
The Sacred Fount��

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!

"
""

"

! 世界经典文学名著原版库! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! !

!"# $%&’#( )*+,!
《神圣源泉》

北京师联教育科学研究所! 编

学苑音像出版社



图书在版编目（!"#）数据
世界经典文学名著原版库 !北京师联教育科学研究所编 " —北京：学苑音像出
版社，#$$%" &
’()* + , --$%$ , #+$ , .

!" 世⋯/ "" 北⋯/ #" 世界文学—文学—名著：英文/ $" ’#00 , &

中国版本图书馆 1’2数据核字（#$$%）第 3-+044 号

世界经典文学名著原版库

北京师联教育科学研究所/ 编

出/ 版：学苑音像出版社

印/ 刷：北京密云红光印刷厂

开/ 本：-%$556334-55/ 3 ! 34

印/ 张：#-$$

字/ 数：7&，$$$ 千字

版/ 次：#$$% 年 7 月第 3 版

印/ 数：3 , %，$$$

书/ 号：’()* + , --$%$ , #+$ , .

定/ 价：%-$$" $$ 元（全 #0$ 册）



The Sacred Fount 
by Henry James 

1901

  

Chapter 1 

It was an occasion, I felt--the prospect of a large party--to look out at the station for 
others, possible friends and even possible enemies, who might be going. Such 
premonitions, it was true, bred fears when they failed to breed hopes, though it was to 
be added that there were sometimes, in the case, rather happy ambiguities. One was 
glowered at, in the compartment, by people who on the morrow, after breakfast, were 
to prove charming; one was spoken to first by people whose sociability was 
subsequently to show as bleak; and one built with confidence on others who were 
never to reappear at all--who were only going to Birmingham. As soon as I saw 
Gilbert Long, some way up the platform, however, I knew him as an element. It was 
not so much that the wish was father to the thought as that I remembered having 
already more than once met him at Newmarch. He was a friend of the house--he 
wouldn't be going to Birmingham. I so little expected him, at the same time, to 
recognise me that I stopped short of the carriage near which he stood--I looked for a 
seat that wouldn't make us neighbours. 

I had met him at Newmarch only--a place of a charm so special as to create rather a 
bond among its guests; but he had always, in the interval, so failed to know me that I 
could only hold him as stupid unless I held him as impertinent. He was stupid in fact, 
and in that character had no business at Newmarch; but he had also, no doubt, his 
system, which he applied without discernment. I wondered, while I saw my things put 
into my corner, what Newmarch could see in him--for it always had to see something 
before it made a sign. His good looks, which were striking, perhaps paid his way--his 
six feet and more of stature, his low-growing, tight-curling hair, his big, bare, 
blooming face. He was a fine piece of human furniture--he made a small party seem 
more numerous. This, at least, was the impression of him that had revived before I 
stepped out again to the platform, and it armed me only at first with surprise when I 
saw him come down to me as if for a greeting. If he had decided at last to treat me as 
an acquaintance made, it was none the less a case for letting him come all the way. 
That, accordingly, was what he did, and with so clear a conscience, I hasten to add, 
that at the end of a minute we were talking together quite as with the tradition of 
prompt intimacy. He was good-looking enough, I now again saw, but not such a 
model of it as I had seemed to remember; on the other hand his manners had distinctly 
gained in ease. He referred to our previous encounters and common contacts--he was 
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glad I was going; he peeped into my compartment and thought it better than his own. 
He called a porter, the next minute, to shift his things, and while his attention was so 
taken I made out some of the rest of the contingent, who were finding or had already 
found places. 

