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三个陌生人

托马斯·哈代





在悠然逝去的数百年间，英格兰农业区历经沧桑，昔日风貌大多已不复存在，但个别景象依然保留如初，未发生多大变化。譬如，位于高地的丘陵峡谷依然草木茂盛、金雀花遍地——这些地方向来被称为母羊牧地，遍布于南部和西南几个郡的大部分地方。这一带人迹罕至，一片荒凉，偶尔能见到的不过是孤零零的牧羊人居住的小屋。

五十年前，就是在这样的丘陵地带，孤零零地矗立着这样的一间小屋，也许现在还立在那儿。小屋虽看上去荒凉，但据实际测算，离郡里的一座城镇还不足五英里，然而这样近的距离对小屋并无太大影响。在霜冻、雨雪、雾霾等恶劣天气持续时间长的季节里，五英里长的崎岖山路，足以使不愿与人交往的古希腊哲学家提蒙及所向披靡的尼布甲尼撒二世这样的人闭门不出。天气晴好的时候，这小屋更没什么吸引人的地方，难以引起诗人、哲学家、艺术家等“构想人间乐事”之人的兴趣——这些人本不是拒人于千里之外的。

这些荒凉的住所往往利用古旧的土营地、古坟和树丛顺势而建，至少也会用到一段枯干的老篱笆。本篇故事里讲的小屋却完全没有依靠这类东西，四周一片荒凉，毫无遮挡，人们称之为“高鸦梯”。这间小屋之所以建在这里，唯一的解释可能是附近有两条垂直相交的小径，大概足有五百年历史。因此，这间小屋的四面都饱受风雨的洗礼。尽管每当刮风的时候，这里也必然刮风，每当下雨的时候，这里都大雨滂沱，但峡谷冬季的各种霜雪严寒天气并不像低地居民想象的那样恶劣可怕。湿冷的白霜并不像洼地中那样肆虐，霜冻也很少那么严重。牧羊人及其家人租住了这间房子，人们都同情他们饱受风雨之苦。但他们却说，与从前住在山谷里的小溪旁边时相比，他们嗓子沙哑多痰的毛病总体上好多了。

一八二几年的三月二十八日夜，正是一个令人不禁要向牧羊人一家表示同情的夜晚。铺天盖地的暴风雨就像森拉克之战与克雷西之战中使用的长箭一样，猛击墙壁、斜坡和篱笆。羊这类的室外动物无处躲藏，只得屁股迎着风站在雨中；小鸟试图在参差不齐的荆棘上栖息，结果尾巴被吹得像里朝外的雨伞。小屋的山墙顶部湿得一块一块的，顺房檐儿滴下的水打在墙上噼啪作响。不过，此时同情牧羊人可太不合时宜了，因为这个兴高采烈的乡下人正在举办一个盛大的宴会，庆祝二女儿受洗。

客人们是在下雨之前到的，现在他们都集中在小屋的主室，即客厅里。在这样一个重要的晚上，在风雨大作的八点钟，只要向房间扫那么一眼，便立时会觉得这是个再温暖舒适不过的安乐窝。壁炉上方悬挂着很多羊角，没有根部的羊角，打磨得异常光亮。羊角的曲纹风格各异，有的年代久远，上面刻着传统家庭《圣经》里的族长形象；有的则是最新潮的，是上次去羊市上买回来的公认流行款式。这些装饰昭示了主人的职业。房间里点着六根蜡烛，插在只有盛大或神圣的日子及家庭宴会上才用的烛台里，烛芯只比外面包裹的蜡略矮。这些蜡烛散布在房间的不同位置，其中两支摆在壁炉架上。蜡烛的摆放位置是有讲究的，摆在壁炉架上往往意味着家庭聚会。

炉床里，后面是作底火的一大块烧透的木头，前面是一把蒺藜烧得噼啪作响，像傻子的笑声。

这里聚了十九个人。五个女人，身着颜色艳丽的礼服，坐在靠墙的椅子上；女孩子们无论害羞与否，都坐在靠窗的长椅上；四个男人，其中有篱笆工查利·杰克，教区牧师伊莱贾·纽，附近的乳牛场主约翰·皮彻，也就是牧羊人的岳父，都懒散地靠在高背长椅上。一个小伙子和一位姑娘坐在角落里的壁橱下交谈，脸上都挂着羞涩的红晕，因为他们在试探着与对方订下终身大事；一个五十岁或更老些的订了婚的男人心神不宁地转悠着，想法子一点一点接近他未婚妻待的地方。大家都沉浸在愉快的气氛中。谁也不受陈规旧礼的约束，这种气氛也因此更加浓厚。他们交谈着，相互肯定对方的主张有见地，每个人都非常轻松。在场大多数人的举止真可谓高雅尊贵、沉静自然，因为没有人表现出要增长见识，出人头地，甚或成就一番惊天伟业的架势，这种想法时下总是扼杀人的蓬勃朝气与温文尔雅，但社会最顶层与最底层的人除外。

牧羊人芬奈尔遇上了桩好婚事，妻子是不远处谷地一家乳牛场主的女儿，过门时兜里揣了五十几尼
[1]

 ，一直留着没花，以备生孩子后急需之用。今天的聚会采取什么形式，这个节俭的女人费尽了心思。让大家坐下来聊天固然有其优势，可只安静悠闲地坐在那儿，男人们就会疯狂饮酒，有时甚至非把屋子里所有的酒喝干不可。另外一种办法就是举办舞会，这虽然可以避免前面说的大量消耗好酒的问题，但消耗美食的问题又随之而来，因为跳舞的运动量不小，舞者的胃口势必大增，从而使食物贮藏室惨遭劫难。牧羊女芬奈尔于是决定采取折中的办法，两项活动交替进行：一会儿翩翩起舞，一会儿聊天唱歌，以防任何一种情形发展过度，失去控制。但这种安排完全是她自己的精打细算罢了，她丈夫却不拘泥于这些小节，一心想着最大限度地展现他的热情好客。

小提琴手是个这一片儿土生土长的男孩子，大约十二岁，吉格舞曲和里尔舞曲都演奏得极其熟练。只是他手指短小，需要不断地在高音区与第一把位之间来回切换，拉出来的声音就不那么纯正。七点钟的时候，小男孩吱吱嘎嘎的刺耳演奏声就已经开始了，伴着教区牧师伊莱贾·纽用蛇形号吹奏出的嗡嗡的低音，这可是他精心考虑后带来的最心爱的乐器。大家随即跟着舞曲跳起舞来，芬奈尔太太私下里嘱咐两位乐师：舞曲的演奏时间无论如何不能超过一刻钟。

可伊莱贾和男孩只顾激动地演奏，把芬奈尔太太的指令完全抛在了脑后。再加上舞者中有个叫奥利弗·贾尔斯的十七岁男孩被他的三十三岁美女舞伴迷住了，无所顾忌地递给乐师们一枚金币，贿赂他们只要有气力就一直演奏下去。芬奈尔太太看到客人狂舞之后脸上已经开始“热气腾腾”，就走过去轻轻地碰了碰小提琴手的胳膊肘，还用手摸了一下蛇形号的管口，可两位乐手毫不理睬。倘若干涉得太明显，又怕丢了和善女主人的名声，芬奈尔太太只得作罢，无可奈何地坐在那里。就这样，客人们跳得越来越疯狂，仿佛行星沿着轨道移动，从远地点到近地点，时而径直向前，时而逆向后退，转了一圈又一圈，直到房间里头那座走时准确的时钟走完了一小时。

芬奈尔家的聚会在欢快的气氛中进行着，而此时屋外漆黑阴沉的夜幕下发生了一件意外的事情，将对本次聚会造成极大影响。正在芬奈尔太太为舞者的愈发疯狂忧心忡忡时，有个人影从远处城镇的方向朝高鸦梯所在的这座孤山走来。这个人沿着一条人迹罕至的小道一刻不停地在雨中大步前进，再往前走就接近牧羊人的小屋了。

那天正赶上差不多满月的时候，所以天空中虽然布满了大片湿淋淋的乌云，室外一般的东西还是很容易看清。苍白暗淡的月光照在这个孤独的夜行人身上，他身形矫健，虽然从步态可以看出已经过了身手最灵活的年纪，但也并非到了需要时无法迅速行动的程度。大概估计，他四十岁左右。他看着挺高，但征兵军士之类的惯于靠眼睛判断身高的人会察觉到，他看着高主要是因为瘦削，其实高不过五尺八九。

他虽然步履平稳，但每一步都小心翼翼，就像一个人凭感觉向前摸索；尽管他穿的其实不是黑色等深色系的外套，但他身上的什么东西让人感觉他天生属于黑衣一族。他的衣服是粗布做的，靴子底下钉着平头钉，可走路的姿势却不像这样穿戴、惯于走泥道的农民。

等他到达牧羊人家院前，雨就落下来了，或者更确切地说是雨跟过来了，而且越下越猛烈，丝毫没有停下来的意思。牧羊人家的小屋在铺天盖地的狂风暴雨之中，成了一块独有的、遮风挡雨的小天地，使他不由得停了下来。牧羊人家最显眼的建筑物就是一座空猪栏，坐落在没有围栏的花园一角。这一带的庭院不讲究遮丑，没有哪家会刻意对传统的房屋临街面进行修饰，来掩饰院中不雅观的东西。赶路人的目光被猪栏墙上湿石板的光亮吸引过来。他转到这座小建筑物旁，发现里边是空的，便站在单坡屋顶下避雨。

他站在那儿时，邻近房子里传来蛇形号低沉浑厚的嗡嗡声和小提琴轻盈的旋律，听起来俨然就是在给雨落大地的各种声音伴奏：飞雨飘落在草地上的阵阵窸窣声，敲打在园中卷心菜叶上的啪啪声，滴落在十来个蜂窝上的隐约的咝咝声，以及顺着屋檐淌下的水砸在墙角下一排水桶和平底锅里的噼啪声。对于高鸦梯这样地势高的住户来说，日常生活中的大难题就是缺水，偶尔赶上下雨就要拿出家中所有的容器来接雨水。这些居住在高地的人家如何节约再利用肥皂水和洗碗水，方法可能千奇百怪，但对干旱的夏季而言是绝对必要的。不过在这个季节，水就没那么紧缺了，只接上天赐予的水就可以做到储备充足。

终于，蛇形号的吹奏声停止，屋里静下来。这一停把这个孤独的夜行者从遐思中唤醒，他从猪栏旁走出来，顺着小道走向房门，显然有了新的想法。到了门口，他的第一个举动是在那排接雨容器边上的一块大石头上跪下来，足足喝了一大口雨水。解了渴，他站起来抬手要敲门，又停下来，眼睛盯着门板。可黑漆漆的木板无法向他透露任何信息，很显然，他一定在想象着门内的情景，似乎希望以此估量出屋里可能发生的一切活动，以及它们会不会影响他进门。

犹豫不决中，他转过身来，环视着周围的景象。四周连个人影都没有。园中的小道自脚下向山下延伸，像蜗牛走过的痕迹般闪着微光。小井（大部分时间是枯井）的顶篷、井盖，以及花园门顶端的栏杆都涂上了一层暗淡的水釉。远处峡谷中影影绰绰的白色比往常面积更大，说明草地间的河水上涨了。再远处是几点朦胧的灯火，透过啪嗒啪嗒的雨点在眨眼——那亮着灯的地方正是他来自的城镇的位置。那个方向看不到任何人的迹象，这好像坚定了他的意向，于是他便抬手敲门。

屋内，杂乱的聊天声早已代替了舞步和音乐。篱笆工正提议大家唱首歌，但没有得到大家的响应，正好敲门声转移了大家的注意力，所以并不让人烦。

“进来！”牧羊人马上说道。

门闩咔嗒一声向上一拱，夜行者从漆黑的门外走进来，站在门垫上。牧羊人站起来，给离自己最近的两支蜡烛剪了剪烛花，转过身打量来者。

借着烛光，可以看到这个陌生人皮肤黝黑，相貌颇有几分英俊。帽子尚未摘下，低低地遮着眼睛，但仍能看出他圆睁着大大的双眼，用坚定的目光向房内瞥了一眼——不，是扫了一圈。他似乎对扫视的结果很满意，摘下帽子露出蓬乱的头发，用深沉而富有磁性的声音说道：“朋友们，雨下得太大，我请求进来歇一会儿。”

“当然可以，陌生人。”牧羊人说，“说实在的，你选择这个时间来挺幸运的，因为我们正在为一件高兴事儿小小地庆祝一番。当然，话虽如此，这种事儿一年也超不过一次。”

“但一般都会有一次，”一个妇女大声说道，“因为大家都想着尽快把孩子生完，赶紧受完罪得了。”

“这是件什么样的高兴事儿呢？”

“孩子降生和洗礼。”牧羊人说道。

陌生人说他希望主人不会为这种高兴事儿过多或过少而烦恼。主人示意他喝一大口大杯里的酒，他没推辞。没进屋前，他还犹犹豫豫的；现在则完全不再拘束，给人的感觉很坦诚。

“这么晚了还在峡谷晃荡呢，嗯？”那个订了婚的五十岁男人说道。

“是晚了点儿，先生，你说的没错。我要在壁炉角这儿坐下了，要是你不反对的话，太太。我刚才朝雨的这面有点湿。”

牧羊人芬奈尔太太同意了，给这位不速之客让了地方。他整个人挤到壁炉角里边，伸伸胳膊腿，就像在家里那样放松、舒展。

他发现牧羊人妻子的目光落在他的靴子上，就大大咧咧地说道：“是的，我的鞋面破得厉害，而且穿着也不合脚。最近日子过得紧巴，只好有什么穿什么，不过我回家后一定要找一套合适的工作服。”

“你家在附近吗？”她问道。

“没那么近，还得往前走，在大北边呢。”

“我一想就是。我也是北边来的，听你的口音应该是我们那片儿的。”

“不过你不可能听说过我，”他马上说道，“你瞧，我肯定比你出来得早得多，太太。”

这番恭维女主人年轻的话，起到了阻止她继续盘问的效果。

“要是能再给我一样东西，我会很高兴的，”新来者继续说道，“就是来点烟丝，很抱歉我自己的用完了。”

“我给你的烟斗装上。”牧羊人说。

“烟斗我也得借一个。”

“咦，抽烟的随身不带烟斗？”

“不晓得路上掉哪儿了。”

牧羊人一边装满一个新的泥烟斗递给他，一边说道：“既然都装了，把烟丝盒给我，我也给你装满。”

这人摸遍了所有的衣兜，做出找烟丝盒的动作。

“也丢了？”款待者有些吃惊地问道。

“没准儿还真丢了，”来人有点茫然地说道，“用张纸给我包点吧。”他把烟斗伸到蜡烛的火苗上，吸了一口，整个火苗都被吸到斗里。烟斗点着了，他又缩回角落里，低头看着潮湿的双腿冒起淡淡的蒸汽，好像什么也不想再说了。

这段时间里，大多数客人都没怎么注意这位到访者，因为他们在和乐队兴致勃勃地讨论接下来选一个什么调子的舞曲。问题解决了，他们正欲起身，却又被一阵敲门声打断了。

听到敲门声，壁炉边的那个人操起拨火棍，开始起劲儿地搅动壁炉里的柴火，似乎这就是他存在的那个目的。牧羊人又一次说道：“进来！”转瞬间又一个人站在了草编的门垫上，也是一个陌生人。

这个人是与第一个人完全不同的类型，举止中透出普通与平凡，长相里带几分四海为家的乐天气质。他比第一个人年长几岁，头发略染白霜，眉毛又短又硬，两颊的络腮胡子剪得很短。一张又圆又胖的脸，肉向下垂着，还有点酒糟鼻，但整张脸看上去并非全无生气。他将长长的黄褐色大衣向后一甩，露出里面的煤灰色制服。一枚又大又重、该好好擦一擦的金属胸章，悬挂在怀表链上，这是他身上唯一的饰物。他拿着光滑的小扁帽，抖了抖上面的水滴，说道：“诸位，我得躲几分钟的雨，不然没到卡斯特桥就会全身湿个透。”

“请您自便吧，先生。”牧羊人说道，听起来也许没有第一个人来时那么热情了。其实，并非芬奈尔生性小气，只是房间不够大，备用的椅子又不多，况且没有哪个穿着艳丽的太太、姑娘想坐在湿漉漉的人近旁。

然而，第二个来者脱了大衣，像得到了别人的尊让似的将帽子挂在一根天花梁上后，就走上前，在桌子旁边坐下。为了给那些跳舞的人尽可能大的空间，这张桌子已被推到距壁炉很近的地方，桌子的里边都能碰到刚才已在炉火边安顿好的那位的手肘。这样一来，两个陌生人就挨得很近了。他们彼此点了下头，算是认识了。先到的那位递给后到的那位一只家用的大杯子——一个巨大的棕色容器，上沿儿不知被多少代人干渴的嘴唇给磨损过，就跟破旧的门槛似的。圆滚滚的杯面上烧制着几个黄字：

“我来了才有意思。”

后来的这位愉快地接受了，将大杯端到嘴边，咕咚咕咚地喝起来，直到牧羊人妻子露出满脸诧异和不悦。先到的陌生人居然这般随便地向后来者借花献佛，这令她吃惊不小。

“我早就知道你们有蜂蜜酒！”豪饮者心满意足地冲着牧羊人说道，“进门前经过花园的时候，我就看见成排的蜂窝了，琢磨着：‘有蜜蜂就有蜂蜜，有蜂蜜就有蜂蜜酒。’不过这么滋润的蜂蜜酒我以前可没指望能喝得着。”他又扬起杯子喝了一大口，喝得都快见底了。

“很高兴你爱喝！”牧羊人热情地说。

“这酒倒是还算不错，”芬奈尔太太无精打采地附和着，似乎觉得为了让他人称赞自家酒窖，付出的代价有时也太沉重了，“就是酿起来很麻烦，真的，我想我们不会再酿了。因为蜂蜜卖得更好，我们自己用冲洗蜂房的水酿一点淡蜂蜜酒，平时凑合着喝就行了。”

穿煤灰色衣服的陌生人又喝了第三口，把空空如也的杯子放下，同时不无责备地大声说道：“噢，你绝不会忍心如此的！我喜欢蜂蜜酒，尤其是这样的陈酿，就像我喜欢星期天去教堂，或一个星期里的任何一天去救济穷人。”

“哈，哈，哈！”坐在壁炉边的那个男人笑道。尽管他此时沉醉于享用烟斗，腾不出嘴来说话，但这位兄弟的一席幽默话语令他无法或不想再保持沉默。

那时候的陈酿蜜酒是用最纯不过的头年蜜（也叫头茬蜜）酿的。一加仑的容器要加入四磅头茬蜜，外加蛋清、肉桂、生姜、丁香、豆蔻、迷迭香及酵母等辅料，再经过发酵、装瓶和窖储过程。这种酒劲头很足，但喝的时候感觉不到那么烈。所以，此刻桌边这个穿煤灰色衣服的陌生人渐渐地感觉到了酒的后劲儿，他解开马甲的扣子，身子向后一歪倒在椅子上，腿叉开着，一言一行都吸引着大家的注意力。

“好啦，好啦，我说，”他又开口了，“我要去卡斯特桥，卡斯特桥我是必须要去的。我现在都应该快到了，可是大雨把我赶进了你们家。不过能来这儿也挺好。”

“你不住在卡斯特桥吗？”牧羊人问道。

“不，不过不久我就想搬过去。”

“我猜是去做生意？”

“不，不，”牧羊人妻子说，“这位先生显然挺富裕，不用干任何事。”

穿煤灰色衣服的陌生人停顿了一下，好像在考虑是否接受对自己的这个定义。接着他马上拒绝道：“‘富裕’这个词用到我身上不合适，太太。我干活，而且必须干。即便我半夜到卡斯特桥，也得明早八点开工。对，无论晴天下雨，无论刮风下雪，无论饥荒打仗，我明天的活必须干完。”

“可怜人！尽管看似过得不错，实际上比我们还不如意。”牧羊人的妻子答道。

“这是我这行的性质决定的，兄弟姐妹们。这是我这行的性质决定的，不是因为我穷……不过我真的得起来走了，不然在城里就找不到住处了。”可说话人却没动地儿，径自补充说，“走之前还有时间再来个友好干杯，要是酒杯里还有酒，我就立马把它干了。”

“这儿还有一杯淡酒。”芬奈尔太太说道，“我们虽然叫它淡酒，但其实它还是用刷蜂巢的第一遍水酿的呢。”

“不，”陌生人不屑地说道，“我可不能喝你们的次等酒，到头来辜负你们如此美意呀。”

“怎么会呢，”芬奈尔先生插言道，“我们家可不是天天喜添新丁。我给您满上。”他朝楼梯下放酒桶的昏暗处走去，牧羊女跟在后面。

“你为什么要这样？”他们俩一到没人的地方，妻子就责怪道，“他已经喝完一大杯足够十个人喝的酒了；现在又不愿意喝淡酒，非得喝有劲儿的不可！况且他只是个我们谁都不认识的陌生人。再说我一点都不喜欢他那副样子。”

“可他已经来到我们家了，亲爱的；又赶上个下雨的晚上，还有我们孩子的洗礼。算了，一两杯蜂蜜酒有什么呀？到明年焚蜂收蜜时，我们又会酿很多蜜酒。”

“好吧，这次就这样。”她依依不舍地看着酒桶说道，“可他到底是干哪行的，是哪片儿的，来我们这儿掺和个啥？”

“不知道，我再问问他。”

这回，芬奈尔太太小心地把大杯子放在离煤灰色衣服的陌生人稍远的地方，为他斟了一小杯酒，有效避免了一大杯酒被一次喝干的惨剧。见他一仰脖把酒喝光，牧羊人又开始问起了他的职业。

穿煤灰色衣服的陌生人没有马上回答，壁炉边的那个陌生人却突然开口显摆道：“谁都看得出我的职业——我是造轮子的。”

“在这一带是很不错的职业。”牧羊人说道。

“我的职业也是谁都猜得出来——要是脑子够灵光的话。”穿煤灰色衣服的陌生人说道。

“一般看一个人的手就能知道他是干什么的。”篱笆工一边说，一边看着自己的手，“我的手指上满是刺儿，就像插满了针的旧针垫儿。”

壁炉边的那个人不由自主地把手缩回阴影里，眼睛盯着炉火，又抽起了烟斗。桌边的那个男人接过篱笆工的话茬，机敏地补充道：“一点儿不假，但我这行有点怪，我手上不会留什么痕迹，都留在我的顾客身上了。”

没有人对他这番不可思议的话发表看法，牧羊人妻子又提议唱歌。老问题再次出现了——一个人发不出声，另一个忘了词儿。桌边的这个陌生人此时突然情绪高涨，起身打破僵局，嚷着说他要自己先唱一个，给大家开个头儿。他把一只手的大拇指戳进马甲的袖洞，另一只手在空中挥舞着，目不转睛地盯着壁炉架上方闪亮的羊角，唱道：

“噢，我的行当最少见，

朴实的羊倌都听着：

我的行当大场面；

顾客我要捆捆好，个个再把脖子吊，

最后送他们上西天！”

他唱罢，屋里一下子安静下来，只有坐在壁炉边的那个人例外，他听歌者说了声“合唱”，就用韵味十足的男低音跟着唱道：

“最后送他们上西天！”

奥利弗·贾尔斯、乳牛场主约翰·皮彻、教区牧师、五十岁的订婚男子，还有靠墙的那一排年轻女人仿佛都陷入了不那么愉快的思绪当中。牧羊人若有所思地看着地面，他妻子目不转睛地盯着歌者，有几分疑惑，拿不准这位陌生人是凭记忆在唱一首老歌，还是在即兴创作。大家全都像伯沙撒
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 宴会上的客人那样，被他晦涩的歌词弄得一头雾水。壁炉边的那个陌生人则静静地说：“继续第二节，陌生人。”然后又继续抽起烟来。

唱歌的抿了抿嘴唇，彻底地润了润嗓子，应要求继续唱第二节：

“我的家伙很常见，

朴实的羊倌都听着：

我的家伙没得看——

小小麻绳就足够，拴在桩上荡悠悠

有了它们好干活！”

牧羊人芬奈尔扫视了一下四周。毫无疑问，这个陌生人朗朗上口的唱词是在回答他的问题。客人们个个吓得一激灵，险些叫出声来。与五十岁男子订婚的那位年轻女士差点儿晕过去，结果发现她的未婚夫正满心欢喜地等着接住她，只好挺住了，坐下来打哆嗦。

“哦，他就是那个……”后面的人开始耳语，还提到了一个专做丧气事的公职人员的名字。“他是来干那个的！明天在卡斯特桥监狱——听说偷羊人名叫蒂莫西·萨默斯，是个可怜的钟表匠，从前住在绍茨福德，没工作，家人都快饿死了，于是他就离开绍茨福德，来到大马路边上，在光天化日之下抓走了一只羊，完全无视农夫一家老小还有周围每个人的存在。”他们又朝从事要命行当的那个陌生人方向示意了一下，“他来自偏远的农村，干上这行是因为他自己所在的镇上实在没有那么多事儿可做，加上我们镇干这行的人死了，他就得到了这个职位，也要像那个人那样住在监狱大墙内的小屋里。”

穿煤灰色衣服的陌生人没有理睬这一连串交头接耳的议论，而是又润了润嘴唇。看到壁炉边的朋友是唯一对他快活的情绪作出回应的人，便举杯向这位兄弟表示敬意，对方也举起自己的杯子，两只杯子叮当一声碰在一起。屋里其他人都密切注视着唱歌人的一举一动。他正欲张嘴唱第三节，这时又传来了一阵敲门声，不过这次声音微弱，听上去有些犹豫。

大家伙儿好像被吓呆了，牧羊人惊慌失措地看着门口，鼓起几分勇气，顶住了惶恐的妻子反对的目光，第三次说出“进来！”这句欢迎词。

门轻轻地开了，又有个人站在了擦鞋垫上。他和前面两个来人一样，也是个陌生人——身材矮小，皮肤白皙，身着体面的黑色套装。

“请问怎么去——？”他一边开口说话，一边环视着屋里，想弄清楚自己撞见了一帮子什么人。他的目光落在了穿煤灰色衣服的陌生人身上，而后者的心思已然全在歌上，十分投入，几乎没有注意到瞬间发生的这一切。所以，就在第三个陌生人开口问路的一刹那，他突然放声唱起第三节，屋里人的低语和陌生人的问话都戛然而止：

“明天我得去上班，

朴实的羊倌都听着：

上班的日子是明天。

农夫的羊给人宰，杀羊的小伙已被逮，

上帝呀，他的灵魂请宽怜。”

壁炉边上的陌生人随着歌声酣畅淋漓地晃动着杯子，蜂蜜酒都溅到了壁炉里。此时，他又像刚才那样用浑厚的男低音跟着唱道：

“上帝呀，他的灵魂请宽怜。”

两个人一唱一和的过程中，第三个陌生来者一直站在门口。发现他既没往前走也没继续说话，客人们的注意力一下子转移到了他身上。他们惊奇地发现，眼前这位可怜的生客被吓得不轻——他双膝打战，手在剧烈抖动，就连倚靠着的门闩也跟着咯吱咯吱颤动起来。他苍白的嘴唇张开着，眼睛盯着屋子中央快乐的执法官。又过了片刻，他转过身关上门，逃之夭夭了。

“这可能是个什么人？”牧羊人问道。

其他人被可怕的新发现和第三个来人的怪异行为闹得晕头转向，呆若木鸡，一言不发。大家都本能地向后退，离中间那个阴森冷酷的先生越来越远，渐渐地形成了一个大圈，在他们与他之间留出了大块空地。他们中的有些人好像把他看作魔鬼的化身：

“……外面一个大圆圈，魔鬼待在正当间儿。”

屋里安静极了——尽管有二十多人在，可一丁点儿声响都听不见，只有雨打窗板的啪嗒声，伴着偶尔顺烟囱飘落到火上的雨滴发出的咝咝声，以及角落里的那个人重新抽起长烟斗的吞云吐雾声。

寂静突然被远处的枪声打破。枪声在空中回响，显然是从城镇方向传来的。

“糟了！”唱歌的陌生人大喊着，跳起来。

“怎么会打枪，出什么事了？”几个人问道。

“有犯人越狱了——就是这么回事。”

大家静静听着。又一声枪响传来，没有人开口讲话，只有壁炉边上的那个陌生人不慌不忙地说：“我常听人说，你们郡有犯人逃跑时会开枪，可今天还是第一次亲耳听到。”

“不知道跑的是不是我的那个人。”穿煤灰色衣服的人自言自语道。

“肯定是！”牧羊人不由自主地说道，“而且我们肯定已经见过他了！就是刚才站在门口往里看的那个小个子，刚才他看见你、听你唱歌时，哆嗦得像一片叶子似的！”

“他的牙不停地打战，上气不接下气。”乳牛场主说道。

“他看上去心情沉重，像压了块石头。”奥利弗·贾尔斯说道。

“而且他突然冲出去，就像有人朝他开了一枪似的。”篱笆工说道。

“没错，他的牙直打战，心情沉重，就像有人朝他开了一枪似的跑掉了。”壁炉边上那位慢条斯理地总结道。

“我没注意他。”唱歌的刽子手说道。

“我们都很纳……纳闷，什么把他吓成这样，一溜烟就跑没影儿了。”有个靠着墙的妇女吭哧道，“现在全明白了。”

警报枪低沉发闷的声音断断续续响着，穿煤灰色制服的绅士回过神来，面露凶相，粗声粗气地问道：“你们当中有谁是警察吗？如果有，请站出来。”

那个五十岁的订婚男人哆嗦着从墙边走出来，他的未婚妻开始在椅子上抽抽搭搭。

“你是宣誓警官吗？”

“我是，先生。”

“那就马上带人追罪犯，把他带回这儿来，他不可能走远。”

“马上，先生，马上。等我把警棍取来。我先回家拿，然后马上回来，带大家一起追。”

“警棍！别惦记警棍了，等你回来，那小子早就跑没影儿了！”

“可没有警棍我什么都干不了。威廉，约翰，还有查尔斯·杰克，你们说是不是？不行，那上面画着国王的金黄色王冠，还有狮子和独角兽的图案，所以我举起警棍砸向囚犯的时候，那就是合法的一击。我可不想没有警棍就去抓人，不，我可不去。如果没有法律给我胆子，嗨，那就不是我抓他了，还兴许是他抓我呢。”

“好啦，我本人就是国王的人，赐予你抓捕逃犯的权力。”一脸凶相的灰衣差官说道，“现在你们所有人都做好准备。你们有提灯吗？”

“对，有提灯吗？我要求你们拿好提灯！”警官命令道。

“还有其他体格健壮的人……”

“对，其他的，体格健壮的男人！”警官跟着重复道。

“你们有结实的棍棒和草杈——”

“棍棒和草杈——以法律之名！快拿起它们去追逃犯，听我们这些国家公职人员的命令！”

这样一番动员后，男人们准备出发去追踪犯人。证据虽然还只是旁证，但确实极具说服力。牧羊人的客人们根本用不着劝说，如果他们亲眼目睹刚才发生的一切后，还不赶快去追那个倒霉的第三个陌生人，说他们纵容犯罪也不是没有道理。说实在的，在如此崎岖不平的山路上，能跑出几百码就不错了。

牧羊人总是有很多提灯的。大家匆匆把灯点着，手里拿着木棍，朝着城外山顶的方向蜂拥而去。所幸此时雨下得小一些了。

也许是受到楼下喧闹声的惊扰，也许是从洗礼的梦魇中惊醒，刚受过洗的女婴在楼上的房间中撕心裂肺地大哭起来。阵阵凄惨的哭声顺着地板的缝隙传到下面女人的耳中，她们于是一个接一个地迅速起身，似乎很乐意借上楼哄孩子之机离开楼下这个是非之地。刚才半小时内发生的一连串事情太折磨人了，几分钟的工夫，一楼基本空了。

不过没多会儿，人们的脚步声刚刚远去，就有一个人从追逃犯的方向折回小屋旁。他从门缝向里窥视，发现里边没有人，就从容地进来了。此人正是坐在壁炉边上的那个陌生人，刚才也随着其他人出去了的。他自己动手切了一块蛋糕，放蛋糕的架子就在他之前坐的地方旁边，看来刚才走的时候忘记拿了。这样一来，他回来的目的也就显而易见了。他又从剩下的蜂蜜酒中倒了半杯，站在那里狼吞虎咽地吃着、喝着。还没等他吃喝完，又一个人影悄悄地进来——正是那位穿煤灰色制服的朋友。

“哟，你在这儿？”后来者微笑着说道，“我以为你去帮着追捕犯人了。”他也毫不掩饰自己返回的目的，迫不及待地四处寻找那只盛有醉人的陈酿蜂蜜酒的大杯。

“我还以为你去了呢。”另一位说道，继续卖力地吃着蛋糕。

“嘿，再一想，我觉得也不差我一个人。”刚回来的这一位悄声说道，“又是在这么个晚上。再说了，逮罪犯是政府的事儿，不是我的事儿。”

“一点不假，就是这么回事。我跟你看法一样，有的是人，不差我一个。”

“在这荒山野岭深一脚浅一脚地跑，我可不想折胳膊断腿儿。”

“私底下跟你说，我也不想。”

“这帮牧羊人倒是轻车熟路。他们这帮子人，头脑简单，四肢发达——只要一煽呼，让干什么就干什么。天亮前他们就能把人给我抓回来，没我什么事儿了。”

“他们能逮住他，我们都省得费事了。”

“是，是。对了，我要去卡斯特桥，光凭两条腿我最多也就能走那么远。我们同路吗？”

“不，不好意思！我得回家，走那边。”他含糊地把头朝右扭了一下，“跟你一样，我也感觉这段路够我走的，睡觉前能走到就不错了。”

此时，另外那位已将大杯子里的蜂蜜酒解决掉了。然后，两人在门口亲热地握手道别，各自上路了。

与此同时，追踪罪犯的那帮人已经抵达这片丘陵地带的制高点——猪背岭的尽头。他们本来就没有什么特别的行动计划，再加上他们发现那个干要命行当的家伙并没有跟着一起来，就更想不出什么辙了。他们从不同方向走下山来，还没走出去几步，就有一些人中了陷阱——大自然在这片白垩地为夜间迷路的人设置的陷阱。陡坡上每隔十几码就有一段燧石区，有些人就是不小心在这里被绊倒，脚下一空，顺着布满碎石的险坡一路滑了下去。他们的提灯也脱了手，滚到谷底，侧面着地躺在那儿，直到灯架彻底烧焦。

人们重新聚齐后，对那一带最熟的牧羊人带领大家伙儿绕开了那些险坡。由于提灯很晃眼，对探路又起不到什么帮助，反倒会把自己暴露给逃犯，他们就把提灯都熄灭了，四周一下子静了下来。他们就这样更加有序地向山谷进发。小窄道上杂草蔓延，荆棘丛生，又湿漉漉的，是理想的藏身之所。这伙人巡查一番却一无所获，又从山的另一端爬了上去。从这里开始，他们彼此拉开距离，分头向前搜索，每隔一段时间再聚拢来通报进展。第二次聚在一起时，他们发现自己来到了一棵孤零零的白蜡树附近，这可是这一带深谷中唯一的一棵树，大概是五十多年前从这里飞过的小鸟掉落的种子长成的。就在这儿，一个身影站在靠近树干的一侧，就跟树干一样一动不动。他的轮廓在夜色的映衬下分外清晰：正是他们要找的那个男人。

“要钱还是要命？”警官朝那个一动不动的身影厉声说道。

“别，别，”约翰·皮彻低声说，“这可不是我们这边该说的话。这是像他那样的流氓才会说的话，我们可是站在法律这边的。”

“行了，行了，”警官不耐烦地说，“我好歹得说点什么，对不对？你要是像我一样，心里装着这么大的事，没准你也说错话！监狱的犯人，快投降吧，以圣父的名义——不对，以国王的名义！”

站在树下的男人好像这时才注意到他们，他并没有给这伙人任何展示勇气的机会，而是慢慢地走向他们。他确实就是那个小个子，第三个陌生人；但他先前的恐惧已经基本不见了。

“喂，过路人，你们是在和我说话吗？”

“说的就是你，你赶快过来，马上束手就擒！”警官说，“我们逮捕你，因为你被控未能规规矩矩地待在卡斯特桥监狱，以待明早接受绞刑。乡亲们，履行你们的职责，逮捕罪犯！”

听到这项指控，那个男人似乎突然明白过来什么，一句话也没再说，乖乖地束手就擒。搜查队个个手持棍棒，把这男人团团围在中央，押赴牧羊人的小屋。

他们返回高鸦梯时已经十一点了。光线从开着的门里射出来，里面传出男人们交谈的声音，这说明他们不在期间小屋里又发生了新情况。一进门，他们发现牧羊人的客厅里闯进来两个来自卡斯特桥监狱的官差，还有住在离他们最近的乡间邸宅里那位有名的地方法官，可见犯人越狱的消息已经传开了。

“先生们，”警官说，“我把你们要找的人带来了——真可谓险象环生啊，不过每个人都各尽其职了！他此时就在这些壮汉们的包围中，这些哥们儿尽管对官事一无所知，却帮了我的大忙。弟兄们，把你们抓到的犯人带上来！”第三个陌生人被带到了亮处。

“这是谁？”其中一个差官问道。

“就是那个逃犯。”警官回答说。

“肯定不是。”狱卒说道，前面说话的那个差官也证实不是。

“怎么可能不是呢？”警官问道，“不然他怎么会一看见坐在那里唱歌的执法官就吓成那样呢？”他把刽子手唱歌时第三个陌生人进门后的怪异行为描述了一番。

“弄不明白，”差官冷冷地说道，“我只知道他不是那个该死的家伙，一看就不是。那家伙面黄肌瘦的，黑头发，黑眼睛，长得不错，嗓音低沉优美，只要听过一遍这辈子都记得。”

“咳，兄弟们，这说的不就是坐在壁炉边上那个人吗！”

“喂，什么？”地方法官走过来问道，他刚刚向站在后面的牧羊人询问了一些详细情况，“你们到底有没有抓到那个人？”

“哦，先生，”警官说，“他就是我们要追的那个人，这点错不了；但他又不是我们要追的那个人，因为我们要追的那个人不是我们要找的那个人，先生，但愿你能明白我日常说话的这种方式。我们要找的实际上是壁炉边上的那个人！”

“全乱套了！”地方法官说，“你们赶紧给我去追另外那个人。”

那个被抓回来的人头一次开了口。刚才人们提到了壁炉边上的那个人，看来没有别的事能比这更触动他。“先生，”他边说边朝地方法官的方向走了几步，“不要在我身上花心思了。现在终于到了我可以说话的时候了。我什么都没干，唯一的罪过就是那个被判了死刑的人是我哥哥。今天中午刚过我就离开家，打算从绍茨福德一路走到卡斯特桥监狱去和他告别。我走到这儿的时候，天都黑了，我想进来歇歇脚，顺便问问路。我打开门，发现里面坐着的不是别人，正是我哥哥——我原本打算到卡斯特桥死牢里去见的那个人啊。他就坐在壁炉边上，紧挨着他的就是那个来取他命的刽子手，所以即便我哥哥想逃也肯定逃不出来。刽子手唱的歌正是关于这件事的，殊不知旁边和他一起唱歌、装作没事儿的人，就是即将在他的绞刑架下做鬼的那个人。我哥哥特别痛苦地看了我一眼，我知道他的意思：‘千万别泄露天机，这对我来说可是生死攸关。’我当时太害怕了，都快站不住了，也不知道自己都干了什么，转身就跑。”

说话人的态度和语气足以证明他说的是真话，在场的所有人都大受触动。

“你知道你哥哥现在哪里吗？”地方法官问道。

“不知道，关上门后就再没见到他。”

“我可以证明，因为我们一直和你在一块儿。”警官说。

“他会想着往哪儿逃呢？——他是从事什么职业的？”

“他是个钟表匠，先生。”

“他跟我们说他是造轮子的——缺德的骗子。”警官说。

“他指的肯定是钟表的齿轮。”牧羊人芬奈尔说，“当时我就想，造轮子的手咋能这么白呢。”

“我看，再扣着这个可怜虫也没什么意义了。”地方法官说，“毫无疑问，你们的任务是抓回另外那个家伙。”

就这样，小个子立马就被放了，但他的伤心却没有因此减少一丝一毫，因为他关心哥哥胜过自己，而他们要派人把他逮回来。对于他心中的忧虑，地方法官和警官也鞭长莫及。这件事处理完毕，小个子也上路了。可夜已太深，继续搜索也是枉然，人们干脆第二天早上再行动了。

于是到了第二天，追捕那个机灵的偷羊贼的行动全面细致地展开了，至少看上去是如此。但是，相比他犯下的事儿来说，这样的判处实在有点太过残忍，于是那一带的很多村民都坚定地站在逃犯这一边。况且，在牧羊人家的聚会上，他能在那种气氛中以惊人的沉着和勇敢与刽子手推杯换盏，乡亲们十分钦佩。所以，那些在搜查森林、田野和小路时看似十分忙碌的乡亲们，搜查自家屋里屋外时是否真那么彻底，就值得怀疑了。众人中间流传着这样一种说法：在某条古老的、杂草丛生的，或是远离大路的小径上，偶尔会见到一个神秘的身影；可是每次组织人员搜查可疑区域时，却又什么人都找不到。就这样，一天天、一周周过去了，没有任何消息。

总之，那个坐在壁炉边上、一口浑厚低音的男人没有再度被捕。有人说他漂洋过海另谋生路去了，也有人说根本没那么回事儿，他不过是找了个人口稠密的城市隐居下来，过着深居简出的生活。不管怎么说，穿煤灰色衣服的那位先生第二天早上没能在卡斯特桥完成他的任务。之后，他也没有在任何其他地方，在执行公务时碰到过这位仁兄——尽管在高地峡谷那间孤零零的小屋里，两人曾经一起度过了轻松的一小时。

牧羊人芬奈尔和他节俭的妻子坟前早已杂草丛生；那些参加洗礼晚宴的客人们，也大都相继追随款待他们的主人入了土；那天受洗的婴儿，现在已是一位形容枯槁的老妇。然而，三个陌生人那天夜里造访牧羊人家的故事，以及相关的各种传说，却一直在高鸦梯那一带广为流传。

1883年3月

注释


[1]
 　英国旧时货币单位，1几尼合1.05英镑。——译者注，下同


[2]
 　巴比伦的最后一位国王，酒宴时墙上突然现出警告他要失败的字迹（见基督教《圣经·但以理书》）。


梦中的女人

威尔基·科林斯





第一段叙述

珀西·费尔班克对事实的陈述

一

“喂，有人吗？马夫！喂！”

“亲爱的，怎么不找找门铃？”

“我找了——没有。”

“院子里没人。太不正常了！亲爱的，再叫叫。”

“马夫！喂！马——夫！”

我的第二次叫声在空荡荡的院子里回响，但没人应声——也就是说，没见产生什么效果。我实在没辙了——不知道再说点什么或做点什么。我就这样站在陌生镇子上一个幽静客栈的院子里，有两匹马要照料，还要照顾一位女士——我的妻子。雪上加霜的是，其中的一匹马彻底瘸了，徒增了我的负担。

您一定会问——我是谁？

有的是时间回答这个问题。啥动静没有，也没人出来接待我们。那么让我来介绍一下我自己和我妻子吧。

我叫珀西·费尔班克——英国绅士，年龄就算四十吧，不工作，政治中立，中等身材，皮肤白皙，性格随和，有很多钱。

我妻子是法国人。我第一次在法国她父亲的家里见到她时，她还是克洛蒂尔德·德洛尔热小姐。我爱上了她——我真不知道为什么，也许是因为我当时太闲了，实在没任何其他事可做；也许是因为我所有的朋友都说她绝对不是我会娶回家的那种女人。我得承认，表面上看费尔班克夫人和我没一点儿共同之处。她高个子，黑头发；她神经兮兮，容易激动，还爱浪漫；她看问题总是走极端。这样一个女人会看上我什么？而我又会看上她什么？我跟您一样不知道答案。但不可思议的是，我们确实很相配。我们已是十年的夫妻了，唯一的遗憾是没有孩子。我不知道您怎么想，但总体上讲我认为这是一桩幸福的婚姻。

关于我们自己，就讲这么多吧。下一个问题是：我们为什么会到这个客栈的院子里？我怎么变成了马夫，手上还牵着两匹马？

我们绝大部分时间住在法国——住在我第一次遇见我妻子的那座乡村宅院里。为了换换环境，我们偶尔会拜访我的英国朋友。这段时间我们正在拜访其中的一位。他是我大学的朋友，在萨默塞特郡拥有一处不错的房产；我们赶在狩猎季结束前到了他家——法利公馆。

回到故事发生的当天——这注定是我的日历中难忘的一天——一群猎狗在法利公馆集合起来。我和费尔班克夫人骑上了朋友马厩里最好的两匹马，这样好的马让我们骑真是白瞎了，因为我们对打猎一点儿都不在行，也不在意。但我们喜欢骑马，喜欢微风拂面的春日早上，喜欢置身于美丽丰饶的英格兰风景之中。狩猎热火朝天地开始时，我们跟着狩猎队伍。但当出现问题时，时间一分一秒地过去，我们的耐心也经受着痛苦的考验；当不知所措的猎狗跑来跑去，恼怒的猎手频爆粗口，我们再没兴趣跟着队伍前行了。我们调转马头朝荒草丛生、树影婆娑的小路奔去。马儿快乐地在小路上漫步，不知不觉间，我们来到了一片开阔的公地。马儿疾驰穿过这片土地，又踏上了一条蜿蜒的小路。我们蹚过小河，穿过村庄，来到一个四面环山、宁静幽然的地方。马儿们甩着头，彼此对着咴儿咴儿地叫着，跟我们一样享受着这一切。我们两个像孩子一样快乐，打猎早被抛到九霄云外。可正当我们唱一首法国歌时，快乐却戛然而止——我妻子的马前蹄踏到一块松动的石头上，绊了一下，幸亏她及时伸手一拽，否则马儿当即就会摔倒。马儿试图继续前行时，我们沮丧地意识到：它前蹄的筋腱拉伤了，马瘸了。

怎么办呢？这一带偏僻的乡村对我们来说很陌生。我们环顾四周，丝毫看不到人烟，只好牵着马缰绳沿着小路向山上走去，看看是不是能在山那头发现点什么。我把妻子的马鞍和我的马鞍对调了一下，然后让她骑我的马。我的马不习惯驮一位女士；它怀念男士的腿给它体侧熟悉的压力。它烦躁不安，时而惊跳，时而踢起满地尘土。我牵着瘸马走在后面，保持着一个安全的距离。这世上还有什么比瘸马更让人难过的呢？我看过人瘸，也看过狗瘸，他们还都快乐；但我见过的瘸马无一不因自己的不幸而伤心难抑。

有半个小时的时间，我妻子的坐骑在那条小路上横冲直撞，忽左忽右，我在后面迈着沉重的步子，而那匹悲伤的马则在我后面蹒跚而行。快到山顶时，我们这支悲伤的队伍路过一块田地，地里有一位萨默塞特郡的农民正在干活。我叫那农民过来；那人在地中间冷冷地朝我们看了一眼，根本没打算挪动一步。我用最大的声音问他这里离法利公馆有多远。这位萨默塞特郡的农民大声回答道：

“十四英里。给我一点儿苹果酒。”

我把他说的萨默塞特话为妻子译成标准的英语。我们离法利公馆有十四英里，而田地里这位给我们提供信息的朋友正期待我们的奖赏——一点儿苹果酒。这个农民立在那儿，就是活脱脱一幅画儿！太有个性了，天啊！太有性格了！

费尔班克夫人可没我这份闲心琢磨农夫的本性。那匹烦躁不安的马不让她有片刻的安宁；她开始发脾气了。

“现在这样我们走不了十四英里，”她说，“问问田里那个粗人，最近的客栈在哪儿？”

我从衣兜里拿出一先令，高高地举起。阳光下，这枚硬币显示出神奇的吸引力，把这个农民慢慢地从田地中央吸引到我这边来。我告诉他，我们想把马匹安顿一下，然后租一辆马车把我们送回法利公馆。我们得去哪儿才能把这些事搞定？农民回答的时候，眼睛一直没有离开那枚硬币：

“安德布里奇镇，一定行。”

“离这儿远吗？”

农民重复了一遍：“离这儿远吗？”然后笑了起来：“哈哈哈！”（很明显，安德布里奇很近——只要我们找得到。）“朋友，你能带我们去吗？”“你能给我口苹果酒吗？”我礼貌地点点头，然后指一指那枚硬币。乡下人的智慧再一次显现出来。这个农民就这样加入到我们这支情绪低落的队伍。我妻子优雅漂亮，但他从未看她一眼，更奇怪的是，他从未看一眼我的马。他的眼睛跟着他的心思：他的心思全都在那枚硬币上。

我们到达了山顶，看到了山那边，看到了山谷里我们此次要去朝拜的圣坛——安德布里奇。到了这儿，我们的导游就领了那枚硬币走人了，让我们自己去找那个客栈。我天生就是个有礼貌的人。我们分手时我说了声“早安”，他看着我，咬了咬硬币，确认它是真的，然后很粗野地回了句“早！”转身就走了，好像我们冒犯了他一样。真是文明发展过程中一个奇特的产物啊。要不是看到小镇上教堂的塔尖，我一定会认为我们迷失在蛮荒之岛了。

二

到达小镇后，我们没费劲就找到了客栈。小镇只有一条荒凉的街道；客栈就在街道的中段，是一座年久失修的古老石头房子。招牌上的油漆已经褪光，一长排临街前窗的百叶窗都关着。一只公鸡和一群母鸡是门里唯一的活物。很明显，这是马车时代的一个老客栈，已被火车时代淘汰。我们穿过敞开的拱形门廊，没人来迎接我们。我们继续向前，进到后面有马厩的院子；我扶着妻子下了马——这就是本故事开篇的场景。没有门铃。无人应答。我手里握着马的缰绳，无助地站在那里。费尔班克夫人优雅地穿过整个院子，做着所有女人到一个陌生的环境都会做的事：她打开经过的每一扇门，朝里面看一看。而我已经调整好呼吸，正准备第三次、也是最后一次大声叫马夫。就在这时，费尔班克夫人突然叫我：

“珀西！过来！”

她的声音急切不安。她已经打开了院子尽头最后一扇房门，猛地向后一退，肯定是突然看到了什么东西。我急忙把马缰绳拴到我附近墙上一颗生了锈的钉子上，走到她身边。她脸色苍白，紧张兮兮地抓住我的胳膊。

“天啊！”她喊道，“看那儿！”

我看了看——看到什么了呢？我看到在一间昏暗、肮脏的小马棚里，有两个马间。其中一个马间中，一匹马正在津津有味地嚼着玉米；另一个马间里，有个人在草铺上熟睡。

这个人疲惫不堪，面容憔悴寒碜，一身马夫装束。他面颊凹陷、布满皱纹，头发稀疏花白，皮肤干涩发黄。这一切都讲述着他过去所经历过的痛苦或折磨。他眉头紧皱，仿佛预示着不祥之事；一侧嘴角因痛苦和紧张而抽动着。我刚看到他时，他呼吸急促，在睡梦中战栗着，叹息着。这景象看了令人伤感，我本能地马上转身去看院子里明媚的阳光，而我妻子却让我转回身来，朝马棚门方向看。

“等等！”她说，“等等！他还会那样的。”

“会哪样？”

“我第一次看的时候，他在说梦话，珀西。他在做噩梦。嘘！他又开始说了。”

我看着，听着。这男人在那张极不舒适的床上扭动着，从牙缝里倏地挤出一串可怕的呓语：“醒醒！醒醒！在那儿！杀人啦！”

安静了一会儿后，他将一只瘦瘦的胳膊慢慢地抬起，架到喉咙上。他颤抖着，在稻草上翻着身，又把胳膊从喉咙处抬起，无力地伸出去，试图去抓身边的稻草，看来他正梦见手里抓着什么东西的边缘。我看到他的嘴唇又开始动；我轻轻地走进马间，我妻子跟在后面，她的手紧紧地抓着我的手。我们都俯下身去听他说什么。他又开始说梦话了——这次的话很奇怪，全是疯话。

我们听到他说：“浅灰色眼睛，左眼睑低垂，亚麻色的头发，有一绺是金黄色——对，母亲！白皙的胳膊上长着绒毛——娇小的淑女的手，指甲周围泛着红晕——刀——可恶的刀——先刺了一侧，又刺了另一侧——啊哈，你这女魔！刀跑哪儿去了？”

他突然停下来，变得不安起来。我们看到他在草铺上扭动着身体，举起双臂，歇斯底里地大声喘气。他的眼睛突然睁开了片刻，木然无神，好像什么也没看；然后他又闭上眼睛，睡得更深。他还在做梦吗？是的，但似乎换了一个主题。等他再说话的时候，语调完全变了，话也少了。他悲伤地一遍又一遍哀求着：“说你爱我！我这么喜欢你。说你爱我！说你爱我！”他睡得越来越沉，轻声地重复着那些话，声音越来越微弱，最后听不见了。他不再说了。

这时，费尔班克夫人已经克服了恐惧，变得对这件事充满好奇。草铺上的可怜人把她骨子里的想象力都给调动起来了。对浪漫的无限热爱，使她如饥似渴地要了解更多。她不耐烦地摇着我的胳膊。

“你听见了？珀西，他梦的深处有个女人！还有爱情和谋杀。珀西，客栈的人都去哪儿了？再到院子里喊一喊。”

我妻子从她妈妈那边论，属于法国南方人。那里的女子大多端庄美丽，但脾气急躁。我无需多言，已婚男士会明白我的处境。而单身男人需要知道：有些场合我们不仅要爱、要尊敬我们的妻子，而且必须服从我们的妻子。

