CHARLOTTE MEW
A WHITE NIGHT

R

in the telling by its merely accidental quality of
lodrama, its sensational machinery, which, to
the view of anyone who didn't witness it, is apt to blur
the finer outlines of the scene. The subtlety, or call it the
significance, is missed, and unavoidably, as one attempts to
put the thing before you, in a certain casual crudity, and
inessential violence of fact. Make it a mediaeval matter — put
it back some centuries — and the affair takes on its proper tone
immediately, is tinctured with the sinister solemnity which
actually enveloped it. But as it stands, a recollection, an
experience, a picture, well, it doesn't reproduce; one must
have the original if one is going to hang it on one's wall.’
In spite of which I took it down the night he told it and,
thanks to a trick of accuracy, | believe you have the story as
| heard it, almost word for word.

‘THE incident’, said Cameron, ‘is spoiled inevitably

It was in the spring of 1876, a rainless spring, as | remember
it, of white roads and brown crops and steely skies.

Sent out the year before on mining business, | had been
then some eighteen months in Spain. My job was finished; 1
was leaving the Black Country, planning a vague look round,
perhaps a little sport among the mountains, when a letter
from my sister Ella laid the dust of doubtful schemes.

118



Pagina 119 ¥

She was on a discursive honeymoon. They had come on
from Florence to Madrid, and disappointed with the rank
modemity of their last halt, wished to explore some of
the least known towns of the interior: ‘Something unique,
untrodden, and uncivilised’, she indicated modestly. Further,
if | were free and amiable, and so on, they would join me
anywhere in Andalusia. | was in fact to show them round.

I did ‘my possible’; we roughed it pretty thoroughly, but
the young person’s passion for the strange bore her robustly
through the risks and discomforts of those wilder districts
which at best, perhaps, are hardly woman's ground.

King, on occasion nursed anxiety, and mourned his little
luxuries; Ella accepted anything that befell, from dirt to
danger, with a humorous composure dating back to nursery
days — she had the instincts and the physique of a traveller,
with a brilliancy of touch and a decision of attack on human
instruments which told. She took our mule-drivers in hand
with some success. Later, no doubt, their wretched beasts
were made to smart for it, in the reaction from a lull in that
habitual brutality which makes the animals of Spain a real
blot upon the gay indifferentism of its people.

It pleased her to devise a lurid Dies Irae for these affable
barbarians, a special process of reincarnation for the Spaniard
generally, whereby the space of one dog's life at least should
be ensured to him.

And on the day I'm coming to, a tedious, dislocating
journey in a springless cart had brought her to the verge
of quite unusual weariness, a weariness of spirit only, she
protested, waving a hand toward our man who lashed
and sang alternately, fetching at intervals a sunny smile
for the poor lady's vain remonstrances before he lashed
again.

The details of that day — our setting forth, our ride, and
our arrival — all the minor episodes stand out with singular
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distinctness, forming a background in one’s memory to the
eventual, central scene.

We left our inn - a rough posada — about sunrise, and our
road, washed to a track by winter rains, lay first through
wide half-cultivated slopes, capped everywhere with orange
trees and palm and olive patches, curiously bare of farms
or villages, till one recalls the lawless state of those out-
lying regions and the absence of communication between
them and town.

Abruptly, blotted in blue mist, vineyards and olives, with
the groups of aloes marking off field boundaries, disappeared.
We entered on a land of naked rock, peak after peak of it,
cutting a jagged line against the clear intensity of the sky.

This passed again, with early afternoon our straight, white
road grew featureless, a dusty stretch, save far ahead the
sun-tipped ridge of a sierra, and the silver ribbon of the
river twisting among the barren hills. Toward the end we
passed one of the wooden crosses set up on these roads to
mark some spot of violence or disaster. These are the only
signposts one encounters, and as we came up with it, our
beasts were goaded for the last ascent.

Irregular grey walls came into view; we skirted them and
turned in through a Roman gateway and across a bridge into a
maze of narrow stone-pitched streets, spanned here and there
by Moorish arches, and execrably rough to rattle over.

