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“Tuey’ve got him for life!” I said to myself that evening on my way back to the station; but later
on, alone in the compartment (from Wimbledon to Waterloo, before the glory of the District
Railway) I amended this declaration in the light of the sense that my friends would probably after
all not enjoy a monopoly of Mr. Saltram. I won’t pretend to have taken his vast measure on that
first occasion, but I think I had achieved a glimpse of what the privilege of his acquaintance
might mean for many persons in the way of charges accepted. He had been a great experience,
and it was this perhaps that had put me into the frame of foreseeing how we should all, sooner or
later, have the honour of dealing with him as a whole. Whatever impression I then received of
the amount of this total, I had a full enough vision of the patience of the Mulvilles. He was to
stay all the winter: Adelaide dropped it in a tone that drew the sting from the inevitable
emphasis. These excellent people might indeed have been content to give the circle of hospitality
a diameter of six months; but if they didn’t say he was to stay all summer as well it was only
because this was more than they ventured to hope. I remember that at dinner that evening he
wore slippers, new and predominantly purple, of some queer carpet-stuff; but the Mulvilles were
still in the stage of supposing that he might be snatched from them by higher bidders. At a later
time they grew, poor dears, to fear no snatching; but theirs was a fidelity which needed no help
from competition to make them proud. Wonderful indeed as, when all was said, you inevitably
pronounced Frank Saltram, it was not to be overlooked that the Kent Mulvilles were in their way
still more extraordinary: as striking an instance as could easily be encountered of the familiar
truth that remarkable men find remarkable conveniences.

They had sent for me from Wimbledon to come out and dine, and there had been an implication
in Adelaide’s note—judged by her notes alone she might have been thought silly—that it was a
case in which something momentous was to be determined or done. I had never known them not
be in a “state” about somebody, and I dare say I tried to be droll on this point in accepting their
invitation. On finding myself in the presence of their latest discovery I had not at first felt
irreverence droop—and, thank heaven, I have never been absolutely deprived of that alternative
in Mr. Saltram’s company. I saw, however—I hasten to declare it—that compared to this
specimen their other phoenixes had been birds of inconsiderable feather, and I afterwards took
credit to myself for not having even in primal bewilderments made a mistake about the essence
of the man. He had an incomparable gift; I never was blind to it—it dazzles me still. It dazzles
me perhaps even more in remembrance than in fact, for I'm not unaware that for so rare a
subject the imagination goes to some expense, inserting a jewel here and there or giving a twist
to a plume. How the art of portraiture would rejoice in this figure if the art of portraiture had
only the canvas! Nature, in truth, had largely rounded it, and if memory, hovering about it,
sometimes holds her breath, this is because the voice that comes back was really golden.

Though the great man was an inmate and didn’t dress, he kept dinner on this occasion waiting,
and the first words he uttered on coming into the room were an elated announcement to Mulville
that he had found out something. Not catching the allusion and gaping doubtless a little at his
face, I privately asked Adelaide what he had found out. I shall never forget the look she gave me
as she replied: “Everything!” She really believed it. At that moment, at any rate, he had found
out that the mercy of the Mulvilles was infinite. He had previously of course discovered, as I had
myself for that matter, that their dinners were soignés. Let me not indeed, in saying this, neglect
to declare that I shall falsify my counterfeit if I seem to hint that there was in his nature any
ounce of calculation. He took whatever came, but he never plotted for it, and no man who was so
much of an absorbent can ever have been so little of a parasite. He had a system of the universe,
but he had no system of sponging—that was quite hand-to-mouth. He had fine gross easy senses,
but it was not his good-natured appetite that wrought confusion. If he had loved us for our
dinners we could have paid with our dinners, and it would have been a great economy of finer
matter. I make free in these connexions with the plural possessive because if I was never able to
do what the Mulvilles did, and people with still bigger houses and simpler charities, I met, first
and last, every demand of reflexion, of emotion—particularly perhaps those of gratitude and of
resentment. No one, I think, paid the tribute of giving him up so often, and if it’s rendering
honour to borrow wisdom I've a right to talk of my sacrifices. He yielded lessons as the sea
yields fish—I lived for a while on this diet. Sometimes it almost appeared to me that his massive
monstrous failure—if failure after all it was—had been designed for my private recreation. He
fairly pampered my curiosity; but the history of that experience would take me too far. This is
not the large canvas I just now spoke of, and I wouldn’t have approached him with my present

p-



hand had it been a question of all the features. Frank Saltram’s features, for artistic purposes,
are verily the anecdotes that are to be gathered. Their name is legion, and this is only one, of
which the interest is that it concerns even more closely several other persons. Such episodes, as
one looks back, are the little dramas that made up the innumerable facets of the big drama—
which is yet to be reported.

I1

IT is furthermore remarkable that though the two stories are distinct—my own, as it were, and
this other—they equally began, in a manner, the first night of my acquaintance with Frank
Saltram, the night I came back from Wimbledon so agitated with a new sense of life that, in
London, for the very thrill of it, I could only walk home. Walking and swinging my stick, I
overtook, at Buckingham Gate, George Gravener, and George Gravener’s story may be said to
have begun with my making him, as our paths lay together, come home with me for a talk. I duly
remember, let me parenthesise, that it was still more that of another person, and also that
several years were to elapse before it was to extend to a second chapter. I had much to say to
him, none the less, about my visit to the Mulvilles, whom he more indifferently knew, and I was at
any rate so amusing that for long afterwards he never encountered me without asking for news of
the old man of the sea. I hadn’t said Mr. Saltram was old, and it was to be seen that he was of an
age to outweather George Gravener. I had at that time a lodging in Ebury Street, and Gravener
was staying at his brother’s empty house in Eaton Square. At Cambridge, five years before, even
in our devastating set, his intellectual power had seemed to me almost awful. Some one had
once asked me privately, with blanched cheeks, what it was then that after all such a mind as
that left standing. “It leaves itself!” I could recollect devoutly replying. I could smile at present
for this remembrance, since before we got to Ebury Street I was struck with the fact that, save in
the sense of being well set up on his legs, George Gravener had actually ceased to tower. The
universe he laid low had somehow bloomed again—the usual eminences were visible. I wondered
whether he had lost his humour, or only, dreadful thought, had never had any—not even when I
had fancied him most Aristophanesque. What was the need of appealing to laughter, however, I
could enviously enquire, where you might appeal so confidently to measurement? Mr. Saltram’s
queer figure, his thick nose and hanging lip, were fresh to me: in the light of my old friend’s fine
cold symmetry they presented mere success in amusing as the refuge of conscious ugliness.
Already, at hungry twenty-six, Gravener looked as blank and parliamentary as if he were fifty and
popular. In my scrap of a residence—he had a worldling’s eye for its futile conveniences, but
never a comrade’s joke—I sounded Frank Saltram in his ears; a circumstance I mention in order
to note that even then I was surprised at his impatience of my enlivenment. As he had never
before heard of the personage it took indeed the form of impatience of the preposterous
Mulvilles, his relation to whom, like mine, had had its origin in an early, a childish intimacy with
the young Adelaide, the fruit of multiplied ties in the previous generation. When she married
Kent Mulville, who was older than Gravener and I and much more amiable, I gained a friend, but
Gravener practically lost one. We reacted in different ways from the form taken by what he
called their deplorable social action—the form (the term was also his) of nasty second-rate gush.
I may have held in my ‘for intérieur’ that the good people at Wimbledon were beautiful fools, but
when he sniffed at them I couldn’t help taking the opposite line, for I already felt that even
should we happen to agree it would always be for reasons that differed. It came home to me that
he was admirably British as, without so much as a sociable sneer at my bookbinder, he turned
away from the serried rows of my little French library.