遵照妻子的命令，我朝门口走去，正撞上一个悄悄走到我们身边来的陌生人。这是一个个头矮小、皮肤红润、睡眼惺忪的老头，胖胖的脸上表情茫然，光秃秃的头顶油光锃亮。他上身穿着体面的古典黑色宽燕尾服，下身却穿着褐色马裤，绑着褐色的绑腿。我的直觉告诉我，他就是客栈的主人。

“早上好，先生。”这个面色红润的老头说，“我耳朵有点背。是你刚刚在院子里叫吗？”

我还没来得及回答，我妻子就接过话去，执意要了解那个睡在草铺上的可怜人是谁。为了能让店主听得见，她尖叫道：“他从哪儿来？为什么他在睡梦中说了那么多可怕的话？他结没结婚？他是不是爱过一个谋杀犯？那个女人长什么样？她真的用刀刺伤他了？一句话，亲爱的店主，把他的身世告诉我们！”

亲爱的店主昏昏欲睡地等费尔班克夫人问完，然后作出了如下的答复：

“他叫弗朗西斯·雷文。他是一名独立卫理公会会徒。他已过了四十五岁的生日。他是我的马夫。这就是他的身世。”

我妻子又犯了南方人的急脾气——她跺了跺脚，以示对这样的答复不满意。

店主睡眼蒙眬地转过身去，看着我们的马：“这两匹马很不错，就让它们俩待在这个院子吧。你想让它们住我的马棚吗？”我点点头表示肯定。店主一心想向我妻子示好，又冲她说道：“我得把弗朗西斯·雷文叫醒。他是一名独立卫理公会会徒。他已过了四十五岁的生日。他是我的马夫。这就是他的身世。”

店主发布完第二版关于弗朗西斯·雷文的有趣描述后，就走进了马棚。我们跟在他后面，想看看他怎样叫醒弗朗西斯·雷文，也想知道接下来会发生什么事。马棚的扫帚放在角落里；店主抄起扫帚朝熟睡的马夫走去，粗野地用扫帚捅他，就像是在捅笼子里的野兽。弗朗西斯·雷文惊恐地大叫一声，站了起来，表情激动地看着我们，眼神里充满了恐惧与怀疑。接着，他镇定下来——突然间变成了一个庄重、安静、举止得体的仆从。

“对不起，夫人；对不起，先生。”

他道歉时的口吻、举止和他低下的社会地位明显不符。我也开始受费尔班克夫人的感染，对这个人产生了兴趣。我们俩跟在他身后，来到院子里，看看他如何处置我们的马。他抬起那匹瘸马的伤腿，一举一动都能看出他很懂行。他麻溜利索、默不言声地把这匹瘸马牵到一个空的马棚里；又麻溜利索、默不言声地拿来一桶热水，把马的瘸腿放进水里：“温水能消肿，先生。之后我就把它的腿用绷带包扎好。”整个过程中，他不多说不少道，活儿干得棒极了。

眼前的这个人与平常人没什么两样——一点儿也不狂躁，一点儿也不奇怪。这就是说梦话的那个人吗？——就是那个醒来的时候惊恐地大叫，眼神里充满了恐惧与怀疑的那个人吗？我决定再问他一两个问题，试探试探他。

三

“这儿没多少事可做吧。”我对马夫说。

“确实不多，先生。”马夫回答说。

“这房子里有人住吗？”

“这房子很空，先生。”

“我还以为你们都死了。谁也听不到我说话。”

“店主聋得厉害，先生，服务员又出去跑腿了。”

“是啊，你当时在马棚里睡得很死。你经常白天打个盹儿吗？”

马夫有点不好意思，疲惫的脸微微一红，第一次避开了我的眼睛。费尔班克夫人偷偷地掐了一下我的胳膊。我们真的马上就要发现答案了吗？我又重复了一遍问题。出于礼貌，他别无选择，只得作答。他是这样回答的：

“我累极了，先生。不然的话，你不会看到我白天睡觉的。”

“嗯，累极了？我想你的活儿一定很累吧。”

“不累，先生。”

“那又是为什么？”

他又迟疑了一会儿，然后不情愿地说：“我整夜都没睡觉。”

“整夜没睡觉？镇上发生什么事了吗？”

“没什么事，先生。”

“有人病了？”

“没有，先生。”

到此为止，他不再吭声了。尽管我想尽了办法，也没再从他嘴里套出什么。他转身离开了，忙着照料那匹马的腿。我离开马棚，去跟店主说找马车送我们回法利公馆的事。费尔班克夫人仍跟马夫在一起，我离开的时候，她还特别看了我一眼，那眼神明明白白告诉我：“我必须搞清他为什么熬通宵。把他交给我好了。”

订马车的事非常容易就搞定了。客栈有一匹马和一辆轻型马车。店主讲了这匹马和这辆马车的来头，就像讲弗朗西斯·雷文的身世一样，只不过是马和车没有宗教信仰。“这匹马快九岁了；这辆马车已经跟了我二十四年。安德布里奇的马克斯先生养育了这匹马；约维尔的普利先生造了这辆车。它们是我的马、我的车。这就是它们的身世！”说完这些细节，店主上前把马具套上。我帮助他把马车拉到院里。准备工作就要结束的时候，费尔班克夫人出现了，没过多久马夫也跟着她走出来。他已包扎完马腿，现在就准备驱车送我们回法利公馆。他的表情、举止都显露出一丝不安，这也意味着我妻子已经设法让他说出了心事。在院子的角落里，我悄悄地问她：“喂，你是不是知道弗朗西斯·雷文为什么熬通宵了？”

费尔班克夫人想要营造出一种戏剧性的效果。她没有直接告诉我答案，而是提了一个问题来吊我的胃口，激发我的兴趣。

“亲爱的，今天几号？”

“今天是3月1号。”

“3月1号，珀西，是弗朗西斯·雷文的生日。”

我努力装作感兴趣，但没有做到。

“弗朗西斯出生于——”费尔班克夫人郑重其事地继续说道，“凌晨两点钟。”

我开始纳闷我妻子的智力是不是下降到和店主同等水平了。“就这些吗？”我问。

“还没完。”费尔班克夫人说，“弗朗西斯·雷文在他生日这晚整夜未睡，因为他害怕上床睡觉。”

“那他为什么害怕睡觉呢？”

“因为他有生命危险。”

“在他生日这天？”

“是的，每年在他生日这天的凌晨两点，他都会有危险。”

说到这儿，她停了下来。她发现的仅此而已吗？目前就这么多。这时，我开始对这事真正感兴趣起来。我迫切地问她这是什么意思。费尔班克夫人神秘地指了指马车，弗朗西斯·雷文（我们现在的马车夫）正等着我们上车呢。马车前排有两个座位，后排有一个座位。我妻子看了我一眼，分明是在警告我什么，然后自己坐在了前排的位子上。

这一安排必然意味着费尔班克夫人在两个多小时的旅途中一直坐在车夫边上。要我说出结果吗？这样做也太小瞧您的智力了。还是把我在车上的位子让给您，请弗朗西斯·雷文自己给您讲述他的可怕经历吧。





*****

第二段叙述

马夫自述

四

我第一次预见我这辈子要有大麻烦，是在一个梦里，距离现在已经有十年了。

假设现在是十年前的一天，你们正和我们一起，在我们剑桥郡的小屋里喝茶，这样我讲起来不会那么别扭。

那天深夜，我们三个人坐在桌边，也就是我，我母亲，还有母亲的妹妹，钱斯姨妈
[1]

 。她们两个都出生在苏格兰，丈夫也都去世了。除此以外，我再也想不出她们有什么相似之处。我母亲一辈子住在英格兰，跟我一样没什么苏格兰口音；钱斯姨妈在她丈夫去世后就来跟我母亲一起住，此前从未离开过苏格兰。我敢说要是你听过苏格兰人说话，她一开口你准能听出她那浓重的苏格兰腔。

当时的情况是，我们在争论一件重要的事，就是第二天早上我是否应该步行出个远门。

第二天恰好是我生日的前一天，而此行的目的是到邻镇的一座大宅自荐当马夫。据说那个差事可能在三个星期后空出来。我很有希望填补这个空缺，但其他人也一样有可能。在我们家道兴旺的那段日子里，父亲是驯马场的经理，从我小时候开始他就一直让我在里头帮忙。请原谅我说这些小事，但你们很快就会发现这些细节和接下来的故事都有关联。我可怜的母亲死都不肯让我次日离家。

“明天晚上之前，你不可能一路走到那儿再走回来，”她说，“结果就是你生日的那天要在外面过夜。自打你父亲去世，弗朗西斯，你从未这样干过，我不赞同你这样。儿子，再等一天，就一天。”

而我却厌倦了整日无所事事，丝毫不愿耽搁。多等一天，结果可能就完全不同——别人可能会占了先机，得到那个位置。

“想一想我有多久没工作了，”我说，“别让我推迟这次行程。母亲，我不会让你失望的。即便花掉我最后的六便士坐马车，明天晚上我也一定会回来的。”

我母亲摇摇头：“我不赞同，弗朗西斯，我不赞同！”她毫不让步。我们就这样争啊争，互不相让，直到僵在那里。最后，我们俩都同意让钱斯姨妈来评判。

当我和母亲试图说服对方的时候，我姨妈静静地坐在那儿，一言不发，搅着杯中的茶，想着自己的事。我们俩请她给点意见时，她如梦方醒。“你俩都要听听我的浅见？”她操着浓重的苏格兰口音问道。我们都说“是的”。听到这儿，我姨妈先清理了茶几，然后从她的裙子口袋里拿出一副扑克牌。

请你们接着听下去，不要认为这是很随便的做法，也不要认为这仅仅是要逗我和我母亲开心。我姨妈坚信她能够通过这些扑克牌预知我的未来。她自己也是这样：做什么事之前都要先算算命。她此时的所作所为足以证明她真心实意地关心我的幸福。我没有亵渎神灵的意思，只是实话实说：这些扑克牌以某种神秘的方式与她的宗教信仰相联结。如今你会遇到一些人，相信鬼魂可以通过桌椅显灵；同样的道理（假如有道理可言的话），我姨妈相信天命可以通过扑克牌显现出来。

“不管是你对，弗朗西斯，还是你母亲对，不管是好事还是坏事，不管明天是去是留，扑克牌都可以告诉你答案。我们都要听命于天意。扑克牌可以告诉你这一切。”

听到这些，我母亲把脸扭向一边，脸上流露出一丝不快。她妹妹关于扑克牌的想法，在她看来比直接亵渎神灵好不到哪儿去。但她没有把这话说出来。实际上，钱斯姨妈继承了她已故丈夫留下的每年三十镑的养老金，这笔钱对我们家维持生计很是重要，也必然为她在我们家赢得了一定的尊重。至于我自己，倘若说我可怜的父亲在陷入困境前还为我做了点什么的话，那就是他让我接受了良好的教育，感谢上帝，他让我一点儿都不迷信。不过，那时候稍微信点迷信我也觉得挺有意思的；于是我就等待算命的结果，很耐心地等，好像我真的相信似的！

我姨妈一边念咒语，一边抽出7以下的牌，然后用左手洗剩余的牌，这些牌要用来测我的运气。接下来她把这些牌给我，让我切牌。“用左手，弗朗西斯。注意，你要相信天命！同时别忘了你的运气就在你左手中！”然后，她花了好长时间将这些扑克牌颠来倒去，直到牌的数量减至十五张，再把这些牌整齐地排成半圆形。根据规则，恰巧在圆形最右边的牌代表我。这张扑克牌是方块K，真合我现在的处境（一个失业的穷马夫）
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 。

“我收起方块K，”姨妈说，“从右往左数七张牌，接下来会发生什么，我会毕恭毕敬地祈福。”我姨妈闭上眼睛，如同她在吃肉前说谢恩的话时一样，接着，她递给我第七张牌。我叫的这张牌是黑桃Q。姨妈迅速睁开眼睛，诡秘地朝我这边看了一下：“黑桃Q指的是黑女人。弗朗西斯，你会暗地里想一个黑头发的女人？”

一个男人如果失业超过三个月，他脑子里是不会想女人的，管她是黄头发还是黑头发。我现在想的是到大宅当马夫的事，我这样告诉姨妈。我姨妈根本不听。她轻蔑地回应我的解释：“呸呸，看看你手里的牌！就算你今天没想她，明天也会想她。想黑头发的女人有什么不好！以前我头发没变白的时候，我自己就是黑头发。弗朗西斯，静一静，看着牌。”

我就按她所说的看着牌。桌子上还有七张牌。姨妈从两端分别去掉两张，然后让我叫桌上剩余三张牌中靠边的两张：一张是梅花A；一张是方块10。姨妈抬眼看着天花板，眼神里充满了虔诚和感恩，这绝对考验我母亲的耐心。梅花A和方块10放到一起的意思是：第一，好消息，很明显是指马夫差事的事；第二，我眼下要去的一次旅行，显然指的是我明天要出门这件事；第三，一笔钱，可能是指马夫的工资，正等着进入我的腰包。姨妈给我算了命，又用这些话鼓励我，之后就把扑克牌收了起来。“啊，孩子！绝对是天意让扑克牌这样做的，而不是扑克牌自己告诉我们的。明天去那座大宅吧。一个黑头发的女人会在大门口等你，她会助你得到马夫这个差事，及一切相关的薪金和待遇。希望你腰包鼓了的时候，别忘了钱斯姨妈，她就靠那每年三十镑维持她清贫的寡妇生活。”

我答应钱斯姨妈，我现在可怜的空腰包一旦哪天被装满了，一定会记得她（她这个人就这点毛病——特别贪财）。算完命，我看了看母亲。她刚才也同意让她妹妹给我们当裁判，但是她的妹妹更偏向我，她也没再提出反对意见。她默默地站起身，亲吻了我一下，伤心地叹了口气，就离开了房间。姨妈摇摇头说：“弗朗西斯，我觉得你可怜的妈妈一点儿都不懂扑克牌的好处！”

第二天天一亮我就出发了。打开院门时，我回头看了一下我们的房子。我母亲站在一扇窗里，拿手帕擦着眼睛。另一扇窗里站着我的姨妈，高高举起黑桃Q，以此来鼓励我。我挥挥手向她们俩告别，然后迈着轻盈的步伐上路了。那是二月的最后一天。请记住，接下来的一天——3月1号凌晨两点，就是我出生的时刻。

五

现在你们知道我怎么离开了家。我要讲的下一件事就是路上发生了什么。

鉴于我家到这座大宅的距离，照理说，我到达的时间还是相当早的。扑克牌的预言最开始就被证明是错的：在门口迎接我的不是什么黑发女人，事实上根本就不是女人，而是一个男仆。他指引我去了用人房，接下来发生的事情证明扑克牌的预言全错了。我遇到的不是一个女人，而是三个，她们中没有一位是黑头发。我说过我不迷信，这是实话。但我必须承认，向管家鞠躬时，我确实感到心扑腾扑腾直跳。我向他说明自己的来意，他的回答彻底推翻了钱斯姨妈扑克牌的预言。厄运仍追随着我：就在那天早上，已经有人应征过马夫这个差事，而且已经被录用了。

我尽量不流露出失望的表情。谢过管家后，我就去了村里的客栈——此时，我太需要休息一下，吃点东西了。

动身回家之前，我在客栈咨询了一下回家路线，得知如果走一条新路，就可以少走几英里。弄清了路线，又重复了几遍需要转的几次弯之后，我就上路了。我一直走到天快黑，中间只停下来一次，吃了点面包和奶酪。天色越来越暗，开始下起雨来，风也越刮越大；更糟糕的是，走到离家大概十五英里左右时，我发现自己来到了一个完全陌生的地方。我想找个地方问路，并最终在浓密的树林边看到一座孤零零的路边客栈。虽然这地方看上去偏僻，但对于一个又饿又渴、脚痛难忍、全身透湿的迷路人来讲，它的出现绝对是令人欢欣鼓舞的。店主慈眉善目，彬彬有礼，而且他要的床位价格也相当公道。我很不愿让母亲失望。但那里没有什么交通工具，而我当时真的一步也走不动了。我太累了，完全是不得已才留在客栈过夜。

我自认是个有节制的人。晚饭很简单，只来了点培根薄片、一片自制面包和一品脱麦芽啤酒。吃完这顿便餐，我没有马上睡觉，而是坐着和店主聊了会儿天，我告诉他我暗淡的前途以及长期伴随我的厄运，然后我们又换了话题，谈论马匹和马赛。无论是我自己、店主，还是几个在酒吧间闲逛的工人，都没说什么让人情绪激动或浮想联翩的话，影响到我对常识的判断。

十一点刚过，客栈就关了。我跟在店主身后拿着蜡烛，看他把所有的门窗都关好。我惊奇地注意到插销、门闩以及包铁的百叶窗都那么结实。

“你看，我们这儿前不着村、后不着店的。”店主说，“虽然从来没人闯进来过，但还是防备万一的好。没人住这儿的时候，这房子里只有我一个男的。我老婆和女儿都胆小，女佣也好不到哪儿去。你进去之前再来杯啤酒吧？不要！好吧，我真不明白像你这样脑子清醒的人怎么会没有工作。你就在这儿睡。今晚只有你在这儿过夜。我想，为了让你住得舒服点，我老婆已经尽力了，是吧。你真的不再喝杯酒了？很好。晚安。”

我们上楼进卧房的时候，楼道里的钟已经十一点半了。从这个房间的窗望出去，恰好就是房子后面的树林。

我锁好门，把蜡烛放到五斗柜上，又累又乏，准备上床睡觉。阴冷的风还在不停地刮着，房后的树林发出呜呜的哀鸣，在寂静的夜晚听到这样阴森的声音，让人很别扭。很奇怪，我觉得自己特别清醒，于是决定等有了困意再熄灭蜡烛。实际上，我感觉不太舒服。早上的失望令我心情压抑；长途的跋涉让我身体疲惫。无论是压抑还是疲惫，都使我无法面对这样的状况：漆黑的深夜躺在床上无法入睡，窗外还传来风刮过树林的凄凉的呜咽声。

不知不觉中，睡意向我袭来，我闭上了眼睛，身体也彻底松弛下来，渐渐进入梦乡，没有像刚才打算的那样熄灭蜡烛。

后来，我就记得我的身体轻微地颤抖了一下，从头到脚传遍全身，我的心也沉了一下，并感觉到一阵从未有过的、可怕的剧痛。颤抖只是扰乱了我的睡眠，而疼痛使我立刻醒来。刹那间，我从睡眠状态进入警觉状态：我的眼睛睁得大大的，脑子奇迹般地瞬间变得清醒。蜡烛几乎燃尽了，但没剪过的烛花刚刚掉了下去，所以烛光此刻依然很明亮。

在床脚与壁橱门之间，我看到一个人——一个女人，站在那儿看着我，手里拿了把刀。这样说不是为了证明我勇气十足，但事实就是事实。我当时被吓得说不出话。我躺在那儿，看着那个女人；而那女人站在那儿，手里拿着刀，看着我。

我们盯着对方的脸，她一言不发；过了一会儿，她动了一下，慢慢地朝床的左边走过来。

烛光倾泻在她的脸上，她是个端庄的女人，皮肤白皙，亚麻色头发，有一绺是金黄色的，淡灰色眼睛，左眼睑有些低垂。我注意到的这一切牢牢地印在了我脑子里。这时，她已经走到了床边，一句话也没有说，没有任何表情，不带一点儿声响。她离我越来越近，走到床头时停了下来，举起手中的刀刺向我。我抬起胳膊护住喉咙；刀闪电般落下的一刹那，我迅速滚到床的右侧，刀擦过我的肩头，只差头发丝那么远。

我紧紧盯着她的胳膊和手。她慢慢地把刀从床上拔出，这让我有时间看个清楚：她的胳膊很白、线条优美，白皙的皮肤上长着一层淡淡的、漂亮的绒毛；一只娇小的淑女的手，指甲周围泛着红晕。

她把刀拔出来，然后又慢慢退向床脚。她在那儿停了片刻，看着我，然后又继续向前，一句话不说，冷酷的脸上没有任何表情，不带一点儿声响地走到我床的右侧。

离我近了，她又举起手里的刀，我迅速地滚向床的左侧。她的胳膊敏捷地向下刺，像上次一样刺入床垫，不过依然没有刺中我，还是只差头发丝那么远。这次我的视线离开她落到那把刀上。这是一把很大的折叠刀，干活的人经常用来切面包和培根的那种，她那纤巧的小手都不能握住刀柄的三分之二。我注意到刀柄是用鹿角做的，和刀刃一样干净、闪亮，就跟新的一样。

她第二次把刀从床里拔出来，突然把它藏到长裙宽大的袖子里。藏好后，她在床边停下看着我。我看到她在那儿站了一会儿，接着，快烧完的烛芯倒进烛台里，火焰变成小蓝点，整个屋子跟着暗了下来。

片刻之间——可能比片刻还短——烛芯又最后一次着起来，冒着烟。当最后的光亮起来时，我还在看床的右侧，还在寻找她。但我什么也看不到了。拿刀的女人已经不见了。

我逐渐回过神来。我能感觉到自己的心在咚咚地跳；我能听到树林里凄厉的风声；我从床上跳起来，想赶在她逃离客栈之前发出警报：“杀人了！快醒醒！杀人了！”

没人回应。我起身在黑暗中摸索着走向屋门口——她应该就是从那儿进来的，也应该是从那儿出去的。

屋门锁得紧紧的，和我上床前锁得一模一样！我看了看窗。也是紧锁的！

听到屋外有声音，我打开房门。是店主，他正沿着走廊往我这边走，一只手拿着蜡烛，另一只手拿着枪。

“什么事？”他问，很不友好地看着我。

我只能小声回答说：“一个女人，手里拿把刀。在我房间里。白皮肤，黄头发。她用刀刺我，刺了两回。”

他举起蜡烛，从头到脚细细打量了我一番。“看来她没刺中你啊，两次都没有。”

“刀落下的时候我躲开了。两次刀都刺在床上。进去看看吧。”

店主立刻拿着蜡烛走进去。不到一分钟他又出来了，情绪相当激动。

“你见鬼去吧！还有你拿刀的女人！床单上没有任何痕迹。你闯到别人家里，因为做了个梦把他的家人吓得要死，你什么意思？”

梦？那个要刺杀我的女人不像我一样是个活生生的人？我开始发抖。光是这个念头就让我害怕。

“我要离开这儿。”我说，“经历了这一幕，我宁愿待在路上，待在雨里，待在黑暗里，也不愿意待在这屋子里。把灯借给我，让我找一下衣服，再告诉我需要付多少钱。”

店主拿着蜡烛带着我走进卧室。“付钱？”他说，“下楼的时候在小黑板上能找到你的房费。早知道你会这样做梦、尖叫，我才不会为了挣你的钱而放你进来呢。你看看床，刀刺在哪儿了？你看看窗户，锁被撬开了吗？你再看看门，我听着你锁上的，被撞开了吗？我的房子里有一个女人拿着刀要杀人！你真不知羞耻！”

我朝他手指的方向看去：先是床，然后是窗，接下来是门。不可否认，他说的都对：床单完好无损，窗是紧闭的，门上的铰链牢固如昨。我一句话没说，胡乱穿上衣服就跟他下楼了。我看了一眼酒吧间里的钟，时间是凌晨两点二十。结了账，店主就让我走了。外面的雨已经停了，但还是很黑，风比之前更寒冷刺骨。黑夜，寒冷，或是找不到回家的路，都不重要，我的心思根本不在这些事儿上面，全在卧室里看到的幻影上。我看到的要谋杀我的究竟是什么东西？是梦中的生灵吗？还是来自坟墓底下的另一种东西，也就是我们所谓的鬼？在这样的夜里，我一边走一边想，却无法作出解释。直到第二天中午，走错好几次路后，我终于站到了自家的门口，此时我依然不知这是怎么回事。

六

我母亲一个人出来接的我。我们俩之间没有任何秘密。我把所有这一切都告诉了她，就像我刚刚告诉你们的一样。我讲的时候她一直默不作声。讲完之后，她问了我一个问题：

“弗朗西斯，你见到梦中的那个女人时是几点？”

我离开客栈时看了钟，注意到那时候表针指在两点二十。去掉我跟店主讲话的时间，去掉我穿上衣服的时间，我告诉母亲我第一次见到那个女人的时间应该是凌晨两点。也就是说，我不仅是在我生日那天看到她，而且是在我出生的时刻看到她。

我母亲始终保持沉默，苦思冥想着什么。接着她抓住我的手，领着我走进客厅。她的书写文具箱放在壁炉边的桌子上。她打开书写文具箱，并示意我坐在她旁边的椅子上。

“我的儿子！你的记性不好，我的记性也越来越差。再给我讲一遍她的长相。我希望很多年后我俩都还像今天这样清楚她长什么样子。”

我按母亲的话做了，有点纳闷她脑子里有些什么奇思怪想。我说，她记——我怎么说的，她就怎么记。

“淡灰色眼睛，左眼睑低垂。亚麻色的头发，有一绺是金黄色。白皙的胳膊上长着绒毛。娇小的淑女的手，指甲周围泛着红晕。”

“弗朗西斯，你注意到她穿着什么衣服了吗？”

“没有，母亲。”

“你注意那把刀了吗？”

“注意了。是一把很大的折叠刀，刀柄是鹿角做的，像新的一样。”

我母亲又加上了对刀的描述。还加上了某年、某月、星期几，以及我在客栈看到梦中女人的具体时间。都写完后，她把这张纸锁到她的文具箱里。

“弗朗西斯，对姨妈一句也不能提。对任何活人都不能提。把这个梦当成你我之间的秘密。”

几个星期过去了，几个月过去了。我母亲再没提起过这个话题。至于我，时间可以冲淡一切，也冲淡了我对梦的记忆。逐渐地，梦中女人的形象变得越来越淡。逐渐地，她已经从我的心目中消逝了。

七

这个向我发出警告的故事，现在就讲完了。这个警告是真是假，等你们听完我下一个生日发生的事后，自己判断一下吧。

那年夏天，我终于时来运转了。一天，我在村口的老采石场附近抽烟斗，刚好看到一起马车事故，这可以说给我的人生带来一个新的转机。这起事故非常普通，普通得根本不值一提。一位驾着马车的女士，一匹失控的马，一个胆小的、吓坏了的男仆，而采石场就在眼前，不测随时可能发生。这就是我当时看到的情景，所有的一切发生得那么快，也就两口烟的工夫。我在采石场边上把马拽住了，尽管车轴使我受了点小伤，但也无关紧要。那位女士郑重其事地说我救了她的命；第二天，她和她丈夫一起来到我们家，她丈夫当场就提出要我到他们家工作。巧合的是那个女人皮肤黝黑，你们可能会觉得好笑，我姨妈立刻认定这就是扑克牌的功劳。这就是黑桃Q作出的承诺，与扑克牌的预言严丝合缝——就像我姨妈跟我说的那样，通过一位“‘黑’女人”
[3]

 实现。“弗朗西斯，将来你要注意，当你不知道怎么做的时候，要相信扑克牌给出的解释。我相信你已经准备低声表达你的顺从，顺从不可测的天意——就像过去以色列人那样。我就说这么多。当钱源源不断地进入你的腰包时，不要忘了你的钱斯姨妈，她就像屋顶的一只麻雀，每年只有三十英镑的养老金。”

直到第二年春天，我一直在伦敦西区工作。大约就在那个时候，我的主人身体开始变坏。医生让他到别的地方看看，这样他的家业就败落了。但我的运气仍然不错——我离职的时候，他还看在我当年救了女主人命的分上，每年都发给我一笔钱，我真得感谢我善良的主人的慷慨。至于将来，我若愿意的话还可以回去工作。我当时的收入虽然微薄，但完全可以支撑我和母亲的生活开支。

我的男主人和女主人二月底前离开了英国。因为要帮他们处理一些生意上的事，我在伦敦一直待到二月的最后一天。我只能坐夜班车回村子，为的是像往常一样与母亲一起过生日。我到家的时候已是上床睡觉的时间了。看到母亲身体很差，我很难过。更糟糕的是，她在前一天刚刚把药吃光，却没有按照医生的严格要求及时补药。这位医生是自己配药，所以我主动提出去敲医生家的门，请求他的帮助。母亲不让我这样做；吃完晚饭，她就打发我上床休息了。

有一会儿我睡着了，然后又醒了。我母亲的卧室跟我的紧挨着。我听到姨妈拖着沉重的脚步在母亲房间里来来回回地走，怀疑有什么不好的事发生了，于是就去敲门。疼痛又开始折磨我母亲，现在非常需要尽快减轻她的痛苦，于是我穿上衣服，手里拿着药瓶，一路跑到村子另一头的医生家。我到他家的时候，教堂的大钟刚报完一点四十五，我生日那天的一点四十五。我只按了一次门铃，就把医生叫醒了，他来到卧室的窗口跟我讲话。他让我等一会儿，稍后他会让我从诊室门进去。等医生的时候我注意到，那晚的天气对于一年中的这个时候而言算是非常晴朗、温暖的了。发生马车事故的那个老采石场也能看得见。晴朗的夜空中挂着一轮明月，把整个采石场照得亮如白昼。

等了一两分钟，医生让我从诊室门进去。关上门，我发现他身上穿的衣服很单薄。他善意地批评了我母亲没有遵照他的医嘱，然后立刻开始配药。我们都把注意力放到瓶子上——他装药，我拿着蜡烛，这时，我们突然听到有人从外面把诊室门打开了。

八

有谁会在凌晨两点还不睡觉，还在我们这个安静的小村里四处走动？

开门的人走到烛光下，让我们更惊奇的是，这是个女人！她走到柜台边，跟我肩并肩站在那儿，掀开面纱。她把脸露出来的那一刻，我听到教堂的钟敲了两点。我不认识她，医生也不认识她。她是我这辈子见过的最漂亮的女人，漂亮得无与伦比。

“我从门缝底下看到灯光，”她说，“我要买药。”

她语气非常镇定，好像她凌晨两点钟出门、跟着我进诊室买药是再正常不过的了。医生盯着她，好像不相信自己的眼睛。“你是谁？”他问，“你怎么会在这个时候还四处走？”

她根本不理医生的茬。她冷静地告诉他她要什么药：“我的牙很痛。我想买瓶鸦片酊。”

她说要鸦片酊的时候，医生回过神来。要知道，涉及鸦片酊的时候，医生总是有他自己的立场的。这一次，他非常机智地对她说：

“哦，你牙痛，是吗？让我看看你的牙。”

她摇摇头，在柜台上放了两先令。“我就不麻烦您看我的牙了，”她说，“这是钱。请您给我鸦片酊，好吗？”

医生把钱又放回到她手上。“鸦片酊我不卖给陌生人，”他说，“要是你身体或神经有哪儿不舒服，那是另一回事。那样的话我很愿意帮你。”

她把钱放回兜里。“您帮不了我，”她轻声说道，“再见。”

说完，她打开诊室门走回街上。至此，我自己一句话也没说。我站在那儿，手里拿着蜡烛（我已经完全忘记了自己手里还拿着蜡烛），眼睛盯着她，思绪像被施了魔法一样全在她身上。从她的神情中能很明显地看出她要结束自己生命的决心。她打开门的时候，我惊慌地意识到要发生什么，终于说出话来。

“站住！”我喊道，“等我一下。你别走，我有话跟你说。”她抬起眼皮，脸上带着一种漫不经心的惊异表情，嘴角上挂着一丝嘲弄的微笑。

“你能跟我说什么？”她停下来，笑着自言自语道，“为什么不呢？我没什么事可做，也没哪儿能去。”她向后退了一步，向我点点头：“你这人真怪，就照你说的办，我在外面等。”诊室门关上了。她走了。

接下来发生的事让我很惭愧。唯一的借口就是我真的、确确实实中了邪。我转过身要跟她出去，完全忘记了母亲的事。医生叫住我。

“别忘了拿药。”他说，“你要是听我的话，就别给自己找麻烦。把警官叫起来，照顾她是警官的事，不是你的事。”

我伸出手默默地接过药——如果我开口回答他，说出来的话恐怕会冒犯他。他可能跟我一样，也看出来她想买鸦片酊毒死自己。我认为他对此事非常冷漠。他给我药的时候，我只是谢过他，然后就走出诊室。

正如她所答应的那样，她正在外面等我，慢慢地来回踱步。在明亮的月光下，我看到一个高挑、优雅而孤独的身影。月光照在她白皙的皮肤、明亮的金发和大大的灰眼睛上，完美地呈现了这一切。她回头跟我说话的一刹那，看上去几乎不像凡人。

“喂？”她说，“有什么事？”

我把自尊、害羞、理智，一切的一切都统统抛在了脑后，我的心在那一刻整个地给了她。我抓住她的手，坦言自己的所思所想，自如得就像我们已经认识半辈子了。

“你想毁掉你自己，”我说，“而我要阻止你这么做。我要整夜都跟着你，这样就可以阻止你这么做。”

她笑道：“你也看到了，他不想卖给我鸦片酊。你真的在意我是死是活吗？”她问问题时温柔地捏了捏我的手，她的视线寻找着我的视线，那倦怠、迷茫的目光就像火一样烧遍我全身。我动了动嘴唇，却说不出话来，无法回答她的问题。

用不着回答，她就明白了我的意思。“你那么和善地跟我讲话，已经给了我对生的幻想。”她说，“善良对女人、狗和其他家养动物都有奇妙的作用。只有男人才对此免疫。放心吧，我保证会好好照顾自己，如同自己是最幸福的女人一样！你别因为我留在这儿，而不去上床睡觉。你要去哪儿？”

我是多么的卑鄙可耻：我已经把母亲抛到脑后，尽管手里还拿着她急需的药！“我要回家，”我说，“你住哪儿？客栈？”

她苦笑了一下，指了指采石场。“那儿就是我今晚的客栈，”她说，“我走累了就在那儿休息。”

我们一起继续往我家走。我冒昧地问她是否有朋友。

“我本以为我还有一个朋友，”她说，“否则你也不会在这儿遇见我。但看来我错了。我朋友几个小时前把我拒之门外；朋友的仆人恐吓我说他们要报警。我无处可去，只好在你们这一带碰碰运气。除了两先令和蔽体的衣服之外我一无所有，哪个体面正派的客栈老板会让我住店呢？我走啊走，想找个办法离开这个世界，但又不毁坏我的容貌，还没有什么痛苦。这周围没有河。直到听到你敲医生房门，我才找到死的办法。他让你进门时，我看到诊室的瓶瓶罐罐，立刻就想到鸦片酊。你在那儿干什么？那药是给谁的？你妻子？”

“我还没结婚！”

她又笑了：“没结婚！要是我穿得好点的话，那我一定有机会。你住哪儿？这里吗？”

这时，我们已经到了母亲家门口。她伸出手跟我道别。她无处可去，无家可归，却没让我给她找一个过夜的地方。是我提议让她在我家休息，不让我母亲和姨妈知道。我们的厨房单独建在小屋后面，早上大家起床前，她可以一直待在那儿，没人会看见她，或听到什么动静。我领她进了厨房，在快熄灭的炉火前给她放了把椅子。我想我是有错，如果你愿意，可以狠狠地批评我。我只想问，换成是你，你会怎么做？作为男人，你敢发誓你会让这个小可人儿像条野狗一样游荡回采石场吗？假如你真那样做了，还会有哪个女人信任你、爱你，那她也太傻、太可怜了！

我让她待在炉火边，然后就去了母亲的房间。

九

我母亲抓住我的手跟我说：“弗朗西斯，对不起，都因为我，你今晚不得休息。”如果你有过心痛的感觉，你就会明白母亲说这番话时我的心里暗自有多痛。我把药给她，然后在她身边陪着，直到她的疼痛减轻。钱斯姨妈回到她自己的床上休息后，就只有母亲和我两个人了。我注意到她的书写文具箱已从原来的位置移到床上，放在她身边。她看到我盯着文具箱看，就说：“弗朗西斯，今天是你的生日，你有什么事跟我说吗？”我已经把自己做过的梦忘得干干净净，所以她说这番话时我根本不知道她脑子里在想什么。有那么一会儿我心里很自责，害怕什么事情让她起疑心了。我背过脸去，说：“没有，母亲，我没事。”她示意我俯下身子亲吻她。“亲爱的，上帝保佑你！”她说，“祝你生日快乐。”她拍了拍我的手，合上疲惫的双眼，慢慢地，她安然入睡。

我又偷偷地下楼去。我觉得母亲的关心让我稍稍清醒了一些。不管怎样，当我把手放在关闭的厨房门上时，真的停了一下，心想：“要是我离开这座房子，离开村庄，再也不见她，再也不跟她说话，会怎样？”

如果能自己拿主意的话，我真的会以这种方式逃离诱惑吗？谁能说得准呢？可事实上轮不到我来作决定。在我迟疑不决的时候，她听见我来了，就打开厨房门，我们四目相对，结果就不必说了。

接下来的两个小时我们俩在一起，没有人发现，也没有人打扰。她有的是时间向我袒露她靡费的生活；有的是时间让她拥有我，想把我怎样就怎样。我也没必要在这儿细说她的不幸；无非是大家都能想到的那些，没有谁会感兴趣。

她叫艾丽西亚·沃洛克
[4]

 。她生来本是个淑女，也被当成淑女养大。后来，她失去了她的一切：她的地位，她的品格，她的朋友。美德一看到她就发抖；邪恶从此一直追随着她。她的经历令人震惊，却也并不罕见，就像我说过的那样。这一切对我而言无所谓。我已经说过——我再说一遍——我是个中了邪的人。跟她在一起真的有那么美好吗？想想当时的我是什么身份就会明白了。在我的生活圈子里那些朴实的女人中，我哪里能找到像她这样的人？她们哪个走路像她一样？哪个眼神像她一样？她们亲吻我时，哪个的唇会像她的那样回味无穷？她们哪个有她那样白皙的肌肤，轻盈的笑声，纤巧的手足，温柔的抚摸？她永远都那么洁净，肌肤散发着幽香。她拥抱我时，双臂就像天使的翅膀；她的微笑柔柔地罩住我，就像天堂里太阳的光芒。你们嘲笑我也好，为我哭泣也罢，都随你们。我不是在给自己找借口——我是在努力解释事情的缘由。你们都是名门之后，让我心驰神往的事，对你们而言不过是日常小事而已。她是否堕落，是天使抑或恶魔，都没关系，重点是她是一个淑女，而我是个马夫。

在家人都起来之前，我就带她走了，乘坐专门拉工友的火车，去了我们这一带一个很大的工业城市。

在这里，我用我的积蓄帮助她：她可以穿体面的衣服，可以租房子住，周围人都不认识她，只要交了钱，他们就什么都不问。在这里，我可以找一个又一个的借口去看她，我们可以一起设计我们的未来。我不必说，你也能知道我发誓要娶她为妻。像我这样的男人总是和这样的女人结婚。

你想知道我当时是否快乐吗？我的确非常快乐，但美中不足的是，我在未来的妻子面前总是有点别扭。

我不是指我跟她在一起时很害羞，或是怀疑她，觉得她丢人。我所说的别扭，是因为我隐约觉得那天凌晨在医生家遇到她之前，我在哪儿见过她。一次又一次，我发现自己在怀疑，怀疑她的容貌让我想起另外一张脸，却又说不出来是谁的脸。这种奇怪的感觉，这个找不到答案的问题，令我极为恼火，那个烦心劲儿你们都想象不到。这种感觉往往在不可思议的时刻突然出现，尤其是夜里掌灯之后。你们都知道，绞尽脑汁地去回想一个忘了的名字，可就是想不起来，那会是个什么滋味。我就是这种感觉——怎么也想不起来在哪儿见过这张遗忘的脸，就像你们想不起来遗忘的名字一样。

三周来，我们反复商量我该如何把这件事对家人全盘托出。艾丽西亚提议我把她说成我在伦敦那个善良的主人家受雇时认识的一个仆人。这样，我就不用担心母亲会太过惊讶，伤到身体。这三周来她的身体好多了。她第一次可以在晚茶时间坐回到自己的老位置上时，我鼓起勇气告诉她我要结婚了。可怜的母亲立刻搂住我的脖子，高兴得大哭起来。“噢，弗朗西斯！”她说，“我太高兴了，等我走了还有个人照顾你，关心你！”至于我的姨妈，不用说你也猜得出她会做什么。唉，天啊！要是扑克牌真有预言的本领，那天晚上它们会给出何等可怕的警告呢！我们约定第二天把我未来的妻子带回家吃晚饭。

十

我承认，当我在预定时间把艾丽西亚领进我们的客厅时，心里特别自豪。在我印象中，她从来没有像那天那么漂亮。我从未留意过其他女人的衣着，但我细细地打量着她，好像我自己也是个女人！她穿着一件黑色真丝礼服，领口、袖口样式简单，戴着一顶淡紫色的朴素软帽，帽子边上插了一朵白色的玫瑰。我母亲穿上最好的礼拜服，激动地站起身来欢迎她未来的儿媳。她向前走了几步，一边微笑一边流泪。她的目光落在艾丽西亚的脸上，突然，她呆住了。她的脸色瞬间变得苍白，眼里充满了恐惧，双手无力地垂到身体两侧。她踉跄着倒退了两步，倒在身后姨妈的怀里。母亲没有昏厥——她还保持着清醒的意识。她的眼睛慢慢地从艾丽西亚身上移到我身上。“弗朗西斯，”她说，“这个女人的脸没有让你想起什么吗？”

我还未作答，她就指着壁炉边她的书写文具箱。“拿来！”她叫道，“拿来！”

与此同时，我感觉到艾丽西亚的手搭在我的肩膀上，我看到她的脸因为愤怒而变得通红——这很自然！

“这是什么意思？”她问我，“你母亲是不是想羞辱我？”

我说了几句让她安静的话；说了什么我不记得了——当时我很困惑，也很震惊。还没说完，我就听见母亲走到了我的身后。

我姨妈已经把书写文具箱拿过来了。母亲把它打开，从里边拿出一张纸。她扶着墙一步一步走过来，手里拿着那张纸，离我们越来越近。她看看那张纸，又看看艾丽西亚的脸，再拉起艾丽西亚长长的、宽松的袖子，查看她的手和胳膊。我看到艾丽西亚眼中的愤怒突然转成了恐惧。她甩开母亲的手。“疯子！”她自言自语道，“弗朗西斯从未跟我讲过！”说完她就跑了出去。

我紧跟在她后面要往外跑，母亲示意我站住。她把纸上写的字读给我听。她一边慢慢地、一个字一个字地读，一边指着打开的门。

“淡灰色眼睛，左眼睑低垂。亚麻色的头发，有一绺是金黄色。白皙的胳膊上长着绒毛。娇小的淑女的手，指甲周围泛着红晕。梦中女人，弗朗西斯！梦中女人！”

母亲说这些话的时候，什么东西挡住了客厅的窗子。我用眼角余光一扫，是艾丽西亚·沃洛克回来了！她正透过百叶窗的下部向屋里窥视。那是一张可怕的脸，这张脸曾在那个孤零零的客栈的卧室里看过我。百叶窗上放着她那可爱、娇小的手，这只手曾经拿着杀人的刀。我们在村里见面之前，我就看到过她。梦中女人！梦中女人！

十一

我想任何人都不会赞同我接下来的做法。母亲认出她就是梦中女人的那天后不到三周，我就带着艾丽西亚·沃洛克去了教堂，跟她结了婚。我是中了邪了，我一次又一次地说过，我是中了邪了！

我结婚前的那段时间，我们的小家散了。母亲和姨妈吵个不停：相信梦境的母亲恳求我终止婚约；相信卦牌的姨妈极力催促我结婚。

意见分歧使她们争论不休，在争论的过程中，钱斯姨妈真的会拿预测我未来婚姻幸福的牌局说话，完全没有意识到自己的迷信心理。她问我母亲：“哪个无视证据的粗人会愚蠢到这种程度：看了牌还要相信梦！”这话自然已经超出了母亲的忍耐程度。两个人都开始说些难听的话；钱斯姨妈一气之下回苏格兰她朋友那里去了。她给我留了一封信，告诉我扑克牌对我的未来的预测，信上还有一个地址，可以用来邮寄汇票。“那一天不会远了，”她说，“那时候弗朗西斯可能会记得应该关照他的钱斯姨妈，她可是就靠三十英镑过着清贫的寡妇生活。”

我母亲不同意我们结婚，因此拒绝参加婚礼，之后也不去看艾丽西亚。她这么做并不是出于愤怒，只是因为她相信梦境，怕极了我妻子。这一切我都明白，我能体谅她的想法。我跟母亲没有吵过。现在唯一让我感到欣慰的就是，虽然在婚姻的问题上我违背了我善良的母亲，但我始终爱她，尊敬她，直到她离世。

至于我的妻子，她并没有因为婆媳不和表现出任何难过。我们达成一致，从不讨论这个话题。我们在我前面说过的那个工业城市租了一处寓所，住了下来。我请求我善良的主人一次性多给我些钱，之后不必再给我年金。我们用这笔钱住进一所装修气派的好房子。有一段时间，一切都非常顺利。那个时候的我可以说是幸福的。

我的不幸始于我母亲的病痛复发。我问医生母亲的状况时，他坦白地说这一次母亲很危险。得知这个消息，我自然经常待在那座乡村小屋。我不在的时候，也就自然把照看房子的事交给了我妻子。渐渐地，我发现她对我的态度开始有所改变。我不在的时间里，她和一些放荡的坏人混熟了。一天，我从她的举止间注意到一些蛛丝马迹，怀疑她喝酒了。那一周还没过完，我的怀疑就被证实了：一开始她与醉汉为伴，后来她自己也变成了醉鬼。

我做了一个男人所能做的一切去拯救她。完全没用！我对她的爱从未得到任何回报：我没有任何影响力；我完全无能为力。母亲听说我最近遇到了麻烦，而且每况愈下，就决定试试她能从中起什么作用。尽管她还生着病，但有一天我却发现她穿戴好要出门。

“弗朗西斯，我没有多少时日了。”她说，“要是我没有尽我所能让你幸福，我到死也不会安生。我想把我的恐惧、我的感觉抛开，跟你去见你妻子，我要尽我所能拯救她。带我去你家，弗朗西斯。趁一切为时未晚，让我尽一切可能帮助我的儿子。”

我怎么能违背她呢？我们坐火车去了那个城市：只不过半小时的车程。下午一点，我们到了我家。这正是我们吃饭的时间，艾丽西亚正在厨房。我可以悄悄地把母亲领进客厅，再去告诉妻子准备接待客人。时间还早，她只喝了一点儿酒，而且幸运的是她身体里的恶魔那个时候还算比较温顺。

她跟着我来到客厅，婆媳见面的过程比我预想的要顺利得多。只有一点不和谐之处：尽管母亲努力控制着自己，但跟我妻子说话时，还是不敢看她的脸。艾丽西亚开始布置餐桌了，我才松了口气。

她铺上桌布，拿来面包盘，在一条面包上切下几片，然后又回到厨房。我仍然紧张地注视着母亲，就在那一刻，我震惊地看到母亲的神情又变得像第一次看到艾丽西亚时那样骇人。我还没来得及说话，母亲就满腔恐惧地站起身来。

“送我回去！回家，回家，弗朗西斯！跟我走，再不要回来！”

我不敢问她缘由，只能示意她不要作声，然后迅速扶她走向门口。我们经过桌前，她停下来指着面包盘。

“你看到你妻子用什么切面包了吗？”她问我。

“没有，母亲，我没注意。是什么？”

“你看！”

我看了一眼。一把新的折叠刀，鹿角柄，放在面包盘上。我伸出手去拿刀。就在那时，厨房里传来一阵声响，我母亲抓住我的胳膊。

“梦中的那把刀！弗朗西斯，我都要吓晕了，趁她还没回来，赶快带我离开这儿！”

我找不到什么话来安慰她，甚至无法回应她。尽管我不迷信，但这把刀的出现还是让我吃惊。默默地，我扶着母亲出了门，送她回家。

我伸出手跟她道别。她极力阻止我。

“不要回去，弗朗西斯！别回去！”

“我必须回去取刀，母亲。我必须乘下趟火车回去。”我决心已定——坐下趟火车回去。

十二

我妻子当然发现我们偷偷地离开了房间。她一直在喝酒，脾气特别暴躁。厨房里做好的午餐被她摔到壁炉下，桌布也从客厅餐桌上扯下来了。可刀呢？

我太傻了，居然问她刀在哪儿。她拒绝给我。接下来的争论让我发现了有关那把刀的可怕的故事。那把刀曾经杀过人，不过是很多年前，后来被非常巧妙地藏了起来，连警方都没办法把它找出来，作为呈堂证供。在一些见不得人的朋友的帮助下，我妻子才买下了这个过去罪行的遗留证据。她本性堕落，不知道以后会拿着那把刀做出什么事情。鉴于不可能通过正当手段拿到那把刀，后来我决定自己偷偷地找。那天的搜寻无果而终。夜幕降临，我离开房子在大街上四处游荡。要是我告诉你我都害怕跟她睡在同一间屋子里，你们就会理解我当时是何等的颓丧！

三个星期过去了，她仍然拒绝拿出那把刀，我依然害怕跟她同睡一间屋。夜里我四处走动，或者在客厅打个瞌睡，或者守在母亲床边。下一个月的第一周还没完，最不幸的事降临了：我母亲去世了。那时离我的生日已经很近，而母亲渴望能活到那天。她去世的时候我在场。她在世上最后的话是对我说的：“别回去，我的儿子——别回去！”

就算是为了监视我妻子，我也必须回去。在母亲病重的最后的日子里，她恶毒地在我的伤口上又撒了把盐，说她保留参加母亲葬礼的权利。不管我怎么做，怎么说，她依然一意孤行。母亲下葬那天，她喝了酒，极度激动、不知羞耻地来到我面前，发誓要随着送葬的队伍一直走到母亲的坟墓。

经历了所有的一切后，这最后的侮辱令我无法容忍，让我发疯。请体谅一下一个盛怒中的人——我打了她。

拳头挥出的一刹那，我后悔了。她默默地蜷进屋子的一角，眼睛直直地盯着我。这一看，立刻把我沸腾的热血冷却了下来。当时没有时间让我考虑如何弥补过失，只能做最坏的打算——我把她锁在她的卧室里，确保在母亲葬礼结束前她不离开家。

安葬完母亲后，我回到家里，发现她坐在床边，腿上放着一个包裹，神情和举止大不一样了。她平静地看着我，说话的声音也出奇地平静，神情和举止也是那么镇定自若——太反常了。

“没有谁打过我，”她说，“我的丈夫也不会有第二次打我的机会。把门打开，让我走。”

她从我身边走过，离开房间。我看着她走上大街。她不会再回来了吧！

那天晚上，我一直睁着眼睛等着。没有脚步声接近我家。第二天夜里，我太疲乏了，便在床上和衣而卧。门锁好了，钥匙放在桌上，蜡烛也一直亮着。没有什么打扰我的睡眠。第三天，第四天，第五天，第六天，就这样过去了，什么也没发生。第七天夜里躺下后，我还是怀疑有什么事要发生。我仍然是和衣而卧，门依然是锁好的，钥匙在桌上，蜡烛亮着。

我睡得很不安稳，中间醒了两次，但没感到什么不适。到了第三次，在那个孤零零的客栈所经历过的那种可怕的颤抖和心口剧痛再次出现，我立刻惊醒了。我朝床的左侧看去。她就在那儿站着，正看着我——

又是梦中女人？不！是我妻子。一个活生生的女人，长着梦中女人的容貌，完全是梦中女人的姿势，白皙的胳膊举起，纤巧白嫩的手里拿着折叠刀。

我立即扑到她身上，但还是慢了点，她把刀藏了起来。我一句话没说，把她压服在椅子上，她也一声没喊。我用一只手摸她的袖子——梦中女人藏刀的地方，我妻子也把刀藏在了那儿。那把刀有鹿角手柄，看起来像新的一样。

找到刀的时候我是什么感觉，当时我说不出，现在也无法描述。我手里拿着刀，定定地看了她一眼。“你想杀死我？”我问。

“是的，”她回答说，“我想杀死你。”她双臂交叉放到胸前，冷冷地盯着我。“我还会再杀你的，”她说，“就用那把刀。”

我不知道当时脑子在想什么——我向你发誓我不是懦夫，但我当时的举动很像个懦夫。我害怕极了，不敢看她，也不敢跟她说话。我手里拿着刀，离开她，走进夜色里。

外面刮着寒冷刺骨的风，空气中弥漫着雨的味道。等我走到城市边上最后一幢房子的时候，教堂的钟刚敲过一刻钟。我问路上遇到的第一个警察当时是几点一刻。

警察看了看手表说：“两点。”凌晨两点。那天是几号？我从母亲葬礼那天开始数。可怕的梦境在现实中发生了——那天是我的生日！

我已经逃脱了梦中预示的死亡的危险了吗？还是我只是收到了第二次警告？带着这样的疑问，我停下了出城的脚步。凌晨的空气让我清醒——我觉得自己恢复了些许常态。想了一会儿，我开始意识到：让我妻子想去哪儿就去哪儿，爱做什么就做什么，显然是个错误。

我立刻转身往家走。天还是黑的。我刚才出来的时候卧室的蜡烛是点着的。现在我抬头看卧室窗口，发现那儿已经没有光亮了。我朝家门走去。我记得离开的时候我把门关上了，现在一试，却发现门是开着的。

我在门口等着，目不转睛地盯着我的房子直到天亮。然后我壮着胆子走了进去：我听了听，什么也没听到；我检查了厨房、洗涤室、客厅，什么也没发现；最后我上楼进入卧室，那儿也是空的。

地上有个撬锁工具，这让我知道了她夜里是如何进来的。这也是梦中女人留下的唯一印记。

十三

我在屋子里等，一直等到整个城市又开始了一天的喧闹，然后就去找律师。当时我思绪不清，但有一个想法特别明确——我下定决心要卖掉房子，离开这个地方。结果又出现了我始料未及的麻烦。律师告诉我，得先偿清债务才能离开，可是我每周都给我妻子钱付所有的账单啊，怎么还会有债呢？经过一番调查，我才得知我妻子挪用了我给她的每一分钱。我没有办法，只好再付钱。