This lasted till Long came back with his porter, as well as with a lady unknown to me 
and to whom he had apparently mentioned that our carriage would pleasantly 
accommodate her. The porter carried in fact her dressing-bag, which he put upon a 
seat and the bestowal of which left the lady presently free to turn to me with a 
reproach: "I don't think it very nice of you not to speak to me." I stared, then caught at 
her identity through her voice; after which I reflected that she might easily have 
thought me the same sort of ass as I had thought Long. For she was simply, it 
appeared, Grace Brissenden. We had, the three of us, the carriage to ourselves, and we 
journeyed together for more than an hour, during which, in my corner, I had my 
companions opposite. We began at first by talking a little, and then as the train--a fast 
one--ran straight and proportionately bellowed, we gave up the effort to compete with 
its music. Meantime, however, we had exchanged with each other a fact or two to turn 
over in silence. Brissenden was coming later--not, indeed, that that was such a fact. 
But his wife was informed--she knew about the numerous others; she had mentioned, 
while we waited, people and things: that Obert, R.A., was somewhere in the train, that 
her husband was to bring on Lady John, and that Mrs. Froome and Lord Lutley were 
in the wondrous new fashion--and their servants too, like a single household--starting, 
travelling, arriving together. It came back to me as I sat there that when she mentioned 
Lady John as in charge of Brissenden the other member of our trio had expressed 
interest and surprise--expressed it so as to have made her reply with a smile: "Didn't 
you really know?" This passage had taken place on the platform while, availing 
ourselves of our last minute, we hung about our door. 

"Why in the world SHOULD I know?" 

To which, with good nature, she had simply returned: "Oh, it's only that I thought you 
always did!" And they both had looked at me a little oddly, as if appealing from each 
other. "What in the world does she mean?" Long might have seemed to ask; while 
Mrs. Brissenden conveyed with light profundity: "YOU know why he should as well 
as I, don't you?" In point of fact I didn't in the least; and what afterwards struck me 
much more as the beginning of my anecdote was a word dropped by Long after 
someone had come up to speak to her. I had then given him his cue by alluding to my 
original failure to place her. What in the world, in the year or two, had happened to 
her? She had changed so extraordinarily for the better. How could a woman who had 
been plain so long become pretty so late? 

It was just what he had been wondering. "I didn't place her at first myself. She had to 
speak to me. But I hadn't seen her since her marriage, which was--wasn't it?--four or 



five years ago. She's amazing for her age." 

"What then is her age?" 

"Oh--two or three-and-forty." 

"She's prodigious for that. But can it be so great?" 

"Isn't it easy to count?" he asked. "Don't you remember, when poor Briss married her, 
how immensely she was older? What was it they called it?--a case of child-stealing. 
Everyone made jokes. Briss isn't yet thirty." No, I bethought myself, he wouldn't be; 
but I hadn't remembered the difference as so great. What I had mainly remembered 
was that she had been rather ugly. At present she was rather handsome. Long, 
however, as to this, didn't agree. "I'm bound to say I don't quite call it beauty." 

"Oh, I only speak of it as relative. She looks so well and somehow so 'fine.' Why else 
shouldn't we have recognised her?" 

"Why indeed? But it isn't a thing with which beauty has to do." He had made the 
matter out with an acuteness for which I shouldn't have given him credit. "What has 
happened to her is simply that--well, that nothing has." 

"Nothing has happened? But, my dear man, she has been married. That's supposed to 
be something." 

"Yes, but she has been married so little and so stupidly. It must be desperately dull to 
be married to poor Briss. His comparative youth doesn't, after all, make more of him. 
He's nothing but what he is. Her clock has simply stopped. She looks no older--that's 
all." 

"Ah, and a jolly good thing too, when you start where she did. But I take your 
discrimination," I added, "as just. The only thing is that if a woman doesn't grow older 
she may be said to grow younger; and if she grows younger she may be supposed to 
grow prettier. That's all except, of course, that it strikes me as charming also for 
Brissenden himself. HE had the face, I seem to recall, of a baby; so that if his wife did 
flaunt her fifty years--!" 

"Oh," Long broke in, "it wouldn't have mattered to him if she had. That's the 
awfulness, don't you see? of the married state. People have to get used to each other's 
charms as well as to their faults. He wouldn't have noticed. It's only you and I who do, 
and the charm of it is for US." 



"What a lucky thing then," I laughed, "that, with Brissenden so out of it and relegated 
to the time-table's obscure hereafter, it should be you and I who enjoy her!" I had been 
struck in what he said with more things than I could take up, and I think I must have 
looked at him, while he talked, with a slight return of my first mystification. He talked 
as I had never heard him--less and less like the heavy Adonis who had so often "cut" 
me; and while he did so I was proportionately more conscious of the change in him. 
He noticed in fact after a little the vague confusion of' my gaze and asked me--with 
complete good nature why I stared at him so hard. I sufficiently disembroiled myself 
to reply that I could only be fascinated by the way he made his points; to which he--
with the same sociability--made answer that he, on the contrary, more than suspected 
me, clever and critical as I was of amusement at his artless prattle. He stuck none the 
less to his idea that what we had been discussing was lost on Brissenden. "Ah, then I 
hope," I said, "that at least Lady John isn't!" 

