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WOLF SOLENT






THE FACE ON THE WATERLOO STEPS

FROM Waterloo Station to the small country town of Ramsgard in
Dorset is ajourney of not more than three or four hours, but having
by good luck found a compartment to himself, Wolf Solent was
abletoindulgein such an orgy of concentrated thought, that these
three or four hours lengthened themselves out into something
beyond al human measurement.

A bluebottle fly buzzed up and down above his head, every now
and then settling on one of the coloured advertisements of seaside
resorts - Weymouth, Swanage, Lulworth, and Poole - cleaning its
front legs upon the masts of painted ships or upon the sands of
impossibly cerulean waters.

Through the open window near which he sat, facing the engine,
the sweet airs of an unusually relaxed March morning visited his
nostrils, carrying fragrances of young green shoots, of wet muddy
ditches, of hazel-copses full of damp moss, and of primroses on
warm grassy hedge-banks.

Solent was not an ill-favoured man; but on the other hand he
was not a prepossessng one.  His short, stubbly hair was of a
bleached two-colour. His forehead as well as his rather shapeless
chin had a tendency to dope backward, a peculiarity which had
the effect of throwing the weight of his character upon the curve
of his hooked nose and upon the rough, thick eyebrows that over-
arched his deeply-sunken grey eyes.

He was tal and lean; and as he stretched out his legs and clasped
his hands in front of him and bowed his head over his bony wrists
it would have been difficult to tell whether the goblinish grimaces
that occasionaly wrinkled his physiognomy were fits of sardonic,
chuckling or spasms of reckless desperation.

" His mood, whatever its e ements, may have been, was obvioudy
connected with a CrumpledTetter which he more than once drew
forth from his side-pocket, rapidly glanced over, and replaced,
only to relapse into the same pose as before.
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The letter which thus affected him was written in ameticulously
small hand, and ran as follows:

My dear Sir,

Will you be so kind as to arrive at Ramsgard on Thursday in
time to meet my friend, Mr. Darnley Otter, about five o'clock,
in the tea-room of the Lovelace Hotel? He will be driving over
to King's Barton that afternoon and will convey you to his
mother's house, where for the present you will have your room.
Ifit is convenient | would regard it as a favour if you will come
up and dine with me on the night of your arrival. | dine at eight
o'clock; and we shall be able to talk things over.

| must again express my pleasure at your so prompt acceptance
of my poor offer.

Yours faithfully,
JOHN URQUHART

He re-invoked the extraordinary incident which had led to his
'prompt acceptance’ of Mr. Urquhart's 'poor offer.’

“"He was now thirty-five, and for ten years he had laborioudly.
taught History at a small institution in the city of London, living
peacefully under the despotic affection of his mother, with whom,
when he was only a child of ten, he had left Dorsetshi re, and anng
with Dorsetshire al the agitating memories of his dead father.

As it happened, his new post, as literary assistant to the Squire
of King's Barton, brought him to the very scene of these disturbing
memories, for it was from a respectable position as History Master
in Ramsgard School that his father had descended, by a series of
mysterious headlong plunges, until he lay dead in the cemetery of
that town, a byword of scandalous depravity.

It was only the fact that the Squire of King's Barton was a
relative of Lord Carfax, a cousin of Wolf's mother, that had made
it possible for him to find arefreat, suitable to his not very com-
P][ehensve abilities, after the astoundi ng dénouement of his London

ife

He could visudize, now, as if it had occurred that very day
instead of two months ago, the outraged anger upon his mother's
face when he communicated to her what had happened. He had
danced his 'malice-dance’ - that is how he himself expressed it -
in the middle"ofan innocent discourse on the reign of Queen Anne.
He was telling his pupils quite %Jietly about Dean Swift; and dl



of a sudden some mental screen or lid or dam in his own mind
completely collapsed and hefound himself pouring forth a torrent of
wild, indecent invectives upon every aspect of modern civilization.

Hehad, in fact, so at least he told his mother, danced his 'malice-
dance’ on that quiet platform to so abandoned a tune, that no
‘authorities,' in so far as they retained their natural instincts at al,
could possibly condone it.

And now, with that event behind him, he was escaping from the
weight of maternal disapprova into the very region where the
grand disaster of his mother's life had occurred.