“Of course I've never seen the fellow, but it’s clear enough he’s a humbug.”

“Clear ‘enough’ is just what it isn’t,” I replied; “if it only were!” That ejaculation on my part must
have been the beginning of what was to be later a long ache for final frivolous rest. Gravener
was profound enough to remark after a moment that in the first place he couldn’t be anything but
a Dissenter, and when I answered that the very note of his fascination was his extraordinary
speculative breadth my friend retorted that there was no cad like your cultivated cad, and that I
might depend upon discovering—since I had had the levity not already to have enquired—that my
shining light proceeded, a generation back, from a Methodist cheesemonger. I confess I was
struck with his insistence, and I said, after reflexion: “It may be—I admit it may be; but why on
earth are you so sure?”—asking the question mainly to lay him the trap of saying that it was
because the poor man didn’t dress for dinner. He took an instant to circumvent my trap and
come blandly out the other side.

“Because the Kent Mulvilles have invented him. They’ve an infallible hand for frauds. All their
geese are swans. They were born to be duped, they like it, they cry for it, they don’t know
anything from anything, and they disgust one—luckily perhaps!—with Christian charity.” His
vehemence was doubtless an accident, but it might have been a strange foreknowledge. I forget
what protest I dropped; it was at any rate something that led him to go on after a moment: “I only
ask one thing—it’s perfectly simple. Is a man, in a given case, a real gentleman?”

“A real gentleman, my dear fellow—that’s so soon said!”

“Not so soon when he isn’t! If they've got hold of one this time he must be a great rascal!”
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“I might feel injured,” I answered, “if I didn’t reflect that they don’t rave about me.”

“Don’t be too sure! I'll grant that he’s a gentleman,” Gravener presently added, “if you’ll admit
that he’s a scamp.”

“I don’t know which to admire most, your logic or your benevolence.”

My friend coloured at this, but he didn’t change the subject. “Where did they pick him up?”
“I think they were struck with something he had published.”

“I can fancy the dreary thing!”

“I believe they found out he had all sorts of worries and difficulties.”

“That of course wasn’t to be endured, so they jumped at the privilege of paying his debts!” I
professed that I knew nothing about his debts, and I reminded my visitor that though the dear
Mulvilles were angels they were neither idiots nor millionaires. What they mainly aimed at was
reuniting Mr. Saltram to his wife. “I was expecting to hear he has basely abandoned her,”
Gravener went on, at this, “and I'm too glad you don’t disappoint me.”

I tried to recall exactly what Mrs. Mulville had told me. “He didn’t leave her—no. It’s she who
has left him.”

“Left him to us?” Gravener asked. “The monster—many thanks! I decline to take him.”

“You’ll hear more about him in spite of yourself. I can’t, no, I really can’t resist the impression
that he’s a big man.” I was already mastering—to my shame perhaps be it said—just the tone my
old friend least liked.

“It’s doubtless only a trifle,” he returned, “but you haven’t happened to mention what his
reputation’s to rest on.”

“Why on what I began by boring you with—his extraordinary mind.”
“As exhibited in his writings?”

“Possibly in his writings, but certainly in his talk, which is far and away the richest I ever listened
to.”

“And what’s it all about?”

“My dear fellow, don’t ask me! About everything!” I pursued, reminding myself of poor
Adelaide. “About his ideas of things,” I then more charitably added. “You must have heard him
to know what I mean—it’s unlike anything that ever was heard.” I coloured, I admit, I
overcharged a little, for such a picture was an anticipation of Saltram’s later development and
still more of my fuller acquaintance with him. However, I really expressed, a little lyrically
perhaps, my actual imagination of him when I proceeded to declare that, in a cloud of tradition,
of legend, he might very well go down to posterity as the greatest of all great talkers. Before we
parted George Gravener had wondered why such a row should be made about a chatterbox the
more and why he should be pampered and pensioned. The greater the wind-bag the greater the
calamity. Out of proportion to everything else on earth had come to be this wagging of the
tongue. We were drenched with talk—our wretched age was dying of it. I differed from him here
sincerely, only going so far as to concede, and gladly, that we were drenched with sound. It was
not however the mere speakers who were killing us—it was the mere stammerers. Fine talk was
as rare as it was refreshing—the gift of the gods themselves, the one starry spangle on the
ragged cloak of humanity. How many men were there who rose to this privilege, of how many
masters of conversation could he boast the acquaintance? Dying of talk?—why we were dying of
the lack of it! Bad writing wasn’t talk, as many people seemed to think, and even good wasn’t
always to be compared to it. From the best talk indeed the best writing had something to learn.
I fancifully added that we too should peradventure be gilded by the legend, should be pointed at
for having listened, for having actually heard. Gravener, who had glanced at his watch and
discovered it was midnight, found to all this a retort beautifully characteristic of him.