A strong illusion of the Orient, extreme antiquity and
dreamlike stillness marked the place.

Crossiag the grey arcaded Plaza, just beginning at that
hour to be splashed with blots of gaudy colour moving
to the tinkling of the mule-bells, we were soon upon
the outskirts of the town — the most untouched, remote
and, | believe, the most remarkable that we had dropped

upon.
In its neglect and singularity, it made a claim to something
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like supremacy of charm. There was the quality of diffi-
dence belonging to unrecognised abandoned personalities in
that appeal.

That's how it's docketed in memory - a city with a claim,
which, as it happened, | was not to weigh.

Our inn, a long, one-storeyed building with caged win-
dows, most of them unglazed, had been an old palacio; its
broken fortunes hadn't robbed it of its character, its air.

The spacious place was practically empty, and the shut-
tered rooms, stone-flagged and cool, after our shadeless ride,
invited one to a prolonged siesta; but Ella wasn't friendly
to a pause. Her buoyancy survived our meal. She seemed
even to face the morrow's repetition of that indescribable
experience with serenity. We found her in the small paved
garden, sipping chocolate and airing Spanish with our host,
a man of some distinction, possibly of broken fortunes too.

The conversation, delicately edged with compliment on
his side, was on hers a little blunted by a limited vocabulary,
and left us both presumably a margin for imagination.

Si, la Sefiora, he explained as we came up, knew absolutely
nothing of fatigue, and the impetuosity of the Sefiora, this
attractive eagerness to make acquaintance with it, did great
honour to his much forgotten, much neglected town. He
spoke of it with rather touching ardour, as a place unvisited,
but ‘digno de renombre illustre’, worthy of high fame.

It has stood still, it was perhaps too stationary; innovation
was repellent to the Spaniard, yet this conservatism, lack of
enterprise, the virtue or the failing of his country ~ as we
pleased — had its aesthetic value. Was there not, he would
appeal to the Sefiora, ‘una belleza de reposo’, a beauty of
quiescence, a dignity above prosperity? ‘Muy bien.” Let the
Sefiora judge, you had it there!

We struck out from the town, perhaps insensibly toward
the landmark of a Calvary, planted a mile or so beyond the
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walls, its three black shafts above the mass of roofs and pin-
nacles, in sharp relief against the sky, against which suddenly
a flock of vultures threw the first white cloud. With the
descending sun, the clear persistence of the blue was losing
permanence, a breeze sprang up and birds began to call.

The Spanish evening has unique effects and exquisite
exhilarations: this one led us on some distance past the
Calvary and the last group of scattered houses — many in
complete decay — which straggle, thinning outwards from
the city boundaries into the campo.

Standing alone, after a stretch of crumbling wall, a
wretched little venta, like a stop to some meandering sen-
tence, closed the broken line.

The place was windowless, but through the open door an
oath or two — the common blend of sacrilege and vileness
— with a smell of charcoal, frying oil-cakes and an odour of
the stable, drifted out into the freshness of the evening air.

Immediately before us lay a dim expanse of treeless plain:
behind, clear cut against a smokeless sky, the flat roof lines
and towers of the city, seeming, as we looked back on them,
less distant than in fact they were.

We took a road which finally confronted us with a huge
block of buildings, an old church and convent, massed in
the shadow of a hill and standing at the entrance to three
cross-roads.

The convent, one of the few remaining in the south, not
fallen into ruin, nor yet put, as far as one could judge, to
worldly uses, was exceptionally large. We counted over thirty
windows in a line upon the western side below the central
tower with its pointed turret; the eastern wing, an evidently
older part, was cut irregularly with a few square gratings.

The big, grey structure was impressive in its loneliness, its
blank negation of the outside world, its stark expressionless
detachment.
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The church, of darker stone, was massive too; its only
noticeable feature a small cloister with Romanesque arcades
joining the nave on its south-western wall.