They had had some very turbulent scenes after the receipt of
Mr. Urquhart's first answer to his appeal. But as she had no in-
come, and only very limited savings, the sheer weight of economic
necessity drove her into submission.

'You shall come down'to me there when I've got a cottage,' he
had flung out; and her agitated, handsome face, beneath its dis-
ordered mass of wavy, grey hair, had hardened itself under the
impact of those words, as if he had taken up her most precious tea
set and dashed it into fragments at her feet.

One of the suppressed emotions that had burst forth on that
January afternoon had had to do with the appalling misery of so
many of his fellow Londoners. He recalled the figure of a man he
had seen on the steps outside Waterloo Station. The inert despair
upon the face that this figure had turned towards him came be-
tween him now and a hillside covered with budding beeches. The
face was repeated many times among those great curving masses
of emerald-clear foliage. It was an English face; and it was aso
aChineseface, aRussian face, an Indian face. It had the variable-
ness of that Protean wine of the priestess Bacbuc. It wasjust the
face of aman, of a mortal man, against whom Providence had
grown as malignant as amad dog. And the woe upon the face was
of such a character that Wolf knew at once that no conceivable
socid readjustments or ameliorative revolutions could ever atone
for it - could ever make up for the simple irremediable fact that
it had been as it had been!

By the time the hill of beeches had disappeared, he caught sight
of a powerful motor-lorry clanging its way aong a narrow road,
leaving a cloud of dust behind it, and the sight of this thing gave
his thought a new direction. There arose before him, complicated
and inhuman, like a moving tower of instruments and appliances,
the monstrous Apparition of Mc:tljern [nvention.




He felt as though, with aeroplanes spying down upon every
retreat like ubiquitous vultures, with the lanes invaded by iron-
clad motors like colossal beetles, with no sea, no lake, no river free
from throbbing, thudding engines, the one thing most precious of
al in the world was being steadily assassinated.

In the dusty, sunlit space of that small tobacco-stained carriage
he seemed to see, floating and helpless, animage of the whole round
earth! And he saw it bleeding and victimized, like a smooth-
bellied, vivisected frog. He saw it scooped and gouged and scraped
and harrowed. He saw it hawked at out of the humming air. He
saw it netted in a quivering entanglement of vibrations, heaving
and shuddering under the weight of iron and stone.

Where, he asked himself, as for the twentieth time he took out
and put back Mr. Urquhart's letter - where, in such a vivisected
frog's-belly of aworld, would there be a place left for a person to
think any single thought that was leisurely and easy? And, as he
asked himsdlf this, and mentally formed a visua image of what he
considered 'thought,’ such ‘thought' took the form of dowly stir-
ring, vegetable leaves, big as elephants feet, hanging from suc-
culent and cold stalks on the edges of woodland swamps.

And then, stretching out his legs still further and leaning back
against the dusty cushions, he set himself to measure the resources
of his spirit against these accursed mechanisms. He did this
quite gravely, with no comic uneasiness at the arrogance of
such a proceeding. Why should he not pit his individual
magnetic strength against the tyrannous machinery invented by
other men?

In fact, the thrill of malicious exultation that passed through his
nerves as he thought of these things had a curious resemblance to
the strange ecstasy he used to derive from certain godlike mytho-
logicd legends. He would never have confessed to any living
person the intoxicating enlargement of personality that used to
come to him from imagining himself a sort of demiurgic force,
drawing its power from the heart of Nature hersdlf.

And it was just that sort of enlargement he experienced now,
when he felt the mysterious depths of his soul stirred and excited
by his defiance of these modern inventions. It was not as though
he fell back on any traditional archaic obstinacy. What he fell
back upon was a crafty, elusive cunning of his own, a.cunning both
dippery and serpentine, a cunning that could flow like ar, snk
like rain-water, rise like green 51%0 root itsdf like invishle spores



of moss, float like filmy pond-scum, yield and retreat, retreat and
yield, yet remain unconquered and inviolable!

As he stared through the open window and watched each span of
telegraph-wires sink dowly down till the next telegraph-post pulled
them upward with ajerk, he indulged himselfin a sensation which
aways gave him a peculiar pleasure, the sensation of imagining
himself to be a prehistoric giant who, with an effortless ease, ran
aong by the side of the train, leaping over hedges, ditches, lanes,
and ponds, and easily rivaled, in natural-born silent speed, the
noisy mechanism of al those pistons and cog-whedld!