“There’s one little fact to be borne in mind in the presence equally of the best talk and of the
worst.” He looked, in saying this, as if he meant great things, and I was sure he could only mean
once more that neither of them mattered if a man wasn’t a real gentleman. Perhaps it was what
he did mean; he deprived me however of the exultation of being right by putting the truth in a
slightly different way. “The only thing that really counts for one’s estimate of a person is his
conduct.” He had his watch still in his palm, and I reproached him with unfair play in having
ascertained beforehand that it was now the hour at which I always gave in. My pleasantry so far
failed to mollify him that he promptly added that to the rule he had just enunciated there was
absolutely no exception.

“None whatever?”
“None whatever.”

“Trust me then to try to be good at any price!” I laughed as I went with him to the door. “I
declare I will be, if I have to be horrible!”



I11

Ir that first night was one of the liveliest, or at any rate was the freshest, of my exaltations, there
was another, four years later, that was one of my great discomposures. Repetition, I well knew
by this time, was the secret of Saltram’s power to alienate, and of course one would never have
seen him at his finest if one hadn’t seen him in his remorses. They set in mainly at this season
and were magnificent, elemental, orchestral. I was quite aware that one of these atmospheric
disturbances was now due; but none the less, in our arduous attempt to set him on his feet as a
lecturer, it was impossible not to feel that two failures were a large order, as we said, for a short
course of five. This was the second time, and it was past nine o’clock; the audience, a muster
unprecedented and really encouraging, had fortunately the attitude of blandness that might have
been looked for in persons whom the promise of (if I'm not mistaken) An Analysis of Primary
Ideas had drawn to the neighbourhood of Upper Baker Street. There was in those days in that
region a petty lecture-hall to be secured on terms as moderate as the funds left at our disposal by
the irrepressible question of the maintenance of five small Saltrams—I include the mother—and
one large one. By the time the Saltrams, of different sizes, were all maintained we had pretty
well poured out the oil that might have lubricated the machinery for enabling the most original of
men to appear to maintain them.

It was I, the other time, who had been forced into the breach, standing up there for an odious
lamplit moment to explain to half a dozen thin benches, where earnest brows were virtuously
void of anything so cynical as a suspicion, that we couldn’t so much as put a finger on Mr.
Saltram. There was nothing to plead but that our scouts had been out from the early hours and
that we were afraid that on one of his walks abroad—he took one, for meditation, whenever he
was to address such a company—some accident had disabled or delayed him. The meditative
walks were a fiction, for he never, that any one could discover, prepared anything but a
magnificent prospectus; hence his circulars and programmes, of which I possess an almost
complete collection, are the solemn ghosts of generations never born. I put the case, as it
seemed to me, at the best; but I admit I had been angry, and Kent Mulville was shocked at my
want of public optimism. This time therefore I left the excuses to his more practised patience,
only relieving myself in response to a direct appeal from a young lady next whom, in the hall, I
found myself sitting. My position was an accident, but if it had been calculated the reason would
scarce have eluded an observer of the fact that no one else in the room had an approach to an
appearance. Our philosopher’s “tail” was deplorably limp. This visitor was the only person who
looked at her ease, who had come a little in the spirit of adventure. She seemed to carry
amusement in her handsome young head, and her presence spoke, a little mystifyingly, of a
sudden extension of Saltram’s sphere of influence. He was doing better than we hoped, and he
had chosen such an occasion, of all occasions, to succumb to heaven knew which of his fond
infirmities. The young lady produced an impression of auburn hair and black velvet, and had on
her other hand a companion of obscurer type, presumably a waiting-maid. She herself might
perhaps have been a foreign countess, and before she addressed me I had beguiled our sorry
interval by finding in her a vague recall of the opening of some novel of Madame Sand. It didn’t
make her more fathomable to pass in a few minutes from this to the certitude that she was
American; it simply engendered depressing reflexions as to the possible check to contributions
from Boston. She asked me if, as a person apparently more initiated, I would recommend further
waiting, and I answered that if she considered I was on my honour I would privately deprecate it.
Perhaps she didn’t; at any rate our talk took a turn that prolonged it till she became aware we
were left almost alone. I presently ascertained she knew Mrs. Saltram, and this explained in a
manner the miracle. The brotherhood of the friends of the husband was as nothing to the
brotherhood, or perhaps I should say the sisterhood, of the friends of the wife. Like the Kent
Mulvilles I belonged to both fraternities, and even better than they I think I had sounded the
abyss of Mrs. Saltram’s wrongs. She bored me to extinction, and I knew but too well how she
had bored her husband; but there were those who stood by her, the most efficient of whom were
indeed the handful of poor Saltram’s backers. They did her liberal justice, whereas her mere
patrons and partisans had nothing but hatred for our philosopher. I'm bound to say it was we,
however—we of both camps, as it were—who had always done most for her.

I thought my young lady looked rich—I scarcely knew why; and I hoped she had put her hand in
her pocket. I soon made her out, however, not at all a fine fanatic—she was but a generous,
irresponsible enquirer. She had come to England to see her aunt, and it was at her aunt’s she
had met the dreary lady we had all so much on our mind. I saw she’d help to pass the time when
she observed that it was a pity this lady wasn’t intrinsically more interesting. That was
refreshing, for it was an article of faith in Mrs. Saltram’s circle—at least among those who
scorned to know her horrid husband—that she was attractive on her merits. She was in truth a
most ordinary person, as Saltram himself would have been if he hadn’t been a prodigy. The
question of vulgarity had no application to him, but it was a measure his wife kept challenging
you to apply. I hasten to add that the consequences of your doing so were no sufficient reason
for his having left her to starve. “He doesn’t seem to have much force of character,” said my
young lady; at which I laughed out so loud that my departing friends looked back at me over their
shoulders as if [ were making a joke of their discomfiture. My joke probably cost Saltram a
subscription or two, but it helped me on with my interlocutress. “She says he drinks like a fish,”
she sociably continued, “and yet she allows that his mind’s wonderfully clear.” It was amusing to
converse with a pretty girl who could talk of the clearness of Saltram’s mind. I expected next to
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hear she had been assured he was awfully clever. I tried to tell her—I had it almost on my
conscience—what was the proper way to regard him; an effort attended perhaps more than ever
on this occasion with the usual effect of my feeling that I wasn’t after all very sure of it. She had
come to-night out of high curiosity—she had wanted to learn this proper way for herself. She had
read some of his papers and hadn’t understood them; but it was at home, at her aunt’s, that her
curiosity had been kindled—kindled mainly by his wife’s remarkable stories of his want of virtue.
“I suppose they ought to have kept me away,” my companion dropped, “and I suppose they’d
have done so if I hadn’t somehow got an idea that he’s fascinating. In fact Mrs. Saltram herself
says he is.”