A group of peasant women coming out from vespers pas-
sed us and went chattering up the road, the last, an aged
creature shuffling painfully some yards behind the rest still
muttering her

Madre purisima,
Madre castisima,

Ruega por nosostros,

in a kind of automatic drone.

We looked in, as one does instinctively: the altar lights
which hang like sickly stars in the profound obscurity of
Spanish churches were being quickly blotted out.

We didn't enter then, but tumed back to the convent
gate, which stood half open, showing a side of the uncomiced
cloisters, and a crowd of flowers, touched to an intensity
of brilliance and fragrance by the twilight. Six or seven
dogs, the sandy-coloured lurchers of the country, lean and
wolfish-looking hounds, were sprawling round the gateway;
save for this dejected crew, the place seemed resolutely
lifeless; and this absence of a human note was just. One
didn't want its solitude or silence touched, its really fine
impersonality destroyed.

We hadn’t meant — there wasn't light enough - to try the
church again, but as we passed it, we turmned into the small
cloister. King, who had come to his last match, was seeking
shelter from the breeze which had considerably freshened,
and at the far end we came upon a little door, unlocked.
I don’t know why we tried it, but mechanically, as the
conscientious tourist will, we drifted in and groped round.
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Only the vaguest outlines were discemnible; the lancets of the
lantern at the transept crossing, and a large rose window at
the western end seemed, at a glance, the only means of light,
and this was failing, leaving fast the fading panes.

One half-detected, almost guessed, the blind triforium, but
the enormous width of the great building made immediate
mark. The darkness, masking as it did distinctive features,
emphasised the sense of space, which, like the spirit of a
shrouded form, gained force, intensity, from its material
disguise.

We stayed not more than a few minutes, but on reaching
the small door again we found it fast; bolted or locked
undoubtedly in the short interval. Of course we put our
backs to it and made a pretty violent outcry, hoping the
worthy sacristan was hanging round or somewhere within
call. Of course he wasn't. We tried two other doors; both
barred, and there was nothing left for it but noise. We
shouted, | suppose, for half an hour, intermittently, and
King persisted hoarsely after | had given out.

The echo of the vast, dark, empty place caught up our
cries, seeming to hold them in suspension for a second in the
void invisibility of roof and arches, then to fling them down
in hollow repetition with an accent of unearthly mimicry
which struck a little grimly on one’s ear; and when we paused
the silence seemed alert, expectant, ready to repel the first
recurrence of unholy clamour. Finally, we gave it up; the
hope of a release before the dawn, at earliest, was too forlorn.
King, explosive and solicitous, was solemnly perturbed, but
Ella faced the situation with an admirable tranquillity. Some
chocolate and a muff would certainly, for her, she said, have
made it more engaging, but poor dear men, the really tragic
element resolved itself into — No matches, no cigar!

Unluckily we hadn’t even this poor means of temporary
light. Our steps and voices sounded loud, almost aggressive,
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as we groped about; the darkness then was shutting down and
shortly it grew absolute. We camped eventually in one of the
side chapels on the south side of the chancel, and kept a
conversation going for a time, but gradually it dropped. The
temperature, the fixed obscurity, and possibly a curious oppres-
sion in the spiritual atmosphere relaxed and forced it down.

The scent of incense clung about; a biting chillness crept
up through the aisles; it got intensely cold. The stillness too
became insistent; it was literally deathlike, rigid, exclusive,
even awfully remote. It shut us out and held aloof; our passive
presences, our mere vitality, seemed almost a disturbance of
it; quiet as we were, we breathed, but it was breathless, and as
time went on, one’s impulse was to fight the sort of shapeless
personality it presently assumed, to talk, to walk about and
make a definite attack on it. Its influence on the others
was presumably more soothing, obviously they weren't that
way inclined.

Five or six hours must have passed. Nothing had marked
them, and they hadn't seemed to move. The darkness seemed
to thicken, in a way, to muddle thought and filter through
into one's brain, and waiting, cramped and cold for it to lift,
the soundlessness again impressed itself unpleasantly — it was
intense, unnatural, acute.