陷入这样的窘境，我首先要做的就是在律师的帮助下摆平一切。在我被迫待在这个城市的时间里，我做了两件蠢事，结果就是我又有了妻子的音信，这也是最后一次。

第一件蠢事是，我拿到刀以后很欠考虑地把它放在我的衣兜里；第二件蠢事就是，那天晚上很晚了我还在跟律师商谈要事。我是在天黑以后去的他家——一个人步行去的。我安全地到了那里。回来的路上，两个人从我背后抓住我，把我拖进一条小巷子——他们不仅抢了我仅有的一点儿钱，还抢走了那把刀。律师和我都认为贼是我妻子的狐朋狗友，是她指使他们攻击我。我第二天收到的一封信可以确认这一点，信上没有日期、地址，是艾丽西亚的笔迹。信的第一行告知我刀已经回到她的手上；第二行提醒我我是在哪一天打的她；第三行警告我她会用我的血来洗清我那一拳对她的玷污，并且重申道：“我会用这把刀来干这件事！”

这一切发生在一年前。警察制裁了抢劫我的人，但从那时到现在，根本没有找到我妻子的蛛丝马迹。

我的故事讲完了。我用卖房子的钱还清了债务，支付了诉讼费用。最后我只剩下五英镑，一切都要从头开始。那以后几个月，我四处漂泊，最后来到了安德布里奇。这家店主与我父亲家是旧相识。他给我提供一日三餐和院子里的住处，给了他所能给的一切。除了赶集的日子，这里没什么事可做。冬天这家客栈就要关了，我得再次换地方了。要是我向旧主人求助的话，他会帮我的。但我不想求他，他为我做的已经够多了，远远超过我应得的。再说，谁知道我的麻烦明年是不是就到头了呢？今年冬天一过，我下一个生日就到了，那可能就是我的死期。是的！真的，我坐了一整夜，听到时钟敲了两下，但什么也没发生。然而，一想到这件事，我还是不能相信未来。我妻子拿到了那把刀，她在四处找我。注意，我不迷信！我没说我信梦，我只是说艾丽西亚·沃洛克在到处找我。可能我是错的，也可能我是对的。谁知道呢？





*****

第三段叙述

继续由珀西·费尔班克讲述

十四

我们在法利公馆门口告别了弗朗西斯·雷文，并告诉他我们可能再联系他。

那天晚上，费尔班克夫人和我在栖身的房间里展开了讨论。讨论的话题就是马夫的故事，引发争论的问题是出于善心，我们能为马夫做些什么。

我对马夫的叙述所持的观点是就事论事的。我认为，弗朗西斯·雷文的怪梦与他卑鄙的妻子之间的模糊关系让他非常担忧，以至于产生了一定的错觉。我非常愿意帮助他，给他点钱；要是他真的处于险境并且需要帮助，我们可以把他介绍给我们的律师。对于这个备受折磨的人，我的责任仅此而已。

与我理智的态度相反，在这件事情上，费尔班克夫人浪漫的天性像以往一样发挥到了极致。“弗朗西斯·雷文再过生日的时候，我一定要看着他，”我妻子说，“这就好比我不想未读完一个精彩的故事就把它放下一样。珀西，我决定我们回法国时一定要带上他，让他当我们的马夫。多一个还是少一个马夫对我们这样富裕的家庭有什么关系呢？”这个与我分享快乐与忧愁的伴侣以这种立场没完没了地说着，我从常理角度说的话她就是听不进去。我需要告诉我已婚的兄弟们这件事怎么收场吗？当然是我被妻子激怒了，严厉地说了她一顿。

可以想见，我妻子愤怒地将脸转向双人枕头的另一边，大哭起来。当然，对于这样的情况，先生总要费一通力气解释，而太太总是胜利的一方。

那一周没过完，我们就又去了安德布里奇，当然是请弗朗西斯·雷文做临时马夫。

起初，这个可怜的家伙简直无法相信自己会有这样的好运。回过神来之后，他谦恭得体地表达了感激之情。费尔班克夫人的同情心更是像以往一样在心底泛滥，并化为语言。她给他讲我们在法国的家，好像这个疲惫不堪、头发花白的马夫是个孩子一样：“弗朗西斯，这可是一座豪华的老房子，花园是相当漂亮！还有马厩！马厩有这里的十倍大，你可以挑你喜欢的房间住。我们庄园的名字叫胭脂庄园。离我们最近的城市叫梅斯。我们可以步行到美丽的摩泽尔河。倘若我们想换换环境，只要坐火车穿过边境，就到德国了。”

弗朗西斯一直满脸茫然地听着。当我妻子说到最后时，他吓了一跳，脸色都变了。“德国？”他重复道。

“是的。德国让你想起什么了吗？”

马夫悲伤地低头看着地面。“德国让我想起我妻子。”他答道。

“真的！怎么回事？”

“她告诉过我，早在认识我之前，她曾经住在德国，那时她还很年轻。”

“她是跟亲戚或朋友住一起吗？”

“她给一个外国人家当家庭教师。”

“在德国哪儿？”

“夫人，我不记得了。我想她没告诉我。”

“她告诉你那家姓什么了吗？”

“是的，夫人。是个外国名，时间太久了我都忘了。家族的主人是种葡萄兼酿酒的，做的是大买卖，这我记得。”

“你知道他生产的是什么葡萄酒吗？我们附近就有葡萄酒生产商。是摩泽尔酒吗？”

“我也说不好，夫人，我可能没听她提过。”

话就说到这儿。我们答应回英国前跟弗朗西斯·雷文联系，然后就告辞了。我已经安排好去拜访一些英国的朋友，夏天的时候回胭脂庄园。就在出发前，我在爱尔兰的一处庄园出了点经营问题，迫使我们改变了旅行计划。我们没能在夏天回到法国的家中，而是在圣诞节前的一两周才到。弗朗西斯·雷文跟随着我们，以马夫的名义正式成为我们胭脂庄园的仆从。

不久就出现了反对雇用他的声音，这是我早预料到的，也跟我妻子说过了，可是没用。这些反对意见以令人不太愉悦的形式出现，并引起我们的注意。正如我所担心的，弗朗西斯·雷文与其他仆人相处得不甚融洽。他们都是法国人，谁也不懂英语；而弗朗西斯同样一句法语也不会说。他沉默寡言的举止、忧郁的性情、孤僻的做事方式，都成为他不受欢迎的原因。仆人们叫他“英国熊”
[5]

 ，这个绰号使他成了我们家那一带妇孺皆知的人物。他们之间不时会有争吵，有一两次还以双方大打出手而告终，就连费尔班克夫人也认为必须要做点明智的改变。当我们还在考虑采取什么措施时，马厩里发生的一场事故使得这个不幸的马夫不得不由我们照顾一段时间。众所周知的厄运仍然伴随着这个可怜的家伙：他的腿被马踢断了。

他由我们自己的外科医生亲自治疗，就住在马厩里他舒适的卧室里。生日越来越近，可他还是无法下床。

就身体而言，他好了很多；但医生对他的精神状况却不满意。弗朗西斯·雷文正遭受着某种神秘的精神折磨，严重影响他夜间休息。听说这件事，我觉得我有责任告诉医生，病人正经受着什么样的精神折磨。医生是个务实的人，他同意我的想法：马夫在妻子与梦境之间存在错觉。“如果可以好好地做一次实验，”医生接着说，“我认为这个错觉可以治愈。”

“怎么实验？”我问他。医生没有回答，反而向我提了个问题。

“你知不知道，”他说，“今年是闰年？”

“费尔班克夫人昨天刚刚提醒过我，”我答道，“要不我可能不知道。”

“你觉得弗朗西斯·雷文知不知道？”

（我隐隐约约明白了我朋友的意图。）

我答道：“那要看他是否有英语年历。假设他没有年历，那又怎样？”

“那样的话，”医生继续说，“弗朗西斯·雷文对今年二月有二十九天全然不知。他会做什么？他必然会预想那个拿刀的女人在2月29日凌晨两点出现，而不是在3月1日凌晨。让他在错误的日子被迷信而起的恐惧折磨吧。真正到他生日那天，我们别管他，让他安安静静地度过一个晚上，像其他人一样在凌晨两点也安然熟睡。然后，等他醒来吃早饭的时候再告诉他实情，让他为自己的错觉感到羞愧。”

我同意做这个实验。我去马厩看雷文先生，留下医生提醒费尔班克夫人有关闰年的事情。

十五

这个可怜人对自己的命运充满了不祥预感，觉得3月1日这一天他的厄运一定会降临。他迫切地恳求我给他派一名男仆，在他生日那天凌晨陪他熬夜。我答应了他的请求，并问他生日是星期几。他掐指算了算，确定2月29日那天是他的生日，以为那天就是3月1日——这也证实了他并不知晓今年是闰年。我答应了医生要做这个实验，当然就没有纠正他的错误。这样一来，我就不知不觉中向“马夫的梦”这出戏的最后一幕迈出了第一步。

第二天，家里出了点麻烦事，间接地与即将到来的结局相关，令人很是不可思议。

我妻子收到一封信，是两位可敬的德国邻居——贝尔德海默夫妇邀请我们出席他们的银婚庆典。他们是摩泽尔河边的大葡萄酒生产商，家就在法德边境上。因为我们两家之间的距离不近，所以要参加这个活动我们必须在他们家过夜。这样说来，如果我们接受邀请，3月1日凌晨我们就一定不在家。费尔班克夫人坚持她那荒谬的想法，要亲眼看看弗朗西斯·雷文生日当天会有什么遭际，因此断然拒绝离开胭脂庄园。“找个借口很简单。”她随口说。

我却没能想出解决问题的好办法。在德国，银婚是对二十五年美满婚姻的庆祝；而这种情况下，主人对他朋友们的出席要求就像是一道皇家敕令。讨论良久之后，我妻子依然顽固不化，而我认为我们两个都缺席这场庆典势必会得罪我们的朋友。于是，我就让费尔班克夫人给自己找个不去的借口；而我呢，就让她帮我接受这个邀请。这样一来，我又不知不觉中向“马夫的梦”这出戏的最后一幕迈出了第二步。

一个星期过去了，二月份的最后几天近在眼前。我们家又有麻烦事了，而这件事又不可思议地跟即将到来的结局有关。

负责马厩的马夫头儿叫约瑟夫·里戈贝尔。他脾气很坏，对自己的长相非常自负，而且与女人交往无所顾忌。他唯一的好处就是喜欢马，对自己负责的马关心备至。一句话，他是个上等马夫，很难取代，否则早就被我开掉了。在那段时间里，我的管家告诉我约瑟夫开始游手好闲、寻衅滋事，一大罪状就是有一天有人看见他在梅斯市跟一个女人在一起（好像是个英国人），当时他本应该在回胭脂庄园的路上，而他却在酒馆跟那个女人鬼混。可是约瑟夫辩解说，那位“女士”（他就是这么称呼她的）是英国人，她对这里很陌生，不了解情况，他只是回应她的询问，告诉她在哪儿能够吃茶点。我对他进行了必要的训斥，却没有深究此事。就这样，我又不知不觉地向“马夫的梦”这场戏的最后一幕迈出了第三步。

28号晚上我通知马厩里的仆人，他们中有一个人必须在雷文的床边整夜盯着他。约瑟夫·里戈贝尔立刻主动承担这个任务——毫无疑问，他是想通过这种方式换回我对他的好感。我接受了他的提议。

那天医生与我们共进晚餐。将近午夜，我们俩离开吸烟室，去弗朗西斯·雷文的床边。里戈贝尔坚守着岗位，但脸上写满了不愉快。很明显，目前他们俩相处得并不好。弗朗西斯·雷文无助地躺在床上，静静地等着凌晨两点和那位梦中女人的到来。

“弗朗西斯，我来跟你说晚安，”我愉快地说，“明天早上我会在早饭时过来，然后我就要离家外出。”

“先生，感谢您的好意。明天早上您将看不到活生生的我。这次她会找到我的。记住我的话——这次她会找到我的。”

“我的老兄！在英国她都没找到你，怎么可能在法国找到你呢？”

“先生，我自己知道她会在这儿找到我。我生日的凌晨两点，我会再次看见她，也是最后一次看见她。”

“你是说她会杀了你？”

“先生，是这样，她会杀了我——就用那把刀。”

“有里戈贝尔在房间里保护你，也会这样吗？”

“我的死期到了。即便有五十个里戈贝尔也保护不了我。”

“那你还找人陪着你？”

“我只是害怕，先生。我只是不想一个人孤孤单单地躺在灵床上。”

我看了看医生。要是他同意，我一定会出于同情而向弗朗西斯坦白我们在骗他。医生却坚持进行他的实验，脸上清楚地写着“不”。

第二天就是2月29日，是银婚纪念日。早上我一起床就去了弗朗西斯·雷文的房间。里戈贝尔在门口碰到我。

我问：“他昨晚怎么过的？”

“一直在祷告，一直在找鬼魂，”里戈贝尔回答说，“疯人院才是最适合他的地方。”

我走到床边。“瞧，弗朗西斯，你还安然无恙待在这儿呢，没有像你昨晚跟我说的那样。”

他看着我，目光空洞，神情迷茫。

“我不明白。”他说。

“钟敲两下的时候，你看到你妻子的影儿了吗？”

“没有，先生。”

“发生什么事了吗？”

“什么也没发生，先生。”

“你现在相信自己错了吧！”

他的目光仍然是那样的空洞、迷茫。他只是重复着他说过的话：“我不明白。”

我最后一次试着让他高兴起来：“哎，哎，弗朗西斯！心情好点。再有两星期你就可以下床了。”

他的头在枕头上晃了晃。“什么地方不对劲，”他说，“我不指望您信我，先生。我只想说一定有什么地方不对劲，等着瞧吧。”

我离开了房间。半小时后，我动身去贝尔德海默家；把3月1日早上的安排交给了医生和我妻子。

十六

参加银婚庆典时，有一件事让我印象特别深刻，也很有必要在这儿提一下。在这喜庆的场合，在场的一位地位重要的女士神情却很落寞。那位女士不是别人，正是这次庆典的女主角，这家的女主人！

晚上，我跟贝尔德海默先生的大儿子聊天，聊起了他母亲。我是这家的老朋友，因此一问他就很痛快地把内情告诉了我。

“我们家发生了一件很令人不快的事情，”他说，“我母亲还未摆脱这件事带给她的痛苦。很多年前，当我的姐妹们都还是孩子的时候，我们家有位英国女教师。后来她离开了我们，当时了解到的情况是她结婚了。后来我们一直没有她的任何消息，直到十来天之前，我母亲收到她一封信，她说自己的处境很是落魄。她说自己犹豫再三，想到我母亲对她一直很好，就冒昧地给以前的雇主写信，请求我们看在以往的情分上帮她一把。您是了解我母亲的：她心地很是善良单纯——无论如何不会相信这个世界上存在邪恶。她马上回了信，并邀请她过来看她，还随信附上她来这儿的路费。我父亲回家得知这件事之后，立刻给他在伦敦的代理写信，并附上女教师的地址，请他去调查。父亲还没有收到代理的答复，女教师就来了。她给父亲留下了极坏的印象。几天后，代理的信到了，证实了父亲的疑虑——她自从离开我们这儿，就一直过着十分见不得人的生活。我父亲私下找她谈了话：如果她离开这个家，父亲可以给她一笔钱，让她回英国去；如果她拒绝离开，就会遭到控告，丑闻随之会公布于众。她接受了那笔钱，离开了我家。在她回英国的路上，好像在梅斯市停留过。要是我告诉你，有一天有人看见她在酒馆和你们家那个英俊的马夫约瑟夫·里戈贝尔在一起，你就明白她是什么样的人了。”

贝尔德海默的儿子叙述这些事的时候，我开始调动自己的记忆。我记得弗朗西斯·雷文语焉不详地告诉过我们，他的妻子曾经在一个德国人家里当女教师。我脑海中电光火石般闪过一个念头。“那个女人叫什么？”我问他。

贝尔德海默的儿子答道：“艾丽西亚·沃洛克。”

听到这样的回答，我只剩一个念头——不做无谓耽搁，尽快回去。那时已经是夜里十点了，最后一班火车早已离开。我适当地向我年轻的朋友介绍了一下情况，和他说好第二天乘早上第一班火车回家，不跟在这儿过夜的其他客人一起吃早餐了。

那天夜里，我时不时会不安地想，胭脂庄园里此时可能发生什么事情。一大早（3月1日早上）回家的路上，我的脑海里一次又一次出现同样的问题。后来发生的事件证明，弗朗西斯生日那天，我家只有一个人知道马厩里到底发生了什么。下面就让约瑟夫·里戈贝尔代替我去讲述这件事，就像他曾经讲给他的律师和我那样，告诉你故事的结尾。





*****

第四段（最后一段）叙述

约瑟夫·里戈贝尔的陈述：呈交给法庭上为他辩护的律师

尊敬的先生：2月27日那天我被派到梅斯市办理与胭脂庄园马厩有关的事。在一条步行街上，我遇到了一个漂亮的女人。她皮肤白皙，头发金黄，是个英国人。我们俩彼此爱慕，很是谈得来。（她会讲一口流利的法语——但带英国口音。）我想请她吃茶点，她接受了我的提议。我们这次会面持续的时间很长，也很有意思。我们发现我俩是天生的一对。到目前为止，谁有错呢？

我有错吗？我很帅气，帅气得可以配得上任何美女，这难道是我的错吗？我容易被女人爱上，难道这就犯了罪吗？我再问一遍，到底谁有错呢？很明显，是老天有错。不该怪罪那位漂亮的女士，也怪不到鄙人头上。

继续。心肠最硬的人也会明白，两个情投意合的人不可能不约定再次见面。

我为她在胭脂庄园附近的村子里安排了住处。她很给我面子，答应2月29日夜里跟我一起在马厩里我的住处吃晚饭。敲定的时间是其他用人通常就寝的时间——夜里十一点。

马厩的马夫中有一位英国人，他的腿断了，不得不躺在床上。他叫弗朗西斯。他举止很讨人厌，还一点儿不懂法语。厨房里的人给他起了个绰号“英国熊”。奇怪的是，我的主人夫妇特别喜欢他，甚至百般迁就这个讨厌鬼因迷信而引起的恐惧。而我，作为一个进步的自由思想者，根本不屑于探究他恐惧的来源。

28日晚上，这个英国人非常害怕，要求一位工友跟他一起熬夜，就那一夜。他的愿望得到了费尔班克夫人的首肯。我已经引起了男主人的不满（出于自尊，我不能告诉您我如何引起了他的不满），就自愿提出在“英国熊”床边看护他。我的目的就是让费尔班克先生确信，尽管我们之间发生了点事，但我对他没有恶意。这个可怜的英国人精神错乱似的度过了那个夜晚。我不懂他那蛮语，只能通过他的动作揣测，大概是某个假想的幽灵站在他床边，让他怕得要死。这个疯子时不时地打扰我的睡眠，我用咒骂让他安静下来。这是对付他这种人最快、最好的办法。

29日早上，费尔班克先生外出了。那天晚上，我得知我的任务还没完，还得继续陪这个英国人熬夜，您不知道我当时有多烦。费尔班克先生不在的时候，费尔班克夫人对我那精神错乱的同事晚上休息的问题特别关心，简直到了让人难以理解的程度。她说我们当中一定要有个人在他床边照看他，要是有什么事发生，要向她报告。因为我正等着我美丽的朋友来吃晚饭，所以非常有必要确保她来的时候马厩里其他人都在睡觉。因此，我又一次自愿提出照看他。费尔班克夫人赞扬了我的博爱之心。我很善于控制自己的情绪，毫不脸红地接受了她的称赞。

天黑后，女主人和医生（费尔班克先生不在期间家里的唯一客人）来询问过两次。一次是在我朋友来之前，一次是她来之后。因为我的房间和那个英国人的房间相邻，第二次他们来的时候，我不得不把我那迷人的客人藏在马具室内。有着天使般顺从品格的她，同意牺牲自己的尊严，躲进我这个卑微下人为她找的藏身之所。我从未遇到过这么可爱的女人！

主人第二次巡查后，我就自由了。那时已近午夜。直到那时，那个英国疯子还未像之前守在床边的费尔班克夫人和医生预料的那样，有什么奇怪的举动。他半梦半醒，脸上带着奇怪的迷惑神情。女主人走时告诫我，快到两点的时候要特别盯着他。医生则给我留下一很大的铃铛，万一有什么事发生，铃铛的声音整个房子都听得见。

重新与我的朋友会合后，我摆开饭桌。馅饼，香肠，还有几瓶浓香型的摩泽尔葡萄酒——我们这顿便餐就这么简单。人们彼此爱慕的时候，让人陶醉的爱的幻觉把最简单的饭菜也变成了大餐。带着无限的快乐，我们准备就座进餐。就在我帮助我那迷人的朋友就座时，隔壁那个讨厌的英国人偏偏又开始焦躁不安、大吵大闹起来。他用拐杖敲打地板，恐惧地狂叫着：“里戈贝尔！里戈贝尔！”

这凄厉的声音冲击着我们的耳膜，也吓坏了我美丽的朋友。她登时吓得花容失色。“我的天啊！”她惊叫道，“谁在隔壁？”

“一个英国疯子。”

“英国人？”

“别害怕，我的天使。我去让他安静下来。”

那个可怜的声音又叫起来：“里戈贝尔！里戈贝尔！”

我美丽的朋友抓住我的胳膊。“他是谁？”她叫道，“他叫什么？”

她问这个问题时脸上的表情吓了我一跳。嫉妒之情一下涌上我的心头。“你认识他？”我说。

“他叫什么名字！”她激动地重复着问题，“叫什么名字！”

“弗朗西斯。”我答道。

“姓什么？”

我耸耸肩。我不记得、也说不出来他那粗野的英国姓。我只能告诉她，他姓氏的第一个字母是R。

她瘫坐在椅子里。她要昏过去了吗？没有。她的面色恢复了，看上去比之前更红润，眼睛一眨一眨地闪着光。这是什么意思？我还是很懂女人心的，但这个女人让我捉摸不透！

“你认识他？”我又问她。

她笑道：“胡说八道！我怎么会认识他？快去让那个可怜的家伙安静下来。”

我的穿衣镜就在附近，我瞥了一眼，对镜中的自己还是很满意的，没有哪个女人会选择那个英国人而不选择我。我又恢复了自信，迅速到了英国人的床边。

我一出现，他就迫不及待地指着我的房间，连珠炮般地说着英语。从他的动作和表情，我看出不知怎么他竟发现我屋里有客人；更加奇怪的是，我屋里有个人这个想法让他很害怕。我试图用前面说过的办法让他镇定下来，也就是用法语咒骂他，但结果并不令我满意。我承认我朝他脸上打了一拳，然后离开了他的房间。

回到我朋友身边，我发现她正兴奋地走来走去，步态好看极了。她没有等我给她斟酒——我不在的时候，她已经开始喝浓香型摩泽尔葡萄酒了。我很费劲地劝说她回到桌边自己的位置上。她什么也不肯吃。“我没胃口了，”她说，“给我酒。”

浓香型摩泽尔葡萄酒名副其实——口感清淡，但后劲十足。美酒并未使我的贵客昏昏欲睡；相反，她看起来更兴奋、更有活力了。她一直压低着声音说话，一直在我试图转换话题的时候把它巧妙地拉回隔壁的英国人身上。其他女人要是这么固执，估计早就把我惹恼了，但今天这位可爱的客人是让人无法抗拒的，我像孩子一样温顺地回答了她的问题。跟其他英国人一样，她有着可笑的古怪脾气。当我告诉她那个英国人因遭遇那起事故卧床不起时，她一下跳起来，脸上洋溢着诡异的微笑。她说：“带我去看看把英国人的腿搞断的马吧！我得看看那匹马！”我带她去了马厩。她亲吻了那匹马——我说的是真的，她亲吻了那匹马！我惊呆了。我说：“你一定认识那个人，他一定怎么错待你了。”不！她不会承认的，就算到了那个时候她也不会承认的。“我亲吻所有漂亮的动物，”她说，“我没有亲你吗？”对自己的行为作出这样迷人的解释后，她就跑上楼去。我只好在后面把马厩的门再次锁上。再度跟她会合时，我惊奇地发现，她刚刚从英国人的房间出来。

“我正要下楼去叫你，”她说，“那个人又吵闹起来了。”

那英国疯子的声音又一次刺耳地响起：“里戈贝尔！里戈贝尔！”

这一次他的样子十分可怕。他的眼睛瞪得大大的，脸上流着汗。出于极度恐慌，他两手紧握着，指向空中。他拼命地打着手势，恳求我不要再离开。我真的情不自禁地笑了。留下来陪他，而把我美丽的朋友一个人扔在隔壁房间，这个想法太可笑了。

我朝门口走去。可怜的疯子看到我要离开，绝望地尖叫起来，叫声那么刺耳，我都担心熟睡了的工友们会被吵醒。

认识我的人都知道，我的急中生智是出了名的。我拽开他放衣服的橱柜，抓了一把手帕，用其中的一块把他的嘴堵上，然后用其他的把他的手绑上。现在不会有惊醒工友们的危险了。把最后一个结打好后，我抬起头来。

英国人的房间和我房间之间的门是开着的。我美丽的朋友站在门边，看着床上那个无助的他，看着我打最后的一个结。

“你在这儿干什么？”我问她，“你怎么把门打开了？”

她朝我走过来，眼睛一直看着床上的人，在我耳边轻声说：

“我听见尖叫声了。”

“嗯？”

“我还以为你把他杀了呢。”

太恐怖了，我倒退了几步。她的话暗示了我的嫌疑，太恶毒了，而她说这番话时的神色更是让人反感。我吓得跳起来，一步步从这个小可人儿站的地方向后退，就像有蛇蝎要爬到我身体上一样。

还没等我完全醒过神来，我的神经就又被狠狠撞击了一下：我突然听到女主人在马棚院子里叫我。

我一点儿思考的时间也没有，只有立即作出反应。唯一的办法就是不让费尔班克夫人上楼，不但不能让她发现我的客人，也不能让她发现这个英国人嘴被堵上，人被绑在床上。我立刻往院子里赶。跑下楼梯时，我听到马棚的钟敲了凌晨一点四十五。

女主人有点焦急不安。医生陪着她，脸上挂着笑容，好像被自己的什么想法逗乐了似的。

“弗朗西斯睡着还是醒着呢？”费尔班克夫人询问道。

“他之前有点不安，夫人。但现在又平静下来了。要是没人打扰他的话，”我这么说是不想让她上楼去看他，“他很快就会安静地入睡。”

“我上次走后什么也没发生吗？”

“什么事都没有，夫人。”

医生扬了扬眉毛，脸上带着一种无奈而又忍俊不禁的表情。“哎呀，哎呀，费尔班克夫人！”他说，“什么也没发生！虚构故事的日子过去了！”

“还没到两点呢。”女主人有点生气地说。

清晨的空气里弥漫着刺鼻的马厩的气味。她拿出手帕捂住鼻子，往院子的北出口走——那里通往花园和主人的房子。她叫我跟着她和医生。等走到闻不到马厩气味的地方，她就又开始追问我，不愿相信她不在时什么也没发生。我编造出我当时能想出来的最好的答案；她身边的医生一直在笑。就这样，时间一分一分地过去，直到时钟敲了两下。听到钟声，费尔班克夫人宣布她要亲自到英国人的房间去看看。让我大大松口气的是，医生阻止她这样做。

“你也听到了，弗朗西斯就要睡着了。”他说，“如果你进他的房间的话，可能会打扰到他。我的实验成功的关键是让他好好地睡一个晚上，在我告诉他真相之前，他自己要承认确实睡了个好觉。夫人，我得请求您不要去打扰他。要是有什么事发生，里戈贝尔会摇铃铛的。”

女主人不愿让步。接下来的至少五分钟里，两人展开了一场热烈的讨论。最后，费尔班克夫人不得不暂时让步。“半个小时内，”她说，“弗朗西斯要么会睡熟，要么就又醒了。半个小时内我会再来的。”她挽着医生的胳膊，和他一起回房子去了。

就剩我一个人了，还有半个小时，我决定把那个英国女人送回村子去，然后回到马厩，把塞在弗朗西斯嘴里的手帕拿掉，把捆绑他的手帕解开，让他叫个够。等我甩掉了那个累赘，他就算把整个院落的人都吵醒又有何妨？

回到院子里，我听到一丝响动，好像是开门时铰链的咯吱声。北出口的门我刚刚亲手关上。我绕到马棚后面的西出口。从这里出去，就是费尔班克先生领地上两条交叉的小路：较近的一条通往村子；另一条通往大路和摩泽尔河。

到了西出口，我发现门是开着的，在凌晨的微风中慢慢地来回摆动。十一点把我美丽的朋友接来后，我是亲自把这扇门锁上、闩好的。我突然害怕起来，隐约感觉出事了，于是立刻赶回马厩。

我往我屋里看了一下，是空的。我去了马具存放室，也没有那个女人的踪影。我回到我的房间，走向通往英国人卧室的门。有没有可能我离开这段时间她还在那儿？我的手放到了门锁上，不知为什么，我不愿打开它，便迟疑了一会儿，听了听动静。里面没有一点儿声音。我轻声喊了一下。没有回答。我向后退了一步，还是很犹豫。我注意到门缝和地板之间有什么黑乎乎的东西慢慢地移动着。我抓起桌上的蜡烛，凑近地面去看。慢慢移动的黑色东西是一摊血！

这可怕的景象让我如梦初醒。我打开门。英国人躺在床上——房间里只有他自己。他被刺了两刀：一处是喉咙，一处是心脏，凶器插在心口处。这是一把英国制造的刀，刀柄是用鹿角做的，跟新的一样。

我立刻摇响了警报铃。目击证人可以讲述接下来的一切。要是有谁认为我是凶手，那也太荒谬了。我承认我会做蠢事，但我从未想过犯罪。再说我也没有杀他的动机。是那个女人趁我不在的时候杀了他。我跟女主人说话的时候，她从西出口逃走了。我没什么可说的了。我向你发誓，3月1日凌晨发生的一切我都写在这里了，句句属实。

先生，请接受我崇高的感谢和敬意。

约瑟夫·里戈贝尔





*****

结语——珀西·费尔班克的补充说明

约瑟夫·里戈贝尔被控谋杀弗朗西斯·雷文，经审判又被宣告无罪。所有有关被害者的卷宗足以证明他的妻子对他怀有致命的仇恨。

谋杀当天早晨的追踪调查显示，女谋杀者离开马厩后，沿着小路朝河边走去。人们在河里打捞了一番，但没有任何结果。直到今天，人们仍怀疑她是不是淹死了。但有一件事是确定的：艾丽西亚·沃洛克再也没有出现过。

就这样，这个故事起于谜，终于谜，梦中女人消失在人们的视野中。她是鬼，是魔，抑或是活生生的人，这一切留给您来判断。假如您身边或者内心深处也有什么不解之谜，那就让最伟大诗人的这句至理名言为您作出充分的解释吧：

“构成我们的料子也就是那梦幻的料子；

我们短暂的一生，前后都环绕在酣睡之中。
[6]

 ”

注释


[1]
 　Mrs. Chance，chance在英文中有“运气”之意。


[2]
 　在扑克牌中，方块（diamond）代表财富，K（king）代表国王，方块K上所画的人物即为古罗马的恺撒大帝。马夫这句话是反语。


[3]
 　a dark woman，dark在英文中既可指头发黑，也可指肤色黑。


[4]
 　Alicia Warlock，warlock在英文中有“巫师”之意。


[5]
 　“the English Bear”，英文中bear有“脾气暴躁的人”之意。


[6]
 　此句引自莎士比亚剧作《暴风雨》第四幕第一场，译文取自朱生豪译本。


赛沙沙山谷之谜

阿瑟·柯南·道尔





为什么人们称汤姆·多纳休为“幸运的汤姆”呢？我是知道个中缘由的，并且这么称呼他的人里面至少十有一二都知道这绰号的来历。我也曾游历四方，见识过些许奇事，但是与汤姆得此绰号外加一笔横财的奇遇比起来，都逊色多了，因为我当时就在他的身边。想听吗？没问题。但是这事儿说来话长，且十分离奇；现在我就试着给您一一道来，不过你们先把自己的杯子续满，最好再点上一支雪茄。的确，这故事很奇怪，比起我听过的一些童话都有过之而无不及；但是，阁下，这是个真实的故事，字字句句绝无虚言。在开普殖民地，至今还有人记得这事，他们能给我作证。从奥兰治邦到格里夸兰，布尔人在他们的小屋里围着炉火已经不知道把这个故事讲了多少遍了——是的，这事儿甚至在丛林荒地和各个金刚石矿区也都广为流传。

阁下，我如今是个粗人；但以前也曾就读于伦敦中殿律师学院，在那里研习法律。汤姆是我那时候的同学——彼时的汤姆还算不上幸运。我们度过了一段疯狂的时光，直到最后没钱了，被迫放弃了所谓的学业。接着我们四处漂泊，找寻一个能让我们这两个孔武有力、体格强健的小伙子出人头地的地方。那时的移民潮几乎还没有开始涌向非洲，因此我们以为南下开普殖民地会是个好机会。长话短说吧，我们就这么起航了，到达开普敦时口袋里只剩了不到五英镑。从那里，我们两人各奔前程。我们都尝试做过许多事，也经历了一些起起落落；然而，因缘巧合，差不多三年以后，我们在北方重遇了。遗憾的是，此时的我们依旧穷困潦倒，一如往昔。

唉，真可谓出师不利。我们十分沮丧，以至于汤姆提出干脆回英格兰当个职员算了。彼时我俩并不知道，自己手里的小牌其实已经出尽，一套王牌即将到手——绝不知道。我们以为自己满手烂牌，而且会一烂到底。我们所在的地区是那个国家最为荒凉的地方，周围零星分布着几个农场，里面的房屋都用栅栏和篱笆围着，以防御卡菲尔人。我和汤姆·多纳休住的小棚屋就暴露在丛林里；但我们是出了名的一贫如洗，左轮手枪又玩得溜，所以也没什么好怕的。我们就在那里打打零工，聊以度日，期待哪天会有转机。终于，一个月后的某天晚上，机会来了，正是这个转机成全了我们两个人；而我要讲的也就是关于那天晚上的故事。我记得清清楚楚。那晚狂风肆虐，从我们的小棚屋外呼啸而过，大雨仿佛要冲破我们简陋的窗户倾泻而入。还好我们的炉火正旺，木柴噼啪作响。我坐在炉边修补一根鞭子，汤姆则在自己铺上躺着，愁苦不堪地抱怨自己时运不济，落得如此境地。

“振作点，汤姆，振作起来，”我鼓励他，“等待你的会是什么谁也说不准。”

“厄运，厄运，”他答道，“杰克，我一直都是个倒霉蛋。我来这个可恶的国家已经有三年了，眼睁睁地看着钱哗哗流向那些刚从英格兰来的小伙子口袋里，而自己却还跟初来乍到时一样贫穷。唉，杰克，我的老朋友，你要是不想背一身债，就得离我远点儿，自寻出路。”

“胡说八道，汤姆，今晚你的运气是不怎么好，但是，听！外面有人来了。听这脚步声像是迪克·沃顿，要是有谁能让你振作起来，这人非他莫属。”

我的话音未落，门猛地一下被推开，老实巴交的迪克·沃顿走了进来，身上的雨水滴滴答答淌着。蒙蒙雾气中，他健康红润的脸庞如同一轮满月。他抖抖身上的水，跟我们打过招呼，然后在炉火边坐下取暖。

“去哪儿了，迪克？大晚上的，这鬼天气还出门？”我说，“再不生活得规律些，你会发现风湿病比卡菲尔人还难缠。”

迪克此时看起来异常严肃，不认识他的人甚至会以为他受到惊吓了。“不得不去，”他答道——“不得不去。有人看见麦迪逊家一头走丢的牛沿着赛沙沙山谷下去了，那几个黑人自然不敢在夜里去山谷下面；但是如果我们等到早晨再下去，这头牲口估计就已经到卡菲尔地了。”

“他们为什么不敢在夜里去赛沙沙山谷下面？”汤姆问。

“估计是怕卡菲尔人吧。”我说。

“是怕鬼。”迪克说。

我跟汤姆笑了起来。

“我猜那些鬼没让你这么个一本正经的人见识他们的魔力吧？”汤姆躺在铺上说道。

“不是的，”迪克一脸严肃地说，“不是的；我确实看见那些黑鬼们说的东西了；我保证，伙计们，我再也不想见到那东西了。”

汤姆在铺上坐了起来。“胡扯些什么，迪克！你是在开玩笑吧，老兄！快，给我们讲讲；先讲那个传说，再讲你后来的经历。杰克，把酒瓶子递给他。”

“好吧。”迪克开讲了。“这个传说好像是黑鬼们世代流传下来的，说赛沙沙山谷那里经常有一个可怕的恶魔出没。猎人和流浪汉们沿着山谷的小窄道往下走的时候，看见过它发亮的眼睛在峭壁的暗影下闪着幽光。传说凡是见过恶魔目光的人，后来都会被它的邪恶魔力渐渐吞噬。不管是真是假，”迪克悲哀地说，“我恐怕是有机会亲自验证一下了。”

“继续，迪克——接着说，”汤姆叫道，“告诉我们你都看到什么了。”

“好吧，当时我正摸索着往山谷下面走，去找麦迪逊家的牛。差不多下到一半的时候，看到一块棱角分明的黑色峭壁突出来，伸向右侧的峡谷，我停下来拉了拉随身带的火药筒，盯着那块突出的峭壁，但是没有发现任何异常。于是我收好火药筒，又向前走了一两步。突然，我看到一束奇特的、刺眼的强光，显然是从那块突出的峭壁底部射出来的，距地面大约八英尺
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 高，在离我一百码
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 远的地方一闪一闪地晃动着，逐渐变弱、消失，接着又重新出现。不对，不对；我见过的萤火虫多了去了——没有这样的。我浑身打哆嗦，凝视着那亮光，可能有足足十分钟吧，它一直在闪烁。接着，我又向前迈了一步，它立马不见了，就像突然被吹灭的蜡烛似的。我又退了回去；但是花了好一阵子才找到那个能看到这道亮光的确切地点。终于，它又出现了，发射出一种怪异的、略带红色的光芒，像之前一样闪烁着。我鼓足勇气向那块峭壁走去，但地面实在太崎岖不平了，根本没法直接朝那光线的方向走过去。我绕着峭壁底部转了一圈，却什么也没看见，于是就急匆匆地往家跑。坦白告诉你们，要不是你们说，我根本不知道正下着雨呢，一路回来都没发觉——嘿！汤姆怎么了？”

到底怎么了？汤姆此刻正坐在他的铺位上，两腿耷拉在铺沿外面，整张脸因为过度兴奋而显得近乎痛苦。“要是魔鬼的话就会有两只眼睛。你看到了几束光，迪克？快说！”

“只有一束。”

“好哇！”汤姆大叫一声，“太好了。”接着他一脚把毯子踢到屋子中央，兴奋地大步走来走去。突然，他在迪克对面停住，一只手搭在迪克肩膀上：“我说，迪克，我们能不能在天亮以前到达赛沙沙山谷？”

“不太可能。”迪克答。

“好吧，听着；咱们是老朋友了，迪克·沃顿，你和我。一周之内，不要把你刚才告诉我们的事跟任何人说。你一定不会说的，对吗？”

迪克表示默许，但从他脸上的表情，我能看出他觉得汤姆这个可怜的家伙疯了；的确，我也完全搞不懂他这一举动。不过，鉴于此前我已经多次见识过这个老朋友准确的判断力和迅速的领悟能力，我猜想很可能是沃顿的故事在汤姆看来别有意味，而我太愚钝了，领会不到。

整个晚上汤姆·多纳休都极其兴奋，沃顿要走的时候，汤姆还求他务必记住自己的承诺，并且从他口中探出能看到奇异光束的确切地点及光束出现的时间。沃顿走后，估计得有凌晨四点多了，我爬上自己的铺位，看着汤姆坐在炉火旁拼接两根棍子，后来我就睡着了。我大约睡了有两个小时，醒来的时候发现汤姆还坐在那里忙活着，几乎都没挪过窝。他已经把一根棍子交叉着固定在了另一根的顶端，大体上形成了一个T型，现在正忙着把另一根小点儿的棍子安插在两根棍子形成的夹角中间，通过操纵这根小棍子，横着的那根棍子可以竖起来，或者向下倾斜成任何角度。他还在竖着的那根棍子上刻了凹痕，这样一来，借助那根支撑的小棍，横棍就可以随时固定在竖棍的任何位置上了。

“看，杰克！”看到我醒了，他大声喊道，“快过来帮我看看。假如我让这根横棍指向某个东西，并且调节这根小棍让横棍固定住，然后把它放在那里，等回头再想找那个东西的时候，还能通过横棍的指向找到——你觉得我能做到吧，杰克——难道不能吗？”他抓紧我的胳膊，紧张地继续说道。

“唔，”我答道，“这得看那个东西有多远，以及横棍的指向有多精确了。如果距离远的话，我建议缩短横棍瞄准器的长度；在横棍头上系一根绳，把绳子沿铅垂线方向前拉，这样就能让你非常接近目标。不过，汤姆，你肯定不是想用这办法来定位那个鬼吧？”

“今晚你就明白了，老兄——今天晚上你就明白了。我要带上这东西去赛沙沙山谷，你去麦迪逊那里借个撬杠，跟我一起去。但是注意不要告诉任何人你要去哪儿，或者想用撬杠干什么。”

整个白天，汤姆要么在屋里走来走去，要么埋头钻研他的装置。他眼睛发亮，双颊通红，怎么看都像是在发高烧。“上帝保佑，千万别让迪克的判断应验了！”我带着撬杠往回走的时候，心里这样祈祷。然而，夜幕将至，我却发现自己也不知不觉地随着他激动起来。

六点左右，汤姆跳了起来，抓起那几根棍子，喊道：“我等不了了，杰克，带上你的撬杠，我们向赛沙沙山谷开拔吧！伙计，今晚的行动，我们不成功便成仁！带上你的左轮手枪，以防遇到卡菲尔人。我不敢带自己的，杰克。”他双手扶着我的肩，继续说道——“我不敢带我的。万一今晚又不走运，我不知道会用它干出什么来。”

就这样，我们往口袋里装了些吃的，然后出发了。去赛沙沙山谷的一路比较乏味，我屡次试图从同伴汤姆那里套出他此行的目的，但他唯一的回答就是：“我们得快点儿，杰克。谁知道现在已经有多少人知道沃顿的奇遇了呢！快走，否则就会有人捷足先登了！”

所以呢，我们就这样翻山越岭，走了大概有十英里，最后从一块峭壁上爬下来，一座阴森森的峡谷展现在我们面前，看上去就像是地狱之门；在几百英尺峭壁的重重封锁下，一条石头堆成的昏暗的小窄道蜿蜒穿过这座有恶魔出没的峡谷，通向卡菲尔地。月亮高悬在峭壁之上，勾勒出峭壁尖峰上粗糙不整的岩石，而下面则是一片漆黑，堪比阴阳两界的交界处。

“这就是赛沙沙山谷？”我问。

“对。”汤姆说。

我看了看汤姆。他现在平静了，脸上的潮红和狂躁已经褪去，一举一动都小心而缓慢。然而，他的表情有几分僵硬，眼里闪着光，说明危急关头到了。

我们踏上这条小窄道，深一脚浅一脚地在巨石间穿行。突然，我听到汤姆发出一声短促的疾呼——“就是那块峭壁！”他边喊边指向前方黑暗中隐约可见的一块大石头。“现在，杰克，务必看好了！我们大约离那个峭壁一百码远——我估计；你现在慢慢地走向一边，我也一样，走向另一边。如果看到任何东西，立刻停下来喊我。每一步不要超过十二英寸
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 ，并且始终盯住峭壁上离地面八英尺高的那个地方。准备好了吗？”

“好了。”我此刻甚至比汤姆还兴奋。我猜不透他的意图或目的到底是什么，但我至少知道他想趁天还亮弄清峭壁上发光处的具体位置。眼前的景象是那么浪漫神奇，汤姆百般抑制的激动是那么明显。这种气氛下，我不禁感到周身热血奔涌，甚至数得清太阳穴上脉搏跳动的次数。

“开始！”汤姆喊了一声；于是我们开始行动，他向右，我向左，两人都目不转睛地盯着那块峭壁底部。在我走了大概有二十英尺的时候，一束光线突然射向我。透过越来越深的黑暗，我看到一个小小的、红色的发光点，光线一会儿变弱，一会儿又变强，闪烁着，晃动着，每一次变幻后的景象都比之前更为奇异。我想起了卡菲尔人那个古老的迷信传说，打了个寒战。兴奋中我往后退了一步，光线瞬时消失了，只留下原地一片漆黑；可当我再次迈步向前时，又看到了那在峭壁底部闪烁着的红色强光。“汤姆，汤姆！”我喊道。

“唉，唉！”我听到他呼喊着向我跑来。

“在那里——那里，就在那块峭壁上！”

汤姆跑到我身旁，说：“我什么也没看到。”

“嗨，那儿，那儿，老兄，就在你面前！”我边说着边往右走了走，光线瞬间便从我眼前消失了。

但是这时汤姆高兴地叫了一声，显然，他站在我之前的位置上看到光线了。“杰克，”他边喊边转过来握紧我的手——“杰克，我们再也不能抱怨运气不好了。现在，在我们站的地方堆几块石头吧，对，我们现在必须把指示杆牢牢固定在石头堆顶部。好了！一般的风是吹不倒它了；我们只要让它挺到早上就好。哦，杰克，伙计，想想昨天我们还在说要去当职员，你当时说没有人知道前方等待我们的会是什么！我的天，杰克，这可真成传奇故事了！”

这时，我们已经把竖棍牢牢地固定在了两块大石头中间。汤姆俯身沿着横棍仔细地看了看，然后升升降降地调整了足足有一刻钟，直到最后他把支撑棍安放在横竖两根棍的夹角上，这才满意地呼了一口气，站起身来。“过来看看，杰克，”汤姆说，“你瞄准的功夫没人能敌。”

我顺着横棍看了看。视线所及的远处有一个红色的、闪烁的亮点，看上去好像就在横棍末端一样，调节地如此精准。

“好了，伙计，”汤姆说道，“我们吃点晚饭睡上一觉吧。今晚没什么要做的了；但是明天我们得调动全部的智慧和力气。我们去找点柴火棍在这儿生上一堆火，剩下的就是看着指示杆，确保今夜不会发生什么意外。”

接下来呢，我们就生了一堆火，在赛沙沙山谷吃了晚饭。整整一夜，恶魔的眼睛始终在我们前方晃动着，闪烁着。但它的位置并不是一成不变的；晚饭后，我顺着指示杆上的瞄准装置看过去，什么也没看到。然而，汤姆对此一点儿都没感到不安。他只是说：“动的是月亮，不是我们的目标。”接着他就蜷缩起来睡觉了。

天刚破晓，我们就都醒了，顺着指示杆看那块峭壁，但是什么也看不出来，只有一块死气沉沉的板岩。可能我们观察的那个部位是最粗粝的，但除此之外也就没什么异常之处了。

“现在该用你的办法了，杰克！”汤姆·多纳休边说边从自己腰上解下一根细长的绳子，“你把它系上，我拿着绳子的另一端，你指挥我。”说完，他就朝峭壁底部走去，手里握着细绳的一头，我拉紧另一头，把它缠在横棍的中间位置上，让绳子顺着横棍末端延伸出去。这样，我就能指引汤姆左右移动，直到让绳子顺着横棍所指的方向，从系在横棍上的那一点伸到峭壁上去，指向据地面大约八英尺高的一点。汤姆绕着那一点用粉笔画了个直径约三英尺的圆圈，然后喊我过去。“我们已经共同完成这项任务了，杰克，”他说道，“我们会一起找到我们要找的东西的。”他画圈的那部分岩石比其他地方光滑，但在中心附近有几块小凸起，或者说是小疙瘩。汤姆指着其中的一块小疙瘩，高兴地喊了出来。那是块粗糙的、褐色的突起，大约有一个男人握起的拳头那么大，看上去有点儿像一块嵌入岩壁的脏玻璃。“就是它！”他大叫——“就是它！”

“是什么？”

“是什么？老兄，一颗钻石！拥有这钻石，足以让全欧洲任何一位君主嫉妒我汤姆·多纳休。拿起你的撬杠，我们马上就要铲除赛沙沙山谷的恶魔啦！”

我震惊极了，以至于站在那里好一会儿说不出话来，瞪大眼睛看着这个意想不到地落入我们手中的宝贝。

“来，把撬杠递给我。”汤姆说，“现在，我们把岩壁上这个突出的小圆疙瘩当做支点，或许能把它给撬出来。好的，出来了。我简直没想到会有这么容易。杰克，我们现在得回小棚屋一趟，然后直接去开普敦，越快越好。”

我们把宝贝包好，穿过群山，回到家里。在路上，汤姆告诉我，当年他在中殿律师学院学法律的时候，曾在图书馆里发现了一本落满灰尘的小册子，是一个叫扬斯·范霍尼姆的人写的。里面讲的故事跟我们的经历很相似，故事发生在十七世纪晚期一个著名的荷兰人身上，他最终也发现了一颗熠熠闪光的钻石。在迪克·沃顿一五一十地讲自己的鬼故事时，这件事情在汤姆的脑海中浮现出来，不过，他最终是靠他爱尔兰人富有创造力的大脑证实自己的猜测的。

“我们把它拿到开普敦去，”汤姆接着说，“要是在那里不能卖个好价钱，我们就把它带回伦敦，为此搭点时间也是值得的。不过我们得先去趟麦迪逊家；他比较了解这种东西，也许能告诉我们这宝贝卖个什么价钱比较合适。”

于是，我们就在抵达小屋前掉转方向，沿着羊肠小道往麦迪逊的农场走去。我们到那儿的时候，他正在吃午饭；很快，我们便一左一右坐在了他身边，享受着这位南非主人的热情款待。

“我说，”等仆人下去后，他对我们说，“什么风把你们给吹来了？你们看上去有话要对我说。什么事？”

汤姆拿出他的小包，郑重地解开包在外面的手帕。“看！”他边说边把那块结晶体放在桌上，“你觉得这东西值多少钱？”

麦迪逊拿起来认真检查了一番。“这个，”他说着又放了回去，“不加工的话大约每吨十二先令。”

“十二先令！”汤姆腾地站起来叫道，“你没看出来这是什么吗？”

“岩盐！”

“岩盐个鬼！这是钻石！”

“你尝尝！”麦迪逊说。

汤姆把它放在唇边舔了舔，就一把摔在地上，发出了吓人的一声大叫，冲出屋外。

我虽然已经感到相当难过和失望，但还是当即想起了汤姆说的关于手枪的那段话。于是我也走了，向小棚屋跑去，屋里只留下麦迪逊一个人目瞪口呆。我回去的时候，看到汤姆正躺在自己铺上，面朝墙壁，他显然太过沮丧了，不理会我的任何劝慰。迪克，麦迪逊，赛沙沙恶魔，统统见鬼去吧！我晃晃荡荡出了小屋，吸了一斗烟，从这场疲惫的探险中恢复过来。在离小屋大概五十码远的时候，我听到有声音从屋里传了出来，一种我无论如何也想不到的声音。倘若里面传出的是抱怨或者咒骂声，我都会觉得理所当然；但是，那让我停下脚步、把烟斗从嘴里拿出来的却是一阵由衷的大笑声！汤姆旋即冲了出来，一脸兴高采烈：“再去走上它十英里怎么样，伙计？”

“什么！再去找一块十二先令一吨的岩盐吗？”

“‘仅此而已，哈尔，你是爱我的。’
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 ”汤姆嬉皮笑脸地说着，“听我说，杰克。我们两个幸运的蠢蛋竟然让这么个小玩意儿给搞糊涂了！你坐在这个树桩上，给我五分钟，我会把一切都解释清楚的。你见过无数块嵌在峭壁上的岩盐了，我也是，但是我们却被这块给搞懵了。想想看，杰克，你见过哪块岩盐在黑暗中能发出比任何萤火虫都明亮的光芒？”

“这个，我倒是从没见到过。”

“我敢说，如果我们等到晚上——当然，我们不会等到那会儿的——会发现那亮光还在岩石中间闪烁着。所以，杰克，在我们取出这不值钱的盐块时，我们取错了。在这种山里，一颗钻石周围一英尺内有岩盐并不奇怪。这岩盐吸引了我们的目光，我们当时太兴奋了，稀里糊涂地错过了真正的钻石。照此看来，杰克，赛沙沙山谷的宝石现在还躺在那里的峭壁上，就在我们用粉笔画出的那个神奇的圆圈里。快，伙计，点上你的烟斗，带上左轮枪，我们得赶在麦迪逊那家伙琢磨过味儿来之前出发。”

我感觉这次自己不是很乐观。事实上，我已经开始把钻石看成一个大麻烦。然而，我没有给汤姆泼冷水，而是声称自己也迫不及待想要出发。这一程走得啊！汤姆向来是登山的好手，而那天激动的情绪似乎给他添了双翅膀，我竭尽全力地在后面追了他一路。

在我们只剩下半英里路程的时候，汤姆火力全开，一刻不停地冲到峭壁上那个白色圆圈跟前。可怜的老汤姆！等我走近的时候，他已经一改之前的兴奋状态，站在那儿，双手插兜，茫然地看着前方，神色懊丧。

“看！”他说，“看！”汤姆指向峭壁，上面没有任何像钻石的东西。那个圆圈里什么都看不出来，只是一块光秃秃的灰色石头，上面有个大洞，是我们撬岩盐时留下的。此外还有一两个小坑，没有一丝宝石的痕迹。

“我一寸一寸地都看遍了，”可怜的汤姆对我说道，“没有了。有人来过，注意到了这个粉笔圈，把钻石取走了。回家吧，杰克；我累了，很难受。唉，还有像我这么不走运的人吗！”