“So you came to see where the fascination resides? Well, you’ve seen!”
My young lady raised fine eyebrows. “Do you mean in his bad faith?”

“In the extraordinary effects of it; his possession, that is, of some quality or other that condemns
us in advance to forgive him the humiliation, as I may call it, to which he has subjected us.”

“The humiliation?”
“Why mine, for instance, as one of his guarantors, before you as the purchaser of a ticket.”

She let her charming gay eyes rest on me. “You don’t look humiliated a bit, and if you did I
should let you off, disappointed as I am; for the mysterious quality you speak of is just the quality
I came to see.”

“Oh, you can’t ‘see’ it!” I cried.

“How then do you get at it?”

“You don’t! You mustn’t suppose he’s good-looking,” I added.
“Why his wife says he’s lovely!”

My hilarity may have struck her as excessive, but I confess it broke out afresh. Had she acted
only in obedience to this singular plea, so characteristic, on Mrs. Saltram’s part, of what was
irritating in the narrowness of that lady’s point of view? “Mrs. Saltram,” I explained,
“undervalues him where he’s strongest, so that, to make up for it perhaps, she overpraises him
where he’s weak. He’s not, assuredly, superficially attractive; he’s middle-aged, fat, featureless
save for his great eyes.”

“Yes, his great eyes,” said my young lady attentively. She had evidently heard all about his great
eyes—the beaux yeux for which alone we had really done it all.

“They’re tragic and splendid—lights on a dangerous coast. But he moves badly and dresses
worse, and altogether he’s anything but smart.”

My companion, who appeared to reflect on this, after a moment appealed. “Do you call him a
real gentleman?”

I started slightly at the question, for I had a sense of recognising it: George Gravener, years
before, that first flushed night, had put me face to face with it. It had embarrassed me then, but
it didn’t embarrass me now, for I had lived with it and overcome it and disposed of it. “A real
gentleman? Emphatically not!”

My promptitude surprised her a little, but I quickly felt how little it was to Gravener I was now
talking. “Do you say that because he’s—what do you call it in England?—of humble extraction?”

“Not a bit. His father was a country school-master and his mother the widow of a sexton, but
that has nothing to do with it. I say it simply because I know him well.”

“But isn’t it an awful drawback?”

“Awful—quite awful.”

“I mean isn’t it positively fatal?”

“Fatal to what? Not to his magnificent vitality.”

Again she had a meditative moment. “And is his magnificent vitality the cause of his vices?”

“Your questions are formidable, but I'm glad you put them. I was thinking of his noble intellect.
His vices, as you say, have been much exaggerated: they consist mainly after all in one
comprehensive defect.”

“A want of will?”
“A want of dignity.”
“He doesn’t recognise his obligations?”

“On the contrary, he recognises them with effusion, especially in public: he smiles and bows and
beckons across the street to them. But when they pass over he turns away, and he speedily loses
them in the crowd. The recognition’s purely spiritual—it isn’t in the least social. So he leaves all
his belongings to other people to take care of. He accepts favours, loans, sacrifices—all with
nothing more deterrent than an agony of shame. Fortunately we’re a little faithful band, and we



do what we can.” I held my tongue about the natural children, engendered, to the number of
three, in the wantonness of his youth. I only remarked that he did make efforts—often
tremendous ones. “But the efforts,” I said, “never come to much: the only things that come to
much are the abandonments, the surrenders.”

“And how much do they come to?”

“You're right to put it as if we had a big bill to pay, but, as I've told you before, your questions
are rather terrible. They come, these mere exercises of genius, to a great sum total of poetry, of
philosophy, a mighty mass of speculation, notation, quotation. The genius is there, you see, to
meet the surrender; but there’s no genius to support the defence.”

“But what is there, after all, at his age, to show?”

“In the way of achievement recognised and reputation established?” I asked. “To ‘show’ if you
will, there isn’t much, since his writing, mostly, isn’t as fine, isn’t certainly as showy, as his talk.
Moreover two-thirds of his work are merely colossal projects and announcements. ‘Showing’
Frank Saltram is often a poor business,” I went on: “we endeavoured, you’ll have observed, to
show him to-night! However, if he had lectured he’d have lectured divinely. It would just have
been his talk.”

“And what would his talk just have been?”

I was conscious of some ineffectiveness, as well perhaps as of a little impatience, as I replied:
“The exhibition of a splendid intellect.” My young lady looked not quite satisfied at this, but as I
wasn'’t prepared for another question I hastily pursued: “The sight of a great suspended swinging
crystal—huge lucid lustrous, a block of light—flashing back every impression of life and every
possibility of thought!”

This gave her something to turn over till we had passed out to the dusky porch of the hall, in
front of which the lamps of a quiet brougham were almost the only thing Saltram’s treachery
hadn’t extinguished. I went with her to the door of her carriage, out of which she leaned a
moment after she had thanked me and taken her seat. Her smile even in the darkness was
pretty. “I do want to see that crystal!”

“You’'ve only to come to the next lecture.”
“I go abroad in a day or two with my aunt.”
“Wait over till next week,” I suggested. “It’s quite worth it.”

She became grave. “Not unless he really comes!” At which the brougham started off, carrying
her away too fast, fortunately for my manners, to allow me to exclaim “Ingratitude!”