And then it stirred.

The break in it was vague but positive; it might have
been that, scarcely audible, the wind outside was rising,
and yet not precisely that. I barely caught, and couldn’t
localise the sound.

Ella and King were dozing, they had had some snatches of
uncomfortable sleep; I, | suppose, was preternaturally awake.
I heard a key tumn, and the swing back of a door, rapidly
followed by a wave of voices breaking in. [ put my hand out
and touched King and in a moment, both of them waked
and started up.
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I can't say how, but it at once occurred to us that quiet
was our cue, that we were in for something singular.

The place was filling slowly with a chant, and then,
emerging from the easten end of the north aisle and
travelling down just opposite, across the intervening dark,
a line of light came into view, crossing the opening of the
arches, cut by the massive piers, a moving, flickering line,
advancing and advancing with the voices.

The outlines of the figures in the long procession weren't
perceptible, the faces, palely lit and level with the tapers they
were carrying, one rather felt than saw; but unmistakably
the voices were men's voices, and the chant, the measured,
reiterated cadences, prevailed over the wavering light.

Heavy and sombre as the stillness which it broke, vaguely
akin to it, the chant swept in and gained upon the silence
with a motion of the tide. It was a music neither of the
senses, nor the spirit, but the mind, as set, as stately, almost
as inanimate as the dark aisles through which it echoed; even,
colourless and cold.

And then, quite suddenly, against its grave and passionless
inflections something clashed, a piercing intermittent note,
an awful discord, shrilling out and dying down and shrilling
out again — a cry — a scream.

The chant went on; the light, from where we stood, was
steadily retreating, and we ventured forward. Judging our
whereabouts as best we could, we made towards the choir
and stumbled up some steps, placing ourselves eventually
behind one of the pillars of the apse. And from this point,
the whole proceeding was apparent.

At the west end the line of light was turning; ffty
or sixty monks (about — and at a venture) habited in
brown and carrying tapers, walking two and two, were
moving up the central aisle towards us, headed by three,
one with the cross between two others bearing heavy
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silver candlesticks with tapers, larger than those carried
by the rest.

Reaching the chancel steps, they paused; the three bearing
the cross and candlesticks stood facing the altar, while those
following diverged to right and left and lined the aisle. The
first to take up this position were quite young, some almost
boys; they were succeeded gradually by older men, those at
the tail of the procession being obviously aged and infirm.

And then a figure, white and slight, erect — a woman’s
figure — struck a startling note at the far end of the brown line,
a note as startling as the shrieks which jarred recurrently,
were jarring still against the chant.

A pace or two behind her walked two priests in surplices,
and after them another, vested in a cope. And on the whole
impassive company her presence, her disturbance, made no
mark. For them, in fact, she wasn't there.

Neither was she aware of them. | doubt if to her conscious-
ness, or mine, as she approached, grew definite, there was a
creature in the place besides herself.

She moved and uttered her successive cries as if both sound
and motion were entirely mechanical — more like a person in
some trance of terror or of anguish than a voluntary rebel; her
cries bespoke a physical revulsion into which her spirit didn’t
enter; they were not her own ~ they were outside herself;
there was no discomposure in her carriage, nor, when we
presently saw it, in her face. Both were distinguished by a cer-
tain exquisite hauteur, and this detachment of her personality
from her distress impressed one curiously. She wasn’t alto-
gether real, she didn’t altogether live, and yet her presence
there was the supreme reality of the unreal scene, and lent
to it, at least as | was viewing it, its only element of life.

She had, one understood, her part to play; she wasn't,
for the moment, quite prepared; she played it later with
superb effect.

<
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As she came up with the three priests, the monks closed
in and formed a semi-circle round them, while the priests
advanced and placed themselves behind the monks who bore
the cross and candlesticks, immediately below the chancel
steps, facing the altar. They left her standing some few paces
back, in the half-ring of sickly light shed by the tapers.