我转身要走，但还是先看了峭壁最后一眼。汤姆已经走出去十步远了。

“嘿！”我叫道，“你没发现这圆圈里面跟昨天有什么不同吗？”

“什么意思？”汤姆问。

“你没发现那儿少了什么东西吗？”

“那块岩盐？”汤姆说。

“不；是我们用来当支点的那个小圆疙瘩。我猜咱们肯定是在用撬杠的时候把它给扳下来了。我们去看看那个疙瘩是什么材质的。”

于是，我们就到峭壁脚下那些碎石里找。

“给你，杰克！我们终于做到了！我们成功啦！”

我转过身，发现汤姆兴高采烈地拿着一小块黑色的岩石。那岩石第一眼看上去只是峭壁上掉落的碎块；但是在其底部附近有一个突出来的东西，汤姆正兴奋地指着那个凸起。那东西乍一看像个玻璃眼球；但它的净度和亮度却是任何玻璃都不具备的。这回准没错了，我们确确实实拥有了一块价值连城的宝石。我们带着轻松愉快的心情离开了这个山谷，带走了曾长久统治这里的“恶魔”。

好了，阁下，我的故事讲得太长了，您大概都听累了吧。瞧，在我讲起以前那些艰苦的日子时，似乎又看到了那间小棚屋，还有旁边的小河，周围的树丛，仿佛又听到了汤姆那朴实的话音。我差不多都讲完了。那颗宝石让我们发达了，如您所知，汤姆·多纳休在这里创业成功，全城闻名。我也干得不赖，在非洲开农场，养鸵鸟。我们也帮迪克·沃顿老兄立业了，他现在是我们最近的邻居之一。您要是有机会来这里，记得来找杰克·特恩布尔——赛沙沙农场的杰克·特恩布尔。

注释


[1]
 　1英尺＝0.3048米。


[2]
 　1码＝0.9144米。


[3]
 　1英寸＝0.0254米。


[4]
 　该句出自莎士比亚戏剧《亨利四世》。


西非本巴王角传奇

J. 兰德斯





我们这帮人大多怪里怪气，在荒凉的非洲西南海岸负责管理各种各样的贸易货站，覆盖范围很大，从加蓬河，途经壮观的刚果河口，直至葡萄牙圣保罗德罗安达市沿岸区域。这帮人可谓鱼龙混杂，多半是些桀骜不驯之徒：整天打不起精神的小职员，一事无成的混混，还有一些水手和年轻人，更有一些品性经不起考验的家伙。我们几乎个个喝得酩酊大醉，那些即便不喝得酩酊大醉的，也要喝他个晕晕乎乎。

我也搞不清楚，当初到底是什么诱使自己去了那里。一来是当时自己还年轻；加之陌生的国家，空缺的职位，宽松的工作条件，对我来说都有吸引力。

你可以想象一下，一个高高耸起、岩石嶙嶙的海角或是说岬角，从一侧延伸至大海。岬角底部，一条小河蜿蜒流入一片看上去荒无人烟的原野；土地绵延数英里，极目远眺，尽是一望无垠的离离荒草，成片的野棕榈点缀其中。岬角前方，孤寂的南大西洋波涛汹涌，滚滚不息。而对于生活在海角上的人们，仿佛这些条件还不够让他们沮丧——这里的另一个特点，有时能使这地方看上去更加面目狰狞。在离岸很远的海域，一遇恶劣天气，海面就会汹涌澎湃起来，海水奔流着冲刷海岸的浅滩，浪花飞溅。从岩石顶部向两英里开外眺望，此时的海面就像被画上了一道道白色的泡沫线；而往低处看时，海滩附近千尺巨浪清晰可见，滔天海水猛撞岸边，浪花翻卷，四散迸溅。

初到海角时，可以说我只见到了一座房子。那房子隶属于利物浦的弗林特兄弟公司，一个名叫杰克逊的男子独自住在里面。杰克逊原先有一个助手，但不幸染了热病离世，我便被派来接替他的工作。杰克逊少说也有五十多岁了，来非洲做贸易商之前曾是一名水手。他那显然饱经风雨的脸总是挂着一幅严肃又有点忧郁的神情。他人粗鲁，对我却很和善。其实要求严格是应该的，那些非洲通们对待刚到海角上来的雇员如此和善，还是少见。

杰克逊就像打理船那样，把工厂（我们管海岸线上的房子都叫工厂）收拾得整洁干净。每周，他都会把住宿区的地板用软沙石像打磨木甲板那样磨得锃亮；无数的小架子小隔板在房子里摆放得整整齐齐。房子的外墙漆过了，泛着耀眼的光；每天早上院子都打扫得干干净净；每周日早上八点，我们都要升旗，直至日落时分再把旗子降下来，还有一门古老的大炮伴随着口令隆隆轰鸣。听命令，守规矩已经成了杰克逊的习惯，他还要求工厂里所有的当地雇员都严格执行。

尽管我曾说这原野看起来荒无人烟，但在绵延的萋萋荒草和茂密树丛间其实隐匿了许多村子，从远处不得一见。村子里都是些用茅草或泥巴建起来的矮小屋子，低低地躲在四周的高草里面。我们大部分的雇员都来自这些村子，经纪人也是如此。白人需要购买当地黑人从遥远腹地运来的象牙、树胶和天然橡胶时，那些经纪人就会充当起中间人的角色。我们的主要贸易品是象牙。有时候，象牙会被大批量地集中运到海角来交易，这时海角就会挤满了布须曼人
[1]

 。这些人拘谨而笨拙，外貌丑陋吓人，还都带着武器，这时我们往往就会异常繁忙。有时，一次就会运来多达两百根象牙，我们得一根一根地讨价还价，再逐一“付费”——当地人用象牙来交换棉布、枪支、刀具、火药，还有很多其他的小物件。

我到了之后的一段时间里，我去的这家工厂连同弗林特兄弟公司所属的沿岸其他工厂得到的供货一直都很充足。但是渐渐地，布须曼人的货船来得不再那么频繁。纵使有货运来，数量也很少。尽管我们再三写信询问，却始终没能从货运公司那边得知确切的原因，其他几家工厂对此中缘由也一无所知。渐渐地，我们发现库房里变得空荡荡，货物几乎都已售光。随之而来的是一段难耐的间歇期，我们整天无事可做。在那个漫长而炎热的季节里，日子就这样一天天过去了。这时，我才开始察觉到杰克逊最近变得比以往任何时候都更加沉默寡言，跟我也没什么话可说。我还注意到，他养成了一个习惯：经常溜达到海角的尽头，在那里一坐就是几个小时，凝望着他眼前的大海。不仅如此，他还变得闷闷不乐，脾气也失常，对当地人时好时坏。有时，他晚上坐在沙发上就睡着了，还自言自语地说着梦话，语速之快，令我感到害怕，我不得不把他叫醒。醒来时，他会呆望四周，过一会儿才能回过神来，然后踉跄地走过去上床，很快就又睡着了。他的双手也开始不停地颤抖，身体日渐消瘦。这一切都令我不安，为了他，也为了我自己。我决定劝他在下一次邮轮来的时候，去找上面的医生看看。带着这一想法，一天，我来到了海角的尽头，发现他和往常一样，坐在那片荒草地上，向大海的方向眺望。他没有听到我靠近的脚步声，我刚一开口，他猛地站起身来，厉声质问我为何要打扰他。他那愤怒的眼神令我害怕，于是我尽可能温和地回答他说，我想问问他是否感觉不舒服。

他打量着我，目光也变得镇定而柔和了一些，然后说道：

“小伙子，谢谢你的关心。可我不需要看医生。你觉得我看上去像病了吗？”

“的确如此。”我回答道，“您看起来既虚弱又消瘦。您知道吗，几乎每晚我都能听到您在睡梦中自言自语。”

“我都说了些什么？”他急切地问道。

“我也说不清楚，”我回答道，“都是一些杂乱无章的话，一遍又一遍地重复一些相同的事，而且几乎都是关于一个人的——露西。”

“好家伙！”他大声叫道，似乎有些痛苦，又好像有什么事触到了他内心的痛处，“你先坐下，我来告诉你为什我会想起她——她是我的前妻。”

他又朝悬崖边挪了挪，我们坐了下来，感觉人悬在空中，简直就是坐在永不平静的大海的正上方。

他望着远处海天相接的地方，太阳正在下沉。“她始终活在我的记忆里，”他接着对我说，更是在自言自语，“尽管我竭力把她想得卑鄙，因为她竟抛下我，跟别人跑了！那家伙就是个流氓！事情是这样的，”他紧接着说，“我娶了她，觉得她像花儿一样纯洁。但我不能带她出海，因为我还只是个大副，就只好把她留在她出生的村子里，跟她的朋友们待在一块儿。我给她安置了一间小屋，我想，住在里面一定舒服、快乐。哎！我第一次走的时候，她还搂着我的脖子，在我怀里嘤嘤地哭呢！谁想到，谁想到，不到一年她就离开了我！”说到这儿，他停了下来，双手掩面，隔了好几分钟，他才继续说道：“一开始我打探不到她任何踪迹。她的朋友们说只知道她突然离开了村子，别的就一无所知了。后来，我打听到了那个拐跑她的混蛋叫什么名字。原来，他给了她朋友们一笔钱，让她们什么都别说。我便给了她们更多钱，把我最后的那点儿积蓄都给了她们，从她们嘴里套出些消息，然后开始徒步追寻那家伙和我妻子。可我一直找不到他们，也不知道她究竟是为什么要离我而去，跟别人走。我多希望能知道原因啊！多希望知道自己错在哪儿！哪怕她写封信告诉我，她烦我了，嫌我老，嫌我太粗鲁，配不上她那般温柔，都行。我想，就算这样也能把那混蛋带给我的痛苦减轻些吧！结果，我一路追踪他们到了利物浦，却得了脑膜炎，晕倒在街上，被人送进了医院，两个月后才痊愈出院。出院后，失去爱人的痛苦也稍稍减轻了些，我便又能重新出海了。我用杰克逊这个名字，在一艘商船上做水手，来到了这个海岸做贸易。”说完，老水手站起身来，突然转身离去，留下我独自坐在那儿。

我看他不希望有人跟着，于是就留在原地，看着暗淡的薄暮一点点笼罩在海平面上。夜幕随后迅速降临。夜色渐深，一整天都万里无云的天空中，星星冒了出来。不久，整个夜空像镶满了宝石一般，闪闪烁烁。

突然，远处接近海面的地方有一点光亮一闪而过，随即又消失了。随后又闪了一下，一阵摇曳后又熄灭了。最后又出现了，不停地闪着。“那是一艘汽轮的桅顶灯，”我这么想着，便跑回去通知这个消息了。不过杰克逊早就看到了那光。他说那艘船已经抛锚泊船了，得到明天早晨才会靠岸。果然，破晓时分，那艘船抵达了，在汹涌海浪的拍打中颠簸摇晃。下面就该由我坐上工厂里的冲浪船过去了。我顺着悬崖往下爬，来到沙滩上的一小块平地上，这里正是我们权作码头之处。

等我到了那里，才发现翻腾的海浪比我预想的要猛烈得多。不过，我们的船已经停在海边的浅滩里，船头朝着海浪的方向，周围站着裹好了缠腰布准备出发的船员们。于是我爬上了船尾，或者毋宁说是舵手操长桨的那端（那艘船的船头和船尾看上去差不多）。小伙子们大吼了一声，抓紧了船帮，船就在沙滩边的余浪中摇摆了起来。舵手稳住船头，小伙子们跳上了船，抓过船桨，就齐心协力地向前奋力划行。沉重的木船慢慢启动，一团黑沉沉的巨浪朝沙滩方向奔涌而来，这时，舵手朝船员们大喊一声，大家停止划桨，只见这团巨浪咆哮着在船前炸开，激起的浪花越过了我们的头顶。

“使劲儿划！”舵手用葡萄牙语大声叫喊，这里的绝大多数非洲海岸居民都讲葡萄牙语；船员们奋力划着。紧接着，又一个凶猛的巨浪迎面扑来，要不是舵手的桨稳健有力，我们恐怕早就被甩出去卷进巨浪里面了。波浪滔天，巨大的推力使船前后猛烈起伏：宽大的船身后部随着海浪落下，又深深沉入水中，船头随即高高翘起。

海浪此起彼伏，在我们身后翻滚破碎，沙滩也渐渐看不见了。我们越过最后一个巨浪，冲破绵长起伏的深海波涛。终于，我们靠近了这艘高大雄伟、铜墙铁壁般的巨轮。

“快到甲板上来！”我突然听到一声大喊从头顶上方远远传来，喊声随着下面小船的上下颠簸和左右摇晃而飘忽不定。但想要到达甲板上去，只能伺机等待巨浪将小船托至浪尖的那一刻。终于，机会来了，我抓住扶手索，在空中悠了几下，终于站到了干净整洁的白色甲板上。一位高个男子站在我面前，头发漆黑、满脸胡须、目光犀利，问我是不是弗林特兄弟公司的代理人。我回答说我只是代理人的助理，代理人本人在岸上。于是他告诉我他受公司委托，前来清算公司在岸上的所有业务和代理行，并说如果我能帮他把行李拿进船里，他将“不胜感激”。说这番话时，他口气强硬蛮横，仿佛在同仆人说话似的，我极不情愿地答应了他的要求。

显而易见，这一带沿海他是初来乍到。让我聊以自慰的是，转瞬间海风越来越大，他却对此毫无察觉。如此说来，不用等到上岸，他马上就会狂吐不止，惊恐不堪。船员们当然注意到了这种天气变化，都急切地等待出发。我们终于出发了，很快我就报了一箭之仇。随着船离岸越来越近，风浪也越来越高，我察觉到这位先生紧紧抓住船舷上缘，而当第一波巨浪掀向空中，就要突然破碎砸向我们的时候，他变得面色惨白，直到风浪过去才渐渐恢复过来。

接下来的一两个浪头比较小，尽管他没说什么，但我能看出来他如释重负。但是，还没等他完全恢复镇定，一波巨浪突然汹涌袭来。他被声势浩大的波涛吓得惊慌失措，从座位上一跃而起，抓住了舵手的胳膊，而舵手则粗鲁地把他甩开。

“上帝啊！”他喊道，“我们要被淹没了！”当时看来确实很像他说的那样，但是舵手熟练地把长桨一划，迅速调转船头迎向巨浪，巨浪在刚好赶上我们的瞬间破碎，让我们享受到了处于浪尖的“待遇”——浪尖裹挟的水涌入甲板，我们每个人都因此变成了落汤鸡。

尽管没什么可笑的，清算人狼狈不堪的窘态仍让我忍俊不禁。他瞬间就从一个衣冠楚楚、穿戴整齐的上流人士变成了一个可怜巴巴、浑身湿透的邋遢鬼。海水从他身上的每一个部位流淌而下，弯曲的络腮胡须也完全变成了直的。他被吓得魂飞魄散，说不出话来。船员们很快发现了这一点。因为黑人习惯性地认为白人高他们一等，所以当白人露出恐惧的神色时，他们总是能最快地察觉出来。船员们对乘风破浪习以为常，他们叫喊着，打着手势，故意让情况显得更糟，以此来嘲弄他，拿他的狼狈相取乐。只有舵手除外，他是个航海老手，肩负着我们一船人的安全。他站得笔直，镇定自若，双手紧握船桨，眼神坚定地望向大海。对他而言，能在风浪中把托付给他的白人安全护送上岸是件很有面子的事情。

我们等了有半个多小时，把船头转过来迎着一次次涌来的浪花。这时候，倒霉的清算人很明显对靠岸已经不抱任何希望了。幸运的是，最糟的情况很快就会过去。最后一个巨浪打过，海面平静了一小会儿，舵手一直在等这样的机会，旋即调转船头，并迅速向船员下达了指令，然后他们一起奋力向岸边划去。几分钟后我们安全上岸。船停靠在沙滩上，船桨扔在海水里，船员跳下船，一些人扶着清算人下来，而我则跳上舵手的后背。等在岸边的一群黑人抓住小船的拖索，小船和我们同时到达了干燥的沙地。

一到岸上，布兰森先生，就是那个清算人，迅速平复了心情，恢复了常态，为了掩饰之前的狼狈，他说本以为海浪一般不像刚刚那样汹涌。我想取笑他，就随便应答说他刚刚所经历的不过是小菜一碟，并且向舵手求证我的话。那个黑人舵手听出了我的调侃，大嘴一咧，整张黑脸都笑开了，而布兰森先生察觉到自己在被取笑，就从旁边的一个当地人手里夺过一根不小的棍子，不停抽打舵手的后背。

苏卡，也就是舵手，不断抗议着，想知道自己到底什么地方做错了，但无济于事。布兰森先生非常愤怒，棍子如雨点般落在了这个黑人的背上。我也大喊着说苏卡已经做得很好，布兰森先生无异于在和苏卡为敌，而苏卡能够随时掌握他在海上的命运，但同样无济于事。无奈之下，苏卡只好狼狈地逃走。当然，在与布兰森先生拉开了一段距离后，他便威胁说自己一定会报复。我很同情他，我知道对他而言，在自己的伙伴面前平白无故挨打是何等地有失尊严，同时我也暗自担心，布兰森先生迟早真的会为自己今日的所作所为付出代价。

为了让他的注意力从可怜的苏卡身上移开，我提醒布兰森先生穿着湿衣服站在海滩上很容易患上“海岸热”，于是他让我立刻带他去工厂。到了工厂，杰克逊一脸疑惑地接待了他。布兰森先生清了清嗓子，表明了自己的身份和权力，并表示他打算从这里开始，清算海岸上所有的工厂。随后，他要求杰克逊立即为他准备住处，讲话态度很是无礼。

听到这位陌生来者的身份和要求后，杰克逊面色大变。他是位老水手，在很长一段时间里掌管本巴王角和这间工厂，从来没有想过自己的领地会被这样侵犯。同时，他也对这个陌生人表现出的毫无道理的自信感到很惊讶。不过，杰克逊很快恢复了冷静，机敏地询问布兰森有没有什么书面凭证。

“当然有，”布兰森说着掏出一张被海水浸湿的公文，“这是弗林特兄弟公司给我的凭证，你的信袋里一定也有一份。”

杰克逊拿过那张公文，打开后慢慢地读着。突然，他诧异地抬起头，打量着这位新来的代理人，一边念叨着“布兰森，布兰森”，一边朝他走近一两步，之后停住脚步，用一种奇怪而压抑的声调问道：“你叫布兰森？”

“是的。”布兰森被杰克逊问得很是惊讶。

“我以前认识一个叫布兰森的人，”杰克逊接着用平稳的声音说道，“那人是个流氓。”

有那么一会儿，两个人互相看着对方，杰克逊的眼睛里闪着憎恨之光，布兰森面带古怪的惧色，脸色微微发白。不过，布兰森很快恢复了先前的平静，态度又专横起来，说道：“给我找个房间，我得脱掉身上的湿衣服。”

然而这次他是对着我说这番话的，杰克逊此时确实也不再看他，只是手里轻轻捏着信，低头看着地面，一副沉浸在思索中的样子。我把布兰森领到我的房间里，找人把他的行李也拿了过来，不出所料行李都湿了。他从中间翻出了一些不那么潮的衣物，加上我借给他的一条旧帆布裤子，总算是凑合穿上，出来吃了晚餐。

杰克逊没来吃晚饭。事实上，和新代理人会面后没多久，他就出门了，我猜他又像往常一样一个人去散步了，反正直到深夜才回来。

在我看来，没见到杰克逊来吃饭，布兰森先生倒看上去多少松了口气。他开始问起杰克逊，比如他是谁，以前做过什么，在这一带海岸上住了多久，态度一下子变得出人意料的亲切温和，完全没了先前傲慢的姿态。因为向杰克逊保证过不对外人说起他的故事，所有问题我都小心谨慎地作了回应。

让我感到吃惊的是，杰克逊第二天早上再次露面的时候好像已经接受了被人顶替的事实，而且还是被一个对这一带海岸一无所知的人顶替。他主动告诉布兰森先生各个仓库的密码锁的密码，因为我们在海岸上只用不需要钥匙的密码锁。不过布兰森先生却十分客气地表示，希望杰克逊能继续掌管工厂，至少等到弗林特兄弟公司的资产清算结束为止。布兰森还保证他的到来不会对杰克逊造成任何影响。

与前一天相比，两人的行为都变了样。但是我总觉得他们两个都心怀鬼胎，隐藏了对彼此的厌恶。

不知不觉，几个月过去了，布兰森先生总是乘坐一艘小汽船在海岸边来来回回忙上忙下，关闭了一家又一家工厂，把他们的货物转到我们这里。他手下的欧洲人都不喜欢他，当地人对他更是厌恶，特别是那些船员们。他们都来自海岸上的某个地方的种族或部落。当然布兰森先生也是出于无奈才把他们中的许多人都解雇了，船员们因此会恨他，但主要还是因为他打了老舵手苏卡。苏卡不会原谅布兰森如此不公正地毒打他。苏卡被打的消息传得很快，这种消息在蛮荒之地总是传得很快，所以我估计几乎所有苏卡的同乡都听说了布兰森的行为，并因此憎恨他。

布兰森先生根本没意识到别人对他的厌恶，而这都是他自己一手造成的。不过他心里明白苏卡恨他，所以他无论是出航还是返航登岸从不雇佣苏卡当舵手，他总是乘坐工厂的另一艘小船，那个舵手也是个黑人，却比苏卡年轻很多。除了以此方式打压苏卡外，布兰森还不放过任何一次羞辱他的机会。有一天，有人发现船员们住的棚屋里有两块货舱里的布料。不出所料，布兰森先生马上用绳子把苏卡捆了起来，未经调查就说他偷东西，并把他绑在院子中间的木桩上，还拿专用的九尾鞭抽了他五十鞭。尽管不幸的苏卡苦苦声明自己是无辜的，却毫无作用。一个来自海岸角堡的皮肤黝黑的克鲁特男孩将九尾鞭抽打在苏卡的肩膀上。他很乐意这么做，因为他也和苏卡有仇。仅仅过去了几分钟的时间，可怜的苏卡就变得血肉模糊，身上的伤口像是被刀子割划出来的一样。

这场鞭打结束后，布兰森先生又取出了自己的来复枪，随心所欲地朝苏卡所在的方向射击，以此取乐。苏卡仍被捆绑在柱子上，动弹不得，而布兰森射出的每一发子弹都离这个可怜的人很近，但又不至于伤到他。对于一个害怕枪械火药的黑人来说，布兰森的行径简直令他备受折磨，极度痛苦。每次枪响，苏卡都扭曲着身体，尽可能地缩向地面，眼睛和嘴巴张得很大，面色铁青，显示出极端的恐惧。对于布兰森先生来说，这似乎是个不错的消遣——他对着这个可怜人至少开了二十枪之后，才扛枪回屋。杰克逊面对这种愚蠢的泄愤方式，一言未发，但布兰森一走，他就让人为苏卡松了绑；我知道他亲自为苏卡疗伤，在伤口处涂上安息香酊，还用一件柔软的衬衫给他遮住背部——毫无疑问，对于杰克逊所做的一切，这个黑人都会在事后心存感激。布兰森先生是否知道这事儿，或是有没有因此而生气，我就不得而知了。但随后不久，他就搬出去了，不再和我们住在一起。

工厂和大海之间，靠近前者右边的地方，有一座小木屋，之前没人住，就一直荒废着。布兰森先生命令当地的工匠把这间屋子修得密实些，不透风雨。工程一完，他就从圣保罗德罗安达运来许多家具摆放在屋内，随后就带着行李搬了进去。

杰克逊对这个代理人的搬家表现得完全不以为意。事实上，自从布兰森先生来到这里，尽管从表面上看双方友好相处，我却察觉到他们的嫌隙在日渐加深。对于其中的原因我颇有猜疑，因为我发现杰克逊过去一段时间以来总是喝得烂醉。

我惊恐地发现，除了我们白人自己喝的白兰地，他甚至还偷偷地喝卖给当地黑人的廉价的烈性朗姆酒；我记起了之前他睡觉时发出的令我吃惊不小的喃喃自语和深深低吟，纳闷儿当时自己怎么没有猜出原因。布兰森先生来之前，这些烈酒一直由杰克逊保管。他是个老手，神神秘秘的，谁都不知道他干了些什么。现在我发现了他的失职，颇为这位老水手感到难过，因为在风暴频频的海岸，这样做的后果只有一个。尽管我不能阻止他喝酒，但我下定决心监视他，如果再有类似之前看到的情况发生，不管冒多大风险也一定要把这些情况告诉布兰森先生。然而太晚了，紧接着发生的事儿我已无力阻止——布兰森先生到我们这儿时乘坐的那艘邮轮再次停靠在本巴王角。天气也又一次阴沉狂暴，强风连续吹了好几天，海上掀起了罕见的巨浪。布兰森先生和杰克逊都关注着天气的变化，心情急迫，但两人的反应却大不一样：布兰森看起来焦虑不安，杰克逊却兴奋不已，在走廊里踱来踱去。不过奇怪的是，杰克逊注视着布兰森的每一个动作，这与杰克逊近来的习惯完全不同。

杰克逊时不时地搓搓手，像是在急切地盼望什么，偶尔向大海的方向瞥一眼，就会情不自禁地轻声笑起来。这一次，他主动让苏卡备好两艘冲浪船准备出海，又让船员们缠上新的腰布。一切就绪后，他问布兰森是否要去邮轮那边。

“恐怕我必须去，”布兰森说，“但我——我可不喜欢这些该死的巨浪。”

听了这话，杰克逊笑了，说了些“没有什么好怕的”之类的话。

“这儿的海滩驯服极了”，杰克逊说，“苏卡知道，苏卡可是本巴王角最老的舵手。”

苏卡就站在旁边，他朝代理人深鞠一躬，说道：“这儿的海滩住着不错。”他是用英语说的，不过是用自己的方式，意思是海上没有波涛汹涌的巨浪。

刚说完，邮轮方向就传来一声枪响，催促大家出海。“我要去了，但是不乘那个黑无赖的船，他不必来了。”布兰森说。然后他走下了海滩。

杰克逊有个规矩，当有船出海时，必须有人负责在岸上看着。我走到海角的尽头，看着代理人安全顺利地驶离海滩。此时，我看见苏卡的船还停在海滩上，想着不妨让他们把船拽上来，停在船棚里，我正欲回厂下指令时，让我吃惊的一幕发生了：船员们冲下海滩，跑向小船，并将其推向海里。

我使劲儿挥胳膊，想让他们停下来，但是他们根本不理会我。他们只顾着把船推到海里，然后跳上船划走了。他们边划边用自己的语言唱着号子，我站在海角最高处听不太清楚。“一群愚货！”我自己咕哝着，“他们应该知道这船不用出海的。”我正要转身离开，突然有人从后面揪住我，把我拉到峭壁边儿上，然后又突然松手。

我跳到一边，转过身看到是杰克逊，他脸上一副凶神恶煞、怒不可遏的表情，我不禁后退了一两步，惊愕地看着他。他看出我很惊慌，突然放声大笑，这不但没有消除我的疑虑，反而令我更加忐忑不安，只因这笑声似发自恶魔。“哈！哈！”他又笑道，“害怕了？”同时向我逼近，凑近我的脸，一双通红的眼睛盯着我，喘息中散发着难闻的酒气，直冲入我的鼻孔。

出于本能，我伸出手把他挡开。他一只手死死地抓住我的胳膊，另一只手指向大海，嘶哑地低声说道：“听听海浪在说些什么？日落之前海浪会不会更猛？看！海浪卷起来了！你听！它们拍打在岸上发出的雷鸣！告诉你，海浪是没有耐心的——它们在寻找某个人。”他大声嚷嚷着。“你知道么，”他又压低了声音，仿佛向我透露某个秘密似的说道，“早晚有一天某个人会被那海浪吞噬。”说话间，一排巨浪从大海深处卷来，源头之深，前所未见。我对杰克逊的观察够多的了，但他对大海如此关注让我感到极为不安。我突然想起来，杰克逊的震颤性谵妄（一种长时间酗酒导致的突发性疾病）就要发作了，所以现在的问题是如何把他安静地送回屋子里。

我突然有了一个主意，我挽起他的胳膊，用尽可能冷静的语气对他说道：“杰克逊，别管大海了，我们去喝一杯马塔比超（当地对‘酒’的说法）吧。”杰克逊上钩了，安安静静地回到屋子里。进屋后，我连哄带骗让他去了餐厅，迅速关上门，并从外面反锁，我决意把杰克逊留在那儿，一直待到布兰森先生回来，因为我怕一个人对付不了他。

之后我回到海角岸边，去看看那两艘船是否到岸。等到了那里，我发现在我离开的这一小会儿的时间里，卷浪变得更大了，它们前赴后继、争先恐后地拍向岸边。我眼前所见已不是小波小浪，而是一面面形同水墙的海浪，巨大宽广，直扑上岸。

此时，一个我从未见识过的巨浪席卷而来。我站在那里，透过望远镜焦虑地看着汽船旁边的两艘船。令人欣慰的是，我终于看到其中一艘驶离了汽船，随着它离岸越来越近，我惊讶地发现布兰森先生并不在上面，而这艘船也不是苏卡掌舵的那一艘。很快，层层卷浪超过了小船，但小船躲过了它们的威胁。一个巨浪涌起，直到临近海滩才碎成了浪花，船也紧跟着驶入近海岸，安然无恙。

对于布兰森先生的鲁莽行为，我并非没有一丝担忧，但我仍没有预料到这会对他造成任何实质性的伤害。我想他可能会乘苏卡的船回来。尽管天色渐晚，我看不清油轮旁边的情况，但我还是一直等，等着船载着他回来。终于，我看到了那艘船，就仿佛水上的一个小白点。正当它驶入布满暗礁的危险区时，我无比惊讶地发现船尾坐着两个人——一名男子和一名白人女子。我能看到她的裙子随风飘扬，苏卡的黑色身形立在她身后。

海上波涛汹涌，船在海浪的推动下朝岸边驶来，大概有一刻钟之久，它都在浪尖上行驶。船随着不断翻滚的海浪起起伏伏，但是又过了一会儿，我发现船并没有按照原定的航线朝岸边驶来。

透过望远镜，我发现，虽然船还没有靠近悬崖附近的岩石，但是水手们几乎就不划了，苏卡好像也没有意识到一个巨浪正迅速向他袭来。虽然我知道他们听不见我在喊什么，但我几乎要激动地大叫起来，提醒他们有危险。正在这时，我看到杰克逊站在离我有一定距离的悬崖边上，身上只穿着衬衫和裤子。他从房子里跑出来了！他觉察到我看到了他，就朝我跑来，我立马警惕起来。然而，他并没有想碰我，只是停下来大声喊道：

“难道我没有告诉你有人会被那巨浪淹死吗？看看那艘船！看啊！它是注定要毁灭的！船上那个流氓，那个混蛋，看吧，他再也没法活着回来啦！”他咬牙切齿地吼出了最后一个字。

“天啊！杰克逊！”我说道，“别那样说！看！船上还有一个白人女子！”

听到这话，他的下巴垂下来，刚才他脸上还洋溢着兴奋的表情，现在却僵住了，他的双眼死死地盯着我，仿佛听见了我说的话，但并不理解。然后，他慢慢将头转向大海，此时，巨浪正卷向船尾。顷刻之间，汹涌的海浪裹挟着一大片海水向前涌动，小船被挟在其中向前冲去。同时，我惊恐地看到，苏卡拿着划桨猛力一推，将船的侧边甩向翻卷的巨浪。

我看到船员们一跃而起跳离小船，扎入浪里。那对男女表情痛苦，被向上抛起，直冲向朝他们压下来的巨浪。随后，巨浪破碎，除了泛起泡沫的水花，什么都看不见了。船和船上的一切都随之消失。我一点也不担心那些船员，因为他们能够平安地回到岸边。但是布兰森先生和那位身份不明的女人则生还希望渺茫。他们还没来得及跳入海中，船就被打翻了，即便他们没有被船砸死，在如此巨大的海浪当中，他们湿透的衣服也会使他们沉入水中。除此之外，我还担心苏卡捣了鬼。他的桨划得很快，但我还是看到他故意把船划向海浪，我还记得布兰森是怎么对待他的。

想到这些，我便沿着悬崖向通往海滩的小路跑去。这时，我看到杰克逊在我前面，他拖着沉重的步伐，踉踉跄跄，左摇右晃地向前跑。很快，我便超过了他，但他好像并没有意识到他旁边有人。当我一跃而下，跳到脚下第一层岩架上时，发现他并没有跟着我，而是消失在了灌木丛中。

到达海滩时，我看到所有船员都已安全到岸，却不见那对男女的身影。那艘倾覆的小船在翻卷的海浪中若隐若现，但透过望远镜，我并没有看到有人抓着船帮。我呼喊苏卡的名字，但苏卡也不见了。大家都看到他上岸了，但他却神秘地失踪了。无奈之下，我询问其他水手这场灾难的原因。他们给我的唯一回答就是：“看看大海，自己判断吧。”那位女人是坐那艘大船来的，是个白人——所有人都只知道这么多。黑人就是这样，他们显然认为一个女人的消失或类似情形没什么大不了。

我所能做的就是派人在海边守着，这样就可以及时发现被冲上岸的尸体。安排完这事，我就返回了工厂。接下来我的目标就是找到苏卡。他不可能走远，所以我派人给当地的国王送了个信儿。海角上的居民均受到国王的保护，海角也是以他命名的。如果他愿意，而且没有因被收买而将其放走，他一定可以帮我找到失踪的苏卡。

发生了这种事情，我十分伤心，对于起因我也深表怀疑，在这样的思绪下，我甚至把杰克逊全然丢在了脑后。但当我向国王派遣完信使之后，就想起来去找他了。我发现他房间黑着灯，而他自己则蜷缩在一个角落里。

“找到他们了吗？”他问道，那声音空洞虚无、断断续续，令我感到陌生；我还没来得及回答他，他就小声地自言自语道：“不，不会的，他们淹死了——淹死了。”

我试图把他扶到亮堂一点儿的餐厅，但他却蜷缩得更紧了。最终，我答应给他酒，这才说服他走出卧室——这玩意儿对他来说可是最致命的诱惑了。但现在他几乎不会走路了，全身都在剧烈地颤抖，我赶紧把我身上的一瓶白兰地递给他。他倒了半杯酒，一饮而尽。这一下让他有了力气，也平静了一些；但他一杯又一杯地喝，不久就醉了，还不断咒骂我没有经过他的批准就冒失地擅下命令。我试图从他手中抢过酒瓶，但他抓得很紧，我不得不松手。我刚放手他立马把酒瓶举到嘴边，将剩下的酒一饮而尽。然后他笑了笑，趔趔趄趄地扑向沙发，一下倒在上面，睁着双眼，就这样躺了很长时间。最后他睡着了，我紧张得无法入睡，一晚上大部分时间就坐在那看着他；当我醒来的时候，天已放亮，但至少我好像也睡了几分钟。

杰克逊还躺在沙发上，呼吸均匀，面部表情平静、安详。早上天气也很好。我在走廊漫步，看见海水在阳光的照耀下波光粼粼，除了远处传来的细语般的海浪声，一丝声响都听不到。辽阔的海面上不见了昨日疯狂暴怒的景象。海上是那样的风平浪静、美妙神奇。工人在走廊里东倒西歪地躺着，身上裹着衣服，在硬木板上熟睡。

不久，当太阳升起，气温回升，这里开始有了生气。这时我安排在沙滩上的一个放哨的人跑来说，尸体已经被冲上岸了。

一听到这个消息，我马上召集所有吊床搬运工一起向沙滩赶去。我们沿着沙滩走向远处黑压压的人群，我知道他们是当地人。走到近旁，我发现至少有五十个黑人围着这对溺水的男女，他们在嘀嘀咕咕地说着什么，有的甚至大声争吵起来，很可能是因为争抢“战利品”，因为我发现那对男女身上被扒得只剩下内衣。我冲进人群，用手里的棍子拨开他们，让这帮趁火打劫的卑鄙之徒都退后。那个男的显然就是布兰森，这一点毫无疑问。他很可能是在翻船时被尖尖的船头砸中，致使他的左边太阳穴遭到重创，而且脸都被挤压得变了形，向一边扭曲了。那个女人显然是英国人，年轻漂亮，厚实的长发湿湿的，被粘上的沙子给弄脏了，半睁半闭的眼睛里也满是沙子。她的嘴角上似乎还挂着一丝微笑。她中等个头，身材苗条，从那双裸露的小脚和纤细的双手可以看出她生前保养得很好。我看到她的手指上带着结婚戒指，心想：“这是布兰森的妻子。”我试图把她的戒指摘掉，但怎么也取不下来——其实我早就应该想到的，要是能摘下来，当地人还会让它留在那儿吗。我让那些搬运工把这两具尸体抬放到吊床上。之后，我们一起沿着海岸往回走，我刚才驱散的当地人也以非洲人的方式一个接一个地跟在后面。

到工厂后，我令工人将这两具尸体并排放在一间空屋的床上，然后让他们去海角的小墓地给死者挖个墓穴，在那里立上两三个被虫蛀了的木头十字架，作为弗林特兄弟公司已故代理人的安息之所。

在这种天气下必须把死者早日下葬。于是就在当天，我去找杰克逊，让他履行自己的职责：在葬礼上为死者念悼词并封存布兰森先生的办公桌和个人财物。然而杰克逊不在厂里。不过我猜到了他在哪里，我在他常去的海角边找到了他。他一看到我就往灌木丛中藏，但是我的速度比他还快，在他蜷缩到一棵矮小的棕榈树后面时发现了他。

我跑向他时，他大喊着：“我知道了，我知道了，我看见你往海边来了。把他们埋了吧，别让我看见。”

我回答：“我的杰克逊先生啊，所有的麻烦都要我承担，这不公平。这桩惨事令我疲惫不堪，焦虑不安，我受够了。你也应该分担一点，我希望你能为他们主持葬礼。”

“不，不，”他几乎尖叫出来，“赶紧把他们埋了。不用管我。把他们葬在我看不见的地方。”

“我不会这么做的，”我坚决地说，“不管怎么说你必须亲自看一下尸体。”

“他们不是被谋杀的，不是吗？”他问。但是他此话一出，我一脸惊愕，觉得此事另有隐情。我的表情让杰克逊有所警觉，他立刻恢复了镇定。于是杰克逊站了起来，抓住我的胳膊，没再多说什么。他的举动让我第一次对他产生了厌恶。在这之前，我对他一直充满同情，为他担忧，但是现在我讨厌他。这一点，他似乎本能地察觉到了，于是紧紧地抓着我。

一回到工厂，我觉得不能让他再拖了，便把他带到放置尸体的房间，但是他走到门口突然停下脚步，不肯进去。当我推开门，朝床边走去时，他用双手捂住脸，疯了一样地颤抖起来。屋里死寂沉沉，半明半暗。白色的床单下尸体的轮廓清晰可见，杰克逊惊恐万分，呆呆地站在那里，眼睛直勾勾地望着床上，脑袋像要冒出火来。此情此景，我永生难忘。

我慢慢地把床单从上面掀开，杰克逊随着我的举动往屋里走了一两步，但是扭着脸不敢看。渐渐地，他把脸转向尸体，凝视了片刻。接着他踉踉跄跄地上前，盯着女尸的脸，大喘了两口气，举起双手，嘶喊了一声“露西！”便瘫倒在地。我伏下身，他正在抽搐，嘴里不断流出深色的污物。这下可糟了。我喊来用人，他们把杰克逊抬进房间，放在他自己的床上。

我不知道那一天是怎么熬过来的。我一个人仓促地埋葬了布兰森和他的妻子，之后又赶回杰克逊的床边照料他。没有一个当地人愿意靠近他。他就这么神志不清地躺了两天。之后，他似乎对外界有了一些反应。我俩目光相对时，他的眼睛看上去也有神了。我凑过去，听他喃喃道：“原谅我！”然后他再度失去了意识。这么长的一段时间里，他的眼睛始终睁着，眼中满是焦虑，吃不下也睡不着。我很担心，像他这样虚弱的老人随时都有可能咽气，毫无征兆。到了第三天，他已经精神错乱，开始嘟嘟囔囔地自言自语，并幻想自己的前后左右到处都是各种各样可怕的影像和恐怖的生物。为了躲避这些臆想的恐怖折磨，他每时每刻都准备从床上溜走，我不得不牢牢看住他，防止他这么做。根据这些症状，我知道他犯了震颤性谵妄，我试着用鸦片酊让他镇定下来，却没有用。但我还是设法让他喝下了一点儿汤，勉强维持了他的生命。唯一能被我说服留在这间屋子里服侍杰克逊的是我自己的伙计，而且他也只有我在时，才会待在这里。

我记得离这里最近的站点有个葡萄牙医生，就派人去请，但是直到第四天晚上医生也没到。那一夜，我因为长时间地看护杰克逊而疲惫不堪，就在他床边的椅子上打了个盹儿。突然，我被一声巨响惊醒，从椅子上跳了起来，发现屋子里烟雾缭绕。烟雾散去，我看见杰克逊站在屋子中央，手里握着一把左轮手枪。见我站在对面，他露出了恶魔般的笑容。他扣上了扳机，冲我吼叫：“就是你！摆出一副圆滑讨好的面孔，想方设法打消我的疑虑，诱我上钩，你该死！就算下地狱多受一倍的罪，我也要杀了你！嘘！”他突然不说话了，静静地听着，“你听！听不到那海浪的声音吗？多响啊！它们说准备好了，时刻准备着。”他凝视着前方，向前走去，好像被一只无形的手指引着，一直到走到门口。当他走过衣橱时，不知不觉地把左轮手枪放在了柜顶。谢天谢地！这让我长长地舒了一口气。我站在原地没敢动，等他开门进了前厅，我才跟了过去。他在前厅待了一会儿，茫然地环顾四周，低声嘟哝着什么；他忽然看见大门开着，便立刻冲了出去，消失在茫茫夜色中。我一边喊伙计，一边追杰克逊，很快便追上了。他转过身来，捡起一块大石头扔向我——我没想到他能举起那么重的石头。我闪身躲开，靠上前去。当我抱住他时，我发现我是可以制服他的。我和伙计将他抬回了工厂，将他放在了餐厅的地上。他精疲力竭，一时半会儿都没力气再动了。等他体力逐渐恢复，有力气自己站起来的时候，他鬼鬼祟祟地朝着台灯摸过去。眨眼工夫，他便抓起桌上的棍子砸向台灯。那个大大的圆形灯罩瞬间粉碎，里边的玻璃管却幸免于难，灯依然亮着。趁他还没来得及再动手，我又一次上去抓住他。这一次，他奋力挣扎，仿佛把我当成了布兰森，高喊着：“你要干什么？你刚从海里回来吗？你湿透了！湿透了！”他浑身发抖，想要挣脱我的束缚；而我也不想伤着他，就放开他，只是挡在台灯前，不让他靠近。

“离我远点儿，你这个混蛋！”我一放开他，他就声嘶力竭地喊道，“你和她都做了什么？都做了什么？”随即，他的语气变得古怪而又悲伤，令人怜悯，“我曾经深爱的小宝贝去哪了？这么多年，我一直在找她。可是她为什么抛弃了我？唉，苏卡！我们把这个来自地狱的恶魔送回地狱就对了，这个黑了良心的臭流氓，他就是个恶棍，偷走了我纯洁的小宝贝！”

说完，他取下一直戴的金戒指，扔了出去，狂笑道：“拿去吧，谁喜欢就拿去吧，我已经死了。”说完他摇摇晃晃地朝自己的房间走去，这时我突然想起来，衣橱上还有他上了膛的枪，他肯定也记着呢！就试图拦住他。他一气之下朝我脸上啐了一口，用尽全身的力气来打我。但我还是按住了他。我叫来了之前一直躲在一旁的伙计，在他的帮助下，我最后一次把杰克逊扶上了床。后半夜时，他筋疲力尽地躺在那里，而我却不敢放松；从自己的安全考虑，我得盯着他，不能休息。

然而，天快亮了的时候，他的呼吸突然变得缓慢而沉重，我惊慌地俯下身，听见他嘴里虚弱地喊着：“露西！”伙计把一个东西轻轻放在床上，我拿起来一看，原来是杰克逊昨晚扔了的戒指。仔细一看，发现戒指内侧刻着“致詹姆斯，露西赠”，我这才知道死去的女人是他的老婆。

当第一缕晨光隐隐地透进房间，奄奄一息的杰克逊缓慢、微弱的呼吸声停了下来。过了一会儿，又有了一两声，然后就再也听不到了。他死了。骤然间，屋里一片沉寂，我这才意识到房间里只剩下我一个人。他在间歇性发烧后死去，走得这样安静，以至于我始终无法相信他真的已经不在了。我站在那里看着他，不敢碰他，也害怕接受这个事实。

人们面对死亡的时候总是会产生一种敬畏感，现在我也体会到了这种感觉，并沉浸其中，以至于没有听到外边抬吊床的伙计的喊叫，也没听到有人进屋的脚步声。直到那人拍我肩膀，我才转身认出这个脸色蜡黄的男子正是我请来的葡萄牙医生，只是来得太迟了。不过，他帮我把杰克逊葬在了一块小墓地里，那里还葬着他的妻子和曾经破坏他们婚姻的人。这无疑都是事实。当医生走后又只剩下我一人，我开始整理死者的遗物。在杰克逊的书桌里我看到了他的日记，杰克逊把它称为航海日志。上面记载着，当布兰森第一天来到海角时，他就对这个男子心存疑虑，之后他证实了布兰森就是那个曾经伤害他的人。

没有人知道苏卡的下落。而当邮轮从南岸返回时，我得知那个年轻的舵手当时突然让他的船员们划离了邮轮的侧面，而布兰森则遭到水下攻击，最终消失在视线里。很显然，年轻的舵手与苏卡合谋以确保后者得以复仇。杰克逊在这场将其仇敌置之死地的谋杀中究竟扮演了什么角色，既是我不愿意去想，也是我最怕去想的。

至于我本人，接下来不得不在海角上又待了数月，直至工厂最终关门——因为根本就找不到什么买主。现在，想必那里已沦为废墟，唯有杂草丛生，长眠于本巴王角者的坟墓也被荒草遮蔽了。

注释


[1]
 　布须曼人（Bushman）：南非、纳米比亚和博茨瓦纳等地的部落原住民，靠打猎采集为生。肤色较黄，身材矮小，臀部比较发达。
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一天晚上，两个绅士坐在一起聊天。

他们的日常事务就是浸淫于文学之中。这会儿，他们一边喝着威士忌（一项既令人愉悦又颇有益处的消遣），一边海阔天空地神聊着书籍、剧院、女人等等。最后他们回到了永远聊不尽的话题——灵魂的神秘生活，看不见的东西，未知的世界。关于这一话题，莎翁曾留下一句人人引用甚而滥用的名言。X先生现在就要引用这句话。他举起酒杯，若有所思地看着对面镜子里的自己，然后惟妙惟肖地学着他最钟爱的演员的样子，说道：

“霍拉旭，天地之间有很多事情是你那一套人生哲学所无法想象的。”

Y先生给自己倒了杯酒，回应道：

“这个我认同。我还认为只有少数被选中的人能够洞察这些事情。我知道自己从来没有这样的运气，这或许也是我的福气呢。至少在我看来，只消仔细观察一下，便可发现这些天选之子似乎脑子都有点儿不正常。就我个人而言，人世间最令人感到奇怪的莫过于事件发生的常规逻辑和自然顺序了。我承认，有时候事情是会超出这个常规发生的；但对于冷酷而理性的人来说，表面上令人费解的荒诞之事，实际上只不过是机缘巧合罢了，而人类永远没有那么聪明，能充分考量到这种机缘。

“为了说明这一点，我想跟你讲一件几年前发生在我一个朋友身上的事。他是个年轻的法国作家，头脑灵活，为人真诚。但他也对一种东西极其痴迷，这种东西险些成为当时法国的潮流，就像现在这里的情况一样。我要告诉你的事几乎让他神经错乱，丧失正常的理智，因此还差点让法国读者无福读到他的那些佳作。

“事情是这样的：

“大概是十年前的春夏期间，我住在巴黎一位看门人的家里。房子位于塞纳河左岸靠近卢森堡公园的沃吉哈赫路上。

“我朋友吕西安·F住在离我这简陋的住所几步之遥的地方。我们因一系列事项而熟悉起来。这些事项和本故事无关，但我们因此而成为挚友，这样的友谊既是莫大的愉悦之源，也为我研究巴黎的环境提供了很大帮助。这份友谊还让我享受到了价廉质优的威士忌——一般情况下人们很难在塞纳河畔的这座城市遇到这么好的事情，这可真是天上掉馅饼了。

“吕西安·F已经出版了几本书，由于主题怪诞而颇受瞩目。可喜的成功让他能够在一座装修舒适的单身公寓里安顿下来，就在沃吉哈赫路和孔德路的交会处。

“他的公寓有一条走廊和三个房间，包括一个餐厅、一间卧室，还有一间带阳台的令人陶醉的书房。书房有三个窗户——中间一个大些，旁边两个小一点。充足的阳光透过窗户照在几乎占满整个阳台的写字台上。屋子里靠近阳台的地方有张沙发床，上面罩着熊皮毯子。就是在这张沙发床上，我度过了自己在巴黎的很多时光，边抽着朋友上好的雪茄烟，边品尝他味道绝佳的威士忌，同时还可以躺着凝视卢森堡公园里树木的树冠；而吕西安则在一边伏案工作。他跟大多数作家不同，要身边有人才能进入最佳状态。

“如果我几天不在他身边的话，他准会在某天大清早按响我的门铃叫我起床：‘威士忌准备好了。你不在的话，我没办法写作。’

“那段时间，他在埋头写一部奇幻中篇小说《风的力量》。他对这部作品兴致昂扬，可有时不得不违心地停下来，给一家视他为一员的知名报纸写稿。他的作品和该报由同一家印刷厂印刷。

“常常在我舒舒服服地躺在沙发床上时，门铃响起，印刷厂的小伙计阿道夫就大驾光临了。他可是个典型的巴黎小顽童，穿着蓝色的罩衫，长着个塌鼻梁，一双机灵诡诈的眼睛，手里总是满满当当拿着一堆稿子——要是写作新手看到他这副粗心大意的样子，肯定会失望透顶：黄色的长卷稿子露在裤子口袋外面，似乎只要他再走一步，稿子就会四散开来。他把我朋友吕西安墨迹未干的稿子胡乱塞到前胸的口袋里，实在是不尊重人。他这副样子，但凡碰上个更自命不凡点的撰稿人都会颇有微词的。

“然而，这个十四岁的敦实小家伙眼神狡黠，身上又充满了巴黎的气息，所以我们总会让他和我们多待会儿，给他倒杯茴香酒，听他说说对那些他负责收取手稿的作家的看法。他可爱风趣，既有巴黎小顽童的狡黠，又带有小孩的纯真。他惟妙惟肖地模仿不同作家的特点，那股生动劲儿，就像讲述那天早上玩双骰子时从朋友皮埃尔那儿赢了多少钱一样。皮埃尔也是这家印刷厂的伙计，他和阿道夫志同道合，老是一起探索巴黎大街小巷的神奇之处。现在他俩却成了情敌，因为他们爱上了同一个女孩——‘黑刺李’咖啡馆老板十五岁的女儿。他俩早上赌博游戏的彩头常常是她的青睐。

“有时候，这两个巴黎少年间的对抗会演变成一场肉搏战。有一天，我就亲眼目睹了两个人在‘黑刺李’咖啡馆前的一场小规模战斗。他俩使劲地扯着对方的头发，稿子撒得满地都是。穿着短裙的维尔日尼则站在咖啡馆门口，笑得身子像要散架了似的。

“阿道夫最终被身强力壮的皮埃尔打得鼻血直流。他闷头收拾起稿子，离开了战场，离开了还笑得花枝乱颤的维尔日尼，受伤的脸上满是愤怒。

“第二天，我取笑他打架打输了，他却狡黠地一笑，说道：

“‘对，我是输了，但从他那儿赢了一法郎，那头大蠢驴。不管怎么说，那晚是我约到了维尔日尼。我们去了“虚无”咖啡馆。我让别人把我放到棺材里，装成腐尸逗她笑。她觉得那很有意思。’

“有天早晨，吕西安和往常一样找我过去，让我待在沙发床上，他自己则坐到书桌边，开始写小说的结尾。他马上就要写完了，桌子上到处是散乱的稿纸，一张张密密麻麻写满了字。他坐在那里，我恰好可以看到他纤瘦、结实的脖子，姿态很是动人。他伏案写作，沉浸其中，对周围发生的事情全然不知。我躺在那里，凝视着公园里的树梢伸向蔚蓝的夏日天空。天气闷热，桌子左边的窗户大开着。我慢慢品着威士忌。空气很压抑，远处雷声渐起。很快，乌云从四面八方聚拢过来，黑压压的一片，是货真价实的雷暴云。公园里的树也开始沙沙作响。天闷得让人喘不过气来，我的胸口就像有一块铅压着似的。

“‘吕西安！’

“他什么也没听到，什么也没看到，仍旧挥笔如飞。

“我懒懒地躺回床上。

“然而，骤然间狂风大作！一股疾风横扫过街头，将公园里的树压得完全脱离了我的视线。阳台右手边的窗户‘哐’地一声被吹开了，猛闯进来的旋风刹那间将桌上四散的活页纸一股脑儿都卷走了。

“‘见鬼！你怎么不关窗户！’我大喊道，从沙发上一跃而起。

“‘省点力气吧，已经来不及了，’吕西安柔和的嗓音里略带嘲讽。‘看那儿！’他指向大街，他的稿纸正像白鸽一样在阴沉的空气里盘旋飞舞呢。

“真正的暴雨随即倾盆而至。我们关上了窗户，想着被风吹走的手稿，郁闷之极，想找回来似乎毫无希望。

“‘这场大风让我损失了至少一千法郎，’吕西安叹着气说道，‘唉，算了，也没什么。但你知道么，重写同一个题材有多烦啊！这事都不能想，一想就让我反胃。’