IV

MgRs. SaLTrRaM made a great affair of her right to be informed where her husband had been the
second evening he failed to meet his audience. She came to me to ascertain, but I couldn’t
satisfy her, for in spite of my ingenuity I remained in ignorance. It wasn’t till much later that I
found this had not been the case with Kent Mulville, whose hope for the best never twirled the
thumbs of him more placidly than when he happened to know the worst. He had known it on the
occasion I speak of—that is immediately after. He was impenetrable then, but ultimately
confessed. What he confessed was more than I shall now venture to make public. It was of
course familiar to me that Saltram was incapable of keeping the engagements which, after their
separation, he had entered into with regard to his wife, a deeply wronged, justly resentful, quite
irreproachable and insufferable person. She often appeared at my chambers to talk over his
lapses; for if, as she declared, she had washed her hands of him, she had carefully preserved the
water of this ablution, which she handed about for analysis. She had arts of her own of exciting
one’s impatience, the most infallible of which was perhaps her assumption that we were kind to
her because we liked her. In reality her personal fall had been a sort of social rise—since I had
seen the moment when, in our little conscientious circle, her desolation almost made her the
fashion. Her voice was grating and her children ugly; moreover she hated the good Mulvilles,
whom I more and more loved. They were the people who by doing most for her husband had in
the long run done most for herself; and the warm confidence with which he had laid his length
upon them was a pressure gentle compared with her stiffer persuadability. I'm bound to say he
didn’t criticise his benefactors, though practically he got tired of them; she, however, had the
highest standards about eleemosynary forms. She offered the odd spectacle of a spirit puffed up
by dependence, and indeed it had introduced her to some excellent society. She pitied me for not
knowing certain people who aided her and whom she doubtless patronised in turn for their luck
in not knowing me. I dare say I should have got on with her better if she had had a ray of
imagination—if it had occasionally seemed to occur to her to regard Saltram’s expressions of his
nature in any other manner than as separate subjects of woe. They were all flowers of his
character, pearls strung on an endless thread; but she had a stubborn little way of challenging
them one after the other, as if she never suspected that he had a character, such as it was, or
that deficiencies might be organic; the irritating effect of a mind incapable of a generalisation.
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One might doubtless have overdone the idea that there was a general licence for such a man; but
if this had happened it would have been through one’s feeling that there could be none for such a
woman.

I recognised her superiority when I asked her about the aunt of the disappointed young lady: it
sounded like a sentence from an English-French or other phrase-book. She triumphed in what
she told me and she may have triumphed still more in what she withheld. My friend of the other
evening, Miss Anvoy, had but lately come to England; Lady Coxon, the aunt, had been established
here for years in consequence of her marriage with the late Sir Gregory of that name. She had a
house in the Regent’s Park, a Bath-chair and a fernery; and above all she had sympathy. Mrs.
Saltram had made her acquaintance through mutual friends. This vagueness caused me to feel
how much I was out of it and how large an independent circle Mrs. Saltram had at her command.
I should have been glad to know more about the disappointed young lady, but I felt I should know
most by not depriving her of her advantage, as she might have mysterious means of depriving me
of my knowledge. For the present, moreover, this experience was stayed, Lady Coxon having in
fact gone abroad accompanied by her niece. The niece, besides being immensely clever, was an
heiress, Mrs. Saltram said; the only daughter and the light of the eyes of some great American
merchant, a man, over there, of endless indulgences and dollars. She had pretty clothes and
pretty manners, and she had, what was prettier still, the great thing of all. The great thing of all
for Mrs. Saltram was always sympathy, and she spoke as if during the absence of these ladies she
mightn’t know where to turn for it. A few months later indeed, when they had come back, her
tone perceptibly changed: she alluded to them, on my leading her up to it, rather as to persons in
her debt for favours received. What had happened I didn’t know, but I saw it would take only a
little more or a little less to make her speak of them as thankless subjects of social countenance—
people for whom she had vainly tried to do something. I confess I saw how it wouldn’t be in a
mere week or two that I should rid myself of the image of Ruth Anvoy, in whose very name, when
I learnt it, I found something secretly to like. I should probably neither see her nor hear of her
again: the knight’s widow (he had been mayor of Clockborough) would pass away and the heiress
would return to her inheritance. I gathered with surprise that she had not communicated to his
wife the story of her attempt to hear Mr..Saltram, and I founded this reticence on the easy
supposition that Mrs. Saltram had fatigued by overpressure the spring of the sympathy of which
she boasted. The girl at any rate would forget the small adventure, be distracted, take a
husband; besides which she would lack occasion to repeat her experiment.

We clung to the idea of the brilliant course, delivered without an accident, that, as a lecturer,
would still make the paying public aware of our great man, but the fact remained that in the case
of an inspiration so unequal there was treachery, there was fallacy at least, in the very
conception of a series. In our scrutiny of ways and means we were inevitably subject to the old
convention of the synopsis, the syllabus, partly of course not to lose the advantage of his grand
free hand in drawing up such things; but for myself I laughed at our playbills even while I
stickled for them. It was indeed amusing work to be scrupulous for Frank Saltram, who also at
moments laughed about it, so far as the comfort of a sigh so unstudied as to be cheerful might
pass for such a sound. He admitted with a candour all his own that he was in truth only to be
depended on in the Mulvilles’ drawing-room. “Yes,” he suggestively allowed, “it’s there, I think,
that I'm at my best; quite late, when it gets toward eleven—and if I've not been too much
worried.” We all knew what too much worry meant; it meant too enslaved for the hour to the
superstition of sobriety. On the Saturdays I used to bring my portmanteau, so as not to have to
think of eleven o’clock trains. I had a bold theory that as regards this temple of talk and its altars
of cushioned chintz, its pictures and its flowers, its large fireside and clear lamplight, we might
really arrive at something if the Mulvilles would but charge for admission. Here it was, however,
that they shamelessly broke down; as there’s a flaw in every perfection this was the inexpugnable
refuge of their egotism. They declined to make their saloon a market, so that Saltram’s golden
words continued the sole coin that rang there. It can have happened to no man, however, to be
paid a greater price than such an enchanted hush as surrounded him on his greatest nights. The
most profane, on these occasions, felt a presence; all minor eloquence grew dumb. Adelaide
Mulville, for the pride of her hospitality, anxiously watched the door or stealthily poked the fire. I
used to call it the music-room, for we had anticipated Bayreuth. The very gates of the kingdom of
light seemed to open and the horizon of thought to flash with the beauty of a sunrise at sea.