Now one saw her face. It was of striking beauty, but its
age! One couldn’t say. It had the tints, the purity of youth -
it might have been extremely young, matured merely by the
moment; but for a veil of fine repression which only years, it
seemed, could possibly have woven. And it was itself — this
face — a mask, one of the loveliest that spirit ever wore. It
kept the spirit’s counsel. Though what stirred it then, in that
unique emergency, one saw — to what had stirred it, or might
stir it gave no clue. It threw one back on vain conjecture.

Put the match of passion to it — would it bum? Touch
it with grief and would it cloud, contract? With joy - and
could it find, or had it ever found, a smile! Again, one
couldn't say.

Only, as she stood there, erect and motionless, it showed
the faintest flicker of distaste, disgust, as if she shrank from
some repellent contact. She was clad, I think I said, from
head to foot in a white linen garment; head and ears were
covered too, the oval of the face alone was visible, and this
was slightly flushed. Her screams were changing into little
cries or moans, like those of a spent animal, from whom the
mommentary pressure of attack has been removed. They broke
from her at intervals, unnoticed, unsuppressed, and now on
silence, for the monks had ceased their chanting.

As they did so one realised the presence of these men, who,
up to now, had scarcely taken shape as actualities, been more
than an accompaniment — a drone. They shifted from a mass
of voices to a row of pallied faces, each one lit by its own
taper, hung upon the dark, or thrown abruptly, as it were,
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upon a screen; all different; all, at first distinct, but linked
together by a subtle likeness, stamped with that dye which
blurs the print of individuality — the signet of the cloister.

Taking them singly, though one did it roughly, rapidly
enough, it wasn't difficule at starting to detect varieties of
natural and spiritual equipment. There they were, spread out
for sorting, nonentities and saints and devils, side by side,
and what was queerer, animated by one purpose, governed
by one law.

Some of the faces touched upon divinity; some fell below
humanity; some were, of course, merely a blotch of book
and bell, and all were set impassively toward the woman
standing there.

And then one lost the sense of their diversity in their
resemblance; the similarity persisted and persisted till the row
of faces seemed to merge into one face — the face of nothing
human - of a system, of a rule. It framed the woman's and
one felt the force of it: she wasn't in the hands of men.

There was a pause filled only by her cries, a space of silence
which they hardly broke; and then one of the monks stepped
forward, slid into the chancel and began to light up the high
altar. The little yellow tongues of flame struggled and started
up, till first one line and then another starred the gloom.

Her glance had followed him; her eyes were fixed upon
that point of darkness growing to a blaze. There was for
her, in that illumination, some intense significance, and as
she gazed intently on the patch of brilliance, her cries were
suddenly arrested — quelled. The light had lifted something,
given back to her an unimpaired identity. She was at last in
full possession of herself. The flicker of distaste had passed
and left her face to its inflexible, inscrutable repose.

She drew herself to her full height and turned towards the
men behind her with an air of proud surrender, of magnificent
disdain. I think she made some sign.
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Another monk stepped out, extinguished and laid down
his taper, and approached her.

1 was prepared for something singular, for something
passably bizarre, but not for what immediately occurred. He
touched her eyes and closed them; then her mouth, and made
a feint of closing that, while one of the two priests threw over
his short surplice a black stole and started audibly with a Sub
venite. The monks responded. Here and there I caught the
words or sense of a response. The prayers for the most part
were unintelligible: it was no doubt the usual office for the
dead, and if it was, no finer satire for the work in hand could
well have been devised. Loudly and unexpectedly above his
unctuous monotone a bell clanged out three times. An Ave
followed, after which two bells together, this time muffled,
sounded out again three times. The priest proceeded with a
Miserere, during which they rang the bells alternately, and
there was something curiously suggestive and determinate
about this part of the performance. The real action had,
one felt, begun.