He felt himsdf watching this other sdlf, this leaping giant, with
the positive satisfaction of a hooded snake, thrusting out a flicker-
ing forked tongue from cails that shimmered in the sun. And yet
asthetrain rushed forward, it seemed to him asif his real sdlf were
neither giant nor snake; but rather that black-budded ash tree,
gill in the rearward of its leafy companions, whose hushed grey
branches threw so contorted a shadow upon the railway bank.

Soon the train that carried him ran rapidly past the queer-looking
tower of Basingstoke Church, and his thoughts took yet another
turn. There was a tethered cow eating grass in the churchyard;
and as for the space of a quarter of a minute he watched this cow,
it gathered to itself such an inviolable placidity that its feet seemed
planted in a green pool of quietness that was older than life itself.

But the Basingstoke Church tower substituted itself for the image
of the cow; and it seemed to Solent as though al the religions in
the world were nothing but so many creaking and splashing barges,
whereon the souls of men ferried themselves over those lakes of
primal silence, disturbing the swaying water-plants that grew there
and driving away the shy water-fowl!

He told himself that every church-tower in the land overlooked
a graveyard, and that in every graveyard was a vast empty grave
waiting for the 'Jedous Father of Men' who lived in the church.
He knew there wasjust such a church-tower at King's Barton, and
another one at Ramsgard, and yet another at Blacksod, the town
on the further side of Mr. Urquhart's village.

He sat very upright now, as the train approached Andover; and
the idea came into his head, as he fixed his gaze on his fellow
traveller, the bluebottle fly, who was cleaning his front legs on a
picture of Swanage pier, that from tower to tower of these West
Country churches there might be sent, one gusty November night,
a long-drawn melancholy cry, a cry heard only by dogs and horses
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and geese and cattle and village-idiots, the real death-cry of a
god - dead at last of extreme old age!

'Christ is different from God,' he said to himself. 'Only when
God is really dead will Christ be known for what He is. Christ
will take the place of God then.'

As a sort of deliberate retort to these wild fancies, the tall spire
of Salisbury Cathedral rose suddenly before him. Here the train
stopped; and though even here - possibly because his absorption
in his thoughts gave him a morose and uncongenial appearance -
no one entered his third-class carriage, the stream of his cogitations
began to grow less turbid, less violent, less destructive. The
austerity of Salisbury Plain yielded now to the glamour of Black-
more Vae. Dairy-farms took the place of sheep-farms; lush pas-
tures of bare chalk-downs; enclosed orchards of open cornfields;
and park-like moss-grown oaks of wind-swept naked thorn-bushes.

The green, heavily-grassed meadows through which the train
moved now, the dow, brown, alder-shaded streams, the tall hedge-
rows, the pollarded elms - all these things made Solent realize how
completely he had passed from the sphere of his mother's energetic
ambitions into the more relaxed world, rich and soft and vaporous
as the airs that hung over those mossy ditches, that had been the
native land of the man in the Ramsgard cemetery.

His mother's grievances, posthumous and belated, but full of an
undying vigour, had never realy made him hate his father; and
somehow the outburst that had ended his scholastic career had
released certain latent instincts in him which now turned, with a
fling of rebellious satisfaction, to the wavering image of his sinister
begetter.

Children, he knew, were often completely different from both
their progenitors, but Wolf had a shrewd suspicion that there was
very little in him that did not revert, on one sde or the other, to
his two parents. He was now thirty-five, a grim, harassed-looking,
clean-shaven man, with sunken eye-sockets, but he felt his heart
beating with keen excitement, as, after an absence of a quarter of
a century, he returned to his native pastures.

What would he find in that house of 'Darnley Otter's mother?
Who was this Darnley Otter? What had he to do with Mr.
Urquhart? And what would Mr. Urquhart reveal that evening as
to the form his own services were to take?

As the train drew up at Semley, he read the words, Tor Shaftes-
bury,” upon the notice-board; and very soon the high grassy
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battlements of the great heathen fortress loomed against the
sky-line.