“那天上午我们的心情非常糟糕。到下午两点钟我们才出去吃早饭，四处寻找那些手稿。

“我们什么也没找到，稿纸消失得无影无踪，可能都被卷到天涯海角去了。对这些手稿吕西安可是寄予了厚望，这可真是印证了书名《风的力量》啊。”

……

“现在要跟你讲到这个故事的离奇之处了。两周后的一天早上，吕西安站在我小房间的门口，面色惨白得像鬼一样，手里拿着一叠印刷厂的校稿。然后，他一声不吭地把校稿递给我。

“我看着稿子，读出声来：

“‘《风的力量》，作者吕西安·F。’

“稿子有厚厚一叠，是吕西安小说的全部一校稿。小说的手稿就是我们眼看着从阳台窗户被风卷走的那些。

“‘老兄，’我大叫起来，把校稿递还给他，‘你太勤奋了，在这么短的时间内就把整部小说重新写了一遍，还有了校稿！’

“吕西安什么也没说，呆呆地站在那里，用怪异的眼神盯着我，目光中没了平时的睿智。过了一会儿，他结结巴巴地说：

“‘我没有重新写。那天手稿飞出窗户后，我就再也没摸过笔了。’

“‘吕西安，你平时梦游吗？’

“‘为什么这么问？’

“‘哎呀，这可是唯一合理的解释。据说人可以在睡梦里做很多事情，醒来后却一点儿印象也没有。我听过很多这样奇怪的事情：有人在睡梦中杀了人；还有不少人梦游时写下的字，醒来后自己都不认识。’

“‘我从来不梦游。’吕西安说。

“‘咳，这可说不准。’我说，‘那你宁可认为这是变魔术？或者有仙人作法？还是说你相信世上真的有鬼？你日思夜想，鬼迷心窍了，你这个神秘主义者！’我用笑得发颤的声音引用了头天晚上我们在歌剧院一起看的《女巫》里的一句话。

“我的玩笑并没有得到他的回应。他默默地转过身去，带着被冒犯的神情拿起帽子和校稿，然后——像往常一样，他用诙谐而又疑神疑鬼的口吻，拿腔拿调地与我道别：

“‘天地之间有很多事情是你那一套人生哲学所无法想象的。’

“他转身离开了房间。

“说实话，这件小事让我有些不快。我一点儿也不怀疑吕西安的话的真实性——他脸色那么惨白，可以说是吓坏了，内心的惊慌与不安是那么真切。当然，我能想到的唯一解释就是他在梦游的时候重写了小说。

“因为可以肯定，没有哪家印刷厂可以凭空排版莫须有的手稿，更别说把它打印出来进行校对。

“几天过去了，但吕西安没来找我。我去他家找过他一两次，但门是锁着的。是魔鬼把他劫走了，还是这件离奇的事让他丧失了理智，让我失去了他的友谊还有他那上好的威士忌？

“我到他家找了三次，都无功而返，还给他写了封信，也没有得到回复。我就没有再去找他，也不再费劲去揣摩他这些不可思议的举动。不久之后，我启程返乡，再也没有见到他，也没有听到他的任何消息。

……

“几个月过去了，我一直待在家里。有天晚上，在一次愉快的聚会期间，大家谈到了神秘主义和玄秘事件，我和盘托出了那起不可思议的手稿事件。当时，‘未知’和‘玄秘’风靡一时，我讲述的故事受到大家的热捧，一时间人人都在引用‘天地之间很多事情……’那句话。我自己反复琢磨这件事，久久不能释怀，就把它写了下来，寄给当时正在研究未知世界的弗拉马里翁教授。他就把我的故事放到他之后的著作《未知》中去了。

“一直想着这件事，我不禁又忆起了吕西安。有一天，我在《费加罗报》上看到了一则启事，大意是吕西安的著作《风的力量》再版，引起了巨大的反响，尤其是在信仰神灵的圈子里。我眼前好像又浮现出他的样子，修长、结实的脖子，姿态很是动人。以前经常和他一起喝威士忌，现在每次喝到同样的威士忌，他那脖子的样子就会浮现在我眼前，让我不禁很想听到这位久违的朋友的消息。一天晚上，我有些感伤，于是坐下来给他写信，请他告诉我他的情况，并寄给我那本书。

“一周以后，我收到了那本小书还有回信，信现在就在我口袋里，有点皱了，因为我看了很多遍。不过也无妨。原文是法文写的，如果你不介意我翻译水平不高的话，现在就读给你听。

“信的内容是这样的：

“亲爱的朋友：

“谢谢你的来信。随信附上我的书。还要谢谢你不计较最后在巴黎那段时光我对你的所作所为。你肯定觉得摸不着头脑。我会试着向你解释这一切。

“我从小就神经兮兮的。我的书题材大多是荒诞神秘的——有点爱伦·坡的风格，这让我对日常生活及其以外的世界都更加敏感。我一直追寻神秘，却又畏惧神秘；虽然我有时表现得很淡定，很清醒，可却一直倾向于相信神秘未知的事物。

“但在我的生活中所发生的事情里，头等费解的就是手稿事件。你还记得我在你房间里的那一天吗？我看上去肯定是一脸痛苦不堪的样子。那件事对我造成的困扰远远超出你的想象。你的冷嘲热讽伤害了我，但最让我羞愧难堪的是我自己对这件离奇事件的想法。我没办法解释到底是怎么回事，一想到其中可能隐含的意义，我就不寒而栗。这样的状态持续了几周。我无法见你，也无法见其他任何人，甚至失礼到没有给你回信。

“那本书出版了，还大获成功，因为那种题材正是当时的大热门。但一个月过去了，我才从那种恐惧和恍惚状态中走出来，连成功的喜悦都没能好好享受。

“后来我弄明白了。正是因为经历了这件事，我知道自己以后再也不会怕‘被鬼缠身’了。

“现在我明白了机缘巧合会引发多么稀奇古怪的事，其离奇程度超过我们可以想象出来的任何灵异事件。你现在读到的差点儿让我发了疯的‘神秘’事件其实只不过是一阵狂风、一场突如其来的暴雨，还有我们的小朋友印刷厂伙计阿道夫的怪异性格，种种因素机缘巧合造成的。

“还记得那个滑稽的小家伙么？他目光狡黠，玩起赌博游戏来很是拿手，钟情于‘黑刺李’家的女孩儿。这个刁钻古怪的孩子独自养活自己，照顾自己，是那种典型的巴黎街头小顽童，活脱脱一个从《悲惨世界》里走出来的改良版流浪儿。

“我的书出版一个月后，有天我躺在沙发床上（这可是你最喜欢的地方，还记得吗？）无所事事，苦苦思索这件事的来龙去脉，它每日每夜都在我的脑海中挥之不去。这时，门铃响起，阿道夫过来了。他来拿《林荫大道》那篇文章。那天他眼中流露出异常紧张的神情，我给他倒了杯茴香酒，想弄明白他遇到了什么麻烦。我还真就搞清楚了，还知道了一大堆更多的事情。

“他玩骰子游戏的手气不错，维尔日尼开始对他青眼有加了。皮埃尔已经出局了，阿道夫如愿以偿，他的一片真心得到了回应。虽然情场得意，可他却遭遇种种痛苦、折磨和疑心的煎熬，这一切撕扯着我们男人的心，只因我们把希望寄托在女人的真心之上。他虽然还小，却经历了所有这一切。当时他痛苦不已，认为她并不真心爱他，只是在伪装，实际上她爱着别人。或许他是对的，不是吗？

“我和阿道夫以男人间的方式促膝而谈，这才使他又恢复了一点往日的快活和狡黠的幽默。他又喝了杯茴香酒，突然说道：

“‘吕西安先生，我干了件……’

“‘干了什么？’我问他。

“‘这件事我早就该告诉你了——我不该这样，因为你一直都对我很好——

“‘你记得那天吗——两个月以前的一天，突然刮起大风，下了场暴雨，就是常见的那种大暴雨。我就在这附近，去取拉布谢尔先生和拉鲁瓦先生的手稿。我也打算到你这来拿稿子的，但是——等我把事情的原委全部告诉你之后，你就会明白的。当时，我正经过“黑刺李”咖啡馆，维尔日尼站在门口，她之前答应那天晚上和我约会，所以我跑过去和她说话。说了一会儿后，我看到街上有张纸，上面是你的字迹。你知道的，我认识所有我负责取稿件的作家的笔迹。当时我吓坏了，心想：该死，我弄丢了吕西安先生的手稿。我不记得有去取你的手稿这回事，但我觉得自己肯定是在拿拉鲁瓦先生的稿子之前取了你的稿子。那些天记性不太好，因为我的心思都在维尔日尼身上。我捡起那张纸，看到不远处又有三张，还看到卢森堡公园铁栏后面有更多泛着水光的纸。你知道那天雨有多大，雨水打湿了纸，风也就吹不动了。我跑到公园里，捡起了所有的纸，一共三十二张。除了在街上捡到的四张纸，其他的都被吹到了栏杆后面。不瞒你说，把这些手稿一张都不落地捡回来我真是高兴极了。我跑回办公室，告诉他们我把手稿掉在大街上了，但恳请他们别把此事捅到你这儿。所有手稿一页不少——你总是清清楚楚地标出页码。人称“帅气的奥古斯特”的排字工保证不告发我。我知道如果头儿知道了这件事，肯定会开除我的，因为他一向就看我不顺眼。所以没人知道这件事，但我认为应当告诉你，因为你一直待我很好。或许你会明白我为什么有时候怪怪的，因为像维尔日尼这样的姑娘告诉我，她喜欢我胜过喜欢皮埃尔，而我认为她可能为了他那头大蠢驴而欺骗我。现在我要走了。十分感谢你的好意，吕西安先生，还要谢谢你的茴香酒。’说完他就走了。

“现在真相大白了。这件差点让我疯掉的事，它的解释再简单合理不过了。

“这整起‘神乎其神’的事件不过是由一系列阴差阳错的巧合促成的：粗心小伙子的纠结爱情，从天而降的西南风，突如其来的暴雨。加之我碰巧用了英国墨水，沾了水字迹也不会模糊。所有这些简单又平常的事情搅和在一起却让我昏了头，愚蠢地怠慢了像你这样始终如一的好朋友。

“希望收到你的回信，告诉我你们北方人对我的书评价如何。我向你保证，‘不可知的力量’永远不会再让我傻到失去你的友谊！

“你的朋友，

“吕西安。

“这就是我的故事。的确，‘天地之间有很多事情……’但是机缘巧合的造物最神奇莫测。这威士忌真的很不错，敬你一杯！”


The Three Strangers

Thomas Hardy





Among the few features of agricultural England which retain an appearance but little modified by the lapse of centuries, may be reckoned the high, grassy and furzy downs coombs, or ewe-leases, as they are indifferently called, that fill a large area of certain counties in the south and southwest. If any mark of human occupation is met with hereon, it usually takes the form of the solitary cottage of some shepherd.

Fifty years ago such a lonely cottage stood on such a down, and may possibly be standing there now. In spite of its loneliness, however, the spot, by actual measurement, was not more than five miles from a county-town. Yet that affected it little. Five miles of irregular upland, during the long inimical seasons, with their sleets, snows, rains, and mists, afford withdrawing space enough to isolate a Timon or a Nebuchadnezzar; much less, in fair weather, to please that less repellent tribe, the poets, philosophers, artists, and others who "conceive and meditate of pleasant things."

Some old earthen camp or barrow, some clump of trees, at least some starved fragment of ancient hedge is usually taken advantage of in the erection of these forlorn dwellings. But, in the present case, such a kind of shelter had been disregarded. Higher Crowstairs, as the house was called, stood quite detached and undefended. The only reason for its precise situation seemed to be the crossing of two footpaths at right angles hard by, which may have crossed there and thus for a good five hundred years. Hence the house was exposed to the elements on all sides. But, though the wind up here blew unmistakably when it did blow, and the rain hit hard whenever it fell, the various weathers of the winter season were not quite so formidable on the coomb as they were imagined to be by dwellers on low ground. The raw rimes were not so pernicious as in the hollows, and the frosts were scarcely so severe. When the shepherd and his family who tenanted the house were pitied for their sufferings from the exposure, they said that upon the whole they were less inconvenienced by "wuzzes and flames" (hoarses and phlegms) than when they had lived by the stream of a snug neighboring valley.

The night of March 28, 182-, was precisely one of the nights that were wont to call forth these expressions of commiseration. The level rainstorm smote walls, slopes, and hedges like the clothyard shafts of Senlac and Crecy. Such sheep and outdoor animals as had no shelter stood with their buttocks to the winds; while the tails of little birds trying to roost on some scraggy thorn were blown inside-out like umbrellas. The gable-end of the cottage was stained with wet, and the eavesdroppings flapped against the wall. Yet never was commiseration for the shepherd more misplaced. For that cheerful rustic was entertaining a large party in glorification of the christening of his second girl.

The guests had arrived before the rain began to fall, and they were all now assembled in the chief or living room of the dwelling. A glance into the apartment at eight o'clock on this eventful evening would have resulted in the opinion that it was as cosy and comfortable a nook as could be wished for in boisterous weather. The calling of its inhabitant was proclaimed by a number of highly-polished sheep crooks without stems that were hung ornamentally over the fireplace, the curl of each shining crook varying from the antiquated type engraved in the patriarchal pictures of old family Bibles to the most approved fashion of the last local sheep-fair. The room was lighted by half-a-dozen candles, having wicks only a trifle smaller than the grease which enveloped them, in candlesticks that were never used but at high-days, holy-days, and family feasts. The lights were scattered about the room, two of them standing on the chimney-piece. This position of candles was in itself significant. Candles on the chimney-piece always meant a party.

On the hearth, in front of a back-brand to give substance, blazed a fire of thorns, that crackled "like the laughter of the fool."

Nineteen persons were gathered here. Of these, five women, wearing gowns of various bright hues, sat in chairs along the wall; girls shy and not shy filled the window-bench; four men, including Charley Jake the hedge-carpenter, Elijah New the parish-clerk, and John Pitcher, a neighboring dairyman, the shepherd's father-in-law, lolled in the settle; a young man and maid, who were blushing over tentative pourparlers on a life-companionship, sat beneath the cornercupboard; and an elderly engaged man of fifty or upward moved restlessly about from spots where his betrothed was not to the spot where she was. Enjoyment was pretty general, and so much the more prevailed in being unhampered by conventional restrictions. Absolute confidence in each other's good opinion begat perfect ease, while the finishing stroke of manner, amounting to a truly princely serenity, was lent to the majority by the absence of any expression or trait denoting that they wished to get on in the world, enlarge their minds, or do any eclipsing thing whatever—which nowadays so generally nips the bloom and bonhomie of all except the two extremes of the social scale.

Shepherd Fennel had married well, his wife being a dairyman's daughter from a vale at a distance, who brought fifty guineas in her pocket—and kept them there, till they should be required for ministering to the needs of a coming family. This frugal woman had been somewhat exercised as to the character that should be given to the gathering. A sitstill party had its advantages; but an undisturbed position of ease in chairs and settles was apt to lead on the men to such an unconscionable deal of toping that they would sometimes fairly drink the house dry. A dancing-party was the alternative; but this, while avoiding the foregoing objection on the score of good drink, had a counterbalancing disadvantage in the matter of good victuals, the ravenous appetites engendered by the exercise causing immense havoc in the buttery. Shepherdess Fennel fell back upon the intermediate plan of mingling short dances with short periods of talk and singing, so as to hinder any ungovernable rage in either. But this scheme was entirely confined to her own gentle mind: the shepherd himself was in the mood to exhibit the most reckless phases of hospitality.

The fiddler was a boy of those parts, about twelve years of age, who had a wonderful dexterity in jigs and reels, though his fingers were so small and short as to necessitate a constant shifting for the high notes, from which he scrambled back to the first position with sounds not of unmixed purity of tone. At seven the shrill tweedle-dee of this youngster had begun, accompanied by a booming ground-bass from Elijah New, the parish-clerk, who had thoughtfully brought with him his favorite musical instrument, the serpent. Dancing was instantaneous, Mrs. Fennel privately enjoining the players on no account to let the dance exceed the length of a quarter of an hour.

But Elijah and the boy, in the excitement of their position, quite forgot the injunction. Moreover, Oliver Giles, a man of seventeen, one of the dancers, who was enamoured of his partner, a fair girl of thirty-three rolling years, had recklessly handed a new crown-piece to the musicians, as a bribe to keep going as long as they had muscle and wind. Mrs. Fennel, seeing the steam begin to generate on the countenances of her guests, crossed over and touched the fiddler's elbow and put her hand on the serpent's mouth. But they took no notice, and fearing she might lose her character of genial hostess if she were to interfere too markedly, she retired and sat down helpless. And so the dance whizzed on with cumulative fury, the performers moving in their planet-like courses, direct and retrograde, from apogee to perigee, till the hand of the wellkicked clock at the bottom of the room had travelled over the circumference of an hour.

While these cheerful events were in course of enactment within Fennel's pastoral dwelling, an incident having considerable bearing on the party had occurred in the gloomy night without. Mrs. Fennel's concern about the growing fierceness of the dance corresponded in point of time with the ascent of a human figure to the solitary hill of Higher Crowstairs from the direction of the distant town. This personage strode on through the rain without a pause, following the little-worn path which, further on in its course, skirted the shepherd's cottage.

It was nearly the time of full moon, and on this account, though the sky was lined with a uniform sheet of dripping cloud, ordinary objects out of doors were readily visible. The sad wan light revealed the lonely pedestrian to be a man of supple frame; his gait suggested that he had somewhat passed the period of perfect and instinctive agility, though not so far as to be otherwise than rapid of motion when occasion required. At a rough guess, he might have been about forty years of age. He appeared tall, but a recruiting sergeant, or other person accustomed to the judging of men's heights by the eye, would have discerned that this was chiefly owing to his gauntness, and that he was not more than five-feet-eight or nine.

Notwithstanding the regularity of his tread, there was caution in it, as in that of one who mentally feels his way; and despite the fact that it was not a black coat nor a dark garment of any sort that he wore, there was something about him which suggested that he naturally belonged to the blackcoated tribes of men. His clothes were of fustian, and his boots hobnailed, yet in his progress he showed not the mudaccustomed bearing of hobnailed and fustianed peasantry.

By the time that he had arrived abreast of the shepherd's premises the rain came down, or rather came along, with yet more determined violence. The outskirts of the little settlement partially broke the force of wind and rain, and this induced him to stand still. The most salient of the shepherd's domestic erections was an empty sty at the forward corner of his hedgeless garden, for in these latitudes the principle of masking the homelier features of your establishment by a conventional frontage was unknown. The traveller's eye was attracted to this small building by the pallid shine of the wet slates that covered it. He turned aside, and, finding it empty, stood under the pent-roof for shelter.

While he stood, the boom of the serpent within the adjacent house, and the lesser strains of the fiddler, reached the spot as an accompaniment to the surging hiss of the flying rain on the sod, its louder beating on the cabbage-leaves of the garden, on the eight or ten beehives just discernible by the path, and its dripping from the eaves into a row of buckets and pans that had been placed under the walls of the cottage. For at Higher Crowstairs, as at all such elevated domiciles, the grand difficulty of housekeeping was an insufficiency of water; and a casual rainfall was utilized by turning out, as catchers, every utensil that the house contained. Some queer stories might be told of the contrivances for economy in suds and dishwaters that are absolutely necessitated in upland habitations during the droughts of summer. But at this season there were no such exigencies; a mere acceptance of what the skies bestowed was sufficient for an abundant store.

At last the notes of the serpent ceased and the house was silent. This cessation of activity aroused the solitary pedestrian from the reverie into which he had elapsed, and, emerging from the shed, with an apparently new intention, he walked up the path to the house-door. Arrived here, his first act was to kneel down on a large stone beside the row of vessels, and to drink a copious draught from one of them. Having quenched his thirst, he rose and lifted his hand to knock, but paused with his eye upon the panel. Since the dark surface of the wood revealed absolutely nothing, it was evident that he must be mentally looking through the door, as if he wished to measure thereby all the possibilities that a house of this sort might include, and how they might bear upon the question of his entry.

In his indecision he turned and surveyed the scene around. Not a soul was anywhere visible. The garden-path stretched downward from his feet, gleaming like the track of a snail; the roof of the little well (mostly dry), the well-cover, the top rail of the garden-gate, were varnished with the same dull liquid glaze; while, far away in the vale, a faint whiteness of more than usual extent showed that the rivers were high in the meads. Beyond all this winked a few bleared lamplights through the beating drops—lights that denoted the situation of the county-town from which he had appeared to come. The absence of all notes of life in that direction seemed to clinch his intentions, and he knocked at the door.

Within, a desultory chat had taken the place of movement and musical sound. The hedge-carpenter was suggesting a song to the company, which nobody just then was inclined to undertake, so that the knock afforded a not unwelcome diversion.

"Walk in!" said the shepherd, promptly.

The latch clicked upward, and out of the night our pedestrian appeared upon the door-mat. The shepherd arose, snuffed two of the nearest candles, and turned to look at him.

Their light disclosed that the stranger was dark in complexion and not unprepossessing as to feature. His hat, which for a moment he did not remove, hung low over his eyes, without concealing that they were large, open, and determined, moving with a flash rather than a glance round the room. He seemed pleased with his survey, and, baring his shaggy head, said, in a rich, deep voice: "The rain is so heavy, friends, that I ask leave to come in and rest awhile."

"To be sure, stranger," said the shepherd. "And faith, you've been lucky in choosing your time, for we are having a bit of a fling for a glad cause—though, to be sure, a man could hardly wish that glad cause to happen more than once a year."

"Nor less," spoke up a woman. "For 'tis best to get your family over and done with, as soon as you can, so as to be all the earlier out of the fag o't."

"And what may be this glad cause?" asked the stranger.

"A birth and christening," said the shepherd.

The stranger hoped his host might not be made unhappy either by too many or too few of such episodes, and being invited by a gesture to a pull at the mug, he readily acquiesced. His manner, which, before entering, had been so dubious, was now altogether that of a careless and candid man.

"Late to be traipsing athwart this coomb—hey?" said the engaged man of fifty.

"Late it is, master, as you say.—I'll take a seat in the chimney-corner, if you have nothing to urge against it, ma'am; for I am a little moist on the side that was next the rain."

Mrs. Shepherd Fennel assented, and made room for the self-invited comer, who, having got completely inside the chimney-corner, stretched out his legs and arms with the expansiveness of a person quite at home.

"Yes, I am rather cracked in the vamp," he said freely, seeing that the eyes of the shepherd's wife fell upon his boots, "and I am not well fitted either. I have had some rough times lately, and have been forced to pick up what I can get in the way of wearing, but I must find a suit better fit for workingdays when I reach home."

"One of hereabouts?" she inquired.

"Not quite that—further up the country."

"I thought so. And so be I; and by your tongue you come from my neighborhood."

"But you would hardly have heard of me," he said quickly. "My time would be long before yours, ma'am, you see."

This testimony to the youthfulness of his hostess had the effect of stopping her cross-examination.

"There is only one thing more wanted to make me happy," continued the new-comer, "and that is a little baccy, which I am sorry to say I am out of."

"I'll fill your pipe," said the shepherd.

"I must ask you to lend me a pipe likewise."

"A smoker, and no pipe about 'ee?"

"I have dropped it somewhere on the road."

The shepherd filled and handed him a new clay pipe, saying, as he did so, "Hand me your baccy-box—I'll fill that too, now I am about it."

The man went through the movement of searching his pockets.

"Lost that too?" said his entertainer, with some surprise.

"I am afraid so," said the man with some confusion. "Give it to me in a screw of paper." Lighting his pipe at the candle with a suction that drew the whole flame into the bowl, he resettled himself in the corner and bent his looks upon the faint steam from his damp legs, as if he wished to say no more.

Meanwhile the general body of guests had been taking little notice of this visitor by reason of an absorbing discussion in which they were engaged with the band about a tune for the next dance. The matter being settled, they were about to stand up when an interruption came in the shape of another knock at the door.

At sound of the same the man in the chimney-corner took up the poker and began stirring the brands as if doing it thoroughly were the one aim of his existence; and a second time the shepherd said, "Walk in!" In a moment another man stood upon the straw-woven door-mat. He too was a stranger.

This individual was one of a type radically different from the first. There was more of the commonplace in his manner, and a certain jovial cosmopolitanism sat upon his features. He was several years older than the first arrival, his hair being slightly frosted, his eyebrows bristly, and his whiskers cut back from his cheeks. His face was rather full and flabby, and yet it was not altogether a face without power. A few grog-blossoms marked the neighborhood of his nose. He flung back his long drab greatcoat, revealing that beneath it he wore a suit of cinder-gray shade throughout, large heavy seals, of some metal or other that would take a polish, dangling from his fob as his only personal ornament. Shaking the water-drops from his low-crowned glazed hat, he said, "I must ask for a few minutes' shelter, comrades, or I shall be wetted to my skin before I get to Casterbridge."

"Make yourself at home, master," said the shepherd, perhaps a trifle less heartily than on the first occasion. Not that Fennel had the least tinge of niggardliness in his composition; but the room was far from large, spare chairs were not numerous, and damp companions were not altogether desirable at close quarters for the women and girls in their bright-colored gowns.

However, the second comer, after taking off his greatcoat, and hanging his hat on a nail in one of the ceiling-beams as if he had been specially invited to put it there, advanced and sat down at the table. This had been pushed so closely into the chimney-corner, to give all available room to the dancers, that its inner edge grazed the elbow of the man who had ensconced himself by the fire; and thus the two strangers were brought into close companionship. They nodded to each other by way of breaking the ice of unacquaintance, and the first stranger handed his neighbor the family mug—a huge vessel of brown ware, having its upper edge worn away like a threshold by the rub of whole generations of thirsty lips that had gone the way of all flesh, and bearing the following inscription burnt upon its rotund side in yellow letters:

THERE IS NO FUN UNTILL I CUM.

The other man, nothing loth, raised the mug to his lips, and drank on, and on, and on—till a curious blueness overspread the countenance of the shepherd's wife, who had regarded with no little surprise the first stranger's free offer to the second of what did not belong to him to dispense.

"I knew it!" said the toper to the shepherd with much satisfaction. "When I walked up your garden before coming in, and saw the hives all of a row, I said to myself, 'Where there's bees there's honey, and where there's honey there's mead,' But mead of such a truly comfortable sort as this I really didn't expect to meet in my older days." He took yet another pull at the mug, till it assumed an ominous elevation.

"Glad you enjoy it!" said the shepherd warmly.

"It is goodish mead," assented Mrs. Fennel, with an absence of enthusiasm which seemed to say that it was possible to buy praise for one's cellar at too heavy a price. "It is trouble enough to make—and really I hardly think we shall make any more. For honey sells well, and we ourselves can make shift with a drop o' small mead and metheglin for common use from the comb-washings."

"O, but you'll never have the heart!" reproachfully cried the stranger in cinder-gray, after taking up the mug a third time and setting it down empty. "I love mead, when 'tis old like this, as I love to go to church o' Sundays, or to relieve the needy any day of the week."

"O, but you'll never have the heart!" reproachfully cried the stranger in cinder-gray, after taking up the mug a third time and setting it down empty. "I love mead, when 'tis old like this, as I love to go to church o' Sundays, or to relieve the needy any day of the week."

"Ha, ha, ha!" said the man in the chimney-corner, who, in spite of the taciturnity induced by the pipe of tobacco, could not or would not refrain from this slight testimony to his comrade's humor.

Now the old mead of those days, brewed of the purest first-year or maiden honey, four pounds to the gallon—with its due complement of white of eggs, cinnamon, ginger, cloves, mace, rosemary, yeast, and processes of working, bottling, and cellaring—tasted remarkably strong; but it did not taste so strong as it actually was. Hence, presently, the stranger in cinder-gray at the table, moved by its creeping influence, unbuttoned his waistcoat, threw himself back in his chair, spread his legs, and made his presence felt in various ways.

"Well, well, as I say," he resumed, "I am going to Casterbridge, and to Casterbridge I must go. I should have been almost there by this time; but the rain drove me into your dwelling, and I'm not sorry for it."

"You don't live in Casterbridge?" said the shepherd.

"Not as yet; though I shortly mean to move there."

"Going to set up in trade, perhaps?"

"No, no," said the shepherd's wife. "It is easy to see that the gentleman is rich, and don't want to work at anything."

The cinder-gray stranger paused, as if to consider whether he would accept that definition of himself. He presently rejected it by answering, "Rich is not quite the word for me, dame. I do work, and I must work. And even if I only get to Casterbridge by midnight I must begin work there at eight to-morrow morning. Yes, het or wet, blow or snow, famine or sword, my day's work to-morrow must be done."

"Poor man! Then, in spite o' seeming, you be off than we." replied the shepherd's wife.

"'Tis the nature of my trade, men and maidens.' Tis the nature of my trade more than my poverty…. But really and truly I must up and off, or I shan't get a lodging in the town.?" However, the speaker did not move, and directly added, "There's time for one more draught of friendship before I go; and I'd perform it at once if the mug were not dry."

"Here's a mug o' small," said Mrs. Fennel. "Small, we call it, though to be sure 'tis only the first wash o' the combs."

"No," said the stranger, disdainfully. "I won't spoil your first kindness by partaking o' your second."

"Certainly not," broke in Fennel. "We don't increase and multiply every day, and I'll fill the mug again." He went away to the dark place under the stairs where the barrel stood. The shepherdess followed him.

"Why should you do this?" she said, reproachfully, as soon as they were alone. "He's emptied it once, though it held enough for ten people; and now he's not contented wi'the small, but must needs call for more o' the strong! And a stranger unbeknown to any of us. For my part, I don't like the look o' the man at all."

"But he's in the house, my honey; and 'tis a wet night, and a christening. Daze it, what's a cup of mead more or less? There'll be plenty more next bee-burning."

"Very well—this time, then," she answered, looking wistfully at the barrel. "But what is the man's calling, and where is he one of, that he should come in and join us like this?"

"I don't know. I'll ask him again."

The catastrophe of having the mug drained dry at one pull by the stranger in cinder-gray was effectually guarded against this time by Mrs. Fennel. She poured out his allowance in a small cup, keeping the large one at a discreet distance from him. When he had tossed off his portion the shepherd renewed his inquiry about the stranger's occupation.

The latter did not immediately reply, and the man in the chimney-corner, with sudden demonstrativeness, said, "Anybody may know my trade—I'm a wheelwright."

"A very good trade for these parts," said the shepherd.

"And anybody may know mine—if they've the sense to find it out," said the stranger in cinder-gray.

"You may generally tell what a man is by his claws,?"observed the hedge-carpenter, looking at his own hands. "My fingers be as full of thorns as an old pin-cushion is of pins."

The hands of the man in the chimney-corner instinctively sought the shade, and he gazed into the fire as he resumed his pipe. The man at the table took up the hedge-carpenter's remark, and added smartly, "True; but the oddity of my trade is that, instead of setting a mark upon me, it sets a mark upon my customers."

No observation being offered by anybody in elucidation of this enigma, the shepherd's wife once more called for a song. The same obstacles presented themselves as at the former time—one had no voice, another had forgotten the first verse. The stranger at the table, whose soul had now risen to a good working temperature, relieved the difficulty by exclaiming that, to start the company, he would sing himself. Thrusting one thumb into the arm-hole of his waistcoat, he waved the other hand in the air, and, with an extemporizing gaze at the shining sheep-crooks above the mantelpiece, began:

"O my trade it is the rarest one,

　　Simple shepherds all—

　　My trade is a sight to see;

For my customers I tie, and take them up on high,

　　And waft 'em to a far countree!?"

The room was silent when he had finished the verse—with one exception, that of the man in the chimney-corner, who, at the singer's word, "Chorus!" joined him in a deep bass voice of musical relish:

"And waft 'em to a far countree!?"

Oliver Giles, John Pitcher the dairyman, the parishclerk, the engaged man of fifty, the row of young women against the wall, seemed lost in thought not of the gayest kind. The shepherd looked meditatively on the ground, the shepherdess gazed keenly at the singer, and with some suspicion; she was doubting whether this stranger were merely singing an old song from recollection, or was composing one there and then for the occasion. All were as perplexed at the obscure revelation as the guests at Belshazzar's Feast, except the man in the chimney-corner, who quietly said, "Second verse, stranger," and smoked on.

The singer thoroughly moistened himself from his lips inward, and went on with the next stanza as requested:

"My tools are but common ones,

　　Simple shepherds all—

My tools are no sight to see:

A little hempen string, and a post whereon to swing,

　　Are implements enough for me!?"

Shepherd Fennel glanced round. There was no longer any doubt that the stranger was answering his question rhythmically. The guests one and all started back with suppressed exclamations. The young woman engaged to the man of fifty fainted half-way, and would have proceeded, but finding him wanting in alacrity for catching her she sat down trembling.

"O, he's the—!" whispered the people in the background, mentioning the name of an ominous public officer. "He's come to do it! 'tis to be at Casterbridge jail to-morrow—the man for sheep-stealing—the poor clock-maker we heard of, who used to live away at Shottsford and had no work to do—Timothy Summers, whose family were a-starving, and so he went out of Shottsford by the high-road, and took a sheep in open daylight, defying the farmer and the farmer's wife and the farmer's lad, and every man jack among 'em. He" (and they nodded toward the stranger of the deadly trade) "is come from up the country to do it because there's not enough to do in his own county-town, and he's got the place here now our own county man's dead; he's going to live in the same cottage under the prison wall."

The stranger in cinder-gray took no notice of this whispered string of observations, but again wetted his lips. Seeing that his friend in the chimney-corner was the only one who reciprocated his joviality in any way, he held out his cup toward that appreciative comrade, who also held out his own. They clinked together, the eyes of the rest of the room hanging upon the singer's actions. He parted his lips for the third verse; but at that moment another knock was audible upon the door. This time the knock was faint and hesitating.

The company seemed scared; the shepherd looked with consternation toward the entrance, and it was with some effort that he resisted his alarmed wife's deprecatory glance, and uttered for the third time the welcoming words, "Walk in!?"

The door was gently opened, and another man stood upon the mat. He, like those who had preceded him, was a stranger. This time it was a short, small personage, of fair complexion, and dressed in a decent suit of dark clothes.

"Can you tell me the way to—?" he began: when, gazing round the room to observe the nature of the company among whom he had fallen, his eyes lighted on the stranger in cindergray. It was just at the instant when the latter, who had thrown his mind into his song with such a will that he scarcely heeded the interruption, silenced all whispers and inquiries by bursting into his third verse:

"To-morrow is my working day,

Simple shepherds all—

To-morrow is a working day for me:

For the farmer's sheep is slain, and the lad who did it ta'en,

And on his soul may God ha' merc-y!?"

The stranger in the chimney-corner, waving cups with the singer so heartily that his mead splashed over on the hearth, repeated in his bass voice as before:

"And on his soul may God ha' merc-y!?"

All this time the third stranger had been standing in the doorway. Finding now that he did not come forward or go on speaking, the guests particularly regarded him. They noticed to their surprise that he stood before them the picture of abject terror—his knees trembling, his hand shaking so violently that the door-latch by which he supported himself rattled audibly: his white lips were parted, and his eyes fixed on the merry officer of justice in the middle of the room. A moment more and he had turned, closed the door, and fled.

"What a man can it be?" said the shepherd.

The rest, between the awfulness of their late discovery and the odd conduct of this third visitor, looked as if they knew not what to think, and said nothing. Instinctively they withdrew further and further from the grim gentleman in their midst, whom some of them seemed to take for the Prince of Darkness himself, till they formed a remote circle, an empty space of floor being left between them and him—

“… circulus, cujus centrum diabolus."

The room was so silent—though there were more than twenty people in it—that nothing could be heard but the patter of the rain against the window-shutters, accompanied by the occasional hiss of a stray drop that fell down the chimney into the fire, and the steady puffing of the man in the corner, who had now resumed his pipe of long clay.

The stillness was unexpectedly broken. The distant sound of a gun reverberated through the air—apparently from the direction of the county-town.

"Be jiggered!" cried the stranger who had sung the song, jumping up.

"What does that mean?" asked several.

"A prisoner escaped from the jail—that's what it means."

All listened. The sound was repeated, and none of them spoke but the man in the chimney-corner, who said quietly, "I've often been told that in this county they fire a gun at such times; but I never heard it till now."

"I wonder if it is my man?" murmured the personage in cinder-gray.

"Surely it is!" said the shepherd involuntarily. "And surely we've zeed him! That little man who looked in at the door by now, and quivered like a leaf when he zeed ye and heard your song!?"

"His teeth chattered, and the breath went out of his body," said the dairyman.

"And his heart seemed to sink within him like a stone,?"said Oliver Giles.

"And he bolted as if he'd been shot at," said the hedgecarpenter.

"True—his teeth chattered, and his heart seemed to sink; and he bolted as if he'd been shot at," slowly summed up the man in the chimney-corner.

"I didn't notice it," remarked the hangman.

"We were all a-wondering what made him run off in such a fright," faltered one of the women against the wall, "and now 'tis explained!?"

The firing of the alarm-gun went on at intervals, low and sullenly, and their suspicions became a certainty. The sinister gentleman in cinder-gray roused himself. "Is there a constable here?" he asked, in thick tones. "If so, let him step forward."

The engaged man of fifty stepped quavering out from the wall, his betrothed beginning to sob on the back of the chair.

"You are a sworn constable?"

"I be, sir."

"Then pursue the criminal at once, with assistance, and bring him back here. He can't have gone far."

"I will, sir, I will—when I've got my staff. I'll go home and get it, and come sharp here, and start in a body."

"Staff!—never mind your staff; the man'll be gone!?"

"But I can't do nothing without my staff—can I, William, and John, and Charles Jake? No; for there's the king's royal crown a-painted on en in yaller and gold, and the lion and the unicorn, so as when I raise en up and hit my prisoner, 'tis made a lawful blow thereby. I wouldn't 'tempt to take up a man without my staff—no, not I. If I hadn't the law to give me courage, why, instead o' my taking up him he might take up me!?"

"Now, I'm a king's man myself, and can give you authority enough for this," said the formidable officer in gray. "Now then, all of ye, be ready. Have ye any lanterns?"

"Yes—have ye any lanterns?—I demand it!" said the constable.

"And the rest of you able-bodied—?"

"Able-bodied men—yes—the rest of ye!" said the constable.

"Have you some good stout staves and pitchforks—?"

"Staves and pitchforks—in the name o' the law! And take'em in yer hands and go in quest, and do as we in authority tell ye!?"

Thus aroused, the men prepared to give chase. The evidence was, indeed, though circumstantial, so convincing, that but little argument was needed to show the shepherd's guests that after what they had seen it would look very much like connivance if they did not instantly pursue the unhappy third stranger, who could not as yet have gone more than a few hundred yards over such uneven country.

A shepherd is always well provided with lanterns; and, lighting these hastily, and with hurdle-staves in their hands, they poured out of the door, taking a direction along the crest of the hill, away from the town, the rain having fortunately a little abated.

Disturbed by the noise, or possibly by unpleasant dreams of her baptism, the child who had been christened began to cry heart-brokenly in the room overhead. These notes of grief came down through the chinks of the floor to the ears of the women below, who jumped up one by one, and seemed glad of the excuse to ascend and comfort the baby, for the incidents of the last half-hour greatly oppressed them. Thus in the space of two or three minutes the room on the ground-floor was deserted quite.

But it was not for long. Hardly had the sound of footsteps died away when a man returned round the corner of the house from the direction the pursuers had taken. Peeping in at the door, and seeing nobody there, he entered leisurely. It was the stranger of the chimney-corner, who had gone out with the rest. The motive of his return was shown by his helping himself to a cut piece of skimmer-cake that lay on a ledge beside where he had sat, and which he had apparently forgotten to take with him. He also poured out half a cup more mead from the quantity that remained, ravenously eating and drinking these as he stood. He had not finished when another figure came in just as quietly—his friend in cinder-gray.

"O—you here?" said the latter, smiling. "I thought you had gone to help in the capture." And this speaker also revealed the object of his return by looking solicitously round for the fascinating mug of old mead.

"And I thought you had gone," said the other, continuing his skimmer-cake with some effort.

"Well, on second thoughts, I felt there were enough without me," said the first confidentially, "and such a night as it is, too. Besides, 'tis the business o' the Government to take care of its criminals—not mine."

"True; so it is. And I felt as you did, that there were enough without me."

"I don't want to break my limbs running over the humps and hollows of this wild country."

"Nor I neither, between you and me."

"These shepherd-people are used to it—simple-minded souls, you know, stirred up to anything in a moment. They'll have him ready for me before the morning, and no trouble to me at all."

"They'll have him, and we shall have saved ourselves all labor in the matter."

"True, true. Well, my way is to Casterbridge; and 'tis as much as my legs will do to take me that far. Going the same way?"

"No, I am sorry to say! I have to get home over there" (he nodded indefinitely to the right), "and I feel as you do, that it is quite enough for my legs to do before bedtime."

The other had by this time finished the mead in the mug, after which, shaking hands heartily at the door, and wishing each other well, they went their several ways.

In the meantime the company of pursuers had reached the end of the hog's-back elevation which dominated this part of the down. They had decided on no particular plan of action; and, finding that the man of the baleful trade was no longer in their company, they seemed quite unable to form any such plan now. They descended in all directions down the hill, and straightway several of the party fell into the snare set by Nature for all misguided midnight ramblers over this part of the cretaceous formation. The "lanchets," or flint slopes, which belted the escarpment at intervals of a dozen yards, took the less cautious ones unawares, and losing their footing on the rubbly steep they slid sharply downward, the lanterns rolling from their hands to the bottom, and there lying on their sides till the horn was scorched through.

When they had again gathered themselves together, the shepherd, as the man who knew the country best, took the lead, and guided them round these treacherous inclines. The lanterns, which seemed rather to dazzle their eyes and warn the fugitive than to assist them in the exploration, were extinguished, due silence was observed; and in this more rational order they plunged into the vale. It was a grassy, briery, moist defile, affording some shelter to any person who had sought it; but the party perambulated it in vain, and ascended on the other side. Here they wandered apart, and after an interval closed together again to report progress. At the second time of closing in they found themselves near a lonely ash, the single tree on this part of the coomb, probably sown there by a passing bird some fifty years before. And here, standing a little to one side of the trunk, as motionless as the trunk itself, appeared the man they were in quest of, his outline being well defined against the sky beyond. The band noiselessly drew up and faced him.

"Your money or your life!" said the constable sternly to the still figure.

"No, no," whispered John Pitcher. "'tisn't our side ought to say that. That's the doctrine of vagabonds like him, and we be on the side of the law."

"Well, well," replied the constable, impatiently; "I must say something, mustn't I? and if you had all the weight o' this undertaking upon your mind, perhaps you'd say the wrong thing, too!—Prisoner at the bar, surrender, in the name of the Father—the Crown, I mane!?"

The man under the tree seemed now to notice them for the first time, and, giving them no opportunity whatever for exhibiting their courage, he strolled slowly toward them. He was, indeed, the little man, the third stranger; but his trepidation had in a great measure gone.

"Well, travellers," he said, "did I hear you speak to me?"

"You did; you've got to come and be our prisoner at once!" said the constable. "We arrest 'ee on the charge of not biding in Casterbridge jail in a decent proper manner to be hung to-morrow morning. Neighbors, do your duty, and seize the culpet!?"

On hearing the charge, the man seemed enlightened, and, saying not another word, resigned himself with preternatural civility to the search-party, who, with their staves in their hands, surrounded him on all sides, and marched him back toward the shepherd's cottage.

It was eleven o'clock by the time they arrived. The light shining from the open door, a sound of men's voices within, proclaimed to them as they approached the house that some new events had arisen in their absence. On entering they discovered the shepherd's living-room to be invaded by two officers from Casterbridge jail, and a well-known magistrate who lived at the nearest country-seat, intelligence of the escape having become generally circulated.

"Gentlemen," said the constable, "I have brought back your man—not without risk and danger; but every one must do his duty! He is inside this circle of able-bodied persons, who have lent me useful aid, considering their ignorance of Crown work. Men, bring forward your prisoner!" And the third stranger was led to the light.

"Who is this?" said one of the officials.

"The man," said the constable.

"Certainly not," said the turnkey; and the first corroborated his statement.

"But how can it be otherwise?" asked the constable. "Or why was he so terrified at sight o' the singing instrument of the law who sat there?" Here he related the strange behavior of the third stranger on entering the house during the hangman's song.

"Can't understand it," said the officer coolly. "All I know is that it is not the condemned man. He's quite a different character from this one; a gauntish fellow, with dark hair and eyes, rather good-looking, and with a musical bass voice that if you heard it once you'd never mistake as long as you lived."

"Why, souls—'twas the man in the chimney-corner!?"

"Hey—what?" said the magistrate, coming forward after inquiring particulars from the shepherd in the background. "Haven't you got the man after all?"

"Well, sir," said the constable, "he's the man we were in search of, that's true; and yet he's not the man we were in search of. For the man we were in search of was not the man we wanted, sir, if you understand my every-day way; for 'twas the man in the chimney-corner!?"

"A pretty kettle of fish altogether!" said the magistrate. "You had better start for the other man at once."

The prisoner now spoke for the first time. The mention of the man in the chimney-corner seemed to have moved him as nothing else could do. "Sir," he said, stepping forward to the magistrate, "take no more trouble about me. The time is come when I may as well speak. I have done nothing; my crime is that the condemned man is my brother. Early this afternoon I left home at Shottsford to tramp it all the way to Casterbridge jail to bid him farewell. I was benighted, and called here to rest and ask the way. When I opened the door I saw before me the very man, my brother, that I thought to see in the condemned cell at Casterbridge. He was in this chimney-corner; and jammed close to him, so that he could not have got out if he had tried, was the executioner who'd come to take his life, singing a song about it and not knowing that it was his victim who was close by, joining in to save appearances. My brother looked a glance of agony at me, and I know he meant, 'don't reveal what you see; my life depends on it.' I was so terror-struck that I could hardly stand, and, not knowing what I did, I turned and hurried away."

The narrator's manner and tone had the stamp of truth, and his story made a great impression on all around.

"And do you know where your brother is at the present time?" asked the magistrate.

"I do not. I have never seen him since I closed this door."

"I can testify to that, for we've been between ye ever since." said the constable.

"Where does he think to fly to?—what is his occupation?"

"He's a watch-and-clock-maker, sir."

"'A said 'a was a wheelwright—a wicked rogue," said the constable.

"The wheels of clocks and watches he meant, no doubt,?"said Shepherd Fennel. "I thought his hands were palish for's trade."

"Well, it appears to me that nothing can be gained by retaining this poor man in custody," said the magistrate; "your business lies with the other, unquestionably."

And so the little man was released off-hand; but he looked nothing the less sad on that account, it being beyond the power of magistrate or constable to raze out the written troubles in his brain, for they concerned another whom he regarded with more solicitude than himself. When this was done, and the man had gone his way, the night was found to be so far advanced that it was deemed useless to renew the search before the next morning.

Next day, accordingly, the quest for the clever sheepstealer became general and keen, to all appearance at least. But the intended punishment was cruelly disproportioned to the transgression, and the sympathy of a great many countryfolk in that district was strongly on the side of the fugitive. Moreover, his marvellous coolness and daring in hoband-nobbing with the hangman, under the unprecedented circumstances of the shepherd's party, won their admiration. So that it may be questioned if all those who ostensibly made themselves so busy in exploring woods and fields and lanes were quite so thorough when it came to the private examination of their own lofts and outhouses. Stories were afloat of a mysterious figure being occasionally seen in some old overgrown trackway or other, remote from turnpike roads; but when a search was instituted in any of these suspected quarters nobody was found. Thus the days and weeks passed without tidings.

In brief, the bass-voiced man of the chimney-corner was never recaptured. Some said that he went across the sea, others that he did not, but buried himself in the depths of a populous city. At any rate, the gentleman in cinder-gray never did his morning's work at Casterbridge, nor met anywhere at all, for business purposes, the genial comrade with whom he had passed an hour of relaxation in the lonely house on the coomb.

The grass has long been green on the graves of Shepherd Fennel and his frugal wife; the guests who made up the christening party have mainly followed their entertainers to the tomb; the baby in whose honor they all had met is a matron in the sere and yellow leaf. But the arrival of the three strangers at the shepherd's that night, and the details connected therewith, is a story as well-known as ever in the country about Higher Crowstairs.
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THE FIRST NARRATIVE

INTRODUCTORY STATEMENT OF THE FACTS BY

PERCY FAIRBANK

Ⅰ

"Hullo, there! Hostler! Hullo-o-o!?"

"My dear! why don't you look for the bell?"

"I have looked—there is no bell."

"And nobody in the yard. How very extraordinary! Call again, dear."

"Hostler! Hullo, there! Hostler-r-r!?"

My second call echoes through empty space, and rouses nobody—produces, in short, no visible result. I am at the end of my resources—I don't know what to say or what to do next. Here I stand in the solitary inn yard of a strange town, with two horses to hold, and a lady to take care of. By way of adding to my responsibilities, it so happens that one of the horses is dead lame, and that the lady is my wife.

Who am I?—you will ask.

There is plenty of time to answer the question. Nothing happens; and nobody appears to receive us. Let me introduce myself and my wife.

I am Percy Fairbank—English gentleman—age (let us say) forty—no profession—moderate politics—middle height—fair complexion—easy character—plenty of money.

My wife is a French lady. She was Mademoiselle Clotilde Delorge—when I was first presented to her at her father's house in France. I fell in love with her—I really don't know why. It might have been because I was perfectly idle, and had nothing else to do at the time. Or it might have been because all my friends said she was the very last woman whom I ought to think of marrying. On the surface, I must own, there is nothing in common between Mrs. Fairbank and me. She is tall; she is dark; she is nervous, excitable, romantic; in all her opinions she proceeds to extremes. What could such a woman see in me? what could I see in her? I know no more than you do. In some mysterious manner we exactly suit each other. We have been man and wife for ten years, and our only regret is, that we have no children. I don't know what you may think; I call that—upon the whole—a happy marriage.

So much for ourselves. The next question is—what has brought us into the inn yard? and why am I obliged to turn groom, and hold the horses?

We live for the most part in France—at the country house in which my wife and I first met. Occasionally, by way of variety, we pay visits to my friends in England. We are paying one of those visits now. Our host is an old college friend of mine, possessed of a fine estate in Somersetshire; and we have arrived at his house—called Farleigh Hall—toward the close of the hunting season.

On the day of which I am now writing—destined to be a memorable day in our calendar—the hounds meet at Farleigh Hall. Mrs. Fairbank and I are mounted on two of the best horses in my friend's stables. We are quite unworthy of that distinction; for we know nothing and care nothing about hunting. On the other hand, we delight in riding, and we enjoy the breezy Spring morning and the fair and fertile English landscape surrounding us on every side. While the hunt prospers, we follow the hunt. But when a check occurs—when time passes and patience is sorely tried; when the bewildered dogs run hither and thither, and strong language falls from the lips of exasperated sportsmen—we fail to take any further interest in the proceedings. We turn our horses' heads in the direction of a grassy lane, delightfully shaded by trees. We trot merrily along the lane, and find ourselves on an open common. We gallop across the common, and follow the windings of a second lane. We cross a brook, we pass through a village, we emerge into pastoral solitude among the hills. The horses toss their heads, and neigh to each other, and enjoy it as much as we do. The hunt is forgotten. We are as happy as a couple of children; we are actually singing a French song—when in one moment our merriment comes to an end. My wife's horse sets one of his forefeet on a loose stone, and stumbles. His rider's ready hand saves him from falling. But, at the first attempt he makes to go on, the sad truth shows itself—a tendon is strained; the horse is lame.

What is to be done? We are strangers in a lonely part of the country. Look where we may, we see no signs of a human habitation. There is nothing for it but to take the bridle road up the hill, and try what we can discover on the other side. I transfer the saddles, and mount my wife on my own horse. He is not used to carry a lady; he misses the familiar pressure of a man's legs on either side of him; he fidgets, and starts, and kicks up the dust. I follow on foot, at a respectful distance from his heels, leading the lame horse. Is there a more miserable object on the face of creation than a lame horse? I have seen lame men and lame dogs who were cheerful creatures; but I never yet saw a lame horse who didn't look heartbroken over his own misfortune.

For half an hour my wife capers and curvets sideways along the bridle road. I trudge on behind her; and the heartbroken horse halts behind me. Hard by the top of the hill, our melancholy procession passes a Somersetshire peasant at work in a field. I summon the man to approach us; and the man looks at me stolidly, from the middle of the field, without stirring a step. I ask at the top of my voice how far it is to Farleigh Hall. The Somersetshire peasant answers at the top of his voice:

"Vourteen mile. Gi' oi a drap o' zyder."

I translate (for my wife's benefit) from the Somersetshire language into the English language. We are fourteen miles from Farleigh Hall; and our friend in the field desires to be rewarded, for giving us that information, with a drop of cider. There is the peasant, painted by himself! Quite a bit of character, my dear! Quite a bit of character!

Mrs. Fairbank doesn't view the study of agricultural human nature with my relish. Her fidgety horse will not allow her a moment's repose; she is beginning to lose her temper.

"We can't go fourteen miles in this way," she says. "Where is the nearest inn? Ask that brute in the field!?"

I take a shilling from my pocket and hold it up in the sun. The shilling exercises magnetic virtues. The shilling draws the peasant slowly toward me from the middle of the field. I inform him that we want to put up the horses and to hire a carriage to take us back to Farleigh Hall. Where can we do that? The peasant answers (with his eye on the shilling):

"At Oonderbridge, to be zure." (At Underbridge, to be sure.)

"Is it far to Underbridge?"

The peasant repeats, "Var to Oonderbridge?"—and laughs at the question. "Hoo-hoo-hoo!" (Underbridge is evidently close by—if we could only find it.) "Will you show us the way, my man?" "Will you gi' oi a drap of zyder?" I courteously bend my head, and point to the shilling. The agricultural intelligence exerts itself. The peasant joins our melancholy procession. My wife is a fine woman, but he never once looks at my wife—and, more extraordinary still, he never even looks at the horses. His eyes are with his mind—and his mind is on the shilling.

