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A Fragment of Life
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'l shall never forget the first time I saw [Hampton
Court]. It was soon after I went into the City; the
first year. I had my holidays in July, and I was
getting such a small salary that I couldn't think of
going away to the seaside, or anything like that. I
remember one of the other men wanted me to come
with him on a walking tour in Kent. I should have liked
that, but the money wouldn't run to it. And do you
know what I did? I lived in Great College Street
then, and the first day I was off, I stayed in bed till
past dinner-time, and lounged about in an arm-chair
with a pipe all the afternoon. I had got a new kind of
tobacco—one and four for the two-ounce packet—much
dearer than I could afford to smoke, and I was enjoying
it immensely. It was awfully hot, and when I shut the
window and drew down the red blind it grew hotter;
at five o'clock the room was like an oven. But I was so
pleased at not having to go into the City, that I didn't
mind anything, and now and again I read bits from
a queer old book that had belonged to my poor dad.
I couldn't make out what a lot of it meant, but it
fitted in somehow, and I read and smoked till tea-time.
Then I went out for a walk, thinking I should be better
for a little fresh air before I went to bed; and I went
wandering away, not much noticing where I was going,
turning here and there as the fancy took me. I must have
gone miles and miles, and a good many of them round
and round, as they say they do in Australia if they lose

67



their way in the bush; and I am sure I couldn't have
gone exactly the same way all over again for any
money. Anyhow, I was still in the streets when the
twilight came on, and the lamp-lighters were trotting
round from one lamp to another. It was a wonderful
night: I wish you had been there, my dear.'

'l was quite a little girl then.'

'Yes, I suppose you were. Well, it was a wonderful
night. I remember, I was walking in a little street of
little grey houses all alike, with stucco copings and
stucco door-posts; there were brass plates on a lot of the
doors, and one had "Maker of Shell Boxes" on it, and I
was quite pleased, as I had often wondered where those
boxes and things that you buy at the seaside came from.
A few children were playing about in the road with
some rubbish or other, and men were singing in a small
public-house at the corner, and I happened to look up,
and I noticed what a wonderful colour the sky had
turned. I have seen it since, but I don't think 1t has ever
been quite what it was that night, a dark blue, glowing
like a violet, just as they say the sky looks in foreign
countries. I don't know why, but the sky or something
made me feel quite queer; everything seemed changed
in a way [ couldn't understand. I remember, I told an old
gentleman I knew then—a friend of my poor father's,
he's been dead for five years, 1f not more—about how I
felt, and he looked at me and said something about
fairyland; I don't know what he meant, and I dare say I
didn't explain myself properly. But, do you know, for a
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moment or two I felt as if that little back street was
beautiful, and the noise of the children and the men in
the public-house seemed to fit in with the sky and
become part of it. You know that old saying about
"treading on air" when one is glad! Well, I really felt
like that as I walked, not exactly like air, you know, but
as 1f the pavement was velvet or some very soft carpet.
And then—I suppose it was all my fancy—the air
seemed to smell sweet, like the incense in Catholic
churches, and my breath came queer and catchy, as it
does when one gets very excited about anything. I felt
altogether stranger than I've ever felt before or since.'

Darnell stopped suddenly and looked up at his wife.
She was watching him with parted lips, with eager,
wondering eyes.

'l hope I'm not tiring you, dear, with all this story
about nothing. You have had a worrying day with that
stupid girl; hadn't you better go to bed?'

'Oh, no, please, Edward. I'm not a bit tired now. I
love to hear you talk like that. Please go on.'

'Well, after I had walked a bit further, that queer sort
of feeling seemed to fade away. I said a bit further, and
I really thought I had been walking about five minutes,
but I had looked at my watch just before I got into that
little street, and when I looked at it again it was eleven
o'clock. I must have done about eight miles. I could
scarcely believe my own eyes, and I thought my watch
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must have gone mad; but I found out afterwards it was
perfectly right. I couldn't make it out, and I can't now; I
assure you the time passed as if I walked up one side of
Edna Road and down the other. But there I was, right in
the open country, with a cool wind blowing on me from
a wood, and the air full of soft rustling sounds, and
notes of birds from the bushes, and the singing noise of
a little brook that ran under the road. I was standing on
the bridge when I took out my watch and struck a wax
light to see the time; and it came upon me suddenly
what a strange evening it had been. It was all so
different, you see, to what I had been doing all my life,
particularly for the year before, and it almost seemed as
if I couldn't be the man who had been going into the
City every day in the morning and coming back from it
every evening after writing a lot of uninteresting letters.
It was like being pitched all of a sudden from one world
into another. Well, I found my way back somehow or
other, and as I went along I made up my mind how I'd
spend my holiday. I said to myself, "I'll have a walking
tour as well as Ferrars, only mine is to be a tour of
London and its environs," and I had got it all settled
when I let myself into the house about four o'clock in
the morning, and the sun was shining, and the street
almost as still as the wood at midnight!"