In the consideration of ways and means, the sittings of our little board, we were always conscious
of the creak of Mrs. Saltram’s shoes. She hovered, she interrupted, she almost presided, the
state of affairs being mostly such as to supply her with every incentive for enquiring what was to
be done next. It was the pressing pursuit of this knowledge that, in concatenations of omnibuses
and usually in very wet weather, led her so often to my door. She thought us spiritless creatures
with editors and publishers; but she carried matters to no great effect when she personally
pushed into back-shops. She wanted all moneys to be paid to herself: they were otherwise liable
to such strange adventures. They trickled away into the desert—they were mainly at best, alas, a
slender stream. The editors and the publishers were the last people to take this remarkable
thinker at the valuation that has now pretty well come to be established. The former were half-
distraught between the desire to “cut” him and the difficulty of finding a crevice for their shears;
and when a volume on this or that portentous subject was proposed to the latter they suggested
alternative titles which, as reported to our friend, brought into his face the noble blank
melancholy that sometimes made it handsome. The title of an unwritten book didn’t after all
much matter, but some masterpiece of Saltram’s may have died in his bosom of the shudder with
which it was then convulsed. The ideal solution, failing the fee at Kent Mulville’s door, would
have been some system of subscription to projected treatises with their non-appearance provided



for—provided for, I mean, by the indulgence of subscribers. The author’s real misfortune was
that subscribers were so wretchedly literal. When they tastelessly enquired why publication
hadn’t ensued I was tempted to ask who in the world had ever been so published. Nature herself
had brought him out in voluminous form, and the money was simply a deposit on borrowing the
work.

V

I was doubtless often a nuisance to my friends in those years; but there were sacrifices I declined
to make, and I never passed the hat to George Gravener. I never forgot our little discussion in
Ebury Street, and I think it stuck in my throat to have to treat him to the avowal I had found so
easy to Mss Anvoy. It had cost me nothing to confide to this charming girl, but it would have cost
me much to confide to the friend of my youth, that the character of the “real gentleman” wasn’t
an attribute of the man I took such pains for. Was this because I had already generalised to the
point of perceiving that women are really the unfastidious sex? I knew at any rate that Gravener,
already quite in view but still hungry and frugal, had naturally enough more ambition than
charity. He had sharp aims for stray sovereigns, being in view most from the tall steeple of
Clockborough. His immediate ambition was to occupy a lui seul the field of vision of that smokily-
seeing city, and all his movements and postures were calculated for the favouring angle. The
movement of the hand as to the pocket had thus to alternate gracefully with the posture of the
hand on the heart. He talked to Clockborough in short only less beguilingly than Frank Saltram
talked to his electors; with the difference to our credit, however, that we had already voted and
that our candidate had no antagonist but himself. He had more than once been at Wimbledon—it
was Mrs. Mulville’s work not mine—and by the time the claret was served had seen the god
descend. He took more pains to swing his censer than I had expected, but on our way back to
town he forestalled any little triumph I might have been so artless as to express by the
observation that such a man was—a hundred times!—a man to use and never a man to be used
by. I remember that this neat remark humiliated me almost as much as if virtually, in the fever of
broken slumbers, I hadn’t often made it myself. The difference was that on Gravener’s part a
force attached to it that could never attach to it on mine. He was able to use people—he had the
machinery; and the irony of Saltram’s being made showy at Clockborough came out to me when
he said, as if he had no memory of our original talk and the idea were quite fresh to him: “I hate
his type, you know, but I'll be hanged if I don’t put some of those things in. I can find a place for
them: we might even find a place for the fellow himself.” I myself should have had some fear—
not, I need scarcely say, for the “things” themselves, but for some other things very near them; in
fine for the rest of my eloquence.

Later on I could see that the oracle of Wimbledon was not in this case so appropriate as he would
have been had the polities of the gods only coincided more exactly with those of the party. There
was a distinct moment when, without saying anything more definite to me, Gravener entertained
the idea of annexing Mr. Saltram. Such a project was delusive, for the discovery of analogies
between his body of doctrine and that pressed from headquarters upon Clockborough—the
bottling, in a word, of the air of those lungs for convenient public uncorking in corn-exchanges—
was an experiment for which no one had the leisure. The only thing would have been to carry
him massively about, paid, caged, clipped; to turn him on for a particular occasion in a particular
channel. Frank Saltram’s channel, however, was essentially not calculable, and there was no
knowing what disastrous floods might have ensued. For what there would have been to do The
Empire, the great newspaper, was there to look to; but it was no new misfortune that there were
delicate situations in which The Empire broke down. In fine there was an instinctive
apprehension that a clever young journalist commissioned to report on Mr. Saltram might never
come back from the errand. No one knew better than George Gravener that that was a time
when prompt returns counted double. If he therefore found our friend an exasperating waste of
orthodoxy it was because of his being, as he said, poor Gravener, up in the clouds, not because he
was down in the dust. The man would have been, just as he was, a real enough gentleman if he
could have helped to put in a real gentleman. Gravener’s great objection to the actual member
was that he was not one.

Lady Coxon had a fine old house, a house with “grounds,” at Clockborough, which she had let;
but after she returned from abroad I learned from Mrs. Saltram that the lease had fallen in and
that she had gone down to resume possession. I could see the faded red livery, the big square
shoulders, the high-walled garden of this decent abode. As the rumble of dissolution grew louder
the suitor would have pressed his suit, and I found myself hoping the politics of the late Mayor’s
widow wouldn’t be such as to admonish her to ask him to dinner; perhaps indeed I went so far as
to pray, they would naturally form a bar to any contact. I tried to focus the many-buttoned page,
in the daily airing, as he perhaps even pushed the Bath-chair over somebody’s toes. I was
destined to hear, none the less, through Mrs. Saltram—who, I afterwards learned, was in
correspondence with Lady Coxon’s housekeeper—that Gravener was known to have spoken of the
habitation I had in my eye as the pleasantest thing at Clockborough. On his part, I was sure, this
was the voice not of envy but of experience. The vivid scene was now peopled, and I could see
him in the old-time garden with Miss Anvoy, who would be certain, and very justly, to think him
good-looking. It would be too much to describe myself as troubled by this play of surmise; but I
occur to remember the relief, singular enough, of feeling it suddenly brushed away by an
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annoyance really much greater; an annoyance the result of its happening to come over me about
that time with a rush that I was simply ashamed of Frank Saltram. There were limits after all,
and my mark at last had been reached.