We reach the top of the hill—and, behold on the other side, nestling in a valley, the shrine of our pilgrimage, the town of Underbridge! Here our guide claims his shilling, and leaves us to find out the inn for ourselves. I am constitutionally a polite man. I say "Good morning" at parting. The guide looks at me with the shilling between his teeth to make sure that it is a good one. "Marnin!" he says savagely—and turns his back on us, as if we had offended him. A curious product, this, of the growth of civilization. If I didn't see a church spire at Underbridge, I might suppose that we had lost ourselves on a savage island.

Ⅱ

Arriving at the town, we had no difficulty in finding the inn. The town is composed of one desolate street; and midway in that street stands the inn—an ancient stone building sadly out of repair. The painting on the sign-board is obliterated. The shutters over the long range of front windows are all closed. A cock and his hens are the only living creatures at the door. Plainly, this is one of the old inns of the stage-coach period, ruined by the railway. We pass through the open arched doorway, and find no one to welcome us. We advance into the stable yard behind; I assist my wife to dismount—and there we are in the position already disclosed to view at the opening of this narrative. No bell to ring. No human creature to answer when I call. I stand helpless, with the bridles of the horses in my hand. Mrs. Fairbank saunters gracefully down the length of the yard and does—what all women do, when they find themselves in a strange place. She opens every door as she passes it, and peeps in. On my side, I have just recovered my breath, I am on the point of shouting for the hostler for the third and last time, when I hear Mrs. Fairbank suddenly call to me:

"Percy! come here!?"

Her voice is eager and agitated. She has opened a last door at the end of the yard, and has started back from some sight which has suddenly met her view. I hitch the horses'bridles on a rusty nail in the wall near me, and join my wife. She has turned pale, and catches me nervously by the arm.

"Good heavens!" she cries; "look at that!?"

I look—and what do I see? I see a dingy little stable, containing two stalls. In one stall a horse is munching his corn. In the other a man is lying asleep on the litter.

A worn, withered, woebegone man in a hostler's dress. His hollow wrinkled cheeks, his scanty grizzled hair, his dry yellow skin, tell their own tale of past sorrow or suffering. There is an ominous frown on his eyebrows—there is a painful nervous contraction on the side of his mouth. I hear him breathing convulsively when I first look in; he shudders and sighs in his sleep. It is not a pleasant sight to see, and I turn round instinctively to the bright sunlight in the yard. My wife turns me back again in the direction of the stable door.

"Wait!" she says. "Wait! he may do it again."

"Do what again?"

"He was talking in his sleep, Percy, when I first looked in. He was dreaming some dreadful dream. Hush! he's beginning again."

I look and listen. The man stirs on his miserable bed. The man speaks in a quick, fierce whisper through his clinched teeth. "Wake up! Wake up, there! Murder!?"

There is an interval of silence. He moves one lean arm slowly until it rests over his throat; he shudders, and turns on his straw; he raises his arm from his throat, and feebly stretches it out; his hand clutches at the straw on the side toward which he has turned; he seems to fancy that he is grasping at the edge of something. I see his lips begin to move again; I step softly into the stable; my wife follows me, with her hand fast clasped in mine. We both bend over him. He is talking once more in his sleep—strange talk, mad talk, this time.

"Light gray eyes" (we hear him say), "and a droop in the left eyelid—flaxen hair, with a gold-yellow streak in it—all right, mother! afair, white arms with a down on them—little, lady's hand, with a reddish look round the fingernails—the knife—the cursed knife—first on one side, then on the other—aha, you she-devil! where is the knife?"

He stops and grows restless on a sudden. We see him writhing on the straw. He throws up both his hands and gasps hysterically for breath. His eyes open suddenly. For a moment they look at nothing, with a vacant glitter in them—then they close again in deeper sleep. Is he dreaming still? Yes; but the dream seems to have taken a new course. When he speaks next, the tone is altered; the words are few—sadly and imploringly repeated over and over again. "Say you love me! I am so fond of you. Say you love me! say you love me!" He sinks into deeper and deeper sleep, faintly repeating those words. They die away on his lips. He speaks no more.

By this time Mrs. Fairbank has got over her terror; she is devoured by curiosity now. The miserable creature on the straw has appealed to the imaginative side of her character. Her illimitable appetite for romance hungers and thirsts for more. She shakes me impatiently by the arm.

"Do you hear? There is a woman at the bottom of it, Percy! There is love and murder in it, Percy! Where are the people of the inn? Go into the yard, and call to them again."

My wife belongs, on her mother's side, to the South of France. The South of France breeds fine women with hot tempers. I say no more. Married men will understand my position. Single men may need to be told that there are occasions when we must not only love and honor—we must also obey—our wives.

I turn to the door to obey my wife, and find myself confronted by a stranger who has stolen on us unawares. The stranger is a tiny, sleepy, rosy old man, with a vacant puddingface, and a shining bald head. He wears drab breeches and gaiters, and a respectable square-tailed ancient black coat. I feel instinctively that here is the landlord of the inn.

"Good morning, sir," says the rosy old man. "I'm a little hard of hearing. Was it you that was a-calling just now in the yard?"

Before I can answer, my wife interposes. She insists (in a shrill voice, adapted to our host's hardness of hearing) on knowing who that unfortunate person is sleeping on the straw. "Where does he come from? Why does he say such dreadful things in his sleep? Is he married or single? Did he ever fall in love with a murderess? What sort of a looking woman was she? Did she really stab him or not? In short, dear Mr. Landlord, tell us the whole story!?"

Dear Mr. Landlord waits drowsily until Mrs. Fairbank has quite done—then delivers himself of his reply as follows:

"His name's Francis Raven. He's an Independent Methodist. He was forty-five year old last birthday. And he's my hostler. That's his story."

My wife's hot southern temper finds its way to her foot, and expresses itself by a stamp on the stable yard.

The landlord turns himself sleepily round, and looks at the horses. "A fine pair of horses, them two in the yard. Do you want to put 'em in my stables?" I reply in the affirmative by a nod. The landlord, bent on making himself agreeable to my wife, addresses her once more. "I'm a-going to wake Francis Raven. He's an Independent Methodist. He was fortyfive year old last birthday. And he's my hostler. That's his story."

Having issued this second edition of his interesting narrative, the landlord enters the stable. We follow him to see how he will wake Francis Raven, and what will happen upon that. The stable broom stands in a corner; the landlord takes it—advances toward the sleeping hostler—and coolly stirs the man up with a broom as if he was a wild beast in a cage. Francis Raven starts to his feet with a cry of terror—looks at us wildly, with a horrid glare of suspicion in his eyes—recovers himself the next moment—and suddenly changes into a decent, quiet, respectable serving-man.

"I beg your pardon, ma'am. I beg your pardon, sir."

The tone and manner in which he makes his apologies are both above his apparent station in life. I begin to catch the infection of Mrs. Fairbank's interest in this man. We both follow him out into the yard to see what he will do with the horses. The manner in which he lifts the injured leg of the lame horse tells me at once that he understands his business. Quickly and quietly, he leads the animal into an empty stable; quickly and quietly, he gets a bucket of hot water, and puts the lame horse's leg into it. "The warm water will reduce the swelling, sir. I will bandage the leg afterwards." All that he does is done intelligently; all that he says, he says to the purpose.

Nothing wild, nothing strange about him now. Is this the same man whom we heard talking in his sleep?—the same man who woke with that cry of terror and that horrid suspicion in his eyes? I determine to try him with one or two questions.

Ⅲ

"Not much to do here," I say to the hostler.

"Very little to do, sir," the hostler replies.

"Anybody staying in the house?"

"The house is quite empty, sir."

"I thought you were all dead. I could make nobody hear me."

"The landlord is very deaf, sir, and the waiter is out on an errand."

"Yes; and you were fast asleep in the stable. Do you often take a nap in the daytime?"

The worn face of the hostler faintly flushes. His eyes look away from my eyes for the first time. Mrs. Fairbank furtively pinches my arm. Are we on the eve of a discovery at last? I repeat my question. The man has no civil alternative but to give me an answer. The answer is given in these words:

"I was tired out, sir. You wouldn't have found me asleep in the daytime but for that."

"Tired out, eh? You had been hard at work, I suppose?"

"No, sir."

"What was it, then?"

He hesitates again, and answers unwillingly, "I was up all night."

"Up all night? Anything going on in the town?"

"Nothing going on, sir."

"Anybody ill?"

"Nobody ill, sir."

That reply is the last. Try as I may, I can extract nothing more from him. He turns away and busies himself in attending to the horse's leg. I leave the stable to speak to the landlord about the carriage which is to take us back to Farleigh Hall. Mrs. Fairbank remains with the hostler, and favors me with a look at parting. The look says plainly, "I mean to find out why he was up all night. Leave him to Me."

The ordering of the carriage is easily accomplished. The inn possesses one horse and one chaise. The landlord has a story to tell of the horse, and a story to tell of the chaise. They resemble the story of Francis Raven—with this exception, that the horse and chaise belong to no religious persuasion. "The horse will be nine year old next birthday. I've had the shay for four-and-twenty year. Mr. Max, of Underbridge, he bred the horse; and Mr. Pooley, of Yeovil, he built the shay. It's my horse and my shay. And that's their story!" Having relieved his mind of these details, the landlord proceeds to put the harness on the horse. By way of assisting him, I drag the chaise into the yard. Just as our preparations are completed, Mrs. Fairbank appears. A moment or two later the hostler follows her out. He has bandaged the horse's leg, and is now ready to drive us to Farleigh Hall. I observe signs of agitation in his face and manner, which suggest that my wife has found her way into his confidence. I put the question to her privately in a corner of the yard. "Well? Have you found out why Francis Raven was up all night?"

Mrs. Fairbank has an eye to dramatic effect. Instead of answering plainly, Yes or No, she suspends the interest and excites the audience by putting a question on her side.

"What is the day of the month, dear?"

"The day of the month is the first of March."

"The first of March, Percy, is Francis Raven's birthday."

I try to look as if I was interested—and don't succeed.

"Francis was born," Mrs. Fairbank proceeds gravely, "at two o'clock in the morning."

I begin to wonder whether my wife's intellect is going the way of the landlord's intellect. "Is that all?" I ask.

"It is not all," Mrs. Fairbank answers. "Francis Raven sits up on the morning of his birthday because he is afraid to go to bed."

"And why is he afraid to go to bed?"

"Because he is in peril of his life."

"On his birthday?"

"On his birthday. At two o'clock in the morning. As regularly as the birthday comes round."

There she stops. Has she discovered no more than that? No more thus far. I begin to feel really interested by this time. I ask eagerly what it means? Mrs. Fairbank points mysteriously to the chaise—with Francis Raven (hitherto our hostler, now our coachman) waiting for us to get in. The chaise has a seat for two in front, and a seat for one behind. My wife casts a warning look at me, and places herself on the seat in front.

The necessary consequence of this arrangement is that Mrs. Fairbank sits by the side of the driver during a journey of two hours and more. Need I state the result? It would be an insult to your intelligence to state the result. Let me offer you my place in the chaise. And let Francis Raven tell his terrible story in his own words.





*****

THE SECOND NARRATIVE

THE HOSTLER's STORY. —TOLD BY HIMSELF

Ⅳ

It is now ten years ago since I got my first warning of the great trouble of my life in the Vision of a Dream.

I shall be better able to tell you about it if you will please suppose yourselves to be drinking tea along with us in our little cottage in Cambridgeshire, ten years since.

The time was the close of day, and there were three of us at the table, namely, my mother, myself, and my mother's sister, Mrs. Chance. These two were Scotchwomen by birth, and both were widows. There was no other resemblance between them that I can call to mind. My mother had lived all her life in England, and had no more of the Scotch brogue on her tongue than I have. My aunt Chance had never been out of Scotland until she came to keep house with my mother after her husband's death. And when she opened her lips you heard broad Scotch, I can tell you, if you ever heard it yet!

As it fell out, there was a matter of some consequence in debate among us that evening. It was this: whether I should do well or not to take a long journey on foot the next morning.

Now the next morning happened to be the day before my birthday; and the purpose of the journey was to offer myself for a situation as groom at a great house in the neighboring county to ours. The place was reported as likely to fall vacant in about three weeks' time. I was as well fitted to fill it as any other man. In the prosperous days of our family, my father had been manager of a training stable, and he had kept me employed among the horses from my boyhood upward. Please to excuse my troubling you with these small matters. They all fit into my story farther on, as you will soon find out. My poor mother was dead against my leaving home on the morrow.

"You can never walk all the way there and all the way back again by to-morrow night," she says. "The end of it will be that you will sleep away from home on your birthday. You have never done that yet, Francis, since your father's death, I don't like your doing it now. Wait a day longer, my son—only one day."

For my own part, I was weary of being idle, and I couldn't abide the notion of delay. Even one day might make all the difference. Some other man might take time by the forelock, and get the place.

"Consider how long I have been out of work," I says, "and don't ask me to put off the journey. I won't fail you, mother. I'll get back by to-morrow night, if I have to pay my last sixpence for a lift in a cart."

My mother shook her head. "I don't like it, Francis—I don't like it!" There was no moving her from that view. We argued and argued, until we were both at a deadlock. It ended in our agreeing to refer the difference between us to my mother's sister, Mrs. Chance.

While we were trying hard to convince each other, my aunt Chance sat as dumb as a fish, stirring her tea and thinking her own thoughts. When we made our appeal to her, she seemed as it were to wake up. "Ye baith refer it to my puir judgment?" she says, in her broad Scotch. We both answered Yes. Upon that my aunt Chance first cleared the tea-table, and then pulled out from the pocket of her gown a pack of cards.

Don't run away, if you please, with the notion that this was done lightly, with a view to amuse my mother and me. My aunt Chance seriously believed that she could look into the future by telling fortunes on the cards. She did nothing herself without first consulting the cards. She could give no more serious proof of her interest in my welfare than the proof which she was offering now. I don't say it profanely; I only mention the fact—the cards had, in some incomprehensible way, got themselves jumbled up together with her religious convictions. You meet with people nowadays who believe in spirits working by way of tables and chairs. On the same principle (if there is any principle in it) my aunt Chance believed in Providence working by way of the cards.

"Whether you are right, Francie, or your mither—whether ye will do weel or ill, the morrow, to go or stay—the cairds will tell it. We are a' in the hands of Proavidence. The cairds will tell it."

Hearing this, my mother turned her head aside, with something of a sour look in her face. Her sister's notions about the cards were little better than flat blasphemy to her mind. But she kept her opinion to herself. My aunt Chance, to own the truth, had inherited, through her late husband, a pension of thirty pounds a year. This was an important contribution to our housekeeping, and we poor relations were bound to treat her with a certain respect. As for myself, if my poor father never did anything else for me before he fell into difficulties, he gave me a good education, and raised me (thank God) above superstitions of all sorts. However, a very little amused me in those days; and I waited to have my fortune told, as patiently as if I believed in it too!

My aunt began her hocus pocus by throwing out all the cards in the pack under seven. She shuffled the rest with her left hand for luck; and then she gave them to me to cut. "Wi' yer left hand, Francie. Mind that! Pet your trust in Proavidence—but dinna forget that your luck's in yer left hand!" A long and roundabout shifting of the cards followed, reducing them in number until there were just fifteen of them left, laid out neatly before my aunt in a half circle. The card which happened to lie outermost, at the right-hand end of the circle, was, according to rule in such cases, the card chosen to represent Me. By way of being appropriate to my situation as a poor groom out of employment, the card was—the King of Diamonds.

"I tak' up the King o' Diamants," says my aunt. "I count seven cairds fra' richt to left; and I humbly ask a blessing on what follows." My aunt shut her eyes as if she was saying grace before meat, and held up to me the seventh card. I called the seventh card—the Queen of Spades. My aunt opened her eyes again in a hurry, and cast a sly look my way. "The Queen o' Spades means a dairk woman. Ye'll be thinking in secret, Francie, of a dairk woman?"

When a man has been out of work for more than three months, his mind isn't troubled much with thinking of women—light or dark. I was thinking of the groom's place at the great house, and I tried to say so. My aunt Chance wouldn't listen. She treated my interpretation with contempt. "Hoot-toot! there's the caird in your hand! If ye're no thinking of her the day, ye'll be thinking of her the morrow. Where's the harm of thinking of a dairk woman! I was ance a dairk woman myself, before my hair was gray. Haud yer peace, Francie, and watch the cairds."

I watched the cards as I was told. There were seven left on the table. My aunt removed two from one end of the row and two from the other, and desired me to call the two outermost of the three cards now left on the table. I called the Ace of Clubs and the Ten of Diamonds. My aunt Chance lifted her eyes to the ceiling with a look of devout gratitude which sorely tried my mother's patience. The Ace of Clubs and the Ten of Diamonds, taken together, signified—first, good news (evidently the news of the groom's place); secondly, a journey that lay before me (pointing plainly to my journey to-morrow!); thirdly and lastly, a sum of money (probably the groom's wages!) waiting to find its way into my pockets. Having told my fortune in these encouraging terms, my aunt declined to carry the experiment any further. "Eh, lad! it's a clean tempting o' Proavidence to ask mair o' the cairds than the cairds have tauld us noo. Gae yer ways to-morrow to the great hoose. A dairk woman will meet ye at the gate; and she'll have a hand in getting ye the groom's place, wi' a'the gratifications and pairquisites appertaining to the same. And, mebbe, when yer poaket's full o' money, ye'll no' be forgetting yet aunt Chance, maintaining her ain unblemished widowhood—wi' Proavidence assisting—on thratty punds a year!?"

I promised to remember my aunt Chance (who had the defect, by the way, of being a terribly greedy person after money) on the next happy occasion when my poor empty pockets were to be filled at last. This done, I looked at my mother. She had agreed to take her sister for umpire between us, and her sister had given it in my favor. She raised no more objections. Silently, she got on her feet, and kissed me, and sighed bitterly—and so left the room. My aunt Chance shook her head. "I doubt, Francie, yer puir mither has but a heathen notion of the vairtue of the cairds!?"

By daylight the next morning I set forth on my journey. I looked back at the cottage as I opened the garden gate. At one window was my mother, with her handkerchief to her eyes. At the other stood my aunt Chance, holding up the Queen of Spades by way of encouraging me at starting. I waved my hands to both of them in token of farewell, and stepped out briskly into the road. It was then the last day of February. Be pleased to remember, in connection with this, that the first of March was the day, and two o'clock in the morning the hour of my birth.

Ⅴ

Now you know how I came to leave home. The next thing to tell is, what happened on the journey.

I reached the great house in reasonably good time considering the distance. At the very first trial of it, the prophecy of the cards turned out to be wrong. The person who met me at the lodge gate was not a dark woman—in fact, not a woman at all—but a boy. He directed me on the way to the servants' offices; and there again the cards were all wrong. I encountered, not one woman, but three—and not one of the three was dark. I have stated that I am not superstitious, and I have told the truth. But I must own that I did feel a certain fluttering at the heart when I made my bow to the steward, and told him what business had brought me to the house. His answer completed the discomfiture of aunt Chance's fortunetelling. My ill-luck still pursued me. That very morning another man had applied for the groom's place, and had got it.

I swallowed my disappointment as well as I could, and thanked the steward, and went to the inn in the village to get the rest and food which I sorely needed by this time.

Before starting on my homeward walk I made some inquiries at the inn, and ascertained that I might save a few miles, on my return, by following a new road. Furnished with full instructions, several times repeated, as to the various turnings I was to take, I set forth, and walked on till the evening with only one stoppage for bread and cheese. Just as it was getting toward dark, the rain came on and the wind began to rise; and I found myself, to make matters worse, in a part of the country with which I was entirely unacquainted, though I guessed myself to be some fifteen miles from home. The first house I found to inquire at, was a lonely roadside inn, standing on the outskirts of a thick wood. Solitary as the place looked, it was welcome to a lost man who was also hungry, thirsty, footsore, and wet. The landlord was civil and respectable-looking; and the price he asked for a bed was reasonable enough. I was grieved to disappoint my mother. But there was no conveyance to be had, and I could go no farther afoot that night. My weariness fairly forced me to stop at the inn.

I may say for myself that I am a temperate man. My supper simply consisted of some rashers of bacon, a slice of home-made bread, and a pint of ale. I did not go to bed immediately after this moderate meal, but sat up with the landlord, talking about my bad prospects and my long run of ill-luck, and diverging from these topics to the subjects of horse-flesh and racing. Nothing was said, either by myself, my host, or the few laborers who strayed into the tap-room, which could, in the slightest degree, excite my mind, or set my fancy—which is only a small fancy at the best of times—playing tricks with my common sense.

At a little after eleven the house was closed. I went round with the landlord, and held the candle while the doors and lower windows were being secured. I noticed with surprise the strength of the bolts, bars, and iron-sheathed shutters.

"You see, we are rather lonely here," said the landlord. "We never have had any attempts to break in yet, but it's always as well to be on the safe side. When nobody is sleeping here, I am the only man in the house. My wife and daughter are timid, and the servant girl takes after her missuses. Another glass of ale, before you turn in?—No!—Well, how such a sober man as you comes to be out of a place is more than I can understand for one.—Here's where you're to sleep. You're the only lodger to-night, and I think you'll say my missus has done her best to make you comfortable. You're quite sure you won't have another glass of ale?—Very well. Good night."

It was half-past eleven by the clock in the passage as we went upstairs to the bedroom. The window looked out on the wood at the back of the house.

I locked my door, set my candle on the chest of drawers, and wearily got me ready for bed. The bleak wind was still blowing, and the solemn, surging moan of it in the wood was very dreary to hear through the night silence. Feeling strangely wakeful, I resolved to keep the candle alight until I began to grow sleepy. The truth is, I was not quite myself. I was depressed in mind by my disappointment of the morning; and I was worn out in body by my long walk. Between the two, I own I couldn't face the prospect of lying awake in the darkness, listening to the dismal moan of the wind in the wood.

Sleep stole on me before I was aware of it; my eyes closed, and I fell off to rest, without having so much as thought of extinguishing the candle.

The next thing that I remember was a faint shivering that ran through me from head to foot, and a dreadful sinking pain at my heart, such as I had never felt before. The shivering only disturbed my slumbers—the pain woke me instantly. In one moment I passed from a state of sleep to a state of wakefulness—my eyes wide open—my mind clear on a sudden as if by a miracle. The candle had burned down nearly to the last morsel of tallow, but the unsnuffed wick had just fallen off, and the light was, for the moment, fair and full.

Between the foot of the bed and the closet door, I saw a person in my room. The person was a woman, standing looking at me, with a knife in her hand. It does no credit to my courage to confess it—but the truth is the truth. I was struck speechless with terror. There I lay with my eyes on the woman; there the woman stood (with the knife in her hand) with her eyes on me.

She said not a word as we stared each other in the face; but she moved after a little—moved slowly toward the lefthand side of the bed.

The light fell full on her face. A fair, fine woman, with yellowish flaxen hair, and light gray eyes, with a droop in the left eyelid. I noticed these things and fixed them in my mind, before she was quite round at the side of the bed. Without saying a word; without any change in the stony stillness of her face; without any noise following her footfall, she came closer and closer; stopped at the bed-head; and lifted the knife to stab me. I laid my arm over my throat to save it; but, as I saw the blow coming, I threw my hand across the bed to the right side, and jerked my body over that way, just as the knife came down, like lightning, within a hair's breadth of my shoulder.

My eyes fixed on her arm and her hand—she gave me time to look at them as she slowly drew the knife out of the bed. A white, well-shaped arm, with a pretty down lying lightly over the fair skin. A delicate lady's hand, with a pink flush round the finger nails.

She drew the knife out, and passed back again slowly to the foot of the bed; she stopped there for a moment looking at me; then she came on without saying a word; without any change in the stony stillness of her face; without any noise following her footfall—came on to the side of the bed where I now lay.

Getting near me, she lifted the knife again, and I drew myself away to the left side. She struck, as before right into the mattress, with a swift downward action of her arm; and she missed me, as before; by a hair's breadth. This time my eyes wandered from her to the knife. It was like the large clasp knives which laboring men use to cut their bread and bacon with. Her delicate little fingers did not hide more than two thirds of the handle; I noticed that it was made of buckhorn, clean and shining as the blade was, and looking like new.

For the second time she drew the knife out of the bed, and suddenly hid it away in the wide sleeve of her gown. That done, she stopped by the bedside watching me. For an instant I saw her standing in that position—then the wick of the spent candle fell over into the socket. The flame dwindled to a little blue point, and the room grew dark.

A moment, or less, if possible, passed so—and then the wick flared up, smokily, for the last time. My eyes were still looking for her over the right-hand side of the bed when the last flash of light came. Look as I might, I could see nothing. The woman with the knife was gone.

I began to get back to myself again. I could feel my heart beating; I could hear the woeful moaning of the wind in the wood; I could leap up in bed, and give the alarm before she escaped from the house. "Murder! Wake up there! Murder!?"

Nobody answered to the alarm. I rose and groped my way through the darkness to the door of the room. By that way she must have got in. By that way she must have gone out.

The door of the room was fast locked, exactly as I had left it on going to bed! I looked at the window. Fast locked too!

Hearing a voice outside, I opened the door. There was the landlord, coming toward me along the passage, with his burning candle in one hand, and his gun in the other.

"What is it?" he says, looking at me in no very friendly way.

I could only answer in a whisper, "A woman, with a knife in her hand. In my room. A fair, yellow-haired woman. She jabbed at me with the knife, twice over."

He lifted his candle, and looked at me steadily from head to foot. "She seems to have missed you—twice over."

"I dodged the knife as it came down. It struck the bed each time. Go in, and see."

The landlord took his candle into the bedroom immediately. In less than a minute he came out again into the passage in a violent passion.

"The devil fly away with you and your woman with the knife! There isn't a mark in the bedclothes anywhere. What do you mean by coming into a man's place and frightening his family out of their wits by a dream?"

A dream? The woman who had tried to stab me, not a living human being like myself? I began to shake and shiver. The horrors got hold of me at the bare thought of it.

"I'll leave the house," I said. "Better be out on the road in the rain and dark, than back in that room, after what I've seen in it. Lend me the light to get my clothes by, and tell me what I'm to pay."

The landlord led the way back with his light into the bedroom. "Pay?" says he. "You'll find your score on the slate when you go downstairs. I wouldn't have taken you in for all the money you've got about you, if I had known your dreaming, screeching ways beforehand. Look at the bed—where's the cut of a knife in it? Look at the window—is the lock bursted? Look at the door (which I heard you fasten yourself)—is it broke in? A murdering woman with a knife in my house! You ought to be ashamed of yourself!?"

My eyes followed his hand as it pointed first to the bed—then to the window—then to the door. There was no gainsaying it. The bed sheet was as sound as on the day it was made. The window was fast. The door hung on its hinges as steady as ever. I huddled my clothes on without speaking. We went downstairs together. I looked at the clock in the barroom. The time was twenty minutes past two in the morning. I paid my bill, and the landlord let me out. The rain had ceased; but the night was dark, and the wind was bleaker than ever. Little did the darkness, or the cold, or the doubt about the way home matter to me. My mind was away from all these things. My mind was fixed on the vision in the bedroom. What had I seen trying to murder me? The creature of a dream? Or that other creature from the world beyond the grave, whom men call ghost? I could make nothing of it as I walked along in the night; I had made nothing by it by midday—when I stood at last, after many times missing my road, on the doorstep of home.

Ⅵ

My mother came out alone to welcome me back. There were no secrets between us two. I told her all that had happened, just as I have told it to you. She kept silence till I had done. And then she put a question to me.

"What time was it, Francis, when you saw the Woman in your Dream?"

I had looked at the clock when I left the inn, and I had noticed that the hands pointed to twenty minutes past two. Allowing for the time consumed in speaking to the landlord, and in getting on my clothes, I answered that I must have first seen the Woman at two o'clock in the morning. In other words, I had not only seen her on my birthday, but at the hour of my birth.

My mother still kept silence. Lost in her own thoughts, she took me by the hand, and led me into the parlor. Her writing-desk was on the table by the fireplace. She opened it, and signed to me to take a chair by her side.

"My son! your memory is a bad one, and mine is fast failing me. Tell me again what the Woman looked like. I want her to be as well known to both of us, years hence, as she is now."

I obeyed; wondering what strange fancy might be working in her mind. I spoke; and she wrote the words as they fell from my lips:

"Light gray eyes, with a droop in the left eyelid. Flaxen hair, with a golden-yellow streak in it. White arms, with a down upon them. Little, lady's hands, with a rosy-red look about the finger nails."

"Did you notice how she was dressed, Francis?"

"No, mother."

"Did you notice the knife?"

"Yes. A large clasp knife, with a buckhorn handle, as good as new."

My mother added the description of the knife. Also the year, month, day of the week, and hour of the day when the Dream-Woman appeared to me at the inn. That done, she locked up the paper in her desk.

"Not a word, Francis, to your aunt. Not a word to any living soul. Keep your Dream a secret between you and me."

The weeks passed, and the months passed. My mother never returned to the subject again. As for me, time, which wears out all things, wore out my remembrance of the Dream. Little by little, the image of the Woman grew dimmer and dimmer. Little by little, she faded out of my mind.

Ⅶ

The story of the warning is now told. Judge for yourself if it was a true warning or a false, when you hear what happened to me on my next birthday.

In the Summer time of the year, the Wheel of Fortune turned the right way for me at last. I was smoking my pipe one day, near an old stone quarry at the entrance to our village, when a carriage accident happened, which gave a new turn, as it were, to my lot in life. It was an accident of the commonest kind—not worth mentioning at any length. A lady driving herself; a runaway horse; a cowardly man-servant in attendance, frightened out of his wits; and the stone quarry too near to be agreeable—that is what I saw, all in a few moments, between two whiffs of my pipe. I stopped the horse at the edge of the quarry, and got myself a little hurt by the shaft of the chaise. But that didn't matter. The lady declared I had saved her life; and her husband, coming with her to our cottage the next day, took me into his service then and there. The lady happened to be of a dark complexion; and it may amuse you to hear that my aunt Chance instantly pitched on that circumstance as a means of saving the credit of the cards. Here was the promise of the Queen of Spades performed to the very letter, by means of "a dark woman," just as my aunt had told me. "In the time to come, Francis, beware o' pettin'yer ain blinded intairpretation on the cairds. Ye're ower ready, I trow, to murmur under dispensation of Proavidence that ye canna fathom—like the Eesraelites of auld. I'll say nae mair to ye. Mebbe when the mony's powering into yer poakets, ye'll no forget yer aunt Chance, left like a sparrow on the housetop, wi' a sma' annuitee o' thratty punds a year."

I remained in my situation (at the West-end of London) until the Spring of the New Year. About that time, my master's health failed. The doctors ordered him away to foreign parts, and the establishment was broken up. But the turn in my luck still held good. When I left my place, I left it—thanks to the generosity of my kind master—with a yearly allowance granted to me, in remembrance of the day when I had saved my mistress's life. For the future, I could go back to service or not, as I pleased; my little income was enough to support my mother and myself.

My master and mistress left England toward the end of February. Certain matters of business to do for them detained me in London until the last day of the month. I was only able to leave for our village by the evening train, to keep my birthday with my mother as usual. It was bedtime when I got to the cottage; and I was sorry to find that she was far from well. To make matters worse, she had finished her bottle of medicine on the previous day, and had omitted to get it replenished, as the doctor had strictly directed. He dispensed his own medicines, and I offered to go and knock him up. She refused to let me do this; and, after giving me my supper, sent me away to my bed.

I fell asleep for a little, and woke again. My mother's bed-chamber was next to mine. I heard my aunt Chance's heavy footsteps going to and fro in the room, and, suspecting something wrong, knocked at the door. My mother's pains had returned upon her; there was a serious necessity for relieving her sufferings as speedily as possible, I put on my clothes, and ran off, with the medicine bottle in my hand, to the other end of the village, where the doctor lived. The church clock chimed the quarter to two on my birthday just as I reached his house. One ring of the night bell brought him to his bedroom window to speak to me. He told me to wait, and he would let me in at the surgery door. I noticed, while I was waiting, that the night was wonderfully fair and warm for the time of year. The old stone quarry where the carriage accident had happened was within view. The moon in the clear heavens lit it up almost as bright as day.

In a minute or two the doctor let me into the surgery. I closed the door, noticing that he had left his room very lightly clad. He kindly pardoned my mother's neglect of his directions, and set to work at once at compounding the medicine. We were both intent on the bottle; he filling it, and I holding the light—when we heard the surgery door suddenly opened from the street.

Ⅷ

Who could possibly be up and about in our quiet village at the second hour of the morning?

The person who opened the door appeared within range of the light of the candle. To complete our amazement, the person proved to be a woman! She walked up to the counter, and standing side by side with me, lifted her veil. At the moment when she showed her face, I heard the church clock strike two. She was a stranger to me, and a stranger to the doctor. She was also, beyond all comparison, the most beautiful woman I have ever seen in my life.

"I saw the light under the door," she said. "I want some medicine."

She spoke quite composedly, as if there was nothing at all extraordinary in her being out in the village at two in the morning, and following me into the surgery to ask for medicine! The doctor stared at her as if he suspected his own eyes of deceiving him. "Who are you?" he asked. "How do you come to be wandering about at this time in the morning?"

She paid no heed to his questions. She only told him coolly what she wanted. "I have got a bad toothache. I want a bottle of laudanum."

The doctor recovered himself when she asked for the laudanum. He was on his own ground, you know, when it came to a matter of laudanum; and he spoke to her smartly enough this time.

"Oh, you have got the toothache, have you? Let me look at the tooth."

She shook her head, and laid a two-shilling piece on the counter. "I won't trouble you to look at the tooth," she said. "There is the money. Let me have the laudanum, if you please."

The doctor put the two-shilling piece back again in her hand. "I don't sell laudanum to strangers," he answered. "If you are in any distress of body or mind, that is another matter. I shall be glad to help you."

She put the money back in her pocket. "You can't help me," she said, as quietly as ever. "Good morning."

With that, she opened the surgery door to go out again into the street. So far, I had not spoken a word on my side. I had stood with the candle in my hand (not knowing I was holding it)—with my eyes fixed on her, with my mind fixed on her like a man bewitched. Her looks betrayed, even more plainly than her words, her resolution, in one way or another, to destroy herself. When she opened the door, in my alarm at what might happen I found the use of my tongue.

"Stop!" I cried out. "Wait for me. I want to speak to you before you go away." She lifted her eyes with a look of careless surprise and a mocking smile on her lips.

"What can you have to say to me?" She stopped, and laughed to herself. "Why not?" she said. "I have got nothing to do, and nowhere to go." She turned back a step, and nodded to me. "You're a strange man—I think I'll humor you—I'll wait outside." The door of the surgery closed on her. She was gone.

I am ashamed to own what happened next. The only excuse for me is that I was really and truly a man bewitched. I turned me round to follow her out, without once thinking of my mother. The doctor stopped me.

"Don't forget the medicine," he said. "And if you will take my advice, don't trouble yourself about that woman. Rouse up the constable. It's his business to look after her—not yours."

I held out my hand for the medicine in silence: I was afraid I should fail in respect if I trusted myself to answer him. He must have seen, as I saw, that she wanted the laudanum to poison herself. He had, to my mind, taken a very heartless view of the matter. I just thanked him when he gave me the medicine—and went out.

She was waiting for me as she had promised; walking slowly to and fro—a tall, graceful, solitary figure in the bright moonbeams. They shed over her fair complexion, her bright golden hair, her large gray eyes, just the light that suited them best. She looked hardly mortal when she first turned to speak to me.

"Well?" she said. "And what do you want?"

In spite of my pride, or my shyness, or my better sense—whichever it might be—all my heart went out to her in a moment. I caught hold of her by the hands, and owned what was in my thoughts, as freely as if I had known her for half a lifetime.

"You mean to destroy yourself," I said. "And I mean to prevent you from doing it. If I follow you about all night, I'll prevent you from doing it."

She laughed. "You saw yourself that he wouldn't sell me the laudanum. Do you really care whether I live or die?" She squeezed my hands gently as she put the question: her eyes searched mine with a languid, lingering look in them that ran through me like fire. My voice died away on my lips; I couldn't answer her.

She understood, without my answering. "You have given me a fancy for living, by speaking kindly to me," she said. "Kindness has a wonderful effect on women, and dogs, and other domestic animals. It is only men who are superior to kindness. Make your mind easy—I promise to take as much care of myself as if I was the happiest woman living! Don't let me keep you here, out of your bed. Which way are you going?"

Miserable wretch that I was, I had forgotten my mother—with the medicine in my hand! "I am going home,?"I said. "Where are you staying? At the inn?"

She laughed her bitter laugh, and pointed to the stone quarry. "There is my inn for to-night," she said. "When I got tired of walking about, I rested there."

We walked on together, on my way home. I took the liberty of asking her if she had any friends.

"I thought I had one friend left," she said, "or you would never have met me in this place. It turns out I was wrong. My friend's door was closed in my face some hours since; my friend's servants threatened me with the police. I had nowhere else to go, after trying my luck in your neighborhood; and nothing left but my two-shilling piece and these rags on my back. What respectable innkeeper would take me into his house? I walked about, wondering how I could find my way out of the world without disfiguring myself, and without suffering much pain. You have no river in these parts. I didn't see my way out of the world, till I heard you ringing at the doctor's house. I got a glimpse at the bottles in the surgery, when he let you in, and I thought of the laudanum directly. What were you doing there? Who is that medicine for? Your wife?"

"I am not married!?"

She laughed again. "Not married! If I was a little better dressed there might be a chance for ME. Where do you live? Here?"

We had arrived, by this time, at my mother's door. She held out her hand to say good-by. Houseless and homeless as she was, she never asked me to give her a shelter for the night. It was my proposal that she should rest, under my roof, unknown to my mother and my aunt. Our kitchen was built out at the back of the cottage: she might remain there unseen and unheard until the household was astir in the morning. I led her into the kitchen, and set a chair for her by the dying embers of the fire. I dare say I was to blame—shamefully to blame, if you like. I only wonder what you would have done in my place. On your word of honor as a man, would you have let that beautiful creature wander back to the shelter of the stone quarry like a stray dog? God help the woman who is foolish enough to trust and love you, if you would have done that!

I left her by the fire, and went to my mother's room.

Ⅸ

If you have ever felt the heartache, you will know what I suffered in secret when my mother took my hand, and said, "I am sorry, Francis, that your night's rest has been disturbed through me." I gave her the medicine; and I waited by her till the pains abated. My aunt Chance went back to her bed; and my mother and I were left alone. I noticed that her writing-desk, moved from its customary place, was on the bed by her side. She saw me looking at it. "This is your birthday, Francis," she said. "Have you anything to tell me?"I had so completely forgotten my Dream, that I had no notion of what was passing in her mind when she said those words. For a moment there was a guilty fear in me that she suspected something. I turned away my face, and said, "No, mother; I have nothing to tell." She signed to me to stoop down over the pillow and kiss her. "God bless you, my love!" she said; "and many happy returns of the day." She patted my hand, and closed her weary eyes, and, little by little, fell off peaceably into sleep.

I stole downstairs again. I think the good influence of my mother must have followed me down. At any rate, this is true: I stopped with my hand on the closed kitchen door, and said to myself: "Suppose I leave the house, and leave the village, without seeing her or speaking to her more?"

Should I really have fled from temptation in this way, if I had been left to myself to decide? Who can tell? As things were, I was not left to decide. While my doubt was in my mind, she heard me, and opened the kitchen door. My eyes and her eyes met. That ended it.

We were together, unsuspected and undisturbed, for the next two hours. Time enough for her to reveal the secret of her wasted life. Time enough for her to take possession of me as her own, to do with me as she liked. It is needless to dwell here on the misfortunes which had brought her low; they are misfortunes too common to interest anybody.

Her name was Alicia Warlock. She had been born and bred a lady. She had lost her station, her character, and her friends. Virtue shuddered at the sight of her; and Vice had got her for the rest of her days. Shocking and common, as I told you. It made no difference to me. I have said it already—I say it again—I was a man bewitched. Is there anything so very wonderful in that? Just remember who I was. Among the honest women in my own station in life, where could I have found the like of her? Could they walk as she walked? and look as she looked? When they gave me a kiss, did their lips linger over it as hers did? Had they her skin, her laugh, her foot, her hand, her touch? She never had a speck of dirt on her: I tell you her flesh was a perfume. When she embraced me, her arms folded round me like the wings of angels; and her smile covered me softly with its light like the sun in heaven. I leave you to laugh at me, or to cry over me, just as your temper may incline. I am not trying to excuse myself—I am trying to explain. You are gentle-folks; what dazzled and maddened me, is everyday experience to you. Fallen or not, angel or devil, it came to this—she was a lady; and I was a groom.

Before the house was astir, I got her away (by the workmen's train) to a large manufacturing town in our parts.

Here—with my savings in money to help her—she could get her outfit of decent clothes and her lodging among strangers who asked no questions so long as they were paid. Here—now on one pretense and now on another—I could visit her, and we could both plan together what our future lives were to be. I need not tell you that I stood pledged to make her my wife. A man in my station always marries a woman of her sort.

Do you wonder if I was happy at this time? I should have been perfectly happy but for one little drawback. It was this: I was never quite at my ease in the presence of my promised wife.

I don't mean that I was shy with her, or suspicious of her, or ashamed of her. The uneasiness I am speaking of was caused by a faint doubt in my mind whether I had not seen her somewhere, before the morning when we met at the doctor's house. Over and over again, I found myself wondering whether her face did not remind me of some other face—what other I never could tell. This strange feeling, this one question that could never be answered, vexed me to a degree that you would hardly credit. It came between us at the strangest times—oftenest, however, at night, when the candles were lit. You have known what it is to try and remember a forgotten name—and to fail, search as you may, to find it in your mind. That was my case. I failed to find my lost face, just as you failed to find your lost name.

In three weeks we had talked matters over, and had arranged how I was to make a clean breast of it at home. By Alicia's advice, I was to describe her as having been one of my fellow servants during the time I was employed under my kind master and mistress in London. There was no fear now of my mother taking any harm from the shock of a great surprise. Her health had improved during the three weeks' interval. On the first evening when she was able to take her old place at tea time, I summoned my courage, and told her I was going to be married. The poor soul flung her arms round my neck, and burst out crying for joy. "Oh, Francis!" she says, "I am so glad you will have somebody to comfort you and care for you when I am gone!" As for my aunt Chance, you can anticipate what she did, without being told. Ah, me! If there had really been any prophetic virtue in the cards, what a terrible warning they might have given us that night! It was arranged that I was to bring my promised wife to dinner at the cottage on the next day.

Ⅹ

I own I was proud of Alicia when I led her into our little parlor at the appointed time. She had never, to my mind, looked so beautiful as she looked that day. I never noticed any other woman's dress—I noticed hers as carefully as if I had been a woman myself! She wore a black silk gown, with plain collar and cuffs, and a modest lavender-colored bonnet, with one white rose in it placed at the side. My mother, dressed in her Sunday best, rose up, all in a flutter, to welcome her daughter-in-law that was to be. She walked forward a few steps, half smiling, half in tears—she looked Alicia full in the face—and suddenly stood still. Her cheeks turned white in an instant; her eyes stared in horror; her hands dropped helplessly at her sides. She staggered back, and fell into the arms of my aunt, standing behind her. It was no swoon—she kept her senses. Her eyes turned slowly from Alicia to me. "Francis," she said, "does that woman's face remind you of nothing?"

Before I could answer, she pointed to her writing-desk on the table at the fireside. "Bring it!" she cried, "bring it!?"

At the same moment I felt Alicia's hand on my shoulder, and saw Alicia's face red with anger—and no wonder!

"What does this mean?" she asked. "Does your mother want to insult me?"

I said a few words to quiet her; what they were I don't remember—I was so confused and astonished at the time. Before I had done, I heard my mother behind me.

My aunt had fetched her desk. She had opened it; she had taken a paper from it. Step by step, helping herself along by the wall, she came nearer and nearer, with the paper in her hand. She looked at the paper—she looked in Alicia's face—she lifted the long, loose sleeve of her gown, and examined her hand and arm. I saw fear suddenly take the place of anger in Alicia's eyes. She shook herself free of my mother's grasp. "Mad!" she said to herself, "and Francis never told me!" With those words she ran out of the room.

I was hastening out after her, when my mother signed to me to stop. She read the words written on the paper. While they fell slowly, one by one, from her lips, she pointed toward the open door.

"Light gray eyes, with a droop in the left eyelid. Flaxen hair, with a gold-yellow streak in it. White arms, with a down upon them. Little, lady's hand, with a rosy-red look about the finger nails. The Dream Woman, Francis! The Dream Woman!?"

Something darkened the parlor window as those words were spoken. I looked sidelong at the shadow. Alicia Warlock had come back! She was peering in at us over the low window blind. There was the fatal face which had first looked at me in the bedroom of the lonely inn. There, resting on the window blind, was the lovely little hand which had held the murderous knife. I had seen her before we met in the village. The Dream Woman! The Dream Woman!

Ⅺ

I expect nobody to approve of what I have next to tell of myself. In three weeks from the day when my mother had identified her with the Woman of the Dream, I took Alicia Warlock to church, and made her my wife. I was a man bewitched. Again and again I say it—I was a man bewitched!

During the interval before my marriage, our little household at the cottage was broken up. My mother and my aunt quarreled. My mother, believing in the Dream, entreated me to break off my engagement. My aunt, believing in the cards, urged me to marry.

This difference of opinion produced a dispute between them, in the course of which my aunt Chance—quite unconscious of having any superstitious feelings of her own—actually set out the cards which prophesied happiness to me in my married life, and asked my mother how anybody but "a blinded heathen could be fule enough, after seeing those cairds, to believe in a dream!" This was, naturally, too much for my mother's patience; hard words followed on either side; Mrs. Chance returned in dudgeon to her friends in Scotland. She left me a written statement of my future prospects, as revealed by the cards, and with it an address at which a postoffice order would reach her. "The day was not that far off,?"she remarked, "when Francie might remember what he owed to his aunt Chance, maintaining her ain unbleemished widowhood on thratty punds a year."

Having refused to give her sanction to my marriage, my mother also refused to be present at the wedding, or to visit Alicia afterwards. There was no anger at the bottom of this conduct on her part. Believing as she did in this Dream, she was simply in mortal fear of my wife. I understood this, and I made allowances for her. Not a cross word passed between us. My one happy remembrance now—though I did disobey her in the matter of my marriage—is this: I loved and respected my good mother to the last.

As for my wife, she expressed no regret at the estrangement between her mother-in-law and herself. By common consent, we never spoke on that subject. We settled in the manufacturing town which I have already mentioned, and we kept a lodging-house. My kind master, at my request, granted me a lump sum in place of my annuity. This put us into a good house, decently furnished. For a while things went well enough. I may describe myself at this time of my life as a happy man.

My misfortunes began with a return of the complaint with which my mother had already suffered. The doctor confessed, when I asked him the question, that there was danger to be dreaded this time. Naturally, after hearing this, I was a good deal away at the cottage. Naturally also, I left the business of looking after the house, in my absence, to my wife. Little by little, I found her beginning to alter toward me. While my back was turned, she formed acquaintances with people of the doubtful and dissipated sort. One day, I observed something in her manner which forced the suspicion on me that she had been drinking. Before the week was out, my suspicion was a certainty. From keeping company with drunkards, she had grown to be a drunkard herself.

I did all a man could do to reclaim her. Quite useless! She had never really returned the love I felt for her: I had no influence; I could do nothing. My mother, hearing of this last worse trouble, resolved to try what her influence could do. Ill as she was, I found her one day dressed to go out.

"I am not long for this world, Francis," she said. "I shall not feel easy on my deathbed, unless I have done my best to the last to make you happy. I mean to put my own fears and my own feelings out of the question, and go with you to your wife, and try what I can do to reclaim her. Take me home with you, Francis. Let me do all I can to help my son, before it is too late."

How could I disobey her? We took the railway to the town: it was only half an hour's ride. By one o'clock in the afternoon we reached my house. It was our dinner hour, and Alicia was in the kitchen. I was able to take my mother quietly into the parlor and then to prepare my wife for the visit. She had drunk but little at that early hour; and, luckily, the devil in her was tamed for the time.

She followed me into the parlor, and the meeting passed off better than I had ventured to forecast; with this one drawback, that my mother—though she tried hard to control herself—shrank from looking my wife in the face when she spoke to her. It was a relief to me when Alicia began to prepare the table for dinner.

She laid the cloth, brought in the bread tray, and cut some slices for us from the loaf. Then she returned to the kitchen. At that moment, while I was still anxiously watching my mother, I was startled by seeing the same ghastly change pass over her face which had altered it in the morning when Alicia and she first met. Before I could say a word, she started up with a look of horror.

"Take me back!—home, home again, Francis! Come with me, and never go back more!?"

I was afraid to ask for an explanation; I could only sign her to be silent, and help her quickly to the door. As we passed the bread tray on the table, she stopped and pointed to it.

"Did you see what your wife cut your bread with?" she asked.

"No, mother; I was not noticing. What was it?"

"Look!?"

I did look. A new clasp knife, with a buckhorn handle, lay with the loaf in the bread tray. I stretched out my hand to possess myself of it. At the same moment, there was a noise in the kitchen, and my mother caught me by the arm.

"The knife of the Dream! Francis, I'm faint with fear—take me away before she comes back!?"

I couldn't speak to comfort or even to answer her. Superior as I was to superstition, the discovery of the knife staggered me. In silence, I helped my mother out of the house; and took her home.

I held out my hand to say good-by. She tried to stop me.

"Don't go back, Francis! don't go back!?".

"I must get the knife, mother. I must go back by the next train." I held to that resolution. By the next train I went back.

Ⅻ

My wife had, of course, discovered our secret departure from the house. She had been drinking. She was in a fury of passion. The dinner in the kitchen was flung under the grate; the cloth was off the parlor table. Where was the knife?

I was foolish enough to ask for it. She refused to give it to me. In the course of the dispute between us which followed, I discovered that there was a horrible story attached to the knife. It had been used in a murder—years since—and had been so skillfully hidden that the authorities had been unable to produce it at the trial. By help of some of her disreputable friends, my wife had been able to purchase this relic of a bygone crime. Her perverted nature set some horrid unacknowledged value on the knife. Seeing there was no hope of getting it by fair means, I determined to search for it, later in the day, in secret. The search was unsuccessful. Night came on, and I left the house to walk about the streets. You will understand what a broken man I was by this time, when I tell you I was afraid to sleep in the same room with her!

Three weeks passed. Still she refused to give up the knife; and still that fear of sleeping in the same room with her possessed me. I walked about at night, or dozed in the parlor, or sat watching by my mother's bedside. Before the end of the first week in the new month, the worst misfortune of all befell me—my mother died. It wanted then but a short time to my birthday. She had longed to live till that day. I was present at her death. Her last words in this world were addressed to me. "Don't go back, my son—don't go back!?"

I was obliged to go back, if it was only to watch my wife. In the last days of my mother's illness she had spitefully added a sting to my grief by declaring she would assert her right to attend the funeral. In spite of all that I could do or say, she held to her word. On the day appointed for the burial she forced herself, inflamed and shameless with drink, into my presence, and swore she would walk in the funeral procession to my mother's grave.

This last insult—after all I had gone through already—was more than I could endure. It maddened me. Try to make allowances for a man beside himself. I struck her.

The instant the blow was dealt, I repented it. She crouched down, silent, in a corner of the room, and eyed me steadily. It was a look that cooled my hot blood in an instant. There was no time now to think of making atonement. I could only risk the worst, and make sure of her till the funeral was over. I locked her into her bedroom.

When I came back, after laying my mother in the grave, I found her sitting by the bedside, very much altered in look and bearing, with a bundle on her lap. She faced me quietly; she spoke with a curious stillness in her voice—strangely and unnaturally composed in look and manner.

"No man has ever struck me yet," she said. "My husband shall have no second opportunity. Set the door open, and let me go."

She passed me, and left the room. I saw her walk away up the street. Was she gone for good?

All that night I watched and waited. No footstep came near the house. The next night, overcome with fatigue, I lay down on the bed in my clothes, with the door locked, the key on the table, and the candle burning. My slumber was not disturbed. The third night, the fourth, the fifth, the sixth, passed, and nothing happened. I lay down on the seventh night, still suspicious of something happening; still in my clothes; still with the door locked, the key on the table, and the candle burning.

My rest was disturbed. I awoke twice, without any sensation of uneasiness. The third time, that horrid shivering of the night at the lonely inn, that awful sinking pain at the heart, came back again, and roused me in an instant. My eyes turned to the left-hand side of the bed. And there stood, looking at me—

The Dream Woman again? No! My wife. The living woman, with the face of the Dream—in the attitude of the Dream—the fair arm up; the knife clasped in the delicate white hand.

I sprang upon her on the instant; but not quickly enough to stop her from hiding the knife. Without a word from me, without a cry from her, I pinioned her in a chair. With one hand I felt up her sleeve; and there, where the Dream Woman had hidden the knife, my wife had hidden it—the knife with the buckhorn handle, that looked like new.

What I felt when I made that discovery I could not realize at the time, and I can't describe now. I took one steady look at her with the knife in my hand. "You meant to kill me?" I said.

"Yes," she answered; "I meant to kill you." She crossed her arms over her bosom, and stared me coolly in the face. "I shall do it yet," she said. "With that knife."

I don't know what possessed me—I swear to you I am no coward; and yet I acted like a coward. The horrors got hold of me. I couldn't look at her—I couldn't speak to her. I left her(with the knife in my hand), and went out into the night.

There was a bleak wind abroad, and the smell of rain was in the air. The church clocks chimed the quarter as I walked beyond the last house in the town. I asked the first policeman I met what hour that was, of which the quarter past had just struck.