At the first stroke of the first bell her eyelids fluttered, but
she kept them down; it wasn't until later at one point in the
response, ‘Non intres in judicium cum ancilla tua Domine’, she
yielded to an impulse of her lips, permitted them the shadow
of a smile. But for this slip she looked the thing of death
they reckoned to have made of her — detached herself, with
an inspired touch, from all the living actors in the solemn
farce, from all apparent apprehension of the scene. I, too,
was quite incredibly outside it all.

I hadn’t even asked myself precisely what was going to
take place. Possibly I had caught the trick of her quiescence,
acquiescence, and | went no further than she went; | waited
— waited with her, as it were, to see it through. And |
experienced a vague, almost resentful sense of interruption,
incongruity, when King broke in to ask me what was up.
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He brought me back to Ella’s presence, to the consciousness
that this, so far as the spectators were concerned, was not a
woman's comedy.

I made it briefly plain to them, as | knew something of
the place and people, that any movement on our side would
probably prove more than rash, and turned again to what was
going forward.

They were clumsily transforming the white figure. Two
monks had robed her in a habit of their colour of her order,
I suppose, and were now putting on the scapular and girdle.
Finally they flung over her the long white-hooded cloak and
awkwardly arranged the veil, leaving her face uncovered;
then they joined her hands and placed between them a
small cross.

This change of setting emphasised my first impression of
her face; the mask was lovelier now and more complete.

Two voices started sonorously, ‘Libera me, Domine’, the
monks took up the chant, the whole assembly now began
to move, the muffled bells to ring again at intervals, while
the procession formed and filed into the choir. The monks
proceeded to their stalls, the younger taking places in the
rear. The two who had assisted at the robing led the passive
figure to the centre of the chancel, where the three who bore
the cross and candlesticks tumed round and stood a short
way off confronting her. Two others, carrying the censer
and bénitier, stationed themselves immediately behind her
with the priests and the officiant, who now, in a loud voice
began his recitations.

They seemed, with variations, to be going through it all
again. | caught the ‘Non intres in judicium’ and the ‘Sub venite’
recurring with the force of a refrain. It was a long elaborate
affair. The grave deliberation of its detail heightened its
effect. Not to be tedious, I give it you in brief. It lasted
altogether possibly two hours.
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The priest assisting the officiant, lifting the border of his
cope, attended him when he proceeded first to sprinkle,
then to incense the presumably dead figure, with the crucifix
confronting it, held almost like a challenge to its sightless
face. They made the usual inclinations to the image as they
passed it, and repeated the performance of the incensing and
sprinkling with extreme formality at intervals, in all, I think,
three times.

There was no break in the continuous drone proceeding
from the choir; they kept it going; none of them looked
up — or none at least of whom | had a view — when four
young monks slid out, and, kneeling down in the clear space
between her and the crucifix, dislodged a stone which must
have previously been loosened in the paving of the chancel,
and disclosed a cavity, the depth of which | wasn't near
enough to see.

For this I wasn't quite prepared, and yet | wasn't discom-
posed. | can't attempt to make it clear under what pressure
I accepted this impossible dénouement, but I did accept it.
More than that, | was exclusively absorbed in her reception
of it. Though she couldn’t, wouldn't see, she must have been
aware of what was happening. But on the other hand, she
was prepared, dispassionately ready, for the end.

All through the dragging length of the long offices,
although she hadn’t stirred or given any sign (except that
one faint shadow of a smile) of consciousness, I felt the force
of her intense vitality, the tension of its absolute impression.
The life of those enclosing presences seemed to have passed
into her presence, to be concentrated there. For to my view
it was these men who held her in death’s grip who didn't
live, and she alone who was absorbently alive.

The candles, buming steadily on either side the crucifix,
the soft illumination of innumerable altar lights confronting
her, intensified the darkness which above her and behind

s
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her — everywhere beyond the narrow confines of the feeble
light in which she stood — prevailed.

This setting lent to her the aspect of an unsubstantial,
almost supernatural figure, suddenly arrested in its passage
through the dark.

She stood compliantly and absolutely still. If she had
swayed, or given any hint of wavering, of an appeal to God
or man, | must have answered it magnetically. It was she
who had the key to what | might have done but didn’t do.
Make what you will of it — we were inexplicably en rapport.