I had had my disgusts, if I may allow myself to-day such an expression; but this was a supreme
revolt. Certain things cleared up in my mind, certain values stood out. It was all very well to
have an unfortunate temperament; there was nothing so unfortunate as to have, for practical
purposes, nothing else. I avoided George Gravener at this moment and reflected that at such a
time I should do so most effectually by leaving England. I wanted to forget Frank Saltram—that
was all. I didn’t want to do anything in the world to him but that. Indignation had withered on
the stalk, and I felt that one could pity him as much as one ought only by never thinking of him
again. It wasn'’t for anything he had done to me; it was for what he had done to the Mulvilles.
Adelaide cried about it for a week, and her husband, profiting by the example so signally given
him of the fatal effect of a want of character, left the letter, the drop too much, unanswered. The
letter, an incredible one, addressed by Saltram to Wimbledon during a stay with the Pudneys at
Ramsgate, was the central feature of the incident, which, however, had many features, each more
painful than whichever other we compared it with. The Pudneys had behaved shockingly, but
that was no excuse. Base ingratitude, gross indecency—one had one’s choice only of such
formulas as that the more they fitted the less they gave one rest. These are dead aches now, and
I am under no obligation, thank heaven, to be definite about the business. There are things
which if I had had to tell them—well, would have stopped me off here altogether.

I went abroad for the general election, and if I don’t know how much, on the Continent, I forgot, I
at least know how much I missed, him. At a distance, in a foreign land, ignoring, abjuring,
unlearning him, I discovered what he had done for me. I owed him, oh unmistakeably, certain
noble conceptions; I had lighted my little taper at his smoky lamp, and lo it continued to twinkle.
But the light it gave me just showed me how much more I wanted. I was pursued of course by
letters from Mrs. Saltram which I didn’t scruple not to read, though quite aware her
embarrassments couldn’t but be now of the gravest. I sacrificed to propriety by simply putting
them away, and this is how, one day as my absence drew to an end, my eye, while I rummaged in
my desk for another paper, was caught by a name on a leaf that had detached itself from the
packet. The allusion was to Miss Anvoy, who, it appeared, was engaged to be married to Mr.
George Gravener; and the news was two months old. A direct question of Mrs. Saltram’s had
thus remained unanswered—she had enquired of me in a postscript what sort of man this
aspirant to such a hand might be. The great other fact about him just then was that he had been
triumphantly returned for Clockborough in the interest of the party that had swept the country—
so that I might easily have referred Mrs. Saltram to the journals of the day. Yet when I at last
wrote her that I was coming home and would discharge my accumulated burden by seeing her, I
but remarked in regard to her question that she must really put it to Miss Anvoy.

VI

I HaD almost avoided the general election, but some of its consequences, on my return, had
smartly to be faced. The season, in London, began to breathe again and to flap its folded wings.
Confidence, under the new Ministry, was understood to be reviving, and one of the symptoms, in
a social body, was a recovery of appetite. People once more fed together, and it happened that,
one Saturday night, at somebody’s house, I fed with George Gravener. When the ladies left the
room I moved up to where he sat and begged to congratulate him. “On my election?” he asked
after a moment; so that I could feign, jocosely, not to have heard of that triumph and to be
alluding to the rumour of a victory still more personal. I dare say I coloured however, for his
political success had momentarily passed out of my mind. What was present to it was that he
was to marry that beautiful girl; and yet his question made me conscious of some discomposure—
I hadn’t intended to put this before everything. He himself indeed ought gracefully to have done
so, and I remember thinking the whole man was in this assumption that in expressing my sense
of what he had won I had fixed my thoughts on his “seat.” We straightened the matter out, and
he was so much lighter in hand than I had lately seen him that his spirits might well have been
fed from a twofold source. He was so good as to say that he hoped I should soon make the
acquaintance of Miss Anvoy, who, with her aunt, was presently coming up to town. Lady Coxon,
in the country, had been seriously unwell, and this had delayed their arrival. I told him I had
heard the marriage would be a splendid one; on which, brightened and humanised by his luck, he
laughed and said “Do you mean for her?” When I had again explained what I meant he went on:
“Oh she’s an American, but you’d scarcely know it; unless, perhaps,” he added, “by her being
used to more money than most girls in England, even the daughters of rich men. That wouldn’t
in the least do for a fellow like me, you know, if it wasn’t for the great liberality of her father. He
really has been most kind, and everything’s quite satisfactory.” He added that his eldest brother
had taken a tremendous fancy to her and that during a recent visit at Coldfield she had nearly
won over Lady Maddock. I gathered from something he dropped later on that the free-handed
gentleman beyond the seas had not made a settlement, but had given a handsome present and
was apparently to be looked to, across the water, for other favours. People are simplified alike by
great contentments and great yearnings, and, whether or no it was Gravener’s directness that
begot my own, I seem to recall that in some turn taken by our talk he almost imposed it on me as
an act of decorum to ask if Miss Anvoy had also by chance expectations from her aunt. My
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enquiry drew out that Lady Coxon, who was the oddest of women, would have in any contingency
to act under her late husband’s will, which was odder still, saddling her with a mass of queer
obligations complicated with queer loopholes. There were several dreary people, Coxon cousins,
old maids, to whom she would have more or less to minister. Gravener laughed, without saying
no, when I suggested that the young lady might come in through a loophole; then suddenly, as if
he suspected my turning a lantern on him, he declared quite dryly: “That’s all rot—one’s moved
by other springs!”

A fortnight later, at Lady Coxon’s own house, I understood well enough the springs one was
moved by. Gravener had spoken of me there as an old friend, and I received a gracious invitation
to dine. The Knight’s widow was again indisposed—she had succumbed at the eleventh hour; so
that I found Miss Anvoy bravely playing hostess without even Gravener’s help, since, to make
matters worse, he had just sent up word that the House, the insatiable House, with which he
supposed he had contracted for easier terms, positively declined to release him. I was struck
with the courage, the grace and gaiety of the young lady left thus to handle the fauna and flora of
the Regent’s Park. I did what I could to help her to classify them, after I had recovered from the
confusion of seeing her slightly disconcerted at perceiving in the guest introduced by her
intended the gentleman with whom she had had that talk about Frank Saltram. I had at this
moment my first glimpse of the fact that she was a person who could carry a responsibility; but I
leave the reader to judge of my sense of the aggravation, for either of us, of such a burden, when
I heard the servant announce Mrs. Saltram. From what immediately passed between the two
ladies I gathered that the latter had been sent for post-haste to fill the gap created by the
absence of the mistress of the house. “Good!” I remember crying, “she’ll be put by me;” and my
apprehension was promptly justified. Mrs. Saltram taken in to dinner, and taken in as a
consequence of an appeal to her amiability, was Mrs. Saltram with a vengeance. I asked myself
what Miss Anvoy meant by doing such things, but the only answer I arrived at was that Gravener
was verily fortunate. She hadn’t happened to tell him of her visit to Upper Baker Street, but
she’d certainly tell him to-morrow; not indeed that this would make him like any better her
having had the innocence to invite such a person as Mrs. Saltram on such an occasion. It could
only strike me that I had never seen a young woman put such ignorance into her cleverness, such
freedom into her modesty; this, I think, was when, after dinner, she said to me frankly, with
almost jubilant mirth: “Oh you don’t admire Mrs. Saltram?” Why should I? This was truly a
young person without guile. I had briefly to consider before I could reply that my objection to the
lady named was the objection often uttered about people met at the social board—I knew all her
stories. Then as Miss Anvoy remained momentarily vague I added: “Those about her husband.”