Staring at those turf-covered bastions, and drawing into his
lungs lovely breathings from damp moss and cold primroses -
breathings that seemed to float up and down that valley on ary
journeys of their own - he found himself gathering his mental
resources together so as to face with a concentrated spirit whatever
awaited him in these pleasant places. . . . 'Christ is not a man;
He never was a man, he thought. 'And He will be more than a
god when God is dead. . . . Three church-towers . . . three.
Ramsgard . . . King's Barton , . . Blacksod . . . it's quaint to
think that I've absolutely no idea what | shall be feeling when |
touch with my hand the masonry of those three towers ... or
what people | shall know! | hope | shal find some girl who'll let
me make love to her . . . tall and slim and white! I'd like her to
be very white . . . with a tiny little mole, like Imogen's, upon
her left breast. ... I'd like to make love to her out-of-
doors . . . among elder-bushes . . . among elder-bushes and
herb Robert. . . .

He pulled in his legs and clasped his hands over his knees, lean-
ing forward, frowning and intent. 'l don't care whether | make
money. | don't care whether | get fame. | don't care whether |
leave any work behind me when | die. All | want is certain sensa-
tiond" And with al the power of his wits he set himself to try and
ar?alyse what these sensations were that he wanted beyond every-
thing.

The first thing he did was to attempt to analyse a mental device
he was in the habit of resorting to - a device that supplied him
with the secret substratum of his whole life. This was a certain
trick he had of doing what he called ' sinking into his soul." This
trick had been a furtive custom with him from very early days.
In his childhood his mother had often ralied him about it in her
light-hearted way, and had applied to these trances, or these fits
of absent-mindedness, an amusing but rather indecent nursery
name. His father, on the other hand, had encouraged him in these
moods, taking them very gravely, and treating him, when under
their spell, as if he were a sort of infant magician.

It was, however, when staying in his grandmother's house at
Weymouth that the word had come to him which he now aways
used in his own mind to describe these obsessions. It was the word
'mythology’; and he used it entirely in a private sense of his own.
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He could remember very well where he first came upon the word.
It was in a curious room, cdled ‘the ante-room,” which was con-
nected by folding-doors with his grandmother's drawing-room,
and which was filled with the sort of ornamental debris that middlie-
class people were in the habit of acquiring in the early years of
Queen Victoria. The window of his grandmother's room opened
upon the sea; and Wolf, carrying the word 'mythology’ into this
bow-window, dlowed it to become his own secret name for his
own secret habit.

This 'sinking into his soul' - this sensation which he caled
'mythology’ - consisted of a certain summoning-up, to the surface
of his mind, of a subconscious magnetic power which from those
very early Weymouth days, as he watched the glitter of sun and
moon upon the waters from that bow-window, had seemed pre-
pared to answer such a summons.

This secret practice was aways accompanied by an arrogant
mental idea - the idea, namely, that he was taking part in some
Occult cosmic struggle - some struggle between what he liked to
think of as 'good' and what he liked to think of as 'evil' in those
remote depths.

How it came about that the mere indulgence in a sensation
that was as thrilling as a secret vice should have the power of
rousing so bold an arrogance, Wolf himself was never able to
explain; for his 'mythology," as he caled it, had no outlet in any
sort of action. It was limited entirely to a secret sensation in his
own mind, such as he would have been hard put to it to explain
in intelligible words to any living person.

But such as it was, his profoundest persona pride - what
might be called his dominant life-illusion - depended entirely
upon it.

Not only had he no ambition for action; he had no ambition
for any sort of literary or intellectual achievement. He hid, deep
down in his being, a contempt that was actually malicious in. its
pride for al the human phenomena of worldly success. It was as
If he had been some changeling from a different planet, a planet
where the issues of life - the great dudlistic struggles between
life and death - never emerged from the charmed circle of the
individual's private consciousness.

Wolf himself, if pressad to describe it, would have used some
simple earthly metaphor. He would have sad that his magnetic
impulses resembled the expandirég of great vegetable leaves over
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a till poal - leaves nourished by hushed noons, by liquid, trans-
parent nights, by al the movements of the elements - but making
some inexplicable difference, merely by their spontaneous expan-
son, to the great hidden struggle aways going on in Nature
between the good and the evil forces.