The man looked at his watch, and answered, "Two o'clock." Two in the morning. What day of the month was this day that had just begun? I reckoned it up from the date of my mother's funeral. The horrid parallel between the dream and the reality was complete—it was my birthday!

Had I escaped, the mortal peril which the dream foretold? or had I only received a second warning? As that doubt crossed my mind I stopped on my way out of the town. The air had revived me—I felt in some degree like my own self again. After a little thinking, I began to see plainly the mistake I had made in leaving my wife free to go where she liked and to do as she pleased.

I turned instantly, and made my way back to the house. It was still dark. I had left the candle burning in the bedchamber. When I looked up to the window of the room now, there was no light in it. I advanced to the house door. On going away, I remembered to have closed it; on trying it now, I found it open.

I waited outside, never losing sight of the house till daylight. Then I ventured indoors—listened, and heard nothing—looked into the kitchen, scullery, parlor, and found nothing—went up at last into the bedroom. It was empty.

A picklock lay on the floor, which told me how she had gained entrance in the night. And that was the one trace I could find of the Dream Woman.

XIII

I waited in the house till the town was astir for the day, and then I went to consult a lawyer. In the confused state of my mind at the time, I had one clear notion of what I meant to do: I was determined to sell my house and leave the neighborhood. There were obstacles in the way which I had not counted on. I was told I had creditors to satisfy before I could leave—I, who had given my wife the money to pay my bills regularly every week! Inquiry showed that she had embezzled every farthing of the money I had intrusted to her. I had no choice but to pay over again.

Placed in this awkward position, my first duty was to set things right, with the help of my lawyer. During my forced sojourn in the town I did two foolish things. And, as a consequence that followed, I heard once more, and heard for the last time, of my wife.

In the first place, having got possession of the knife, I was rash enough to keep it in my pocket. In the second place, having something of importance to say to my lawyer, at a late hour of the evening, I went to his house after dark—alone and on foot. I got there safely enough. Returning, I was seized on from behind by two men, dragged down a passage and robbed—not only of the little money I had about me, but also of the knife. It was the lawyer's opinion (as it was mine) that the thieves were among the disreputable acquaintances formed by my wife, and that they had attacked me at her instigation. To confirm this view I received a letter the next day, without date or address, written in Alicia's hand. The first line informed me that the knife was back again in her possession. The second line reminded me of the day when I struck her. The third line warned me that she would wash out the stain of that blow in my blood, and repeated the words, "I shall do it with the knife!?"

These things happened a year ago. The law laid hands on the men who had robbed me; but from that time to this, the law has failed completely to find a trace of my wife.

My story is told. When I had paid the creditors and paid the legal expenses, I had barely five pounds left out of the sale of my house; and I had the world to begin over again. Some months since—drifting here and there—I found my way to Underbridge. The landlord of the inn had known something of my father's family in times past. He gave me (all he had to give) my food, and shelter in the yard. Except on market days, there is nothing to do. In the coming winter the inn is to be shut up, and I shall have to shift for myself. My old master would help me if I applied to him—but I don't like to apply: he has done more for me already than I deserve. Besides, in another year who knows but my troubles may all be at an end? Next winter will bring me nigh to my next birthday, and my next birthday may be the day of my death. Yes! it's true I sat up all last night; and I heard two in the morning strike: and nothing happened. Still, allowing for that, the time to come is a time I don't trust. My wife has got the knife—my wife is looking for me. I am above superstition, mind! I don't say I believe in dreams; I only say, Alicia Warlock is looking for me. It is possible I may be wrong. It is possible I may be right. Who can tell?





*****

THE THIRD NARRATIVE

THE STORY CONTINUED BY PERCY FAIRBANK

XIV

We took leave of Francis Raven at the door of Farleigh Hall, with the understanding that he might expect to hear from us again.

The same night Mrs. Fairbank and I had a discussion in the sanctuary of our own room. The topic was "The Hostler's Story?"; and the question in dispute between us turned on the measure of charitable duty that we owed to the hostler himself.

The view I took of the man's narrative was of the purely matter-of-fact kind. Francis Raven had, in my opinion, brooded over the misty connection between his strange dream and his vile wife, until his mind was in a state of partial delusion on that subject. I was quite willing to help him with a trifle of money, and to recommend him to the kindness of my lawyer, if he was really in any danger and wanted advice. There my idea of my duty toward this afflicted person began and ended.

Confronted with this sensible view of the matter, Mrs. Fairbank's romantic temperament rushed, as usual, into extremes. "I should no more think of losing sight of Francis Raven when his next birthday comes round," says my wife, "than I should think of laying down a good story with the last chapters unread. I am positively determined, Percy, to take him back with us when we return to France, in the capacity of groom. What does one man more or less among the horses matter to people as rich as we are?" In this strain the partner of my joys and sorrows ran on, perfectly impenetrable to everything that I could say on the side of common sense. Need I tell my married brethren how it ended? Of course I allowed my wife to irritate me, and spoke to her sharply.

Of course my wife turned her face away indignantly on the conjugal pillow, and burst into tears. Of course upon that, "Mr." made his excuses, and "Mrs." had her own way.

Before the week was out we rode over to Underbridge, and duly offered to Francis Raven a place in our service as supernumerary groom.

At first the poor fellow seemed hardly able to realize his own extraordinary good fortune. Recovering himself, he expressed his gratitude modestly and becomingly. Mrs. Fairbank's ready sympathies overflowed, as usual, at her lips. She talked to him about our home in France, as if the worn, gray-headed hostler had been a child. "Such a dear old house, Francis; and such pretty gardens! Stables! Stables ten times as big as your stables here—quite a choice of rooms for you. You must learn the name of our house—Maison Rouge. Our nearest town is Metz. We are within a walk of the beautiful River Moselle. And when we want a change we have only to take the railway to the frontier, and find ourselves in Germany."

Listening, so far, with a very bewildered face, Francis started and changed color when my wife reached the end of her last sentence. "Germany?" he repeated.

"Yes. Does Germany remind you of anything?"

The hostler's eyes looked down sadly on the ground. "Germany reminds me of my wife," he replied.

"Indeed! How?"

"She once told me she had lived in Germany—long before I knew her—in the time when she was a young girl."

"Was she living with relations or friends?"

"She was living as governess in a foreign family."

"In what part of Germany?"

"I don't remember, ma'am. I doubt if she told me."

"Did she tell you the name of the family?"

"Yes, ma'am. It was a foreign name, and it has slipped my memory long since. The head of the family was a wine grower in a large way of business—I remember that."

"Did you hear what sort of wine he grew? There are wine growers in our neighborhood. Was it Moselle wine?"

"I couldn't say, ma'am, I doubt if I ever heard."

There the conversation dropped. We engaged to communicate with Francis Raven before we left England, and took our leave. I had made arrangements to pay our round of visits to English friends, and to return to Maison Rouge in the summer. On the eve of departure, certain difficulties in connection with the management of some landed property of mine in Ireland obliged us to alter our plans. Instead of getting back to our house in France in the Summer, we only returned a week or two before Christmas. Francis Raven accompanied us, and was duly established, in the nominal capacity of stable keeper, among the servants at Maison Rouge.

Before long, some of the objections to taking him into our employment, which I had foreseen and had vainly mentioned to my wife, forced themselves on our attention in no very agreeable form. Francis Raven failed (as I had feared he would) to get on smoothly with his fellow-servants They were all French; and not one of them understood English. Francis, on his side, was equally ignorant of French. His reserved manners, his melancholy temperament, his solitary ways—all told against him. Our servants called him "the English Bear.?"He grew widely known in the neighborhood under his nickname. Quarrels took place, ending once or twice in blows. It became plain, even to Mrs. Fairbank herself, that some wise change must be made. While we were still considering what the change was to be, the unfortunate hostler was thrown on our hands for some time to come by an accident in the stables. Still pursued by his proverbial ill-luck, the poor wretch's leg was broken by a kick from a horse.

He was attended to by our own surgeon, in his comfortable bedroom at the stables. As the date of his birthday drew near, he was still confined to his bed.

Physically speaking, he was doing very well. Morally speaking, the surgeon was not satisfied. Francis Raven was suffering under some mysterious mental disturbance, which interfered seriously with his rest at night. Hearing this, I thought it my duty to tell the medical attendant what was preying on the patient's mind. As a practical man, he shared my opinion that the hostler was in a state of delusion on the subject of his Wife and his Dream. "Curable delusion, in my opinion," the surgeon added, "if the experiment could be fairly tried."

"How can it be tried?" I asked. Instead of replying, the surgeon put a question to me, on his side.

"Do you happen to know," he said, "that this year is Leap Year?"

"Mrs. Fairbank reminded me of it yesterday," I answered. "Otherwise I might not have known it."

"Do you think Francis Raven knows that this year is Leap Year?"

(I began to see dimly what my friend was driving at.)

"It depends," I answered, "on whether he has got an English almanac. Suppose he has not got the almanac—what then?"

"In that case," pursued the surgeon, "Francis Raven is innocent of all suspicion that there is a twenty-ninth day in February this year. As a necessary consequence—what will he do? He will anticipate the appearance of the Woman with the Knife, at two in the morning of the twenty-ninth of February, instead of the first of March. Let him suffer all his superstitious terrors on the wrong day. Leave him, on the day that is really his birthday, to pass a perfectly quiet night, and to be as sound asleep as other people at two in the morning. And then, when he wakes comfortably in time for his breakfast, shame him out of his delusion by telling him the truth."

I agreed to try the experiment. Leaving the surgeon to caution Mrs. Fairbank on the subject of Leap Year, I went to the stables to see Mr. Raven.

XV

The poor fellow was full of forebodings of the fate in store for him on the ominous first of March. He eagerly entreated me to order one of the men servants to sit up with him on the birthday morning. In granting his request, I asked him to tell me on which day of the week his birthday fell. He reckoned the days on his fingers; and proved his innocence of all suspicion that it was Leap Year, by fixing on the twentyninth of February, in the full persuasion that it was the first of March. Pledged to try the surgeon's experiment, I left his error uncorrected, of course. In so doing, I took my first step blindfold toward the last act in the drama of the Hostler's Dream.

The next day brought with it a little domestic difficulty, which indirectly and strangely associated itself with the coming end.

My wife received a letter, inviting us to assist in celebrating the "Silver Wedding" of two worthy German neighbors of ours—Mr. and Mrs. Beldheimer. Mr. Beldheimer was a large wine grower on the banks of the Moselle. His house was situated on the frontier line of France and Germany; and the distance from our house was sufficiently considerable to make it necessary for us to sleep under our host's roof. Under these circumstances, if we accepted the invitation, a comparison of dates showed that we should be away from home on the morning of the first of March. Mrs. Fairbank—holding to her absurd resolution to see with her own eyes what might, or might not, happen to Francis Raven on his birthday—flatly declined to leave Maison Rouge. "It's easy to send an excuse," she said, in her off-hand manner.

I failed, for my part, to see any easy way out of the difficulty. The celebration of a "Silver Wedding" in Germany is the celebration of twenty-five years of happy married life; and the host's claim upon the consideration of his friends on such an occasion is something in the nature of a royal "command." After considerable discussion, finding my wife's obstinacy invincible, and feeling that the absence of both of us from the festival would certainly offend our friends, I left Mrs. Fairbank to make her excuses for herself, and directed her to accept the invitation so far as I was concerned. In so doing, I took my second step, blindfold, toward the last act in the drama of the Hostler's Dream.

A week elapsed; the last days of February were at hand. Another domestic difficulty happened; and, again, this event also proved to be strangely associated with the coming end.

My head groom at the stables was one Joseph Rigobert. He was an ill-conditioned fellow, inordinately vain of his personal appearance, and by no means scrupulous in his conduct with women. His one virtue consisted of his fondness for horses, and in the care he took of the animals under his charge. In a word, he was too good a groom to be easily replaced, or he would have quitted my service long since. On the occasion of which I am now writing, he was reported to me by my steward as growing idle and disorderly in his habits. The principal offense alleged against him was, that he had been seen that day in the city of Metz, in the company of a woman (supposed to be an Englishwoman), whom he was entertaining at a tavern, when he ought to have been on his way back to Maison Rouge. The man's defense was that "the lady" (as he called her) was an English stranger, unacquainted with the ways of the place, and that he had only shown her where she could obtain some refreshments at her own request. I administered the necessary reprimand, without troubling myself to inquire further into the matter. In failing to do this, I took my third step, blindfold, toward the last act in the drama of the Hostler's Dream.

On the evening of the twenty-eighth, I informed the servants at the stables that one of them must watch through the night by the Englishman's bedside. Joseph Rigobert immediately volunteered for the duty—as a means, no doubt, of winning his way back to my favor. I accepted his proposal.

That day the surgeon dined with us. Toward midnight he and I left the smoking room, and repaired to Francis Raven's bedside. Rigobert was at his post, with no very agreeable expression on his face. The Frenchman and the Englishman had evidently not got on well together so far. Francis Raven lay helpless on his bed, waiting silently for two in the morning and the Dream Woman.

"I have come, Francis, to bid you good night," I said, cheerfully. "To-morrow morning I shall look in at breakfast time, before I leave home on a journey."

"Thank you for all your kindness, sir. You will not see me alive to-morrow morning. She will find me this time. Mark my words—she will find me this time."

"My good fellow! she couldn't find you in England. How in the world is she to find you in France?"

"It's borne in on my mind, sir, that she will find me here. At two in the morning on my birthday I shall see her again, and see her for the last time."

"Do you mean that she will kill you?"

"I mean that, sir, she will kill me—with the knife."

"And with Rigobert in the room to protect you?"

"I am a doomed man. Fifty Rigoberts couldn't protect me."

"And you wanted somebody to sit up with you?"

"Mere weakness, sir. I don't like to be left alone on my deathbed."

I looked at the surgeon. If he had encouraged me, I should certainly, out of sheer compassion, have confessed to Francis Raven the trick that we were playing him. The surgeon held to his experiment; the surgeon's face plainly said—"No."

The next day (the twenty-ninth of February) was the day of the "Silver Wedding." The first thing in the morning, I went to Francis Raven's room. Rigobert met me at the door.

"How has he passed the night?" I asked.

"Saying his prayers, and looking for ghosts," Rigobert answered. "A lunatic asylum is the only proper place for him."

I approached the bedside. "Well, Francis, here you are, safe and sound, in spite of what you said to me last night."

His eyes rested on mine with a vacant, wondering look.

"I don't understand it," he said.

"Did you see anything of your wife when the clock struck two?"

"No, sir."

"Did anything happen?"

"Nothing happened, sir."

"Doesn't this satisfy you that you were wrong?"

His eyes still kept their vacant, wondering look. He only repeated the words he had spoken already: "I don't understand it."

I made a last attempt to cheer him. "Come, come, Francis! keep a good heart. You will be out of bed in a fortnight."

He shook his head on the pillow. "There's something wrong," he said. "I don't expect you to believe me, sir. I only say there's something wrong—and time will show it."

I left the room. Half an hour later I started for Mr. Beldheimer's house; leaving the arrangements for the morning of the first of March in the hands of the doctor and my wife.

XVI

The one thing which principally struck me when I joined the guests at the "Silver Wedding" is also the one thing which it is necessary to mention here. On this joyful occasion a noticeable lady present was out of spirits. That lady was no other than the heroine of the festival, the mistress of the house!

In the course of the evening I spoke to Mr. Beldheimer's eldest son on the subject of his mother. As an old friend of the family, I had a claim on his confidence which the young man willingly recognized.

"We have had a very disagreeable matter to deal with,?"he said; "and my mother has not recovered the painful impression left on her mind. Many years since, when my sisters were children, we had an English governess in the house. She left us, as we then understood, to be married. We heard no more of her until a week or ten days since, when my mother received a letter, in which our ex-governess described herself as being in a condition of great poverty and distress. After much hesitation she had ventured—at the suggestion of a lady who had been kind to her—to write to her former employers, and to appeal to their remembrance of old times. You know my mother: she is not only the most kind-hearted, but the most innocent of women—it is impossible to persuade her of the wickedness that there is in the world. She replied by return of post, inviting the governess to come here and see her, and inclosing the money for her traveling expenses. When my father came home, and heard what had been done, he wrote at once to his agent in London to make inquiries, inclosing the address on the governess' letter. Before he could receive the agent's reply the governess arrived. She produced the worst possible impression on his mind. The agent's letter, arriving a few days later, confirmed his suspicions. Since we had lost sight of her, the woman had led a most disreputable life. My father spoke to her privately: he offered—on condition of her leaving the house—a sum of money to take her back to England. If she refused, the alternative would be an appeal to the authorities and a public scandal. She accepted the money, and left the house. On her way back to England she appears to have stopped at Metz. You will understand what sort of woman she is when I tell you that she was seen the other day in a tavern, with your handsome groom, Joseph Rigobert."

While my informant was relating these circumstances, my memory was at work. I recalled what Francis Raven had vaguely told us of his wife's experience in former days as governess in a German family. A suspicion of the truth suddenly flashed across my mind. "What was the woman's name?" I asked.

Mr. Beldheimer's son answered: "Alicia Warlock."

I had but one idea when I heard that reply—to get back to my house without a moment's needless delay. It was then ten o'clock at night—the last train to Metz had left long since. I arranged with my young friend—after duly informing him of the circumstances—that I should go by the first train in the morning, instead of staying to breakfast with the other guests who slept in the house.

At intervals during the night I wondered uneasily how things were going on at Maison Rouge. Again and again the same question occurred to me, on my journey home in the early morning—the morning of the first of March. As the event proved, but one person in my house knew what really happened at the stables on Francis Raven's birthday. Let Joseph Rigobert take my place as narrator, and tell the story of the end to You—as he told it, in times past, to his lawyer and to Me.





*****

FOURTH (AND LAST) NARRATIVE

STATEMENT OF JOSEPH RIGOBERT: ADDRESSED TO THE ADVOCATE

WHO DEFENDED HIM AT

HIS TRIAL

Respected Sir,—On the twenty-seventh of February I was sent, on business connected with the stables at Maison Rouge, to the city of Metz. On the public promenade I met a magnificent woman. Complexion, blond. Nationality, English. We mutually admired each other; we fell into conversation.(She spoke French perfectly—with the English accent.) I offered refreshment; my proposal was accepted. We had a long and interesting interview—we discovered that we were made for each other. So far, Who is to blame?

Is it my fault that I am a handsome man—universally agreeable as such to the fair sex? Is it a criminal offense to be accessible to the amiable weakness of love? I ask again, Who is to blame? Clearly, nature. Not the beautiful lady—not my humble self.

To resume. The most hard-hearted person living will understand that two beings made for each other could not possibly part without an appointment to meet again.

I made arrangements for the accommodation of the lady in the village near Maison Rouge. She consented to honor me with her company at supper, in my apartment at the stables, on the night of the twenty-ninth. The time fixed on was the time when the other servants were accustomed to retire—eleven o'clock.

Among the grooms attached to the stables was an Englishman, laid up with a broken leg. His name was Francis. His manners were repulsive; he was ignorant of the French language. In the kitchen he went by the nickname of the "English Bear." Strange to say, he was a great favorite with my master and my mistress. They even humored certain superstitious terrors to which this repulsive person was subject—terrors into the nature of which I, as an advanced freethinker, never thought it worth my while to inquire.

On the evening of the twenty-eighth the Englishman, being a prey to the terrors which I have mentioned, requested that one of his fellow servants might sit up with him for that night only. The wish that he expressed was backed by Mr. Fairbank's authority. Having already incurred my master's displeasure—in what way, a proper sense of my own dignity forbids me to relate—I volunteered to watch by the bedside of the English Bear. My object was to satisfy Mr. Fairbank that I bore no malice, on my side, after what had occurred between us. The wretched Englishman passed a night of delirium. Not understanding his barbarous language, I could only gather from his gesture that he was in deadly fear of some fancied apparition at his bedside. From time to time, when this madman disturbed my slumbers, I quieted him by swearing at him. This is the shortest and best way of dealing with persons in his condition.

On the morning of the twenty-ninth, Mr. Fairbank left us on a journey. Later in the day, to my unspeakable disgust, I found that I had not done with the Englishman yet. In Mr. Fairbank's absence, Mrs. Fairbank took an incomprehensible interest in the question of my delirious fellow servant's repose at night. Again, one or the other of us was to watch at his bedside, and report it, if anything happened. Expecting my fair friend to supper, it was necessary to make sure that the other servants at the stables would be safe in their beds that night. Accordingly, I volunteered once more to be the man who kept watch. Mrs. Fairbank complimented me on my humanity. I possess great command over my feelings. I accepted the compliment without a blush.

Twice, after nightfall, my mistress and the doctor (the last staying in the house in Mr. Fairbank's absence) came to make inquiries. Once before the arrival of my fair friend—and once after. On the second occasion (my apartment being next door to the Englishman's) I was obliged to hide my charming guest in the harness room. She consented, with angelic resignation, to immolate her dignity to the servile necessities of my position. A more amiable woman (so far) I never met with!

After the second visit I was left free. It was then close on midnight. Up to that time there was nothing in the behavior of the mad Englishman to reward Mrs. Fairbank and the doctor for presenting themselves at his bedside. He lay half awake, half asleep, with an odd wondering kind of look in his face. My mistress at parting warned me to be particularly watchful of him toward two in the morning. The doctor (in case anything happened) left me a large hand bell to ring, which could easily be heard at the house.

Restored to the society of my fair friend, I spread the supper table. A paté, a sausage, and a few bottles of generous Moselle wine, composed our simple meal. When persons adore each other, the intoxicating illusion of Love transforms the simplest meal into a banquet. With immeasurable capacities for enjoyment, we sat down to table. At the very moment when I placed my fascinating companion in a chair, the infamous Englishman in the next room took that occasion, of all others, to become restless and noisy once more. He struck with his stick on the floor; he cried out, in a delirious access of terror, "Rigobert! Rigobert!?"

The sound of that lamentable voice, suddenly assailing our ears, terrified my fair friend. She lost all her charming color in an instant. "Good heavens!" she exclaimed. "Who is that in the next room?"

"A mad Englishman."

"An Englishman?"

"Compose yourself, my angel. I will quiet him."

The lamentable voice called out on me again, "Rigobert! Rigobert!?"

My fair friend caught me by the arm. "Who is he?" she cried. "What is his name?"

Something in her face struck me as she put that question. A spasm of jealousy shook me to the soul. "You know him?" I said.

"His name!" she vehemently repeated; "his name!?"

"Francis," I answered.

"Francis—what?"

I shrugged my shoulders. I could neither remember nor pronounce the barbarous English surname. I could only tell her it began with an "R."

She dropped back into the chair. Was she going to faint? No: she recovered, and more than recovered, her lost color. Her eyes flashed superbly. What did it mean? Profoundly as I understand women in general, I was puzzled by this woman!

"You know him?" I repeated.

She laughed at me. "What nonsense! How should I know him? Go and quiet the wretch."

My looking-glass was near. One glance at it satisfied me that no woman in her senses could prefer the Englishman to Me. I recovered my self-respect. I hastened to the Englishman's bedside.

The moment I appeared he pointed eagerly toward my room. He overwhelmed me with a torrent of words in his own language. I made out, from his gestures and his looks, that he had, in some incomprehensible manner, discovered the presence of my guest; and, stranger still, that he was scared by the idea of a person in my room. I endeavored to compose him on the system which I have already mentioned—that is to say, I swore at him in my language. The result not proving satisfactory, I own I shook my fist in his face, and left the bedchamber.

Returning to my fair friend, I found her walking backward and forward in a state of excitement wonderful to behold. She had not waited for me to fill her glass—she had begun the generous Moselle in my absence. I prevailed on her with difficulty to place herself at the table. Nothing would induce her to eat. "My appetite is gone," she said. "Give me wine."

The generous Moselle deserves its name—delicate on the palate, with prodigious "body." The strength of this fine wine produced no stupefying effect on my remarkable guest. It appeared to strengthen and exhilarate her—nothing more. She always spoke in the same low tone, and always, turn the conversation as I might, brought it back with the same dexterity to the subject of the Englishman in the next room. In any other woman this persistency would have offended me. My lovely guest was irresistible; I answered her questions with the docility of a child. She possessed all the amusing eccentricity of her nation. When I told her of the accident which confined the Englishman to his bed, she sprang to her feet. An extraordinary smile irradiated her countenance. She said, "Show me the horse who broke the Englishman's leg! I must see that horse!" I took her to the stables. She kissed the horse—on my word of honor, she kissed the horse! That struck me. I said. "You do know the man; and he has wronged you in some way." No! she would not admit it, even then. "I kiss all beautiful animals," she said. "Haven't I kissed you?"With that charming explanation of her conduct, she ran back up the stairs. I only remained behind to lock the stable door again. When I rejoined her, I made a startling discovery. I caught her coming out of the Englishman's room.

"I was just going downstairs again to call you," she said. "The man in there is getting noisy once more."

The mad Englishman's voice assailed our ears once again. "Rigobert! Rigobert!?"

He was a frightful object to look at when I saw him this time. His eyes were staring wildly; the perspiration was pouring over his face. In a panic of terror he clasped his hands; he pointed up to heaven. By every sign and gesture that a man can make, he entreated me not to leave him again. I really could not help smiling. The idea of my staying with him, and leaving my fair friend by herself in the next room!

I turned to the door. When the mad wretch saw me leaving him he burst out into a screech of despair—so shrill that I feared it might awaken the sleeping servants.

My presence of mind in emergencies is proverbial among those who know me. I tore open the cupboard in which he kept his linen—seized a handful of his handkerchiefs—gagged him with one of them, and secured his hands with the others. There was now no danger of his alarming the servants. After tying the last knot, I looked up.

The door between the Englishman's room and mine was open. My fair friend was standing on the threshold—watching him as he lay helpless on the bed; watching me as I tied the last knot.

"What are you doing there?" I asked. "Why did you open the door?"

She stepped up to me, and whispered her answer in my ear, with her eyes all the time upon the man on the bed:

"I heard him scream."

"Well?"

"I thought you had killed him."

I drew back from her in horror. The suspicion of me which her words implied was sufficiently detestable in itself. But her manner when she uttered the words was more revolting still. It so powerfully affected me that I started back from that beautiful creature as I might have recoiled from a reptile crawling over my flesh.

Before I had recovered myself sufficiently to reply, my nerves were assailed by another shock. I suddenly heard my mistress's voice calling to me from the stable yard.

There was no time to think—there was only time to act. The one thing needed was to keep Mrs. Fairbank from ascending the stairs, and discovering—not my lady guest only—but the Englishman also, gagged and bound on his bed. I instantly hurried to the yard. As I ran down the stairs I heard the stable clock strike the quarter to two in the morning.

My mistress was eager and agitated. The doctor (in attendance on her) was smiling to himself, like a man amused at his own thoughts.

"Is Francis awake or asleep?" Mrs. Fairbank inquired.

"He has been a little restless, madam. But he is now quiet again. If he is not disturbed" (I added those words to prevent her from ascending the stairs), "he will soon fall off into a quiet sleep."

"Has nothing happened since I was here last?"

"Nothing, madam."

The doctor lifted his eyebrows with a comical look of distress. "Alas, alas, Mrs. Fairbank!" he said. "Nothing has happened! The days of romance are over!?"

"It is not two o'clock yet," my mistress answered, a little irritably.

The smell of the stables was strong on the morning air. She put her handkerchief to her nose and led the way out of the yard by the north entrance—the entrance communicating with the gardens and the house. I was ordered to follow her, along with the doctor. Once out of the smell of the stables she began to question me again. She was unwilling to believe that nothing had occurred in her absence. I invented the best answers I could think of on the spur of the moment; and the doctor stood by laughing. So the minutes passed till the clock struck two. Upon that, Mrs. Fairbank announced her intention of personally visiting the Englishman in his room. To my great relief, the doctor interfered to stop her from doing this.

"You have heard that Francis is just falling asleep,?"he said. "If you enter his room you may disturb him. It is essential to the success of my experiment that he should have a good night's rest, and that he should own it himself, before I tell him the truth. I must request, madam, that you will not disturb the man. Rigobert will ring the alarm bell if anything happens."

My mistress was unwilling to yield. For the next five minutes, at least, there was a warm discussion between the two. In the end Mrs. Fairbank was obliged to give way—for the time. "In half an hour," she said, "Francis will either be sound asleep, or awake again. In half an hour I shall come back." She took the doctor's arm. They returned together to the house.

Left by myself, with half an hour before me, I resolved to take the Englishwoman back to the village—then, returning to the stables, to remove the gag and the bindings from Francis, and to let him screech to his heart's content. What would his alarming the whole establishment matter to me after I had got rid of the compromising presence of my guest?

Returning to the yard I heard a sound like the creaking of an open door on its hinges. The gate of the north entrance I had just closed with my own hand. I went round to the west entrance, at the back of the stables. It opened on a field crossed by two footpaths in Mr. Fairbank's grounds. The nearest footpath led to the village. The other led to the highroad and the river.

Arriving at the west entrance I found the door open—swinging to and fro slowly in the fresh morning breeze. I had myself locked and bolted that door after admitting my fair friend at eleven o'clock. A vague dread of something wrong stole its way into my mind. I hurried back to the stables.

I looked into my own room. It was empty. I went to the harness room. Not a sign of the woman was there. I returned to my room, and approached the door of the Englishman's bedchamber. Was it possible that she had remained there during my absence? An unaccountable reluctance to open the door made me hesitate, with my hand on the lock. I listened. There was not a sound inside. I called softly. There was no answer. I drew back a step, still hesitating. I noticed something dark moving slowly in the crevice between the bottom of the door and the boarded floor. Snatching up the candle from the table, I held it low, and looked. The dark, slowly moving object was a stream of blood!

That horrid sight roused me. I opened the door. The Englishman lay on his bed—alone in the room. He was stabbed in two places—in the throat and in the heart. The weapon was left in the second wound. It was a knife of English manufacture, with a handle of buckhorn as good as new.

I instantly gave the alarm. Witnesses can speak to what followed. It is monstrous to suppose that I am guilty of the murder. I admit that I am capable of committing follies: but I shrink from the bare idea of a crime. Besides, I had no motive for killing the man. The woman murdered him in my absence. The woman escaped by the west entrance while I was talking to my mistress. I have no more to say. I swear to you what I have here written is a true statement of all that happened on the morning of the first of March.

Accept, sir, the assurance of my sentiments of profound gratitude and respect.

JOSEPH RIGOBERT

*****

LAST LINES.—ADDED BY PERCY FAIRBANK

Tried for the murder of Francis Raven, Joseph Rigobert was found Not Guilty; the papers of the assassinated man presented ample evidence of the deadly animosity felt toward him by his wife.

The investigations pursued on the morning when the crime was committed showed that the murderess, after leaving the stable, had taken the footpath which led to the river. The river was dragged—without result. It remains doubtful to this day whether she died by drowning or not. The one thing certain is—that Alicia Warlock was never seen again.

So—beginning in mystery, ending in mystery—the Dream Woman passes from your view. Ghost; demon; or living human creature—say for yourselves which she is. Or, knowing what unfathomed wonders are around you, what unfathomed wonders are in you, let the wise words of the greatest of all poets be explanation enough:

"We are such stuff

As dreams are made of, and our little life

Is rounded with, a sleep."


The Mystery of Sasassa Valley

Sir Arthur Conan Doyle





Do I know why Tom Donahue is called "Lucky Tom?"? Yes, I do; and that is more than one in ten of those who call him so can say. I have knocked about a deal in my time, and seen some strange sights, but none stranger than the way in which Tom gained that sobriquet, and his fortune with it. For I was with him at the time. Tell it? Oh, certainly; but it is a longish story and a very strange one; so fill up your glass again, and light another cigar, while I try to reel it off. Yes, a very strange one; beats some fairy stories I have heard; but it's true, sir, every word of it. There are men alive at Cape Colony now who'll remember it and confirm what I say. Many a time has the tale been told round the fire in Boers' cabins from Orange state to Griqualand; yes, and out in the bush and at the diamond-fields too.

I'm roughish now, sir; but I was entered at the Middle Temple once, and studied for the bar. Tom—worse luck!—was one of my fellow-students; and a wildish time we had of it, until at last our finances ran short, and we were compelled to give up our so-called studies, and look about for some part of the world where two young fellows with strong arms and sound constitutions might make their mark. In those days the tide of emigration had scarcely begun to set in toward Africa, and so we thought our best chance would be down at Cape Colony. Well,—to make a long story short,—we set sail, and were deposited in Cape Town with less than five pounds in our pockets; and there we parted. We each tried our hands at many things, and had ups and downs; but when, at the end of three years, chance led each of us up-country and we met again, we were, I regret to say, in almost as bad a plight as when we started.

Well, this was not much of a commencement; and very disheartened we were, so disheartened that Tom spoke of going back to England and getting a clerkship. For you see we didn't know that we had played out all our small cards, and that the trumps were going to turn up. No; we thought our "hands" were bad all through. It was a very lonely part of the country that we were in, inhabited by a few scattered farms, whose houses were stockaded and fenced in to defend them against the Kaffirs. Tom Donahue and I had a little hut right out in the bush; but we were known to possess nothing, and to be handy with our revolvers, so we had little to fear. There we waited, doing odd jobs, and hoping that something would turn up. Well, after we had been there about a month something did turn up upon a certain night, something which was the making of both of us; and it's about that night, sir, that I'm going to tell you. I remember it well. The wind was howling past our cabin, and the rain threatened to burst in our rude window. We had a great wood fire crackling and sputtering on the hearth, by which I was sitting mending a whip, while Tom was lying in his bunk groaning disconsolately at the chance which had led him to such a place.

"Cheer up, Tom—cheer up," said I. "No man ever knows what may be awaiting him."

"Ill luck, ill luck, Jack," he answered. "I always was an unlucky dog. Here have I been three years in this abominable country; and I see lads fresh from England jingling the money in their pockets, while I am as poor as when I landed. Ah, Jack, if you want to keep your head above water, old friend, you must try your fortune away from me."

"Nonsense, Tom; you're down in your luck to-night. But hark! Here's some one coming outside. Dick Wharton, by the tread; he'll rouse you, if any man can."

Even as I spoke the door was flung open, and honest Dick Wharton, with the water pouring from him, stepped in, his hearty red face looming through the haze like a harvestmoon. He shook himself, and after greeting us sat down by the fire to warm himself.

"Where away, Dick, on such a night as this?" said I. "You'll find the rheumatism a worse foe than the Kaffirs, unless you keep more regular hours."

Dick was looking unusually serious, almost frightened, one would say, if one did not know the man. "Had to go,?"he replied—"had to go. One of Madison's cattle was seen straying down Sasassa Valley, and of course none of our blacks would go down that valley at night; and if we had waited till morning, the brute would have been in Kaffirland."

"Why wouldn't they go down Sasassa Valley at night?"asked Tom.

"Kaffirs, I suppose," said I.

"Ghosts," said Dick.

We both laughed.

"I suppose they didn't give such a matter-of-fact fellow as you a sight of their charms?" said Tom, from the bunk.

"Yes," said Dick, seriously, "yes; I saw what the niggers talk about; and I promise you, lads, I don't want ever to see it again."

Tom sat up in his bed. "Nonsense, Dick; you're joking, man! Come, tell us all about it; the legend first, and your own experience afterward. Pass him over the bottle, Jack."

"Well, as to the legend," began Dick. "It seems that the niggers have had it handed down to them that Sasassa Valley is haunted by a frightful fiend. Hunters and wanderers passing down the defile have seen its glowing eyes under the shadows of the cliff; and the story goes that whoever has chanced to encounter that baleful glare has had his after-life blighted by the malignant power of this creature. Whether that be true or not," continued Dick, ruefully, "I may have an opportunity of judging for myself."





"Go on, Dick—go on," cried Tom. "Let's hear about what you saw."

"Well, I was groping down the valley, looking for that cow of Madison's, and I had, I suppose, got half-way down, where a black craggy cliff juts into the ravine on the right, when I halted to have a pull at my flask. I had my eye fixed at the time upon the projecting cliff I have mentioned, and noticed nothing unusual about it. I then put up my flask and took a step or two forward, when in a moment there burst, apparently from the base of the rock, about eight feet from the ground and a hundred yards from me, a strange, lurid glare, flickering and oscillating, gradually dying away and then reappearing again. No, no; I've seen many a glow-worm and firefly—nothing of that sort. There it was, burning away, and I suppose I gazed at it, trembling in every limb, for fully ten minutes. Then I took a step forward, when instantly it vanished, vanished like a candle blown out. I stepped back again; but it was some time before I could find the exact spot and position from which it was visible. At last, there it was, the weird reddish light, flickering away as before. Then I screwed up my courage, and made for the rock; but the ground was so uneven that it was impossible to steer straight; and though I walked along the whole base of the cliff, I could see nothing. Then I made tracks for home; and I can tell you, boys, that, until you remarked it, I never knew it was raining, the whole way along. But hollo! what's the matter with Tom?"

What indeed? Tom was now sitting with his legs over the side of the bunk, and his whole face betraying excitement so intense as to be almost painful. "The fiend would have two eyes. How many lights did you see, Dick? Speak out!?"

"Only one."

"Hurrah!" cried Tom, "that's better." Whereupon he kicked the blankets into the middle of the room, and began pacing up and down with long feverish strides. Suddenly he stopped opposite Dick, and laid his hand upon his shoulder. "I say, Dick, could we get to Sasassa Valley before sunrise?"

"Scarcely," said Dick.

"Well, look here; we are old friends, Dick Wharton, you and I. Now don't you tell any other man what you have told us, for a week. You'll promise that, won't you?"

I could see by the look on Dick's face as he acquiesced that he considered poor Tom to be mad; and indeed I was myself completely mystified by his conduct. I had, however, seen so many proofs of my friend's good sense and quickness of apprehension that I thought it quite possible that Wharton's story had had a meaning in his eyes which I was too obtuse to take in.

All night Tom Donahue was greatly excited, and when Wharton left he begged him to remember his promise, and also elicited from him a description of the exact spot at which he had seen the apparition, as well as the hour at which it appeared. After his departure, which must have been about four in the morning, I turned into my bunk and watched Tom sitting by the fire splicing two sticks together, until I fell asleep. I suppose I must have slept about two hours; but when I awoke Tom was still sitting working away in almost the same position. He had fixed the one stick across the top of the other so as to form a rough T, and was now busy in fitting a smaller stick into the angle between them, by manipulating which, the cross one could be either cocked up or depressed to any extent. He had cut notches, too, in the perpendicular stick, so that, by the aid of the small prop, the cross one could be kept in any position for an indefinite time.

"Look here, Jack!" he cried, when he saw that I was awake. "Come and give me your opinion. Suppose I put this cross-stick pointing straight at a thing, and arranged this small one so as to keep it so, and left it, I could find that thing again if I wanted it—don't you think I could, Jack—don't you think so?" he continued, nervously, clutching me by the arm.

"Well," I answered, "it would depend on how far off the thing was, and how accurately it was pointed. If it were any distance, I'd cut sights on your cross-stick; then a string tied to the end of it, and held in a plumb-line forward, would lend you pretty near what you wanted. But surely, Tom, you don't intend to localise the ghost in that way?"

"You'll see to-night, old friend—you'll see to-night. I'll carry this to the Sasassa Valley. You get the loan of Madison's crowbar, and come with me; but mind you tell no man where you are going, or what you want it for."

All day Tom was walking up and down the room, or working hard at the apparatus. His eyes were glistening, his cheeks hectic, and he had all the symptoms of high fever. "Heaven grant that Dick's diagnosis be not correct!?"I thought, as I returned with the crowbar; and yet, as evening drew near, I found myself imperceptibly sharing the excitement.

About six o'clock Tom sprang to his feet and seized his sticks. "I can stand it no longer, Jack," he cried; "up with your crowbar, and hey for Sasassa Valley! To-night's work, my lad, will either make us or mar us! Take your six-shooter, in case we meet the Kaffirs. I daren't take mine, Jack," he continued, putting his hands upon my shoulders—"I daren't take mine; for if my ill luck sticks to me to-night, I don't know what I might not do with it."

Well, having filled our pockets with provisions, we set out, and, as we took our wearisome way toward the Sasassa Valley, I frequently attempted to elicit from my companion some clue as to his intentions. But his only answer was: "Let us hurry on, Jack. Who knows how many have heard of Wharton's adventure by this time! Let us hurry on, or we may not be first in the field!?"

Well, sir, we struggled on through the hills for a matter of ten miles; till at last, after descending a crag, we saw opening out in front of us a ravine so sombre and dark that it might have been the gate of Hades itself; cliffs many hundred feet shut in on every side the gloomy boulder-studded passage which led through the haunted defile into Kaffirland. The moon, rising above the crags, threw into strong relief the rough, irregular pinnacles of rock by which they were topped, while all below was dark as Erebus.

"The Sasassa Valley?" said I.

"Yes," said Tom.

I looked at him. He was calm now; the flush and feverishness had passed away; his actions were deliberate and slow. Yet there was a certain rigidity in his face and glitter in his eye which showed that a crisis had come.

We entered the pass, stumbling along amid the great boulders. Suddenly I heard a short, quick exclamation from Tom. "That's the crag!" he cried, pointing to a great mass looming before us in the darkness. "Now, Jack, for any favour use your eyes! We're about a hundred yards from that cliff, I take it; so you move slowly toward one side and I'll do the same toward the other. When you see anything, stop and call out. Don't take more than twelve inches in a step, and keep your eye fixed on the cliff about eight feet from the ground. Are you ready?"

"Yes." I was even more excited than Tom by this time. What his intention or object was I could not conjecture, beyond that he wanted to examine by daylight the part of the cliff from which the light came. Yet the influence of the romantic situation and my companion's suppressed excitement was so great that I could feel the blood coursing through my veins and count the pulses throbbing at my temples.

"Start!" cried Tom; and we moved off, he to the right, I to the left, each with our eyes fixed intently on the base of the crag. I had moved perhaps twenty feet, when in a moment it burst upon me. Through the growing darkness there shone a small, ruddy, glowing point, the light from which waned and increased, flickered and oscillated, each change producing a more weird effect than the last. The old Kaffir superstition came into my mind, and I felt a cold shudder pass over me. In my excitement I stepped a pace backward, when instantly the light went out, leaving utter darkness in its place; but when I advanced again, there was the ruddy glare glowing from the base of the cliff. "Tom, Tom!" I cried.

"Ay, ay!" I heard him exclaim, as he hurried over toward me.

"There it is—there, up against the cliff!?"

Tom was at my elbow. "I see nothing," said he.

"Why, there, there, man, in front of you!" I stepped to the right as I spoke, when the light instantly vanished from my eyes.

But from Tom's ejaculations of delight it was clear that from my former position it was visible to him also. "Jack,?"he cried, as he turned and wrung my hand—"Jack, you and I can never complain of our luck again. Now heap up a few stones where we are standing. That's right. Now we must fix my sign-post firmly in at the top. There! It would take a strong wind to blow that down; and we only need it to hold out till morning. O Jack, my boy, to think that only yesterday we were talking of becoming clerks, and you saying that no man knew what was awaiting him, too! By Jove, Jack, it would make a good story!?"

By this time we had firmly fixed the perpendicular stick in between the two large stones; and Tom bent down and peered along the horizontal one. For fully a quarter of an hour he was alternately raising and depressing it, until at last, with a sigh of satisfaction, he fixed the prop into the angle, and stood up. "Look along, Jack," he said. "You have as straight an eye to take a sight as any man I know of."

I looked along. There beyond the farther sight was the ruddy, scintillating speck, apparently at the end of the stick itself, so accurately had it been adjusted.

"And now, my boy," said Tom, "let's have some supper and a sleep. There's nothing more to be done to-night; but we'll need all our wits and strength to-morrow. Get some sticks and kindle a fire here, and then we'll be able to keep an eye on our signal-post, and see that nothing happens to it during the night."

Well, sir, we kindled a fire, and had supper with the Sasassa demon's eye rolling and glowing in front of us the whole night through. Not always in the same place, though; for after supper, when I glanced along the sights to have another look at it, it was nowhere to be seen. The information did not, however, seem to disturb Tom in any way. He merely remarked, "It's the moon, not the thing, that has shifted;" and coiling himself up, went to sleep.

By early dawn we were both up, and gazing along our pointer at the cliff; but we could make out nothing save the one dead, monotonous, slaty surface, rougher perhaps at the part we were examining than elsewhere, but otherwise presenting nothing remarkable.

"Now for your idea, Jack!" said Tom Donahue, unwinding a long thin cord from round his waist. "You fasten it, and guide me while I take the other end." So saying, he walked off to the base of the cliff, holding one end of the cord, while I drew the other taut, and wound it round the middle of the horizontal stick, passing it through the sight at the end. By this means I could direct Tom to the right or left, until we had our string stretching from the point of attachment, through the sight, and on to the rock, which it struck about eight feet from the ground. Tom drew a chalk circle of about three feet diameter round the spot, and then called to me to come and join him. "We've managed this business together, Jack," he said, "and we'll find what we are to find, together." The circle he had drawn embraced a part of the rock smoother than the rest, save that about the centre there were a few rough protuberances or knobs. One of these Tom pointed to with a cry of delight. It was a roughish, brownish mass about the size of a man's closed fist, and looking like a bit of dirty glass let into the wall of the cliff. "That's it!" he cried—"that's it!?"

"That's what?"

"Why, man, a diamond, and such a one as there isn't a monarch in Europe but would envy Tom Donahue the possession of. Up with your crowbar, and we'll soon exorcise the demon of Sasassa Valley!?"

I was so astounded that for a moment I stood speechless with surprise, gazing at the treasure which had so unexpectedly fallen into our hands.

"Here, hand me the crowbar," said Tom. "Now, by using this little round knob which projects from the cliff here as a fulcrum, we may be able to lever it off. Yes; there it goes. I never thought it could have come so easily. Now, Jack, the sooner we get back to our hut and then down to Cape Town, the better."

We wrapped up our treasure, and made our way across the hills toward home. On the way, Tom told me how, while a law student in the Middle Temple, he had come upon a dusty pamphlet in the library, by one Jans van Hounym, which told of an experience very similar to ours, which had befallen that worthy Dutchman in the latter part of the seventeenth century, and which resulted in the discovery of a luminous diamond. This tale it was which had come into Tom's head as he listened to honest Dick Wharton's ghost-story, while the means which he had adopted to verify his supposition sprang from his own fertile Irish brain.

"We'll take it down to Cape Town," continued Tom, "and if we can't dispose of it with advantage there, it will be worth our while to ship for London with it. Let us go along to Madison's first, though; he knows something of these things, and can perhaps give us some idea of what we may consider a fair price for our treasure."

We turned off from the track accordingly, before reaching our hut, and kept along the narrow path leading to Madison's farm. He was at lunch when we entered; and in a minute we were seated at each side of him, enjoying South African hospitality.

"Well," he said, after the servants were gone, "what's in the wind now? I see you have something to say to me. What is it?"

Tom produced his packet, and solemnly untied the handkerchiefs which enveloped it. "There!" he said, putting his crystal on the table; "what would you say was a fair price for that?"

Madison took it up and examined it critically. "Well,?"he said, laying it down again, "in its crude state about twelve shillings per ton."

"Twelve shillings!" cried Tom, starting to his feet. "Don't you see what it is?"

"Rock-salt!?"

"Rock-salt bed-d! a diamond."

"Taste it!" said Madison.

Tom put it to his lips, dashed it down with a dreadful exclamation, and rushed out of the room.

I felt sad and disappointed enough myself; but presently, remembering what Tom had said about the pistol, I, too left the house, and made for the hut, leaving Madison openmouthed with astonishment. When I got in, I found Tom lying in his bunk with his face to the wall, too dispirited apparently to answer my consolations. Anathematising Dick and Madison, the Sasassa demon, and everything else, I strolled out of the hut, and refreshed myself with a pipe after our wearisome adventure. I was about fifty yards from the hut, when I heard issuing from it the sound which of all others I least expected to hear. Had it been a groan or an oath, I should have taken it as a matter of course; but the sound which caused me to stop and take the pipe out of my mouth was a hearty roar of laughter! Next moment Tom himself emerged from the door, his whole face radiant with delight."Game for another ten-mile walk, old fellow?"

"What! for another lump of rock-salt, at twelve shillings a ton?"

"'No more of that, Hal, an you love me,'" grinned Tom."Now look here, Jack. What blessed fools we are to be so floored by a trifle! Just sit on this stump for five minutes, and I'll make it as clear as daylight. You've seen many a lump of rocksalt stuck in a crag, and so have I, though we did make such a mull of this one. Now, Jack, did any of the pieces you have ever seen shine in the darkness brighter than any fire-fly?"

"Well, I can't say they ever did."

"I'd venture to prophesy that if we waited until night, which we won't do, we would see that light still glimmering among the rocks. Therefore, Jack, when we took away this worthless salt, we took the wrong crystal. It is no very strange thing in these hills that a piece of rock-salt should be lying within a foot of a diamond. It caught our eyes, and we were excited, and so we made fools of ourselves, and left the real stone behind. Depend upon it, Jack, the Sasassa gem is lying within that magic circle of chalk upon the face of yonder cliff. Come, old fellow, light your pipe and stow your revolver, and we'll be off before that fellow Madison has time to put two and two together."

I don't know that I was very sanguine this time. I had begun, in fact, to look upon the diamond as a most unmitigated nuisance. However, rather than throw a damper on Tom's expectations, I announced myself eager to start. What a walk it was! Tom was always a good mountaineer, but his excitement seemed to lend him wings that day, while I scrambled along after him as best I could.

When we got within half a mile he broke into the "double," and never pulled up until he reached the round white circle upon the cliff. Poor old Tom! when I came up, his mood had changed, and he was standing with his hands in his pockets, gazing vacantly before him with a rueful countenance.

"Look!" he said, "look!" and he pointed at the cliff. Not a sign of anything in the least resembling a diamond there. The circle included nothing but a flat slate-coloured stone, with one large hole, where we had extracted the rock-salt, and one or two smaller depressions. No sign of the gem.

"I've been over every inch of it," said poor Tom. "It's not there. Some one has been here and noticed the chalk, and taken it. Come home, Jack; I feel sick and tired. Oh, had any man ever luck like mine!?"

I turned to go, but took one last look at the cliff first. Tom was already ten paces off.

"Hollo!" I cried, "don't you see any change in that circle since yesterday?"

"What d' ye mean?" said Tom.

"Don't you miss a thing that was there before?"

"The rock-salt?" said Tom.

"No; but the little round knob that we used for a fulcrum. I suppose we must have wrenched it off in using the lever. Let's have a look at what it's made of."

Accordingly, at the foot of the cliff we searched about among the loose stones.

"Here you are, Jack! We've done it at last! We're made men!?"

I turned round, and there was Tom radiant with delight, and with the little corner of black rock in his hand. At first sight it seemed to be merely a chip from the cliff; but near the base there was projecting from it an object which Tom was now exultingly pointing out. It looked at first something like a glass eye; but there was a depth and brilliancy about it such as glass never exhibited. There was no mistake this time; we had certainly got possession of a jewel of great value; and with light hearts we turned from the valley, bearing away with us the "fiend" which had so long reigned there.

There, sir; I've spun my story out too long, and tired you perhaps. You see, when I get talking of those rough old days, I kind of see the little cabin again, and the brook beside it, and the bush around, and seem to hear Tom's honest voice once more. There's little for me to say now. We prospered on the gem. Tom Donahue, as you know, has set up here, and is well known about town. I have done well, farming and ostrichraising in Africa. We set old Dick Wharton up in business, and he is one of our nearest neighbours. If you should ever be coming up our way, sir, you'll not forget to ask for Jack Turnbull—Jack Turnbull of Sasassa Farm.
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We were for the most part a queer lot out on that desolate southwest African coast, in charge of the various trading stations that were scattered along the coast, from the Gaboon River, past the mouth of the mighty Congo, to the Portuguese city of St. Paul de Loanda. A mixture of all sorts, especially bad sorts: broken-down clerks, men who could not succeed anywhere else, sailors, youths, and some whose characters would not have borne any investigation; and we very nearly all drank hard, and those who didn't drink hard took more than was good for them.

I don't know exactly what induced me to go out there. I was young for one thing, the country was unknown, the berth was vacant, and the conditions of it easy.

Imagine a high rocky point or headland, stretching out sideways into the sea, and at its base a small river winding into a country that was seemingly a blank in regard to inhabitants or cultivation; a land continuing for miles and miles, as far as the eye could see, one expanse of long yellow grass, dotted here and there with groups of bastard palms. In front of the headland rolled the lonely South Atlantic; and, as if such conditions were not dispiriting enough to existence upon the Point, there was yet another feature which at times gave the place a still more ghastly look. A long way off the shore, the heaving surface of the ocean began, in anything like bad weather, to break upon the shoals of the coast. Viewed from the top of the rock, the sea at such times looked, for at least two miles out, as if it were scored over with lines of white foam; but lower down, near the beach, each roller could be distinctly seen, and each roller had a curve of many feet, and was an enormous mass of water that hurled itself shoreward until it curled and broke.

When I first arrived on the Point there was, I may say, only one house upon it, and that belonged to Messrs. Flint Brothers, of Liverpool. It was occupied by one solitary man named Jackson; he had had an assistant, but the assistant had died of fever, and I was sent to replace him. Jackson was a man of fifty at least, who had been a sailor before he had become an African trader. His face bore testimony to the winds and weather it had encountered, and wore habitually a grave, if not melancholy, expression. He was rough but kind to me, and though strict was just, which was no common feature in an old African hand to one who had just arrived on the coast.

He kept the factory—we called all houses on the coast factories—as neat and clean as if it had been a ship. He had the floor of the portion we dwelt in holystoned every week; and numberless little racks and shelves were fitted up all over the house. The outside walls glittered with paint, and the yard was swept clean every morning; and every Sunday, at eight o'clock and sunset, the ensign was hoisted and lowered, and an old cannon fired at the word of command. Order and rule were with Jackson observed from habit, and were strictly enforced by him on all the natives employed in the factory.

