, with his face suddenly hot. “How?”
245“That slide—"

“Moved? Never!”

“It was. That slide that we weren’t to move—"



“Nonsense!” said Wedderburn. “Why! How could they find out? Who do they say—"
“It was Mr. Hill.”

“Hill'”

“Mr. Hill!”

“Not—surely not the immaculate Hill?” said Wedderburn, recovering.

“l don’t believe it,” said Miss Haysman. “How do you know?”

“l didn’t,” said the girl in spectacles. “But | know it now for a fact. Mr. Hill went and
confessed to Professor Bindon himself.”

“By Jove!” said Wedderburn. “Hill of all people—But | am always inclined to distrust
these philanthropists-on-principle—"

“Are you quite sure?” said Miss Haysman, with a catch in her breath.

“Quite. It’s dreadful, isn’t it? But you know, what can you expect? His fatheris a
cobbler—”

Then Miss Haysman astonished the girlin spectacles.

“l don’t care. | will not believe it,” she said, flushing darkly under her warm-tinted skin.
“I will not believe it until he has told me so himself—face to face. | would scarcely
believe it then,” 246and abruptly she turned her back on the girl in spectacles, and
walked to her own place.

“It’s true, all the same,” said the girl in spectacles, peering and smiling at Wedderburn.

But Wedderburn did not answer her. She was, indeed, one of those people who are
destined to make unanswered remarks.
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