'l think that was a capital idea of yours. Did you have
your tour? Did you buy a map of London?'

'l had the tour all right. I didn't buy a map; that would
have spoilt it, somehow; to see everything plotted out,
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and named, and measured. What I wanted was to feel
that I was going where nobody had been before. That's
nonsense, 1sn't it? as if there could be any such places in
London, or England either, for the matter of that.’

'l know what you mean; you wanted to feel as if you
were going on a sort of voyage of discovery. Isn't that
it?'

'Exactly, that's what I was trying to tell you. Besides,
[ didn't want to buy a map. [ made a map.'

'How do you mean? Did you make a map out of your
head?'

'T'll tell you about it afterwards. But do you really
want to hear about my grand tour?'

'Of course I do; it must have been delightful. I call it
a most original idea.’

'Well, I was quite full of it, and what you said just
now about a voyage of discovery reminds me of how I
felt then. When I was a boy I was awfully fond of
reading of great travellers—I suppose all boys are—and
of sailors who were driven out of their course and found
themselves in latitudes where no ship had ever sailed
before, and of people who discovered wonderful cities
in strange countries; and all the second day of my
holidays I was feeling just as I used to when I read these
books. I didn't get up till pretty late. I was tired to death
after all those miles I had walked; but when I had
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finished my breakfast and filled my pipe, I had a grand
time of it. It was such nonsense, you know; as if there
could be anything strange or wonderful in London.'

'Why shouldn't there be?!

'Well, I don't know; but I have thought afterwards
what a silly lad I must have been. Anyhow, I had a great
day of it, planning what I would do, half making-
believe—just like a kid—that I didn't know where 1
might find myself, or what might happen to me. And I
was enormously pleased to think it was all my secret,
that nobody else knew anything about it, and that,
whatever I might see, I would keep to myself. I had
always felt like that about the books. Of course, I loved
reading them, but it seemed to me that, if I had been a
discoverer, I would have kept my discoveries a secret.
If I had been Columbus, and, if it could possibly have
been managed, I would have found America all by
myself, and never have said a word about it to anybody.
Fancy! how beautiful it would be to be walking about in
one's own town, and talking to people, and all the while
to have the thought that one knew of a great world
beyond the seas, that nobody else dreamed of. I should
have loved that!

'And that is exactly what I felt about the tour I was
going to make. I made up my mind that nobody should
know; and so, from that day to this, nobody has heard a
word of it.'
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'But you are going to tell me?'

'You are different. But I don't think even you will
hear everything; not because I won't, but because I can't
tell many of the things I saw.'

"Things you saw? Then you really did see wonderful,
strange things in London?'

'Well, I did and I didn't. Everything, or pretty nearly
everything, that I saw 1s standing still, and hundreds of
thousands of people have looked at the same sights—
there were many places that the fellows in the office
knew quite well, I found out afterwards. And then I read
a book called "London and its Surroundings." But (I
don't know how it is) neither the men at the office nor
the writers of the book seem to have seen the things that
I did. That's why I stopped reading the book; it seemed
to take the life, the real heart, out of everything, making
it as dry and stupid as the stuffed birds in a museum.

'l thought about what I was going to do all that day,
and went to bed early, so as to be fresh. I knew
wonderfully little about London, really; though, except
for an odd week now and then, I had spent all my life in
town. Of course I knew the main streets—the Strand,
Regent Street, Oxford Street, and so on—and I knew
the way to the school I used to go to when I was a boy,
and the way into the City. But I had just kept to a few
tracks, as they say the sheep do on the mountains; and
that made it all the easier for me to imagine that I was
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going to discover a new world.'