Although I have said the country looked as if uninhabited, there were numerous villages hidden away in the long grass and brushwood, invisible at a distance, being huts of thatch or mud, and not so high as the grass among which they were placed. From these villages came most of our servants, and also the middlemen, who acted as brokers between us, the white men, and the negroes who brought ivory and gum and india-rubber from the far interior for sale. Our trade was principally in ivory, and when an unusually large number of elephants' tusks arrived upon the Point for sale, it would be crowded with Bushmen, strange and uncouth, and hideously ugly, and armed, and then we would be very busy; for sometimes as many as two hundred tusks would be brought to us at the same time, and each of these had to be bargained for and paid for by exchange of cotton cloths, guns, knives, powder, and a host of small wares.

For some time after my arrival our factory, along with the others on the coast belonging to Messrs. Flint Brothers, was very well supplied by them with goods for the trade; but by degrees their shipments became less frequent, and small when they did come. In spite of repeated letters we could gain no reason from the firm for this fact, nor could the other factories, and gradually we found ourselves with an empty storehouse, and nearly all our goods gone. Then followed a weary interval, during which we had nothing whatever to do, and day succeeded day through the long hot season. It was now that I began to feel that Jackson had become of late more silent and reserved with me than ever he had been. I noticed, too, that he had contracted a habit of wandering out to the extreme end of the Point, where he would sit for hours gazing upon the ocean before him. In addition to this, he grew morose and uncertain in his temper toward the natives, and sometimes he would fall asleep in the evenings on a sofa, and talk to himself at such a rate while asleep that I would grow frightened and wake him, when he would stare about him for a little until he gathered consciousness, and then he would stagger off to bed to fall asleep again almost immediately. Also, his hands trembled much, and he began to lose flesh. All this troubled me, for his own sake as well as my own, and I resolved to ask him to see the doctor of the next mailsteamer that came. With this idea I went one day to the end of the Point, and found him in his usual attitude, seated on the long grass, looking seaward. He did not hear me approach, and when I spoke he started to his feet, and demanded fiercely why I disturbed him. I replied, as mildly as I could, for I was rather afraid of the glittering look that was in his eyes, that I wished to ask him if he did not feel ill.

He regarded me with a steady but softened glance for a little, and then said:

"My lad, I thank you for your trouble; but I want no doctor. Do you think I'm looking ill?"

"Indeed you are," I answered, "ill and thin; and, do you know, I hear you talk to yourself in your sleep nearly every night."

"What do I say?" he asked eagerly.

"That I cannot tell," I replied. "It is all rambling talk; the same things over and over again, and nearly all about one person—Lucy."

"Boy!" he cried out, as if in pain, or as if something had touched him to the quick, "sit you down, and I'll tell you why I think of her—she was my wife."

He moved nearer to the edge of the cliff, and we sat down, almost over the restless sea beneath us.

"She lives in my memory," he continued, speaking more to himself than to me, and looking far out to the horizon, beneath which the setting sun had begun to sink, "in spite of all I can do or think of to make her appear base in my eyes. For she left me to go with another man—a scoundrel. This was how it was," he added, quickly: "I married her, and thought her as pure as a flower; but I could not take her to sea with me because I was only the mate of a vessel, so I left her among her own friends, in the village where she was born. In a little cottage by herself I settled her, comfortable and happy as I thought. God! how she hung round my neck and sobbed when I went away the first time! and yet—yet—within a year she left me." And he stopped for several minutes, resting his head upon his hands. "At first I could get no trace of her," he resumed. "Her friends knew nothing more of her than that she had left the village suddenly. Gradually I found out the name of the scoundrel who had seduced her away. He had bribed her friends so that they were silent; but I overbribed them with the last money I had, and I followed him and my wife on foot. I never found them, nor did I ever know why she had deserted me for him. If I had only known the reason; if I could have been told of my fault; if she had only written to say that she was tired of me; that I was too old, too rough for her soft ways,—I think I could have borne the heavy stroke the villain had dealt me better. The end of my search was that I dropped down in the streets of Liverpool, whither I thought I had tracked them, and was carried to the hospital with brainfever upon me. Two months afterward I came out cured, and the sense of my loss was deadened within me, so that I could go to sea again, which I did, before the mast, under the name of Jackson, in a bark that traded to this coast here." And the old sailor rose to his feet and turned abruptly away, leaving me sitting alone.

I saw that he did not wish to be followed, so I stayed where I was and watched the gray twilight creep over the face of the sea, and the night quickly succeed to it. Not a cloud had been in the sky all day long, and as the darkness increased the stars came out, until the whole heavens were studded with glittering gems.

Suddenly, low down, close to the sea, a point of light flickered and disappeared, shone again for a moment, wavered and went out, only to reappear and shine steadily."A steamer's masthead light," I thought, and ran to the house to give the news; but Jackson had already seen the light, and pronounced that she had anchored until the morning. At daybreak there she was, dipping her sides to the swell of the sea as it rolled beneath her. It was my duty to go off to her in one of the surf-boats belonging to the factory; and so I scrambled down the cliff to the little strip of smooth beach that served us for a landing-place.

When I arrived there I found that the white-crested breakers were heavier than I had thought they would be. However, there was the boat lying on the beach with its prow toward the waves, and round it were the boat-boys with their loincloths girded, ready to start; so I clambered into the stern, or rather—for the boat was shaped alike at stem and stern—the end from which the steersman, or patrao, used his long oar. With a shout the boys laid hold of the sides of the boat, and the next moment it was dancing on the spent waves next to the beach. The patrao kept its head steady, and the boys jumped in and seized the oars, and began pulling with a will, standing up to their stroke. Slowly the heavy craft gathered way, and approached a dark and unbroken roller that hastened toward the beach. Then the patrao shouted to the crew, and they lay on their oars, and the wave with a roar burst right in front of the boat, sending the spray of its crest high above our heads. "Rema! rema forca!" ("Row strongly!?") Now shouted the patrao, speaking Portuguese, as mostly all African coast natives do; and the crew gave way. The next roller we had to meet in its strength; and save for the steady force of the patrao's oar, I believe it would have tossed us aside and we would have been swept under its curving wall of water. As it was, the good boat gave a mighty bound as it felt its force, and its stem pitched high into the air as it slid down its broad back into the deep.

Another and yet another wave were passed, and we could now see them breaking behind us, shutting out the beach from view. Then the last roller was overcome, and there was nothing but the long heave of the deep sea to contend against. Presently we arrived at the steamer, whose side towered above us—an iron wall.

A shout came to me, pitching and lurching with the boat far below, "Come on board at once." But to come on board was only to be done by watching a chance as the boat rose on the top of a roller. Taking such a one, I seized the sideropes, swung a moment in mid-air, and the next was on the steamer's clean white deck. Before me stood a tall man with black hair and whiskers and dark piercing eyes, who asked me if I was the agent for Flint Brothers. I answered that the agent was on shore, and that I was his assistant. Whereupon he informed me that he had been appointed by the firm to liquidate all their stations and businesses on the coast, and "he would be obliged by my getting his luggage into the boat.?"This was said in a peremptory sort of way, as if he had spoken to a servant; and very much against the grain I obeyed his orders.

That the man was new to the coast was evident, and my consolation was that he would be very soon sick of it and pretty well frightened before he even got on shore, for the weather was freshening rapidly, a fact of which he appeared to take no heed. Not so the boat-boys, who were anxious to be off. At last we started, and I soon had my revenge. As we drew near the shore the rollers became higher and higher, and I perceived that my gentleman clutched the gunwale of the boat very tightly, and when the first wave that showed signs of breaking overtook us, he grew very white in the face until it had passed. The next one or two breakers were small, much to his relief I could see, though he said nothing. Before he had well recovered his equanimity, however, a tremendous wave approached us somewhat suddenly. Appalled by its threatening aspect, he sprang from his seat and seized the arm of the patrao, who roughly shook him off.

"My God!" he cried, "we are swamped!" and for the moment it really looked like it; but the patrao, with a dexterous sweep of his long oar, turned the boat's head toward the roller. It broke just as it reached us, and gave us the benefit of its crest, which came in over the topsides of the boat as it passed by, and deluged every one of us.

I laughed, although it was no laughing matter, at the plight the liquidator was now in. He was changed in a moment from the spruce and natty personage into a miserable and draggled being. From every part of him the salt water was streaming, and the curl was completely taken out of his whiskers. He could not speak from terror, which the boat-boys soon saw, for none are quicker than negroes to detect signs of fear in those whom they are accustomed to consider superior to themselves. Familiar with the surf, and full of mischievous fun, they began to shout and gesticulate with the settled purpose of making matters appear worse than they were, and of enjoying the white man's discomfiture,—all but the patrao, who was an old hand, and on whom depended the safety of us all. He kept a steady lookout seaward, and stood upright and firm, grasping his oar with both hands. With him it was a point of honor to bring the white men intrusted to his care safely through the surf.

We waited for more than half an hour, bow on, meeting each roller as it came to us; and by the end of that time the unfortunate liquidator had evidently given up all hope of ever reaching the shore. Luckily, the worst was soon to pass. After one last tremendous wave there was a lull for a few moments, and the patrao, who had watched for such a chance, swiftly turned the boat round, and giving the word to the crew, they pulled lustily toward the shore. In a few minutes we were again in safety. The boat grounded on the beach, the oars were tossed into the sea; the crew sprang overboard; some of them seized the new arrival; I clambered on the back of the patrao; a crowd of negroes, who had been waiting on the beach, laid hold of the tow-rope of the boat, and it and we were landed simultaneously on the dry sand.

Once on shore Mr. Bransome, for that was the new man's name, rapidly recovered his presence of mind and manner, and, by way of covering his past confusion, remarked that he supposed the surf was seldom so bad as it then was. I replied in an offhand way, meaning to make fun of him, that what he had passed through was nothing, and appealed to the patrao to confirm what I had said. That negro, seeing the joke, grinned all over his black face; and Mr. Bransome, perceiving that he was being laughed at, snatched a good-sized stick from a native standing near, and struck the patrao repeatedly over the back.

In vain Sooka, for that was the patrao's name, protested, and demanded to know what wrong thing he had done. The agent was furious, and showered his blows upon the black. Equally in vain I shouted that Sooka had done well by us, and that he, Mr. Bransome, was making an enemy of a man who would have him now and then in his power. At length Sooka took to his heels, and sure enough, when he had got a little way off, he began to threaten vengeance for what he had received. I sympathized with him, for I knew what a loss to his dignity it was to be beaten without cause before his fellows, and I feared that Mr. Bransome would indeed be sorry, sooner or later, for what he had done.

I now suggested to him, by way of diverting his thoughts from poor Sooka, that standing on the beach in wet clothes was the very way to catch the coast-fever straight off, and he instantly suffered himself to be carried up the factory. There Jackson received him in a sort of "who on earth are you?"manner; and Mr. Bransome, clearing his throat, announced himself and his authority, adding that he intended to make the factory a point of departure to all the others on the coast; then, very abruptly, he requested Jackson to prepare quarters for him without delay.

The change that came over Jackson's face as he learned the quality of the stranger and his requests was great. The old salt, who had been king of his house and of the Point for so long a time, had evidently never even thought of the probability of such an intrusion as was now presented to him, and he was amazed at what he considered to be the unwarrantable assurance of the stranger. However, he recovered himself smartly, and asked the new man if he had any written credentials.

"Certainly," replied he, pulling out a document all wet with salt water. "Here is a letter from Messrs. Flint Brothers, of which, no doubt, you will have a copy in your mail-bag."

Jackson took the letter and opened it, and seemed to read it slowly to himself. All at once he started, looked at the new agent, advanced a step or two toward him, muttering, "Bransome, Bransome," then stopped and asked him in a strange constrained voice, "Is your name Bransome?"

"Yes," replied the latter, astonished at the old man's question.

"I knew a Bransome once," said Jackson, steadily, "and he was a scoundrel."

For a moment the two men looked at each other—Jackson with a gleam of hatred in his eyes, while Bransome had a curiously frightened expression on his face, which blanched slightly. But he quickly resumed his composure and peremptory way, and said, "Show me a room; I must get these wet things off me."

As, however, he addressed himself this time to me rather than to Jackson,—who, indeed, regarded him no longer, but stood with the letter loose in his hand, looking at the floor of the room, as if in deep meditation,—I showed him into my own room, where I ordered his trunks to be brought. These, of course, were wet; but he found some things in the middle of them that were not more than slightly damp, and with the help of a pair of old canvas trousers of mine he managed to make his appearance at dinner-time.

Jackson was not at the meal. He had left the house shortly after his interview with the new agent, and had, I fancied, gone on one of his solitary rambles. At any rate he did not return until late that night.

I thought Mr. Bransome seemed to be somewhat relieved when he saw that the old man was not coming; and he became more affable than I had expected him to be, and relinquished his arrogant style altogether when he began to question me about Jackson—who he was? What had he been? How long he had lived on the coast? To all which questions I returned cautious answers, remembering that I was under a promise to the old man not to repeat his story.

By the next morning, to my surprise, Jackson appeared to have become reconciled to the fact that he had been superseded by a man who knew nothing of the coast, and of his own accord he offered to tell Mr. Bransome the clues to the letter-locks on the doors of the various store-rooms; for we on the coast used none but letter-locks, which are locks that do not require a key to open them. But Mr. Bransome expressed, most politely, a wish that Jackson should consider himself still in charge of the factory, at any rate until the whole estate of the unfortunate Flint Brothers could be wound up; and he trusted that his presence would make no difference to him.

This was a change, on the part of both men, from the manners of the previous day; and yet I could not help thinking that each but ill concealed his aversion to the other.

Months now slipped away, and Mr. Bransome was occupied in going up and down the coast in a little steamer, shutting up factory after factory, transferring their goods to ours, and getting himself much disliked by all the Europeans under him, and hated by the natives, especially by the boatboys, who were a race or tribe by themselves, coming from one particular part of the coast. He had, of course, been obliged to order the dismissal of many of them, and this was one reason why they hated him; but the chief cause was his treatment of Sooka, the patrao. That man never forgave Mr. Bransome for beating him so unjustly; and the news of the deed had travelled very quickly, as news does in savage countries, so that I think nearly all of Sooka's countrymen knew of the act and resented it.

Mr. Bransome was quite unaware of the antipathy he had thus created toward himself, except so far as Sooka was concerned; and him he never employed when he had to go off to vessels or land from them, but always went in the other boat belonging to the factory, which was steered by a much younger negro. In addition to humbling Sooka in this way, Bransome took the opportunity of disgracing him whenever he could do so. Therefore, one day when two pieces of cloth from the cargo-room were found in the boatmen's huts, it was no surprise to me that Sooka was at once fastened upon by Mr. Bransome as the thief who had stolen them, and that he was tied to the flogging-post in the middle of the yard, and sentenced to receive fifty lashes with the cat that was kept for such a purpose, and all without any inquiry being made. In vain did the unfortunate man protest his innocence. A swarthy Kroot-boy from Cape Coast laid the cat on his brown shoulders right willingly, for he also was an enemy of Sooka's; and in a few minutes the poor fellow's flesh was cut and scored as if by a knife.

After the flogging was over Mr. Bransome amused himself by getting out his rifle and firing fancy shots at Sooka, still tied to the post; that is, he tried to put the bullets as close to the poor wretch as he could without actually wounding him. To a negro, with his dread of firearms, this was little short of absolute torture, and at each discharge Sooka writhed and crouched as close to the ground as he could, while his wide-opened eyes and mouth, and face of almost a slate colour, showed how terribly frightened he was. To Mr. Bransome it appeared to be fine sport, for he fired at least twenty shots at the man before he shouldered his rifle and went indoors. Jackson said nothing to this stupid exhibition of temper, but as soon as it was over he had Sooka released; and I knew he attended to his wounds himself, and poured friar's balsam into them, and covered his back with a soft shirt—for all which, no doubt, the negro was afterward grateful. Whether Mr. Bransome got to know of this, and was offended at it, I do not know, but shortly afterward he ceased to live with us.

There was between the factory and the sea, and a little to the right of the former, a small wooden cottage which had been allowed to fall into a dilapidated state from want of some one to live in it. This Mr. Bransome gave orders to the native carpenters to repair and make weather-tight; and when they had done so, he caused a quantity of furniture to be brought from St. Paul de Loanda and placed within in it. Then he transferred himself and his baggage to the cottage.

Jackson displayed complete indifference to this change on the part of the agent. In fact, there had been, ever since the arrival of the latter upon the Point, and in spite of apparent friendliness, a perceptible breach, widening daily, between the two men. As to the reason of this I had my own suspicions, for I had made the discovery that Jackson had for some time past been drinking very heavily.

In addition to the brandy which we white men had for our own use, I had, to my horror, found out that he was secretly drinking the coarse and fiery rum that was sold to the natives; and as I remembered the mutterings and moanings that had formerly alarmed me, I wondered that I had not guessed the cause of them at the time; but until the arrival of Mr. Bransome, Jackson had always kept charge of the spirits himself, and he was such a secret old fellow that there was no knowing what he had then taken. Now that I was aware of his failing, I was very sorry for the old sailor; for on such a coast and in such a climate there was only one end to it; and although I could not actually prevent him from taking the liquor, I resolved to watch him, and if such symptoms as I had seen before again appeared, to tell Mr. Bransome of them at all hazards. But I was too late to prevent what speedily followed my discovery. It had come about that the same mail-steamer that had brought out Mr. Bransome had again anchored off the Point, and again the weather was coarse and lowering. A stiff breeze had blown for some days, which made the rollers worse than they had been for a long while. Both Mr. Bransome and Jackson watched the weather with eager looks, but each was differently affected by it. Bransome appeared to be anxious and nervous, while Jackson was excited, and paced up and down the veranda, and kept, strange to say, for it was contrary to his late habit, a watch upon Bransome's every movement.

Every now and then, too, he would rub his hands together as if in eager expectation, and would chuckle to himself as he glanced seaward. Of his own accord he gave orders to Sooka to get both the surf-boats ready for launching, and to make the boys put on their newest loin-cloths; and then, when everything was in readiness, he asked Bransome if he was going off to the steamer.

"I fear I must," said Bransome; "but I—I don't like the look of those cursed rollers."

At this Jackson laughed, and said something about "being afraid of very little."

"The beach is perfectly good," he added; "Sooka knows, and Sooka is the oldest patrao on the Point."

And Sooka, who was standing by, made a low obeisance to the agent, and said that "the beach lived for well," which was his way of expressing in English that the sea was not heavy.

At that moment a gun was fired from the steamer as a signal to be quick, and Bransome said, "I will go, but not in that black blackguard's boat; it need not come," and he went down to the beach.

It was one of Jackson's rules that when a boat went through the surf there should be some one to watch it, so I walked to the end of the Point to see the agent put off. He got away safely; and I, seeing Sooka's boat lying on the beach, and thinking that it would be as well to have it hauled up under the boat-shed, was on the point of returning to the factory to give the necessary order, when, to my surprise, I saw the boat's crew rush down the beach to the boat and begin to push it toward the sea.

I waved my arms as a signal to them to stop, but they paid no attention to me; and I saw them run the boat into the water, jump into her, and pull off, all singing a song to their stroke in their own language, the sound of which came faintly up to the top of the Point. "Stupid fellows!" I muttered to myself, "they might have known that the boat was not wanted;" and I was again about to turn away, when I was suddenly seized from behind, and carried to the very edge of the cliff, and then as suddenly released.

I sprang to one side, and turning round saw Jackson, with a look of such savage fury on his face that I retreated a step or two in astonishment at him. He perceived my alarm, and burst out into a fit of laughter, which, instead of reassuring me, had the opposite effect, it was so demoniacal in character. "Ha! ha!" he laughed again, "are you frightened?" and advancing toward me, he put his face close to mine, peering into it with bloodshot eyes, while his breath, reeking of spirits, poured into my nostrils.

Involuntarily I put up my arm to keep him off. He clutched it, and, pointing with his other hand to the sea, whispered hoarsely, "What do you hear of the surf? Will the breakers be heavier before sundown? See how they begin to curve! Listen how they already thunder, thunder, on the beach! I tell you they are impatient—they seek some one,?"he shouted. "Do you know," he continued, lowering his voice again, and speaking almost confidentially, "sooner or later some one is drowned upon that bar?" And even as he spoke a fresh line of breakers arose from the deep, farther out than any had been before. This much I observed, but I was too greatly unnerved by the strange manner of Jackson to pay further heed to the sea. It had flashed across my mind that he was on the verge of an attack of delirium tremens, from the effects of the liquor he had been consuming for so long, and the problem was to get him back to the house quietly.

Suddenly a thought struck me. Putting my arm within his, I said, as coolly as I could, "Never mind the sea, Jackson; let us have a matabicho" (our local expression for a "drink?"). He took the bait, and came away quietly enough to the house. Once there, I enticed him into the dining-room, and shutting to the door quickly, I locked it on the outside, resolving to keep him there until Mr. Bransome should return; for, being alone, I was afraid of him.

Then I went back to the end of the Point to look for the return of the two boats. When I reached it I saw that the rollers had increased in size in the short time that I had been absent, and that they were breaking, one after another, as fast as they could come shoreward; not pygmy waves, but great walls of water along their huge length before they fell.

A surf such as I had never yet seen had arisen. I stood and anxiously watched through a glass the boats at the steamer's side, and at length, to my relief, I saw one of them leave her, but as it came near I saw, to my surprise, that Mr. Bransome was not in the boat, and that it was not the one that Sooka steered. Quickly it was overtaken by the breakers, but escaped their power, and came inshore on the back of a majestic roller that did not break until it was close to the beach, where the boat was in safety.

Not without vague apprehension at his imprudence, but still not anticipating any actual harm from it, I thought that Mr. Bransome had chosen to come back in Sooka's boat, and I waited and waited to see it return, although the daylight had now so waned that I could no longer distinguish what was going on alongside the steamer. At last I caught sight of the boat, a white speck upon the waters, and, just as it entered upon the dangerous part of the bar, I discerned to my infinite amazement, that two figures were seated in the stern—a man and a woman—a white woman; I could see her dress fluttering in the wind, and Sooka's black figure standing behind her.

On came the boat, impelled by the swift-flowing seas, for a quarter of an hour it was tossed on the crests of the waves. Again and again it rose and sank with them as they came rolling in, but somehow, after a little further time, it seemed to me that it did not make such way toward the shore as it should have done.

I lifted the glass to my eyes, and I saw that the boys were hardly pulling at all, though the boat was not close to the rocks that were near the cliff. Nor did Sooka seem to be conscious of a huge roller that was swiftly approaching him. In my excitement I was just on the point of shouting to warn those in the boat of their danger, although I knew that they could not understand what I might say, when I saw Jackson standing on the edge of the cliff, a little way off, dressed in his shirt and trousers only. He had escaped from the house! He perceived that I saw him, and came running up on me, and I threw myself on my guard. However, he did not attempt to touch me, but stopped and cried:

"Did I not tell you that somebody would be drowned by those waves? Watch that boat! watch it! it is doomed; and the scoundrel, the villain, who is in it will never reach the shore alive!" and he hissed the last word through his clenched teeth.

"Good God, Jackson!" I said, "don't say that! Look, there is a white woman in the boat!?"

At the words his jaw dropped, his form, which a moment before had swayed with excitement, became rigid, and his eyes stared at me as if he knew, but comprehended not, what I had said. Then he slowly turned his face toward the sea, and, as he did so, the mighty breaker that had been coming up astern of the boat curled over it. For a moment or two it rushed forward, a solid body of water, carrying the boat with it; and in those moments I saw, to my horror, Sooka give one sweep with his oar, which threw the boat's side toward the roller.

I saw the boat-boys leap clear of the boat into the surf; I saw the agonised faces of the man and the woman upturned to the wave above them, and then the billow broke, and nothing was seen but a sheet of frothy water. The boat and those in it had disappeared. For the crew I had little concern—I knew they would come ashore safely enough; but for Mr. Bransome and the woman, whoever she was, there was little hope. They had not had time to throw themselves into the sea before the boat had capsized, and their clothing would sink them in such a surf, even if they had escaped being crushed by the boat. Besides, I feared there had been some foul play on the part of Sooka. Quickly as he had done it, I had seen him with his oar put the boat beyond the possibility of escaping from the wave, and I remembered how he had been treated by Bransome.

With such thoughts I ran along the cliff to the pathway that led down to the beach; and as I ran, I saw Jackson running before me, not steadily or rightly, but heavily, and swaying from side to side as he went. Quickly I passed him, but he gave no sign that he knew any one was near him; and as I leaped down on to the first ledge of rock below me, I saw that he was not following me, but had disappeared among the brushwood.

When I got down to the beach, I found that the boat's crew had reached the shore in safety, but of the two passengers nothing had been seen. The capsized boat was sometimes visible as it lifted on the rollers, but through my glass I saw that no one was clinging to it. I called for Sooka, but Sooka was missing. Every one had seen him land, but he had disappeared mysteriously. In vain I questioned the other boys as to the cause of the disaster. The only answer I could get out of them was an appeal to look to the sea and judge for myself. The woman was a white woman from the big ship, was all they could say about her; and, negro-like, they evidently considered the loss of a woman or so of very little consequence.

All I could do was to set a watch along the beach to look for the bodies when they should be washed ashore, and this done, I returned to the factory. My next desire was to find Sooka. He could hardly have gone far, so I sent for a runner to take a message to the native king under whose protection we on the Point were, and after whom the Point was called, and who was bound to find the missing man for me if he could, or if he had not been bribed to let him pass.

In my sorrow at what had happened, and in my doubt as to the cause of it, I had forgotten all about Jackson; but after I had despatched my messenger to the king, I went to look for him. I discovered him crouching in a corner of his own bedroom in the dark.

"Are they found?" he asked, in a voice so hollow and broken that I hardly knew it; and before I could answer him, he whispered to himself, "No, no; they are drowned—drowned."

I tried to lead him into the lighted dining-room, but he only crouched the closer to his corner. At length by the promise of the ever-potent temptation, liquor, I got him to leave the room. He could scarcely walk, though, now, and he trembled so violently that I was glad to give him part of a bottle of brandy that I had by me. He filled a tumbler half full of the spirits, and drank it off. This put strength into him, and for a little he was calm; but as he again and again applied himself to the bottle, he became drunk, and swore at me for my impudence in giving orders without his sanction. On this I tried to take the bottle from him, but he clutched it so firmly that I had to let it go; whereupon he immediately put it to his lips and swallowed the rest of the liquor that was in it. After which he gave a chuckle, and staggered to a couch, on which he tumbled, and lay with his eyes open for a long while. At last he fell asleep, but I was too nervous to do likewise, and sat watching him the most of the night; at least, when I awoke it was daylight, and it seemed to me that I had been asleep for a few minutes.

Jackson was still lying on the couch, and his face was calm and peaceful as he softly breathed. The morning, too, was fine, and as I walked on to the veranda I saw the sea sparkling in the sunlight, and there was not a sound from it save a far-off and drowsy murmur. Not a sign remained on its broad surface of the wrath of the day before. It was wonderfully calm. Lying here and there on the veranda, rolled up in their clothes, were the servants of the factory, sleeping soundly on the hard planks.

Presently, as the sun rose in the heavens and warmed the air, the place began to show signs of life, and one of the watch that I had set on the beach came running across the yard to tell me that the bodies had come ashore.

Immediately upon hearing this I called the hammockbearers together, and going down to the beach, I went a considerable way along it toward a dark spot, which I knew to be a group of natives. On coming up to the group, I found at least fifty negroes collected round the drowned man and woman, all chattering and squabbling among themselves, and probably over the plunder, for I saw that the bodies had been stripped to their underclothing. Rushing into the crowd, with the aid of a stick I dispersed it, so far as to make the wretches stand back. The man, of course, was Bransome, there was no doubt as to that, although he had received a terrible blow on the left temple, most likely from the pointed stem of the boat as it had toppled over upon him, and his face was distorted and twisted to one side. The woman was evidently English, young and pretty, although her long hair, heavy and wet, was polluted by the sand that stuck to it, and her half-open eyes were filled with the same. On her lips there lingered a slight smile. She was of middle height, of slender figure, and delicately nurtured, as the small bare feet and little hands showed. As I looked at the latter I saw a wedding-ring on her finger, and I thought, "It is Bransome's wife." I tried to take the ring away, but it would not come off her finger—which I might have known, because the natives would not have left it there had they been able to remove it. I then ordered the bearers to lay the bodies in the hammocks; and that done, our little party wended its way along the shore homeward, while the natives I had dispersed followed one after another in African fashion.

Arrived at the factory, I bade the boys place the bodies side by side on a spare bed in an empty room, and then I sent them to dig a grave in the little burial-ground on the Point, where two or three worm-eaten wooden crosses marked the resting-places of former agents of Messrs. Flint Brothers.

As quick interment was necessary in such a climate, even on that very day, I went to call Jackson in order that he might perform the duty that was his—that of reading the burial service over the dead, and of sealing up the desk and effects of Mr. Bransome. But Jackson was not in the factory. I guessed, however, where he was; and sure enough I found him in his accustomed haunt at the end of the Point. The moment he saw me he tried to hide himself among the brushwood, but I was too quick for him, and spied him as he crouched behind a dwarf palm.

"I know, I know," he cried, as I ran up to him; "I saw you come along the beach. Bury them, bury them out of sight."

"Come, Mr. Jackson," I replied, "it isn't fair to put all the trouble on to me. I am sure I have had enough of the weariness and anxiety of this sad business. You must take your share of it. I want you to read the service for the dead over them."

"No, no," he almost shrieked; "bury them quick; never mind me. Put them out of sight."

"I will not," I said, resolutely. "For your own sake you must, at any rate, view the bodies."

"They have not been murdered?" He replied. But the startled look with which I received the suggestion his words implied seemed to make him recollect himself, for he rose and took my arm without saying more. As he did so, I felt for the first time a sort of repugnance toward him. Up to that moment my feeling had been one of pity and anxiety on his account, but now I loathed him. This he seemed instinctively to feel, and he clung closely to me.

Once at the factory I determined that there should be no more delay on his part, and I took him to the door of the room where the bodies had been laid, but at it he made a sudden halt and would not enter. Covering his face with his hands, he trembled violently as I pushed the door open and advanced to the bedside. The room, hushed and in semidarkness; the white sheet, whose surface showed too plainly the forms beneath it; and the scared, terrified face of the man who, with brain afire, stood watching, with staring eyes, the bed, made a scene I have never forgotten.

Slowly I turned down the upper part of the sheet, and Jackson, as if fascinated by the act, advanced a step or two into the room, but with face averted. Gradually he turned it toward the bodies, and for a moment his gaze rested upon them. The next instant he staggered forward, looked at the woman's face, panted for breath once or twice, and then, with uplifted hands and a wild cry of "Lucy!" fell his length upon the floor. When I stooped over him he was in convulsions, and dark matter was oozing out of his mouth. The climax had come. I shouted for the servants, and they carried him to his own room, and placed him on his own bed.

How I got through that day I hardly know. Alone I buried Bransome and his wife, and alone I returned from the hurried task to watch by Jackson's bedside. None of the natives would stay near him. For two days he lay unconscious. At the end of that time he seemed to have some idea of the outside world, for his eyes met mine with intelligence in their look, and on bending over him I heard him whisper, "Forgive me!" Then he relapsed into unconsciousness again. Through the long hours his eyes remained ever open and restless; he could not eat, nor did he sleep, and I was afraid he would pass away through weakness without a sign, being an old man. On the third day he became delirious and commenced chattering and talking to himself, and imagining that all kinds of horrid shapes and creatures were around and near him. I had to watch him narrowly in order to prevent him stealing out of his bed, which he was ready to do at any moment to avoid the tortures which he fearfully imagined awaited him. By these signs I knew that he was in the middle of an attack of delirium tremens, and I tried to quiet him by means of laudanum, but it had no effect upon him. I got him, however, to swallow a little soup, which sustained him. My own boy was the only negro I had been able to induce to stay in the room, and he would only remain in it while I was there.

I had sent a messenger to the nearest station, where I remembered there was a Portuguese doctor; but he had not returned by the evening of the fourth day. That night, worn out with watching, I had dozed off to sleep on a chair placed by the sick man's bed, when all at once I was awakened by a loud report, and I jumped up to find the room filled with smoke. As it cleared away I saw that Jackson was standing in the middle of the room with a revolver in his hand. As I confronted him he laughed a devilish laugh and cocked the weapon, crying as he did so, "It was you who tempted me with your smooth face and unsuspicious way, and you shall die, though I suffer doubly in hell for it. Hist!" and he stopped suddenly and listened. "Don't you hear the breakers? Hark, how they roar! They say they are ready, always ready," and staring in front of him, he advanced, as if following the sign of an invisible hand, to the door, unconsciously placing, to my infinite relief, the revolver on the top of a chest of drawers as he passed by it. I did not dare to move, and he opened the door and walked into the front room. Then I followed him. For a little he remained in the room, glaring vacantly about him, and muttering to himself; but seeing the outer door open he made a rush toward it, and disappeared into the darkness of the night. Calling to the boy, I ran after him, and easily came up to him, when he turned, and picking up a heavier stone than I thought he could have lifted, threw it at me. I dodged it and closed with him. Once in my arms I found I could hold him, and my servant and I carried him back into the factory. We placed him on the floor of the dining-room, and he was too exhausted to move for a while. By degrees, however, he recovered sufficiently to stand; and as soon as he could do so by himself, with devilish cunning he made for the lamp, which he struck, quick as lightning, with a stick that had been lying on the table. In an instant the great round globe fell to pieces, but luckily the chimney was not broken, and the lamp remained alight, and before he could strike another blow at it I had grappled with him again. This time he struggled violently for a few moments, and seemed to think that he was dealing with Bransome, for he shrieked, "What! have you come back from the sea? You are wet! You are wet!?"and shuddering, he tried to free himself from my hold; and I, not liking to hurt him, let him go, taking care to keep myself between him and the lamp.

"Back from me, you villain of hell!" he cried, as soon as he was free. "What have you done with her? what have you done with her?" And then, in a tone of weird and pathetic sorrow, "Where is my little one that I loved? I have sought her many a year; oh, why did she forsake me? Aha, Sooka! we were right to send him to the hell whence he came—the lying, false-hearted scoundrel, to steal away my white dove!?"

After which he drew from his finger a solid gold ring which he always wore, and threw it from him, saying, with a wild laugh, "There! that's for any one that likes it; I'm a dead man." He then staggered toward his own room, and I, remembering the loaded revolver which still lay on the chest of drawers, tried to intercept him. In his rage, for I verily believe that he also remembered that the weapon was there, he spat in my face, and struck me with all his force between the eyes; but I stuck to him, and with the help of the boy, who had been all this time in hiding, but who came forward at my call, I laid him for the last time upon his bed. There he lay exhausted for the remainder of the night; but there was no rest for me; I felt that I had to watch him now for my own safety.

Toward morning, however, his breathing became, all at once, very heavy and slow, and I bent over him in alarm. As I did so, I heard him sigh faintly, "Lucy!" and at that moment the native boy softly placed something upon the bed. I took it up. It was the ring the sick man had thrown away in the night, and as I looked at it I saw "James, from Lucy" engraved on its inside surface, and I knew that the dead woman was his wife.

As the first faint streaks of dawn stole into the room, the slow-drawn breathing of the dying man ceased. I listened—it came again—once—twice—and then all was silence. He was dead, and I realised in the sudden stillness that had come upon the room that I was alone. Yet he had passed away so quietly after his fitful fever that I could not bring myself to believe that he was really gone, and I stood looking at the body, fearing to convince myself of the truth by touching it.

So entranced was I by that feeling of awe which comes to almost every one in the presence of death, that I did not hear the shouting of the hammock-boy outside, or the footsteps of a white man coming into the room; and not until he touched me on the shoulder did I turn and recognise the sallow face of the Portuguese doctor whom I had sent for, and who had thus arrived too late. However, he served to help me to bury the mortal part of Jackson in the little graveyard beside the body of his wife and that of the man who had come between them when alive. And such was without doubt the fact; for when the doctor had gone, and I was alone again, I collected and made an inventory of the dead men's effects, and in Jackson's desk I found his diary, or, as he himself would have called it, his log; and in that log was noted, on the very day that Bransome had arrived on the Point, his suspicion of the man, and later on his conviction that Bransome was indeed he who had injured him.

Sooka was never found; but when the mail-steamer returned from the south coast, I discovered that the younger patrao had made his crew row away suddenly from the steamer's side, while Mr. Bransome had been engaged below, and was out of sight. So it was evident that the pair had been in league together to insure Sooka his revenge. What share Jackson had had in the murder of his enemy I did not care to think of, but feared the worst.

For myself, I had to remain on the Point for many months, until the factory was finally closed—for no purchaser was ever found for it; and doubtless, by this time, the buildings are in ruins, and long grass hides the graves of those who sleep upon King Bemba's Point.


The Manuscript

Otto Larssen





Two gentlemen sat chatting together one evening.

Their daily business was to occupy themselves with literature. At the present moment they were engaged in drinking whisky,—an occupation both agreeable and useful,—and in chatting about books, the theater, women and many other things. Finally they came around to that inexhaustible subject for conversation, the mysterious life of the soul, the hidden things, the Unknown, that theme for which Shakespeare has given us an oft-quoted and oft-abused device, which one of the men, Mr. X., now used to point his remarks. Raising his glass, he looked at himself meditatively in a mirror opposite, and, in a good imitation of the manner of his favorite actor, he quoted:

"There are more things in heaven and earth than are dreamt of in thy philosophy, Horatio."

Mr. Y. arranged a fresh glass for himself, and answered:

"I believe it. I believe also that it is given but to a few chosen ones to see these things. It never fell to my lot, I know. Fortunately for me, perhaps. For,—at least so it appears to me,—these chosen ones appear on closer investigation to be individuals of an abnormal condition of brain. As far as I personally am concerned, I know of nothing more strange than the usual logical and natural sequence of events on our globe. I confess things do sometimes happen outside of this sequence; but for the cold-blooded and thoughtful person the Strange, the apparently Inexplicable, usually turns out to be a sum of Chance, that Chance we will never be quite clever enough to fully take into our calculations.

"As an instance I would like to tell you the story of what happened several years back to a friend of mine, a young French writer. He had a good, sincere mind, but he had also a strong leaning toward which was just then in danger of becoming as much of a fashion in France as it is here now. The event of which I am about to tell you threw him into what was almost a delirium, which came near to robbing him of his normal intelligence, and therefore came near to robbing French readers of a few excellent books.

"This was the way it happened:

"It was about ten years back, and I was spending the spring and summer in Paris. I had a room with the family of a concierge on the left bank, rue de Vaugirard, near the Luxembourg Gardens.

"A few steps from my modest domicile lived my friend Lucien F. We had become acquainted through a chain of circumstances which do not belong to this story, but these circumstances had made firm friends of us, a friendship which was a source of great pleasure and also of assistance to me in my study of Paris conditions. This friendship also enabled me to enjoy better and cheaper whisky than one can usually meet with in the city by the Seine, a real good 'Jameson Highland.'

"Lucien F. had already published several books which had aroused attention through the oddity of their themes, and their gratifying success had made it possible for him to establish himself in a comfortably furnished bachelor apartment on the corner of the rue de Vaugirard and the rue de Conde.

"The apartment had a corridor and three rooms; a dining room, a bedroom and a charming study with an inclosed balcony, the three windows of which,—a large one in the center and two smaller ones at the side,—sent a flood of light in over the great writing table which filled nearly the entire balcony. Inside the room, near the balcony, stood a divan covered with a bearskin rug. Upon this divan I spent many of my hours in Paris, occupied in the smoking of my friend's excellent cigars, and the sampling of his superlatively good whisky. At the same time I could lie staring up at the tops of the trees in the Luxembourg Gardens, while Lucien worked at his desk. For, unlike most writers, he could work best when he was not alone.

"If I remained away several days, he would invariably ring my bell early some morning, and drag me out of bed with the remark: 'the whisky is ready. I can't write if you are not there.'

"During the particular days of which I shall tell you, he was engaged in the writing of a fantastic novelette, 'the Force of the Wind,' a work which interested him greatly, and which he would interrupt unwillingly at intervals to furnish copy for the well-known newspaper that numbered him among the members of its staff. His books were printed by the same house that did the printing for the paper.

"Often, as I lay in my favorite position on the divan, the bell would ring and we would be honored by a visit from the printer's boy Adolphe, a little fellow in a blue blouse, the true type of Paris gamin. Adolphe rejoiced in a broken nose, a pair of crafty eyes, and had his fists always full of manuscripts which he treated with a carelessness that would have driven a literary novice to despair. The long rolls of yellow paper would hang out of his trousers pockets as if ready to fall apart at his next movement. And the disrespectful manner in which he crammed my friend Lucien's scarcely dried essay into the breast of his blouse would have certainly called forth remarks from a journalist of more self-conceit.

"But his eyes were so full of sly cunning, and there was such an atmosphere of Paris about the stocky little fourteenyear-old chap, that we would often keep him longer with us, and treat him to a glass of anisette to hear his opinion of the writers whose work he handled. He was an amusing cross between a tricky little Paris gamin and a real child, and he hit off the characteristics of the various writers with as keen a touch of actuality as he could put into his stories of how many centimes he had won that morning at 'craps' from his friend Pierre. Pierre was another employee of the printing house, Adolphe's comrade in his study of the mysteries of Paris streets, and now his rival. They were both in love with the same girl, the fifteen-year-old daughter of the keeper of 'La Prunelle' Cafe, and her favor was often the prize of the morning's game.

"Now and then this rivalry between the two young Parisians would drop into a hand-to-hand fight. I myself was witness to such a skirmish one day, in front of 'La Prunelle.' The rivals pulled each other's hair mightily while the manuscripts flew about over the pavement, and Virginie, in her short skirts, stood at the door of the cafe and laughed until she seemed about to shake to pieces.

"Pierre was the strongest, and Adolphe came off with a bloody nose. He gathered up his manuscripts in grim silence and left the battlefield and the still laughing Virginie with an expression of deep anger on his wounded face.

"The following day, when I teased him a little because of his defeat, he smiled a sly smile and remarked:

"'Yes, but I won a franc from him, the big stupid animal. And so it was I, after all, who took Virginie out that evening. We went to the Cafe "Neant," where I let them put me in the coffin and pretend to be decaying, to amuse her. She thought it was lots of fun.'

"One morning Lucien had come for me as usual, put me on the divan, and seated himself at his writing table. He was just putting the last words to his novel, and the table was entirely covered with the scattered leaves, closely written. I could just see his neck as he sat there, a thin-sinewed, expressive neck. He bent over his work, blind and deaf for anything else. I lay there and gazed out over the tops of the trees in the park up into the blue summer sky. The window on the left side of the desk stood wide open, for it was a warm and sultry day. I sipped my whisky slowly. The air was heavy, and thunder threatened in the distance. After a little while the clouds gathered together, heavy, low-hanging, copper-hued, real thunder clouds, and the trees in the park rustled softly. The air was stifling, and lay heavy as lead on my breast.

“'Lucien!'

"Lucien did not hear or see anything, his pen flew over the paper.

"I fell back lazily on my divan.

"Then, suddenly, there was a mighty tumult. A strong gust of wind swept through the street, bending the trees in the gardens quite out of my horizon. With a crash the right-hand window in the balcony flew wide open, and like a cyclone, the wind swept through, clearing the table in an instant of all the loose sheets of paper that had lain scattered about it.

"'The devil! Why don't you shut the window!' I cried, springing up from the sofa.

"'Spare your energy, it's too late,' said Lucien with a gentle mockery in his soft voice. 'Look there!’—he pointed out into the street, where his sheets of paper went swirling about in the heavy air like white doves.

"A second later came the rain, a veritable cloud-burst. We shut the windows and gave ourselves up to melancholy thoughts about the lost manuscript, the recovery of which now seemed utterly hopeless.

"'That's one thousand francs, at least, that the wind has robbed me of,' sighed Lucien. 'Well, enfin, that doesn't matter so much. But do you know anything more tiresome than to work over the same subject a second time? I can't think of doing it. It would fairly make me sick to try it.'

"We were in a sad mood that morning. When we went out to breakfast at about two o'clock, we looked about for some traces of the lost manuscript.

"There was nothing to be seen. It had vanished completely, whirled off to all four corners of the earth probably, this manuscript from which Lucien had expected so much. Truly it was 'the Force of the Wind.'

.....

"Now comes the strange part of the story. One morning, two weeks later, Lucien stood in the door of my little room, pale as a ghost. He had a bundle of printer's proofs in his hand, and held them out to me without a word.

"I looked at it and read:

"'"The Force of the Wind," by Lucien F.'

"It was a good bundle of proofs, the entire first proofs of Lucien's novel, that novel the manuscript of which we had seen blown out of the balcony window and whirled away by the winds.

"'My dear man,' I exclaimed, as I handed him back the proofs. 'You HAVE been industrious indeed, to write your entire novel over again in so short a time—and to have proofs already—'

"Lucien did not answer. He stood silent, staring at me with a weird look in his otherwise so sensible eyes. After a moment he stammered:

"'I did not write the novel over again. I have not touched a pen since the day the manuscript blew out of the window.'

"'Are you a sleep-walker, Lucien?'

"'Why do you ask?'

"'Why, that would be the only natural explanation. They say we can do a great many things in sleep, of which we know nothing when we wake. I've heard queer stories of that. Men have committed murders in their sleep. It happens quite often that sleep-walkers write letters in a handwriting they do not recognize when awake.'

"'I have never been a sleep-walker,' answered Lucien.

"'Oh, you never can tell,' I remarked. 'Would you rather explain it as magic? Or as the work of fairies? Or do you believe in ghosts? Your muse has fascinated you, you mystic!' And I laughed and trilled a line from 'the Mascot,' which we had seen the evening before at the Lyric.

"But my merriment did not seem to strike an answering note in Lucien. He turned from me in silence, and with an offended expression took his hat and his proofs, and—humorist and skeptic as he was ordinarily, he parted from me with the words, uttered in a theatrical tone:

"'There are more things in heaven and earth than are dreamed of in thy philosophy.'

"He turned on his heel and left the room.

"To be candid, I was unpleasantly affected by the little scene. I could not for an instant doubt Lucien's honesty,—he was so pale, so frightened almost—so touching in the alarm and excitement of his soul. Of course the only explanation that I could see was that he had written his novel in a sleepwalking state.

"For certainly no printer could set up type from a manuscript that did not exist,—to say nothing of printing it and sending out proofs.

"Several days passed, but Lucien did not come near me. I went to his place once or twice, but the door was locked. Had the devil carried him off bodily? Or had this strange and inexplicable occurrence robbed him of his sanity, and robbed me of his friendship and his excellent whisky?

"After three useless attempts to find him at home, and after writing him a letter which he did not answer, I gave up Lucien without any further attempt to understand his enigmatical behavior. A short time after, I left for my home without having seen or heard anything more of him.

.....

"Months passed. I remained at home, and one evening when, during the course of a gay party, the conversation came around to the subject of mysticism and occult occurrences, I dished up my story of the enigmatical manuscript. The Unknown, the Occult, was the rage just then, and my story was received with great applause and called forth numerous quotations as to 'more things in heaven and earth.' I came to think so much of it myself that I wrote it out and sent it to Professor Flammarion, who was just then making a study of the Unknown, which he preserved in his later book 'L'Inconnu.'

"The occupying myself with the story brought my mind around again to memories of Lucien. One day, I saw a notice in Le Figaro to the effect that his book, 'the Force of the Wind,' had appeared in a second large edition, and had aroused much attention, particularly in spiritualistic circles. I seemed to see him again before me, with his long nervous neck, which was so expressive. The vision of this neck rose up before me whenever I drank the same sort of whisky that I had drunk so often with him, and the longing to hear something more of my lost friend came over me. I sat down one evening when in a sentimental mood, and wrote to him, asking him to tell me something of himself and to send me his book.

"A week later I received the little book and the following letter which I have here in my pocket. It is somewhat crumpled, for I have read it several times. But no matter. I will read it to you now, if you will pardon my awkward translating of the French original.

"Here it is:

"DEAR FRIEND:

"Many thanks for your letter. Here is the book. I have to thank you also that you did not lay my behavior of your last days in Paris up against me. It must have seemed strange to you. I will try to explain it.

"I have been nervous from childhood. The fact that most of my books have treated of fantastic subjects,—somewhat in the manner of Edgar Allan Poe—has made me more susceptible for all that world which lies beyond and about the world of every-day life. I have sought after,—and yet feared—the mystical; cool and lucid as I can be at times, I have always had an inclination for the enigmatical, the Unknown.

"But the first thing that ever happened in my life that I could not explain or understand was the affair of the manuscript. You remember the day I stood in your room? I must have looked the picture of misery. The affair had played more havoc with my nerves than you can very well understand. Your mockery hurt me, and yet under all I felt ashamed of my own thoughts concerning this foolish occurrence. I could not explain the phenomenon, and I shivered at the things that it suggested to me. In this condition, which lasted several weeks, I could not bear to see you or anyone else, and I was impolite enough even to leave your letter unanswered.

"The book appeared and made a hit, since that sort of thing was the center of interest just then. But almost a month passed before I could arouse myself from that condition of fear and—I had almost said, softening of the brain—which prevented my enjoyment of my success.

"Then the explanation came. Thanks to this occurrence I know now that I shall never again be in danger of being 'haunted.'

"And I know now that Chance can bring about stranger happenings than can any fancied visitations from the spirit world. Here you have the story of this 'mystic' occurrence, which came near endangering my sanity, and which turns out to be a chance combination of a gust of wind, a sudden downpour of rain, and the strange elements in the character of our little friend Adolphe the printer's boy.

"You remember that funny little chap with the crafty eye, his talent for gambling, and his admiration for the girl of 'La Prunelle’? A queer little mixture this child who has himself alone to look to for livelihood and care, the typical race of the Paris streets, the modified gamin from 'Les Miserables.'

"About a month after the appearance of my book I lay on the divan one day,—your favorite place, you remember?—and lost myself in idle reasonings on the same old subject that never left my mind day or night, when the bell rang and Adolphe appeared, to call for the essay on 'Le Boulevarde.' There was an unusually nervous gleam in his eyes that day. I gave him an anisette and tried to find out what his trouble was. I did find it out, and I found out a good deal more besides.

"Thanks to his good fortune as a gambler, Virginie came to look upon him with favor. Pierre was quite out of the race and Adolphe's affection was reciprocated as much as his heart could desire. But with his good fortune in love came all the suffering, all the torture, the suspicions that tear the hearts of us men when we set our hopes upon a woman's truth. Young as he was he went through them all, and now he was torturing himself with the thought that she did not really love him and was only pretending, while she gave her heart to another. Perhaps he was right—why not?

"I talked to Adolphe as man to man, and managed to bring back a gleam of his usual jollity and sly humor. He took another glass of anisette, and said suddenly:

"'M. Lucien—I did something—'

"'Did what?' I asked.

"'Something I should have told you long ago—it was wrong, and you've always been so nice to me—'

"'You remember the day, two months ago, when we had such a sudden wind and rain storm, a regular cloud-burst? I was down here in this neighborhood fetching manuscripts from M. Labouchere and M. Laroy. I was to have come up here for copy from you, too. But then—you'll understand after all I've been telling you,—I came around past "La Prunelle?"and Virginie stood in the doorway, and she'd promised to go out with me that evening. So I ran up to speak to her. And then when I went on again, I saw a sheet with your writing lying in the street. You know I know all the gentlemen's writing, whose copy I fetch. Then I was frightened. I thought to myself, "the devil," I thought, "here I've lost M. Lucien's manuscript." I couldn't remember calling for it, but I thought I must have done so before I got M. Laroy's. I can't remember much except Virginie these days. I took up the sheet and saw three others a little further on. And I saw a lot more shining just behind the railing of the Luxembourg Garden. You know how hard it rained. The water held the paper down, so the wind couldn't carry it any further. I ran into the Garden and picked up all the sheets, thirty-two of them. All of them, except the first four I found in the street, had blown in behind the railing. And I can tell you I was precious glad that I had them all together. I ran back to the office, told them I had dropped the manuscript in the street, but asked them not to say anything to you about it. But the sheets were all there,—you always number them so clearly, and "handsome August," the compositer, promised he wouldn't tell on me. I knew if the foreman heard of it, he'd put me out, for he had a grudge against me. So nobody knew anything about it. But I thought I ought to tell you, 'cause you've been so nice to me. Maybe you'll understand how one gets queer at times, when a girl like Virginie tells you she likes you better than Pierre, and yet you think she might deceive you for his sake—that big, stupid animal—But now I'll be going. Much obliged for your kindness, M. Lucien, and for the anisette—' And he left me.

"There you have the explanation, the very simple and natural explanation of the phenomenon that almost drove me crazy.

"The entire 'supernatural' occurrence was caused by a careless boy's love affairs, by a gust of southwest wind, by a sudden heavy rain, and by the chance that I had used English ink, the kind that water cannot blur. All these simple natural things made me act so foolishly toward a good friend, the sort of friend I have always known you to be.

"Let me hear from you, and tell me what you people up North think of my book. I give you my word that the 'Unknown Powers' shall never again make me foolish enough to risk losing your friendship!

"Yours

"LUCIEN.

"So this is my story. Yes, 'there are more things in heaven and earth—' But the workings of Chance are the strangest of all. And this whisky is really very good. Here's to you."


Life is too short for a long story.

时间太少，小说太长，不如读一篇短故事。
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风雨交加的夜晚，三个陌生男人接踵而至，谁是刽子手，谁是逃犯？似幻似真的梦中，一个神秘女子预示凶兆，谁是受害人，谁是凶手？峭壁耸立的山谷闪耀异彩，难道是恶魔眼睛的幽光？大风吹散的手稿得以付梓，莫非冥冥中自有主宰？

山重水复，结局往往出人意表。托马斯·哈代、阿瑟·柯南·道尔、威尔基·科林斯……文学大家带来5个精彩短篇，加上全新的译文诠释，邀读者一起破解重重谜团，领略两种语言的魅力。
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