Outward things, such as that terrible face on the Waterloo steps,
or that tethered cow he had seen at Basingstoke, were to him like
faintly-limned images in a mirror, the true reality of which lay
al the while in his mind - in these hushed, expanding leaves - in
this secret vegetation - the roots of whose being hid themselves
beneath the dark waters of his consciousness.

What he experienced now was a vague wonder as to whether
the events that awaited him - these new scenes - these unknown
people — would be able to do what no outward events had yet
done - break up this mirror of half-reality and drop great stones
of real reality - drop them and lodge them - hard, brutal, material
1gcl)_neﬁ— down there among those dark waters and that mental
oliage.

'Perhaps I've never known reality as other human beings know
it he thought. 'My life has been industrious, monotonous,
patient. 1've carried my load like a camel. And I've been able to
do this because it hasn't been my red life at al! My "mythology"
has been my red life

The bluebottle fly moved dowly and cautiously across Wey-
mouth Bay, apparently seeking some invisible atom of sustenance,
seeking it now off Redcliff, now off Ringstead, now off White Nore.

A sudden nervousness came upon him and he shivered a little.
'What if this new reality, when it does come, smashes up my whole
secret life? But perhaps it won't be like a rock or stone . . . per-
haps it won't be like a tank or lorry or an aeroplane .

He clasped his bony flngers tightly together. 'Some glrl who'll
let me make love to her . . . "white as a peded willow-wand"
make love to her in the middle of a hazel wood . . . green moss
... primroses . . . moschatel . . . whiteness. . . ." He unclasped his
fingers, and then clasped them again, this time with the left hand
above the right hand.

It was nearly twelve o'clock when the train drew up a Long-
borne Port, a village which he knew was the last stop before he
reached Ramsgard.

He rose from his seat and took down his things from the rack,
causéng, as he did 0, s0 muchﬂagitation to his only travelling-



companion, the bluebottle fly, that it escaped with an indignant
humming through the window into the unfamiliar air-fields of
Dorsetshire.

A young, lanky, bareheaded porter, with a countenance of
whimsica inanity, bawled out a the top of his voice, as he rattled
his milk-cans. ‘Longborne Port! Longborne Port!'

Nobody issued from the train. Nothing was put out of the train
except empty milk-cans. The young man's voice, harsh as a
corncrake's, seemed unable to disturb the impenetrable security
which hung, like yellow pollen upon a drooping catkin, over those
ancient orchards and muddy lanes.

And there suddenly broke in upon the traveller, as he resumed
his seat, with his coat and stick and bag spread out before him,
the thought of how those particular syllables - ' Longborne Port!'
- mingling with the clatter of milk-cans, would reproduce to some
long-dead human skull, roused to sudden consciousness after
centrl]Jrieﬁ of non-existence, the very essence of the familiar life upon
earth!

What dark November twilights, what drowsy August noons,
what squirtings of white milk into shining pals, would those
homely syllables summon forth!

He lay back, breathing rather quickly, as the train moved out
of that small station. For the last time he took from his pocket Mr.
Urquhart's letter. 'Darnley Otter!" he said to himsdf. ‘lt's odd
to think how little that name means now, and how much it may
mean to-morrow!" Why was it that, when the future was very
likely al there already, stretched out like the great Wessex Fosse-
way in front of him, he didn't get some sort of second-sight about
it by merely reading those words in Mr. Urquhart's neat hand?
What kind of man was Darnley Otter? Was he a plain, middle-
aged man like himsef, or was he a beautiful youth? The idea of
beautiful youths made his mind once more revert to 'pecled
willow-wands," but he easlly suppressed this thought in the excite-
ment of the moment.

Ay! There were the ruins of the great Elizabethan's castle.
And there was the wide grassy expanse where the town held its
annual agricultural show, and where the Ramsgard schoolboys
were wont in old days to run their stegplechase!

How it dl came back! Twenty-five years it was since he left it,
frightened and bewildered by his parents separation; and how
little it had changed! 8



He let his gaze wander over the high tops of the park beech
trees till it logt itsdf in the blue sky.