"Oh, Lady John--!" And he turned away as if there were either too much or too little 
to say about her. 

I found myself engaged again with Mrs. Briss while he was occupied with a 
newspaper-boy--and engaged, oddly, in very much the free view of him that he and I 
had just taken of herself. She put it to me frankly that she had never seen a man so 
improved: a confidence that I met with alacrity, as it showed me that, under the same 
impression, I had not been astray. She had only, it seemed, on seeing him, made him 
out with a great effort. I took in this confession, but I repaid it. "He hinted to me that 
he had not known you more easily." 

"More easily than you did? Oh, nobody does that; and, to be quite honest, I've got 
used to it and don't mind. People talk of our changing every seven years, but they 
make me feel as if I changed every seven minutes. What will you have, at any rate, 
and how can I help it? It's the grind of life, the wear and tear of time and misfortune. 
And, you know, I'm ninety-three." 

"How young you must feel," I answered, "to care to talk of your age! I envy you, for 
nothing would induce me to let you know mine. You look, you see, just twenty-five." 

It evidently too, what I said, gave her pleasure--a pleasure that she caught and held. 
"Well, you can't say I dress it." 

"No, you dress, I make out, ninety-three. If you WOULD only dress twenty-five you'd 
look fifteen." 

"Fifteen in a schoolroom charade!" She laughed at this happily enough. "Your 
compliment to my taste is odd. I know, at all events," she went on, "what's the 



difference in Mr. Long." 

"Be so good then, for my relief, as to name it." 

"Well, a very clever woman has for some time past--" 

"Taken"--this beginning was of course enough--"a particular interest in him? Do you 
mean Lady John?" I inquired; and, as she evidently did, I rather demurred. "Do you 
call Lady John a very clever woman?" 

"Surely. That's why I kindly arranged that, as she was to take, I happened to learn, the 
next train, Guy should come with her." 

"You arranged it?" I wondered. "She's not so clever as you then." 

"Because you feel that SHE wouldn't, or couldn't? No doubt she wouldn't have made 
the same point of it--for more than one reason. Poor Guy hasn't pretensions--has 
nothing but his youth and his beauty. But that's precisely why I'm sorry for him and 
try whenever I can to give him a lift. Lady John's company IS, you see, a lift." 

"You mean it has so unmistakably been one to Long?" 

"Yes--it has positively given him a mind and a tongue. THAT'S what has come over 
him." 

"Then," I said, "it's a most extraordinary case--such as one really has never met." 

"Oh, but," she objected, "it happens." 

"Ah, so very seldom! Yes--I've positively never met it. Are you very sure," I insisted, 
"that Lady John IS the influence?" 

"I don't mean to say, of course," she replied, "that he looks fluttered if you mention 
her, that he doesn't in fact look as blank as a pickpocket. But that proves nothing--or 
rather, as they're known to be always together, and she from morning till night as 
pointed as a hat-pin, it proves just what one sees. One simply takes it in." 

I turned the picture round. "They're scarcely together when she's together with 
Brissenden." 

"Ah, that's only once in a way. It's a thing that from time to time such people--don't 
you know?--make a particular point of: they cultivate, to cover their game, the 
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appearance of other little friendships. It puts outsiders off the scent, and the real thing 
meanwhile goes on. Besides, you yourself acknowledge the effect. If she hasn't made 
him clever, what has she made him? She has given him, steadily, more and more 
intellect." 

"Well, you may be right," I laughed, "though you speak as if it were cod-liver oil. 
Does she administer it, as a daily dose, by the spoonful? or only as a drop at a time? 
Does he take it in his food? Is he supposed to know? The difficulty for me is simply 
that if I've seen the handsome grow ugly and the ugly handsome, the fat grow thin and 
the thin fat, the short grow long and the long short; if I've even, likewise, seen the 
clever, as I've too fondly, at least, supposed them, grow stupid: so have I NOT seen--
no, not once in all my days--the stupid grow clever." 