But failing failure I was backing her; it hadn't once
occurred to me, without her sanction, to step in, to inter-
vene; that | had anything to do with it beyond my recognition
of her — of her part, her claim to play it as she pleased. And
now it was — a thousand years too late!

They managed the illusion for themselves and me mag-
nificently. She had come to be a thing of spirit only, not
in any sort of clay. She was already in the world of shades;
some power as sovereign and determinate as Death itself had
lodged her there, past rescue or the profanation of recall.

King was in the act of springing forward; he had got out his
revolver; meant, if possible, to shoot her before closing with
the rest. It was the right and only workable idea. 1 held him
back, using the first deterrent that occurred to me, reminding
him of Ella, and the notion of her danger may have hovered
on the outskirts of my mind. But it was not for her at all that
I was consciously concerned. | was impelled to stand aside,
to force him, too, to stand aside and see it through.

What followed, followed as such things occur in dreams;
the senses seize, the mind, or what remains of it, accepts
mechanically the natural or unnatural sequence of events.

I saw the grave surrounded by the priests and blessed;
and then the woman and the grave repeatedly, alternately,
incensed and sprinkled with deliberate solemnity; and heard,
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as if from a great distance, the recitations of the prayers, and
chanting of interminable psalms.

At the last moment, with their hands upon her, standing
for a second still erect, before she was committed to the
darkness, she unclosed her eyes, sent one swift glance towards
the light, a glance which caught it, flashed it back, recaptured
it and kept it for the lighting of her tomb. And then her face
was covered with her veil.

The final act was the supreme illusion of the whole. |
watched the lowering of the passive figure as if | had been
witnessing the actual entombment of the dead.

The grave was sprinkled and incensed again, the stone
replaced and fastened down. A long sequence of prayers said
over it succeeded, at the end of which, the monks put out
their tapers, only one or two remaining lit with those beside
the Crucifix.

The priests and the officiant at length approached the
altar, kneeling and prostrating there some minutes and
repeating ‘Pater Nosters', followed by the choir.

Finally in rising, the officiant pronounced alone and
loudly ‘Requiescat in pace.” The monks responded sonorously,
‘Amen’.

The altar lights were one by one extinguished; at a sign,
preceded by the cross, the vague, almost invisible procession
formed and travelled down the aisle, reciting quietly the ‘De
Profundis’ and guided now, by only, here and there, a solitary
light. The quiet recitation, growing fainter, was a new and
unfamiliar impression; | felt that | was missing something ~
what? | missed, in fact, the chanting; then quite suddenly
and certainly | missed — the scream. In place of it there was
this ‘De Profundis’ and her silence. Out of her deep 1 realised
it, dreamily, of course she would not call.

The door swung to; the church was dark and still again ~
immensely dark and still.

<
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There was a pause, in which we didn't move or speak; in
which 1 doubted for a second the reality of the incredibly
remote, yet almost present scene, trying to reconstruct it
in imagination, pit the dream against the fact, the fact
against the dream.

‘Good God!' said King at length, ‘what are we going to
do?

His voice awoke me forcibly to something nearer daylight,
to the human and inhuman elements in the remarkable affair,
which hitherto had missed my mind; they struck against it
now with a tremendous shock, and mentally I rubbed my
eyes. | saw what King had all along been looking at, the
sheer, unpicturesque barbarity. What were we going to do!?

She breathed perhaps, perhaps she heard us — something
of us — we were standing not more than a yard or so away; and
if she did, she waited, that was the most poignant possibility,
for our decision, our attack.

Ella was naturally unstrung: we left her crouching by the
pillar; later I think she partially lost consciousness. It was as
well — it left us free.