Darnell paused in the stream of his talk. He looked
keenly at his wife to see if he were wearying her, but
her eyes gazed at him with unabated interest—one
would have almost said that they were the eyes of one
who longed and half expected to be initiated into the
mysteries, who knew not what great wonder was to be
revealed. She sat with her back to the open window,
framed in the sweet dusk of the night, as 1f a painter had
made a curtain of heavy velvet behind her; and the work
that she had been doing had fallen to the floor. She
supported her head with her two hands placed on each
side of her brow, and her eyes were as the wells in the
wood of which Darnell dreamed in the night-time and
in the day.

'And all the strange tales I had ever heard were in my
head that morning,’ he went on, as if continuing the
thoughts that had filled his mind while his lips were
silent. 'I had gone to bed early, as I told you, to get a
thorough rest, and I had set my alarum clock to wake
me at three, so that I might set out at an hour that was
quite strange for the beginning of a journey. There was
a hush in the world when I awoke, before the clock had
rung to arouse me, and then a bird began to sing and
twitter in the elm tree that grew in the next garden, and
I looked out of the window, and everything was still,
and the morning air breathed in pure and sweet, as I had
never known it before. My room was at the back of the
house, and most of the gardens had trees in them, and
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beyond these trees I could see the backs of the houses
of the next street rising like the wall of an old city; and
as I looked the sun rose, and the great light came 1n at
my window, and the day began.

'And I found that when I was once out of the streets
just about me that I knew, some of the queer feeling that
had come to me two days before came back again. It
was not nearly so strong, the streets no longer smelt of
incense, but still there was enough of it to show me
what a strange world I passed by. There were things
that one may see again and again in many London
streets: a vine or a fig tree on a wall, a lark singing in a
cage, a curious shrub blossoming in a garden, an odd
shape of a roof, or a balcony with an uncommon-
looking trellis-work 1n iron. There's scarcely a street,
perhaps, where you won't see one or other of such
things as these; but that morning they rose to my eyes in
a new light, as if I had on the magic spectacles in the
fairy tale, and just like the man in the fairy tale, I went
on and on in the new light. I remember going through
wild land on a high place; there were pools of water
shining in the sun, and great white houses in the middle
of dark, rocking pines, and then on the turn of the
height I came to a little lane that went aside from the
main road, a lane that led to a wood, and in the lane was
a little old shadowed house, with a bell turret in the
roof, and a porch of trellis-work all dim and faded into
the colour of the sea; and in the garden there were
growing tall, white lilies, just as we saw them that day
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we went to look at the old pictures; they were shining
like silver, and they filled the air with their sweet scent.
It was from near that house I saw the valley and high
places far away in the sun. So, as I say, [ went "on and
on," by woods and fields, till I came to a little town on
the top of a hill, a town full of old houses bowing to the
ground beneath their years, and the morning was so still
that the blue smoke rose up straight into the sky from
all the roof-tops, so still that I heard far down in the
valley the song of a boy who was singing an old song
through the streets as he went to school, and as I passed
through the awakening town, beneath the old, grave
houses, the church bells began to ring.

'It was soon after I had left this town behind me that I
found the Strange Road. I saw it branching off from the
dusty high road, and it looked so green that I turned
aside into 1t, and soon I felt as if I had really come into
a new country. I don't know whether it was one of the
roads the old Romans made that my father used to tell
me about; but it was covered with deep, soft turf, and
the great tall hedges on each side looked as if they had
not been touched for a hundred years; they had grown
so broad and high and wild that they met overhead, and
I could only get glimpses here and there of the country
through which I was passing, as one passes in a dream.
The Strange Road led me on and on, up and down hill;
sometimes the rose bushes had grown so thick that I
could scarcely make my way between them, and
sometimes the road broadened out into a green, and in
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one valley a brook, spanned by an old wooden bridge,
ran across it. I was tired, and I found a soft and shady
place beneath an ash tree, where I must have slept for
many hours, for when I woke up it was late in the
afternoon. So I went on again, and at last the green road
came out into the highway, and I looked up and saw
another town on a high place with a great church in the
middle of it, and when I went up to it there was a great
organ sounding from within, and the choir was singing.'

There was a rapture in Darnell's voice as he spoke,
that made his story well-nigh swell into a song, and he
drew a long breath as the words ended, filled with the
thought of that far-off summer day, when some
enchantment had informed all common things,
transmuting them into a great sacrament, causing
earthly works to glow with the fire and the glory of the
everlasting light.