It was a question, none the less, on which she could perfectly stand up. "All I can say 
is then that you'll have, the next day or two, an interesting new experience." 

"It WILL be interesting," I declared while I thought--"and all the more if I make out 
for myself that Lady John IS the agent." 

"You'll make it out if you talk to her--that is, I mean, if you make HER talk. You'll see 
how she CAN." 

"She keeps her wit then," I asked, "in spite of all she pumps into others?" 

"Oh, she has enough for two!" 

"I'm immensely struck with yours," I replied, "as well as with your generosity. I've 
seldom seen a woman take so handsome a view of another." 

"It's because I like to be kind!" she said with the best faith in the world; to which I 
could only return, as we entered the train, that it was a kindness Lady John would 
doubtless appreciate. Long rejoined us, and we ran, as I have said, our course; which, 
as I have also noted, seemed short to me in the light of such a blaze of suggestion. To 
each of my companions--and the fact stuck out of them--something unprecedented had 
happened. 
  

Chapter 2 

The day was as fine and the scene as fair at Newmarch as the party was numerous and 
various; and my memory associates with the rest of the long afternoon many renewals 
of acquaintance and much sitting and strolling, for snatches of talk, in the long shade 



of great trees and through the straight walks of old gardens. A couple of hours thus 
passed, and fresh accessions enriched the picture. There were persons I was curious of-
-of Lady John, for instance, of whom I promised myself an early view; but we were 
apt to be carried away in currents that reflected new images and sufficiently beguiled 
impatience. I recover, all the same, a full sequence of impressions, each of which, I 
afterwards saw, had been appointed to help all the others. If my anecdote, as I have 
mentioned, had begun, at Paddington, at a particular moment, it gathered substance 
step by step and without missing a link. The links, in fact, should I count them all, 
would make too long a chain. They formed, nevertheless, the happiest little chapter of 
accidents, though a series of which I can scarce give more than the general effect. 

One of the first accidents was that, before dinner, I met Ford Obert wandering a little 
apart with Mrs. Server, and that, as they were known to me as agreeable 
acquaintances, I should have faced them with confidence had I not immediately drawn 
from their sequestered air the fear of interrupting them. Mrs. Server was always lovely 
and Obert always expert; the latter straightway pulled up, however, making me as 
welcome as if their converse had dropped. She was extraordinarily pretty, markedly 
responsive, conspicuously charming, but he gave me a look that really seemed to say: 
"Don't--there's a good fellow--leave me any longer alone with her!" I had met her at 
Newmarch before--it was indeed only so that I had met her--and I knew how she was 
valued there. I also knew that an aversion to pretty women--numbers of whom he had 
preserved for a grateful posterity--was his sign neither as man nor as artist; the effect 
of all of which was to make me ask myself what she could have been doing to him. 
Making love, possibly--yet from that he would scarce have appealed. She wouldn't, on 
the other hand, have given him her company only to be inhuman. I joined them, at all 
events, learning from Mrs. Server that she had come by a train previous to my own; 
and we made a slow trio till, at a turn of the prospect, we came upon another group. It 
consisted of Mrs. Froome and Lord Lutley and of Gilbert Long and Lady John--
mingled and confounded, as might be said, not assorted according to tradition. Long 
and Mrs. Froome came first, I recollect, together, and his lordship turned away from 
Lady John on seeing me rather directly approach her. She had become for me, on the 
spot, as interesting as, while we travelled, I had found my two friends in the train. As 
the source of the flow of "intellect" that had transmuted our young man, she had every 
claim to an earnest attention; and I should soon have been ready to pronounce that she 
rewarded it as richly as usual. She was indeed, as Mrs. Briss had said, as pointed as a 
hat-pin, and I bore in mind that lady's injunction to look in her for the answer to our 
riddle. 