Striking, as nearly as we could, the centre of the altar,
working from it, we made a guess at the position of the stone,
and on our hands and knees felt blindly for some indication of
its loosened edge. But everywhere the paving, to our touch,
presented an uneveness of surface, and we picked at random,
chiefly for the sake of doing something. In that intolerable
darkness there was really nothing to be done but wait for
dawn or listen for some guidance from below. For that we
listened breathless and alert enough, but nothing stirred.
The stillness had become again intense, acute, and now a
grim significance attached to it.

The minutes, hours, dragged; time wasn't as it had been,
stationary, but desperately, murderously slow.

Each moment of inaction counted — counted horribly, as
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we stood straining ears and eyes for any hint of sound, of
light.

At length the darkness lifted, almost imperceptibly at first;
the big rose window to the west became a scarcely visible
grey blot; the massive piers detached themselves from the
dense mass of shadow and stood out, immense and vague;
the windows of the lantern just above us showed a ring of
slowly lightening panes; and with the dawn, we found the
spot and set to work.

The implements we improvised we soon discovered to be
practically useless. We loosened, but we couldn’t move the
stone.

At intervals we stopped and put our ears to the thin
crevices. King thought, and still believes, he heard some
sound or movement; but | didn't. I was somehow sure, for
that, it was too late.

For everything it was too late, and we returned reluctantly
to a consideration of our own predicament; we had, if poss-
ible, to get away unseen. And this time luck was on our
side. The sacristan, who came in early by the cloister door
which we had entered by, without perceiving us, proceeded
to the sacristy.

We made a rapid and effectual escape.

We sketched out and elaborated, on our way back to the
town, the little scheme of explanation to be offered to our
host, which was to cover an announcement of abrupt depar-
ture. He received it with polite credulity, profound regret.
He ventured to believe that the Sefiora was unfortunately
missing a unique experience — cities, like men, had elements
of beauty, or of greatness which escape the crowd; but the
Sefiora was not of the crowd, and he had hoped she would
be able to remain.

Nothing, however, would induce her to remain for more
than a few hours. We must push on without delay and put
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the night's occurrences before the nearest British Consul.
She made no comments and admitted no fatigue, but on
this point she was persistent to perversity. She carried it.

The Consul proved hospitable and amiable. He heard the
story and was suitably impressed. It was a truly horrible
experience — remarkably dramatic — yes. He added it — we
saw him doing it — to his collection of strange tales.

The country was, he said, extremely rich in tragic anec-
dote; and men in his position earned their reputation for
romance. But as to doing anything in this case, as in others
even more remarkable, why, there was absolutely nothing
to be done!

The laws of Spain were theoretically admirable, but prac-
tically, well — the best that could be said of them was that
they had their comic side.

And this was not a civil matter, where the wheels might
often, certainly, be oiled. The wheel ecclesiastic was more
intractable.

He asked if we were leaving Spain immediately. We said,
‘Perhaps in a few days.’ ‘Take my advice,’ said he, ‘and make
it a few hours.’

We did.

Ella would tell you that the horror of those hours hasn't ever
altogether ceased to haunt her, that it visits her in dreams
and poisons sleep.

She hasn't ever understood, or quite forgiven me my
attitude of temporary detachment. She refuses to admit
that, after all, what one is pleased to call reality is merely
the intensity of one's illusion. My illusion was intense.

‘Oh, for you,’ she says, and with a touch of bitterness, ‘it
was a spectacle. The woman didn’t really count.’

For me it was a spectacle, but more than that: it was an
acquiescence in a rather splendid crime.
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On looking back | see that, at the moment in my mind,
the woman didn’t really count. She saw herself she didn't.
That's precisely what she made me see.

What counted chiefly with her, | suspect, was some-
thing infinitely greater to her vision than the terror of
men’s dreams.

She lies, one must remember, in the very centre of the
sanctuary — has a place uniquely sacred to her order, the
traditions of her kind. It was this honour, satisfying, as
it did, some pride of spirit or of race, which bore her
honourably through.

She had, one way or other, clogged the wheels of an
inflexible machine. But for the speck of dust she knew herself
to be, she was — oh horribly, I grant you! — yet not lightly,
not dishonourably, swept away.