Millions of miles of blue sky; and beyond that, millions of miles
of sky that could scarcely be called blue or any other colour - pure
unalloyed emptiness, stretching outwards from where he st -
with his stick and coat opposite him - to no conceivable boundary
or end! Didn't that almost prove that the whole affair was a
matter of thought?

Suppose he were now, a this moment, some Ramsgard boy
returning to school? Suppose he were Solent Major instead of
Wolf Solent? And suppose some genia house-master, meeting
him on the platform, were to say to him: 'Well, Solent, and what
haveyou made of your twenty-five years holiday? What would
he answer to that?

As the train began to lessen its pace by the muddy banks of the
River Lunt, he hurriedly, and as if from fear of that imaginary
master, formulated his reply.

‘I've learnt, dr, to get my happiness out of sensation. I've
learnt, gr, when to think and when not to think. I'velearnt. . .

But at this point his excitement at catching sight of the familiar
shape of the Lovelace Hotel, across the public gardens, was so
oygrw_helming that the imaginary catechisn came to an end in
mid-air.

'l shall send my things over in the bus," he thought, standing up
and grasping his bag. 'And then | shall go and see if Selena
Gault is ill dive!'
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'CHRIST! I'VE HAD A HAPPY LIFE!I'

His excitement grew rather than diminished as he got out of the
train.

He gave up his ticket to an elderly station-master, whose air,
at once fussily inquisitive and mildly deferential, suggested the
manner of a cathedral verger. He watched his luggage being
deposited on the Lovelace bus; and there came over him a vague
recollection of some incident of those early years, wherein his
mother, standing by that same shabby vehicle, or one exactly
resembling it, with a look of contemptuous derison on her for-
midable face, said something hard and ironica to him which
lashed his sdf-love like awhip.

Opposite the gtation were the railed-in public gardens. These
adso brought to his mind certain isolated trivial occurrences of his
childish days; and it struck him, even in his excitement, just then
as being strange that what he remembered were things that had
hurt his feelings rather than things that had thrilled him.

In place of following the bus round the west of the gardens,
where the road led to the hotel, and then on past the police-
gtation to the abbey, he turned to the east and made his way
across a small river-bridge. Here, again, the look of a certain old
wall againgt the water, and certain patches of arrow-head leaves
within the water, stirred his memory with a sudden unexpected
agitation.

It was over this very bridge that twenty-five years ago he had
leaned with his father, while William Solent showed him the
difference between loach and gudgeon, and in afunny, rambling,
guerulous voice deplored the number of castaway tins that lay
in the muddy stream.

But Walf did not lean over the bridge this time. He heard the
abbey clock striking one, and he hurried on up Saint Aldhelm's
Street. Newly-budded plane trees cast curious little shadows, like
deformed butterflies, upon the %/gllowish paving-sones, and over



the top of an uneven wall at his Sde protruded occasiona branch-
ends of pear-blossom.

He came at last to a green door in the wall.

Is it possble’ he wondered uneasily, 'that Selena Gault lives
here ill?

He alowed a baker's cart to rattle negligently past him while
he made two separate hesitating movements of his hand towards
the handle of the green door.

It was queer that he should have had an instinct to look sharply
both up and down the street before he brought himsdlf to turn
that handle. It was dmost as though he felt himselfto be a hunted
criminal, taking refuge with Selena Gault! But the street was
quite deserted now, and with a quick movement he boldly opened
the gate and entered the garden.

A narrow stone path led up to the door of the house, which
resembled a doll's house, brilliantly painted with blues and
greens. Blue and white hyacinths grew in masses on either Sde
of the path; and their scent, caught and suspended in that en-
closad space, had a fainting, ecstatic voluptuousness which was at
variance with the prim neatness around them. A diminutive
servant, very old but very aert, with the nervous outward-staring
eyes of a yellow-hammer, opened the door to him, and without
demur ushered him into the drawing-room.

He gave his name and waited. Almost immediately the little
servant came back and begged him to take a chair and make
himself comfortable. Miss Gault would see him in afew minutes.
Those few minutes lengthened themselves into a quarter of an
hour, and he had time to meditate on al the possbilities of this
strange encounter. Miss Gault was the daughter of the late head
master of Ramsgard; and Wolf had heard his mother for twenty-
five years utter airy sarcasms at her expense. It appeared she had
had some tender relation with his father; had even attended
William Solent's death-bed in the workhouse, and seen him buried
in the cemetery.