The riddle, I may mention, sounded afresh to my ear in Gilbert Long's gay voice; it 
hovered there--before me, beside, behind me, as we all paused--in his light, restless 
step, a nervous animation that seemed to multiply his presence. He became really, for 
the moment, under this impression, the thing I was most conscious of; I heard him, I 
felt him even while I exchanged greetings with the sorceress by whose wand he had 



been touched. To be touched myself was doubtless not quite what I wanted; yet I 
wanted, distinctly, a glimpse; so that, with the smart welcome Lady John gave me, I 
might certainly have felt that I was on the way to get it. The note of Long's 
predominance deepened during these minutes in a manner I can't describe, and I 
continued to feel that though we pretended to talk it was to him only we listened. He 
had us all in hand; he controlled for the moment all our attention and our relations. He 
was in short, as a consequence of our attitude, in possession of the scene to a tune he 
couldn't have dreamed of a year or two before--inasmuch as at that period he could 
have figured at no such eminence without making a fool of himself. And the great 
thing was that if his eminence was now so perfectly graced he yet knew less than any 
of us what was the matter with him. He was unconscious of how he had "come out"--
which was exactly what sharpened my wonder. Lady John, on her side, was 
thoroughly conscious, and I had a fancy that she looked at me to measure how far I 
was. I cared, naturally, not in the least what she guessed; her interest for me was all in 
the operation of her influence. I am afraid I watched to catch it in the act--watched her 
with a curiosity of which she might well have become aware. 

What an intimacy, what an intensity of relation, I said to myself, so successful a 
process implied! It was of course familiar enough that when people were so deeply in 
love they rubbed off on each other--that a great pressure of soul to soul usually left on 
either side a sufficient show of tell-tale traces. But for Long to have been so stamped 
as I found him, how the pliant wax must have been prepared and the seal of passion 
applied! What an affection the woman working such a change in him must have 
managed to create as a preface to her influence! With what a sense of her charm she 
must have paved the way for it! Strangely enough, however--it was even rather 
irritating--there was nothing more than usual in Lady John to assist my view of the 
height at which the pair so evoked must move. These things--the way other people 
could feel about each other, the power not one's self, in the given instance, that made 
for passion--were of course at best the mystery of mysteries; still, there were cases in 
which fancy, sounding the depths or the shallows, could at least drop the lead. Lady 
John, perceptibly, was no such case; imagination, in her presence, was but the weak 
wing of the insect that bumps against the glass. She was pretty, prompt, hard, and, in a 
way that was special to her, a mistress at once of "culture" and of slang. She was like 
a hat--with one of Mrs. Briss's hat-pins--askew on the bust of Virgil. Her ornamental 
information--as strong as a coat of furniture-polish--almost knocked you down. What 
I felt in her now more than ever was that, having a reputation for "point" to keep up, 
she was always under arms, with absences and anxieties like those of a celebrity at a 
public dinner. She thought too much of her "speech"--of how soon it would have to 
come. It was none the less wonderful, however, that, as Grace Brissenden had said, 
she should still find herself with intellect to spare--have lavished herself by precept 
and example on Long and yet have remained for each other interlocutor as fresh as the 
clown bounding into the ring. She cracked, for my benefit, as many jokes and turned 
as many somersaults as might have been expected; after which I thought it fair to let 



her off. We all faced again to the house, for dressing and dinner were in sight. 

I found myself once more, as we moved, with Mrs. Server, and I remember rejoicing 
that, sympathetic as she showed herself, she didn't think it necessary to be, like Lady 
John, always "ready." She was delightfully handsome--handsomer than ever; slim, 
fair, fine, with charming pale eyes and splendid auburn hair. I said to myself that I 
hadn't done her justice; she hadn't organised her forces, was a little helpless and 
vague, but there was ease for the weary in her happy nature and her peculiar grace. 
These last were articles on which, five minutes later, before the house, where we still 
had a margin, I was moved to challenge Ford Obert. 

"What was the matter just now--when, though you were so fortunately occupied, you 
yet seemed to call me to the rescue?" 

"Oh," he laughed, "I was only occupied in being frightened!" 

"But at what?" 

"Well, at a sort of sense that she wanted to make love to me." 

I reflected. "Mrs. Server? Does Mrs. Server make love?" 

"It seemed to me," my friend replied, "that she began on it to YOU as soon as she got 
hold of you. Weren't you aware?" 

I debated afresh; I didn't know that I had been. "Not to the point of terror. She's so 
gentle and so appealing. Even if she took one in hand with violence, moreover," I 
added, "I don't see why terror--given so charming a person--should be the result. It's 
flattering." 

"Ah, you're brave," said Obert. 

"I didn't know you were ever timid. How can you be, in your profession? Doesn't it 
come back to me, for that matter, that--only the other year--you painted her?" 