“Oh yes, but there are some new ones.”
“None for me. Ah novelty would be pleasant!”
“Doesn’t it appear that of late he has been particularly horrid?”

“His fluctuations don’t matter”, I returned, “for at night all cats are grey. You saw the shade of
this one the night we waited for him together. What will you have? He has no dignity.”

Miss Anvoy, who had been introducing with her American distinctness, looked encouragingly
round at some of the combinations she had risked. “It’s too bad I can’t see him.”

“You mean Gravener won't let you?”

“I haven’t asked him. He lets me do everything.”

“But you know he knows him and wonders what some of us see in him.”
“We haven’t happened to talk of him,” the girl said.

“Get him to take you some day out to see the Mulvilles.”

“I thought Mr. Saltram had thrown the Mulvilles over.”

“Utterly. But that won’t prevent his being planted there again, to bloom like a rose, within a
month or two.”

Miss Anvoy thought a moment. Then, “I should like to see them,” she said with her fostering
smile.

“They’re tremendously worth it. You mustn’t miss them.”

“I’ll make George take me,” she went on as Mrs. Saltram came up to interrupt us. She sniffed at
this unfortunate as kindly as she had smiled at me and, addressing the question to her,
continued: “But the chance of a lecture—one of the wonderful lectures? Isn’t there another
course announced?”

“Another? There are about thirty!” I exclaimed, turning away and feeling Mrs. Saltram’s little
eyes in my back. A few days after this I heard that Gravener’s marriage was near at hand—was
settled for Whitsuntide; but as no invitation had reached me I had my doubts, and there presently
came to me in fact the report of a postponement. Something was the matter; what was the
matter was supposed to be that Lady Coxon was now critically ill. T had called on her after my
dinner in the Regent’s Park, but I had neither seen her nor seen Miss Anvoy. I forget to-day the
exact order in which, at this period, sundry incidents occurred and the particular stage at which
it suddenly struck me, making me catch my breath a little, that the progression, the acceleration,



was for all the world that of fine drama. This was probably rather late in the day, and the exact
order doesn’t signify. What had already occurred was some accident determining a more patient
wait. George Gravener, whom I met again, in fact told me as much, but without signs of
perturbation. Lady Coxon had to be constantly attended to, and there were other good reasons
as well. Lady Coxon had to be so constantly attended to that on the occasion of a second attempt
in the Regent’s Park I equally failed to obtain a sight of her niece. I judged it discreet in all the
conditions not to make a third; but this didn’t matter, for it was through Adelaide Mulville that
the side-wind of the comedy, though I was at first unwitting, began to reach me. I went to
Wimbledon at times because Saltram was there, and I went at others because he wasn’t. The
Pudneys, who had taken him to Birmingham, had already got rid of him, and we had a horrible
consciousness of his wandering roofless, in dishonour, about the smoky Midlands, almost as the
injured Lear wandered on the storm-lashed heath. His room, upstairs, had been lately done up (I
could hear the crackle of the new chintz) and the difference only made his smirches and bruises,
his splendid tainted genius, the more tragic. If he wasn’t barefoot in the mire he was sure to be
unconventionally shod. These were the things Adelaide and I, who were old enough friends to
stare at each other in silence, talked about when we didn’t speak. When we spoke it was only
about the brilliant girl George Gravener was to marry and whom he had brought out the other
Sunday. I could see that this presentation had been happy, for Mrs. Mulville commemorated it
after her sole fashion of showing confidence in a new relation. “She likes me—she likes me”: her
native humility exulted in that measure of success. We all knew for ourselves how she liked
those who liked her, and as regards Ruth Anvoy she was more easily won over than Lady
Maddock.

VII

ONE of the consequences, for the Mulvilles, of the sacrifices they made for Frank Saltram was
that they had to give up their carriage. Adelaide drove gently into London in a one-horse
greenish thing, an early Victorian landau, hired, near at hand, imaginatively, from a broken-down
jobmaster whose wife was in consumption—a vehicle that made people turn round all the more
when her pensioner sat beside her in a soft white hat and a shawl, one of the dear woman’s own.
This was his position and I dare say his costume when on an afternoon in July she went to return
Miss Anvoy’s visit. The wheel of fate had now revolved, and amid silences deep and exhaustive,
compunctions and condonations alike unutterable, Saltram was reinstated. Was it in pride or in
penance that Mrs. Mulville had begun immediately to drive him about? If he was ashamed of his
ingratitude she might have been ashamed of her forgiveness; but she was incorrigibly capable of
liking him to be conspicuous in the landau while she was in shops or with her acquaintance.
However, if he was in the pillory for twenty minutes in the Regent’s Park—I mean at Lady
Coxon’s door while his companion paid her call—it wasn’t to the further humiliation of any one
concerned that she presently came out for him in person, not even to show either of them what a
fool she was that she drew him in to be introduced to the bright young American. Her account of
the introduction I had in its order, but before that, very late in the season, under Gravener’s
auspices, I met Miss Anvoy at tea at the House of Commons. The member for Clockborough had
gathered a group of pretty ladies, and the Mulvilles were not of the party. On the great terrace,
as I strolled off with her a little, the guest of honour immediately exclaimed to me: “I’ve seen him,
you know—I've seen him!” She told me about Saltram’s call.

“And how did you fin