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From An Unknown
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R., the famous novelist, had been away on a
brief holiday in the mountains. Reaching Vienna
early in the morning, he bought a newspaper at the
station, and when he glanced at the date he was
reminded that it was his birthday. “Forty—one!”—
the thought came like a flash. He was neither glad
nor sorry at the realisation. He hailed a taxi, and
skimmed the newspaper as he drove home. His man
reported that there had been two callers during the
master’ s absence, besides a few telephone messages.
A bundle of letters was awaiting him. Looking
indifferently at these, he opened a few because he
was interested in the senders, but laid aside for the
time a bulky packet addressed in a strange
handwriting. At ease in an armchair, he drank his
morning tea, finished the newspaper, and read a few

circulars. Then, having lighted a cigar, he turned to
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the remaining letter.

It was a manuscript rather than an ordinary
} letter, comprising a couple of dozen hastily penned
sheets in a feminine handwriting. Involuntarily he
examined the envelope once more, in case he might
have overlooked a covering letter. But there was
nothing of the kind, no signature, and no sender’s
address on either envelope or contents. “Strange,”
he thought, as he began to read the manuscript. The
first words were a superscription:  “To you, who
have never known me.” He was perplexed. Was this
addressed to him, or to some imaginary being? His
curiosity suddenly awakened, he read as follows:

My boy died yesterday. For three days and
three nights I have been wrestling with Death for
this frail little life. During forty consecutive hours,

while the fever of influenza was shaking his poor
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burning body, [ sat beside his bed. I put cold
compresses on his forehead; day and night, night
and day, I held his restless little hands. The third
evening, my strength gave out. My eyes closed
without my being aware of it, and for three or four
hours I must have slept on the hard stool.
Meanwhile, Death took him. There he lies, my
darling boy, in his narrow cot, just as he died. Only
his eyes have been closed, his wise, dark eyes; and
his hands have been crossed over his breast. Four
candles are burning, one at each corner of the bed.
I cannot bear to look, [ cannot bear to move; for
when the candles flicker, shadows chase one another
over his face and his closed lips. It looks as if his
features stirred, and I could almost fancy that he is
not dead after all, that he will wake up, and with his

clear voice will say something childishly loving. But
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I know that he is dead; and I will not look again, to
hope once more, and once more to be disappointed.
I know, I know, my boy died yesterday. Now I have
only you left in the world; only you, who do not
know me; you, who are enjoying yourself all
unheeding, sporting with men and things. Only you,
who have never known me, and whom I have never
ceased to love.

I have lighted a fifth candle, and am sitting at
the table writing to you. I cannot stay alone with my
dead child without pouring my heart out to some
one and to whom should I do that in this dreadful
hour if not to you, who have been and still are all in
all to me? Perhaps I shall not be able to make
myself plain to you. Perhaps you will not be able to
understand me. My head feels so heavy; my temples

are throbbing; my limbs are aching. I think I must
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be feverish. Influenza is raging in this quarter, and
probably I have caught the infection. I should not be
sorry if I could join my child in that way, instead of
making short work of myself. Sometimes it seems
dark before my eyes, and perhaps I shall not be abl_e
to finish this letter; but I shall try with all my
strength, this one and only time, to speak to you, my
beloved, to you who have never known me.

To you only do I want to speak, that I may tell
you everything for the first time. I should like you to
know the whole of my life, of that life which has
always been yours, and of which you have known
nothing. But you shall only know my secret after I
am dead, when there will be no one whom you will
have to answer; you shall only know it if that which
is now shaking my limbs with cold and with heat

should really prove, for me, the end. If I have to go
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on living, 1 shall tear up this letter and shall keep
the silence I have always kept. If you ever hold it in
your hands, you may know that a dead woman is
telling you her life story; the story of a life which
was yours from its first to its last fully conscious
hour. You need have no fear of my words. A dead
woman wants nothing; neither love, nor compassion,
nor consolation. I have only one thing to ask of you,
that you believe to the full what the pain in me
forces me to disclose to you. Believe my words, for I
ask nothing more of you; a mother will not speak
falsely beside the death—bed of her only child.

I am going to tell you my whole life, in fact,
the life which did not really begin until the day I
first saw you. What I can recall before that day is
gloomy and confused, a memory as of a cellar filled

with dusty, dull, and cobwebbed things and people—
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