"Yes, I faced her to that extent. But she's different now." 

I scarcely made it out. "In what way different? She's as charming as ever." 

As if even for his own satisfaction my friend seemed to think a little. "Well, her 
affections were not then, I imagine, at her disposal. I judge that that's what it must 
have been. They were fixed--with intensity; and it made the difference with ME. Her 
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imagination had, for the time, rested its wing. At present it's ready for flight--it seeks a 
fresh perch. It's trying. Take care." 

"Oh, I don't flatter myself," I laughed, "that I've only to hold out my hand! At any 
rate," I went on, "i shan't call for help." 

He seemed to think again. "I don't know. You'll see." 

"If I do I shall see a great deal more than I now suspect." He wanted to get off to 
dress, but I still held him. "Isn't she wonderfully lovely?" 

"Oh!" he simply exclaimed. 

"Isn't she as lovely as she seems?" 

But he had already broken away. "What has that to do with it?" 

"What has anything, then?" 

"She's too beastly unhappy." 

"But isn't that just one's advantage?" 

"No. It's uncanny." And he escaped. 

The question had at all events brought us indoors and so far up our staircase as to 
where it branched towards Obert's room. I followed it to my corridor, with which 
other occasions had made me acquainted, and I reached the door on which I expected 
to find my card of designation. This door, however, was open, so as to show me, in 
momentary possession of the room, a gentleman, unknown to me, who, in unguided 
quest of his quarters, appeared to have arrived from the other end of the passage. He 
had just seen, as the property of another, my unpacked things, with which he 
immediately connected me. He moreover, to my surprise, on my entering, sounded my 
name, in response to which I could only at first remain blank. It was in fact not till I 
had begun to help him place himself that, correcting my blankness, I knew him for 
Guy Brissenden. He had been put by himself, for some reason, in the bachelor wing 
and, exploring at hazard, had mistaken the signs. By the time we found his servant and 
his lodging I had reflected on the oddity of my having been as stupid about the 
husband as I had been about the wife. He had escaped my notice since our arrival, but 
I had, as a much older man, met him--the hero of his odd union--at some earlier time. 
Like his wife, none the less, he had now struck me as a stranger, and it was not till, in 
his room, I stood a little face to face with him that I made out the wonderful reason. 



The wonderful reason was that I was NOT a much older man; Guy Brissenden, at any 
rate, was not a much younger. It was he who was old--it was he who was older--it was 
he who was oldest. That was so disconcertingly what he had become. It was in short 
what he would have been had he been as old as he looked. He looked almost anything--
he looked quite sixty. I made it out again at dinner, where, from a distance, but 
opposite, I had him in sight. Nothing could have been stranger than the way that, 
fatigued, fixed, settled, he seemed to have piled up the years. They were there without 
having had time to arrive. It was as if he had discovered some miraculous short cut to 
the common doom. He had grown old, in fine, as people you see after an interval 
sometimes strike you as having grown rich--too quickly for the honest, or at least for 
the straight, way. He had cheated or inherited or speculated. It took me but a minute 
then to add him to my little gallery--the small collection, I mean, represented by his 
wife and by Gilbert Long, as well as in some degree doubtless also by Lady John: the 
museum of those who put to me with such intensity the question of what had 
happened to them. His wife, on the same side, was not out of my range, and now, 
largely exposed, lighted, jewelled, and enjoying moreover visibly the sense of these 
things--his wife, upon my honour, as I soon remarked to the lady next me, his wife (it 
was too prodigious!) looked about twenty. 

"Yes--isn't it funny?" said the lady next me. 

It was so funny that it set me thinking afresh and that, with the interest of it, which 
became a positive excitement, I had to keep myself in hand in order not too publicly 
to explain, not to break out right and left with my reflections. I don't know why--it 
was a sense instinctive and unreasoned, but I felt from the first that if I was on the 
scent of something ultimate I had better waste neither my wonder nor my wisdom. I 
WAS on the scent--that I was sure of; and yet even after I was sure I should still have 
been at a loss to put my enigma itself into words. I was just conscious, vaguely, of 
being on the track of a law, a law that would fit, that would strike me as governing the 
delicate phenomena--delicate though so marked--that my imagination found itself 
playing with. A part of the amusement they yielded came, I daresay, from my 
exaggerating them--grouping them into a larger mystery (and thereby a larger "law") 
than the facts, as observed, yet warranted; but that is the common fault of minds for 
which the vision of life is an obsession. The obsession pays, if one will; but to pay it 
has to borrow. After dinner, but while the men were still in the room, I had some talk 
again with Long, of whom I inquired if he had been so placed as to see "poor Briss." 