Wolf sat on Miss Gault's sofa and set himself to wonder what
this rival of his mother's would look like when she entered the
room. The servant had not quite closed the door; and when
fifteen minutes had elapsed it opened slently, and Wolf, rising
quickly to greet his hostess, found himsdf confronted by three
cats, who walked gravely and gingerly, one after another, into
the centre of the apartment. Hezzlmade some awkward gesture of



welcome to these animals, who resembled one another in shape,
Sze, breed, and temperament -in everything except colour,
being respectively white, black, and grey; but instead of re-
sponding to his advances they each legpt into a separate chalir,
coiled themsalves up, and surveyed, with half-closed languid eyes,
the door through which they had entered. Hefelt asif he werein
the house of the Marquis of Carabas and that the three cats were
three Lord Chamberlains.

He sank back upon the sofa and stared morosdly at each cat in
turn. He decided that he liked the black one best and the
grey one least. He decided that the white one was its mistresss
favourite.

He was occupied in this harmless manner when Selena Gault
herself came in. He rose and advanced towards her with out-
stretched hand. But it was impossible for him to eliminate from
his expression the shock that her appearance gave him; and it
did not lessen his surprise when she received his gesture with a
formal bow and a stiff rejection of his hand.

She was atall, bony woman, with aface so strikingly ugly that
it was |mpossble to avoid an immediate consciousness of its
ugliness; and it was borne in upon him, as their conversation pro-
ceeded, that if only he had been able to contemplate her counten-
ance with unconcern, she would have enjoyed one of the happiest
moments of her life.

She made a sign for him to resume his seat; but as she hersalf
stood erect in front of the fire, which in spite of the warmth of the
day till burned on the hearth, he preferred to remain on his feet.
Like aflash he thought to himself, 'Can my father have actually
embraced this extraordinary person? And then he thought to
himself, "'The poor woman! Why, she can't be able to meet a
sngle stranger anywhere without giving them a shock like this!'
But he had already begun speaking quietly and naturally to her,
even while he was thinking these things.

I knew you would know who | was,' he said gently. 'lI'vejust
been invited clown here. I'm going to do some work -1 can't
tell you quite what it is- out at King's Barton. I'm going to
drive over there this afternoon; but | thought | would come and
see you firg.

While she listened to him, he noticed that she kept pulling her
white woollen shawl tighter and tighter round her black slk
dress. The effect of this was tozgive her the appearance of some-



one caught unawares in some sort of fancy costume - some
costume that rendered her ashamed and even ridiculous.

'‘And so | just came straight in," he went on, beginning to feel
avery odd sensation, a sensation as if he were addressing someone
who was listening al the timein akind of panic to a third person's
voice - 'straight in through your little green door and between
those hyacinths.'

She gtill made no observation, and he noticed that one marked
quality of her ugliness was the dusky sallowness of her cheeks
combined with the ghastly pallor of her upper lip, which projected
from her face very much as certain funguses project from the
brown bark of a dead tree.

'I've decided that your favourite cat is the white one' he
brought out after an uncomfortable pause.

She did relax at this, and, moving to the chair occupied by the
grey cat, took up the animal in her arms and sat down, holding
it on her lap.

'You're wrong, wrong, wrong!" she whispered hoarsely. 'lsn't
he wrong, Matthew?

The cat took not the least notice of this remark, or of the fingers
that caressed him; but it did impinge upon the consciousness of
Miss Gault's vigtor that this singular woman's hands were of a
surprising beauty.

'What are the names of the others? Solent enquired.

‘The black one is Mark,' replied the lady.

'‘And the white one Luke? he hazarded.

She nodded; and then, quite suddenly, with an effort as though
a gust of wind had swept aside a mass of dead leaves, uncovering
the fresh verdure below, her whole face relaxed into a smite of
disarming sweetness.

'I've never had aJohn,” she said. 'And | never will.'

Wolf Solent was quick enough to take advantage of this change
of mood. He moved across to her, bent down over her chair, and
scratched Matthew's head. 'l thought I'd like to go over and
e where the grave is' His words were low-pitched, but
without any emotional sress. His intonation could hardly
have been differen