And some splendour of that light shone on the face of
Mary as she sat still against the sweet gloom of the
night, her dark hair making her face more radiant. She
was silent for a little while, and then she spoke—

'Oh, my dear, why have you waited so long to tell me
these wonderful things? I think 1t 1s beautiful. Please go
on.'

'l have always been afraid it was all nonsense,' said
Darnell. 'And I don't know how to explain what I feel. I
didn't think I could say so much as I have to-night.'
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'And did you find it the same day after day?"

'All through the tour? Yes, I think every journey was
a success. Of course, I didn't go so far afield every day;
I was too tired. Often I rested all day long, and went out
in the evening, after the lamps were lit, and then only
for a mile or two. I would roam about old, dim squares,
and hear the wind from the hills whispering in the trees;
and when I knew I was within call of some great
glittering street, I was sunk in the silence of ways where
I was almost the only passenger, and the lamps were so
few and faint that they seemed to give out shadows
instead of light. And I would walk slowly, to and fro,
perhaps for an hour at a time, in such dark streets, and
all the time I felt what I told you about its being my
secret—that the shadow, and the dim lights, and the
cool of the evening, and trees that were like dark low
clouds were all mine, and mine alone, that I was living
in a world that nobody else knew of, into which no one
could enter.

'l remembered one night I had gone farther. It was
somewhere in the far west, where there are orchards and
gardens, and great broad lawns that slope down to trees
by the river. A great red moon rose that night through
mists of sunset, and thin, filmy clouds, and I wandered
by a road that passed through the orchards, till I came to
a little hill, with the moon showing above it glowing
like a great rose. Then I saw figures pass between me
and the moon, one by one, in a long line, each bent
double, with great packs upon their shoulders. One of
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them was singing, and then in the middle of the song I
heard a horrible shrill laugh, in the thin cracked voice of
a very old woman, and they disappeared into the
shadow of the trees. I suppose they were people going
to work, or coming from work in the gardens; but how
like it was to a nightmare!

'l can't tell you about Hampton; I should never finish
talking. I was there one evening, not long before they
closed the gates, and there were very few people about.
But the grey-red, silent, echoing courts, and the flowers
falling into dreamland as the night came on, and the
dark yews and shadowy-looking statues, and the far,
still stretches of water beneath the avenues; and all
melting into a blue mist, all being hidden from one's
eyes, slowly, surely, as if veils were dropped, one by
one, on a great ceremony! Oh! my dear, what could it
mean? Far away, across the river, I heard a soft bell ring
three times, and three times, and again three times, and
I turned away, and my eyes were full of tears.

'l didn't know what it was when I came to it; I only
found out afterwards that it must have been Hampton
Court. One of the men in the office told me he had
taken an A. B. C. girl there, and they had great fun.
They got into the maze and couldn't get out again, and
then they went on the river and were nearly drowned.
He told me there were some spicy pictures in the
galleries; his girl shrieked with laughter, so he said.'

Mary quite disregarded this interlude.
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'But you told me you had made a map. What was it
like?'

'T'll show it you some day, if you want to see it. I
marked down all the places I had gone to, and made
signs—things like queer letters—to remind me of what
I had seen. Nobody but myself could understand it. I
wanted to draw pictures, but I never learnt how to draw,
so when I tried nothing was like what I wanted it to be.
I tried to draw a picture of that town on the hill that I
came to on the evening of the first day; I wanted to
make a steep hill with houses on top, and in the middle,
but high above them, the great church, all spires and
pinnacles, and above it, in the air, a cup with rays
coming from it. But it wasn't a success. I made a very
strange sign for Hampton Court, and gave it a name that
I made up out of my head.'

The Darnells avoided one another's eyes as they sat at
breakfast the next morning. The air had lightened in the
night, for rain had fallen at dawn; and there was a bright
blue sky, with vast white clouds rolling across it from
the south-west, and a fresh and joyous wind blew in at
the open window; the mists had vanished. And with the
mists there seemed to have vanished also the sense of
strange things that had possessed Mary and her husband
the night before; and as they looked out into the clear
light they could scarcely believe that the one had
spoken and the other had listened a few hours before to
histories very far removed from the usual current of
their thoughts and of their lives. [...]
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