He appeared to wonder, and poor Briss, with our shifting of seats, was now at a 
distance. "I think so--but I didn't particularly notice. What's the matter with poor 
Briss?" 

"That's exactly what I thought you might be able to tell me. But if nothing, in him, 



strikes you--!" He met my eyes a moment--then glanced about. "Where is he?" 

"Behind you; only don't turn round to look, for he knows--" But I dropped, having 
caught something directed toward me in Brissenden's face. My interlocutor remained 
blank, simply asking me, after an instant, what it was he knew. On this I said what I 
meant. "He knows we've noticed." 

Long wondered again. "Ah, but I HAVEN'T!" He spoke with some sharpness. 

"He knows," I continued, noting the sharpness too, "what's the matter with him." 

"Then what the devil is it?" 

I waited a little, having for the moment an idea on my hands. "Do you see him often?" 

Long disengaged the ash from his cigarette. "No. Why should I?" 

Distinctly, he was uneasy--though as yet perhaps but vaguely--at what I might be 
coming to. That was precisely my idea, and if I pitied him a little for my pressure my 
idea was yet what most possessed me. "Do you mean there's nothing in him that 
strikes you?" 

On this, unmistakably, he looked at me hard. "'Strikes' me--in that boy? Nothing in 
him, that I know of, ever struck me in my life. He's not an object of the smallest 
interest to me!" 

I felt that if I insisted I should really stir up the old Long, the stolid coxcomb, capable 
of rudeness, with whose redemption, reabsorption, supersession--one scarcely knew 
what to call it--I had been so happily impressed. "Oh, of course, if you haven't 
noticed, you haven't, and the matter I was going to speak of will have no point. You 
won't know what I mean." With which I paused long enough to let his curiosity 
operate if his denial had been sincere. But it hadn't. His curiosity never operated. He 
only exclaimed, more indulgently, that he didn't know what I was talking about; and I 
recognised after a little that if I had made him, without intention, uncomfortable, this 
was exactly a proof of his being what Mrs. Briss, at the station, had called cleverer, 
and what I had so much remarked while, in the garden before dinner, he held our 
small company. Nobody, nothing could, in the time of his inanity, have made him turn 
a hair. It was the mark of his aggrandisement. But I spared him--so far as was 
consistent with my wish for absolute certainty; changed the subject, spoke of other 
things, took pains to sound disconnectedly, and only after reference to several of the 
other ladies, the name over which we had just felt friction. "Mrs. Brissenden's quite 
fabulous." 



He appeared to have strayed, in our interval, far. "'Fabulous'?" 

"Why, for the figure that, by candle-light and in cloth-of-silver and diamonds, she is 
still able to make." 

"Oh dear, yes!" He showed as relieved to be able to see what I meant. "She has grown 
so very much less plain." 

But that wasn't at all what I meant. "Ah," I said, "you put it the other way at 
Paddington--which was much more the right one." 

He had quite forgotten. "How then did I put it?" 

As he had done before, I got rid of my ash. "She hasn't grown very much less plain. 
She has only grown very much less old." 

"Ah, well," he laughed, but as if his interest had quickly dropped, "youth is--
comparatively speaking--beauty." 

"Oh, not always. Look at poor Briss himself." 

"Well, if you like better, beauty is youth." 

"Not always, either," I returned. "Certainly only when it IS beauty. To see how little it 
may be either, look," I repeated, "at poor Briss." 

"I thought you told me just now not to!" He rose at last in his impatience. 

"Well, at present you can." 

I also got up, the other men at the same moment moved, and the subject of our 
reference stood in view. This indeed was but briefly, for, as if to examine a picture 
behind him, the personage in question suddenly turned his back. Long, however, had 
had time to take him in and then to decide. "I've looked. What then?" 

"You don't see anything?" 

"Nothing." 

"Not what everyone else must?" 



"No, confound you!" 

I already felt that, to be so tortuous, he must have had a reason, and the search for his 
reason was what, from this moment, drew me on. I had in fact half guessed it as we 
stood there. But this only made me the more explanatory. "It isn't really, however, that 
Brissenden has grown less lovely--it's only that he has grown less young." 

To which my friend, as we quitted the room, replied simply: "Oh!" 

The effect I have mentioned was, none the less, too absurd. The poor youth's back, 
before us, still as if consciously presented, confessed to the burden of time. "How 
old," I continued, "did we make out this afternoon that he would be?" 

"That who would?" 

"Why, poor Briss." 

He fairly pulled up in our march. "Have you got him on the brain?" 

"Don't I seem to remember, my dear man, that it was you yourself who knew? He's 
thirty at the most. He can't possibly be more. And there he is: as fine, as swaddled, as 
royal a mummy, to the eye, as one would wish to see. Don't pretend! But it's all right." 
I laughed as I took myself up. "I must talk to Lady John." 

I did talk to her, but I must come to it. What is most to the point just here is an 
observation or two that, in the smoking-room, before going to bed, I exchanged with 
Ford Obert. I forbore, as I have hinted, to show all I saw, but it was lawfully open to 
me to judge of what other people did; and I had had before dinner my little proof that, 
on occasion, Obert could see as much as most. Yet I said nothing more to him for the 
present about Mrs. Server. The Brissendens were new to him, and his experience of 
every sort of facial accident, of human sign, made him just the touchstone I wanted. 
Nothing, naturally, was easier than to turn him on the question of the fair and the foul, 
type and character, weal and woe, among our fellow-visitors; so that my mention of 
the air of disparity in the couple I have just named came in its order and produced its 
effect. This effect was that of my seeing--which was all I required--that if the disparity 
was marked for him this expert observer could yet read it quite the wrong way. Why 
had so fine a young creature married a man three times her age? He was of course 
astounded when I told him the young creature was much nearer three times 
Brissenden's, and this led to some interesting talk between us as to the consequences, 
in general, of such association on such terms. The particular case before us, I easily 
granted, sinned by over-emphasis, but it was a fair, though a gross, illustration of what 
almost always occurred when twenty and forty, when thirty and sixty, mated or 



mingled, lived together in intimacy. Intimacy of course had to be postulated. Then 
either the high number or the low always got the upper hand, and it was usually the 
high that succeeded. It seemed, in other words, more possible to go back than to keep 
still, to grow young than to remain so. If Brissenden had been of his wife's age and his 
wife of Brissenden's, it would thus be he who must have redescended the hill, it would 
be she who would have been pushed over the brow. There was really a touching truth 
in it, the stuff of--what did people call such things?--an apologue or a parable. "One of 
the pair," I said, "has to pay for the other. What ensues is a miracle, and miracles are 
expensive. What's a greater one than to have your youth twice over? It's a second 
wind, another 'go'--which isn't the sort of thing life mostly treats us to. Mrs. Briss had 
to get her new blood, her extra allowance of time and bloom, somewhere; and from 
whom could she so conveniently extract them as from Guy himself? She HAS, by an 
extraordinary feat of legerdemain, extracted them; and he, on his side, to supply her, 
has had to tap the sacred fount. But the sacred fount is like the greedy man's 
description of the turkey as an 'awkward' dinner dish. It may be sometimes too much 
for a single share, but it's not enough to go round." 

Obert was at all events sufficiently struck with my view to throw out a question on it. 
"So that, paying to his last drop, Mr. Briss, as you call him, can only die of the 
business?" 

"Oh, not yet, I hope. But before HER--yes: long." 

He was much amused. "How you polish them off!" 

"I only talk," I returned, "as you paint; not a bit worse! But one must indeed wonder," 
I conceded, "how the poor wretches feel." 

"You mean whether Brissenden likes it?" 

I made up my mind on the spot. "If he loves her he must. That is if he loves her 
passionately, sublimely." I saw it all. "It's in fact just because he does so love her that 
the miracle, for her, is wrought." 

"Well," my friend reflected, "for taking a miracle coolly--!" 

"She hasn't her equal? Yes, she does take it. She just quietly, but just selfishly, profits 
by it." 

"And doesn't see then how her victim loses?" 

"No. She can't. The perception, if she had it, would be painful and terrible--might 
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