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The Extraordinary Adventure of Mr John Proudie




Mr John Proudie kept a chemist’s shop in Soho Fields, Monmouth Square; it was a very famous shop,
situated at the corner, so that there were two fine windows of leaded glass, one looking on Dean Street and one on the
Square, and at the corner the door, with a wooden portico by which two steps descended into the shop.


A wooden counter, polished and old, ran round this shop, and was bare of everything save a pair of gleaming brass
scales; behind, the walls were covered from floor to ceiling by shelves which held jars of Delft pottery, blue and white,
and Italian majolica, red and yellow, on which were painted the names of the various drugs; in the centre the shelves
were broken by a door that led into an inner room.


On a certain night in November when the shop was shut, the old housekeeper abed, and the fire burning brightly in the
parlour, Mr John Proudie was busy in his little laboratory compounding some medicines, in particular a mixture of the
milky juice of blue flag root and pepper which he had found very popular for indigestion.


He was beginning to feel cold, and, not being a young man (at this time, the year 1690, Mr Proudie was nearly sixty),
a little tired, and to think with pleasure of his easy chair, his hot drink of mulled wine on the hearth, his
Gazette with its exciting news of the war and the Commons and the plots, when a loud peal at the bell caused him
to drop the strainer he was holding — not that it was so unusual for Mr Proudie’s bell to ring after dark, but his
thoughts had been full of these same troubles of plots and counter-plots of the late Revolution, and the house seemed
very lonely and quiet.


‘Fine times,’ thought Mr Proudie indignantly, ‘when an honest tradesman feels uneasy in his own home!’


The bell went again, impatiently, and the apothecary wiped his hands, took up a candle, and went through to the dark
shop. As he passed through the parlour he glanced up at the clock and was surprised to see that it was nearly midnight.
He set the candle in its great pewter stick on the counter, whence the light threw glistening reflections on the rows of
jars and their riches, and opened the door. A gust of wind blew thin cold sleet across the, polished floor, and the
apothecary shivered as he cried out: ‘Who is there?’


Without replying a tall gentleman stepped down into the shop, closing the door behind him.


‘Well, sir?’ asked Mr Proudie a little sharply.


‘I want a doctor,’ said the stranger, ‘at once.’


He glanced round the shop impatiently, taking no more notice of Mr Proudie than if he had been a servant.


‘And why did you come here for a doctor?’ demanded the apothecary, not liking his manner and hurt at the insinuation
that his own professional services were not good enough.


‘I was told,’ replied the stranger, speaking in tolerable English, but with a marked foreign accent, ‘that a doctor
lodged over your shop.’


‘So he does,’ admitted Mr Proudie grudgingly; ‘but he is abed.’


The stranger approached the counter and leant against it in the attitude of a man exhausted; the candlelight was now
full on him, but revealed nothing of his features, for he wore a black mask such as was used for travelling on doubtful
rendezvous; a black lace fringe concealed the lower part of his face.


Mr Proudie did not like this; he scented mystery and underhand intrigue, and he stared at the stranger very
doubtfully.


He was a tall, graceful man, certainly young, wrapped in a dark blue mantle lined with fur and wearing riding gloves
and top boots; the skirts of a blue velvet coat showed where the mantle was drawn up by. his sword, and there was a great
deal of fine lace and a diamond brooch at his throat.


‘Well,’ he said impatiently, and his black eyes flashed through the mask holes, ‘how long are you going to keep me
waiting? I want Dr Valletort at once.’


‘Oh, you know his name?’


‘Yes, I was told his name. Now, for God’s sake, sir, fetch him — tell him it is a woman who requires his
services!’


Mr Proudie turned reluctantly away and picked up the candle, leaving the gentleman in the dark, mounted the stairs to
the two rooms above the shop, and roused his lodger.


‘You are wanted, Dr Valletort,’ he said through the door; ‘there is a man downstairs come to fetch you to a lady — a
bitter night and he a foreign creature in a mask,’ finished the old apothecary in a grumble.


Dr Francis Valletort at once opened the door; he was not in bed, but had been reading by the light of a small lamp.
Tall and elegant, with the pallor of a scholar and the grace of a gentleman, the young doctor stood as if startled,
holding his open book in his hand.


‘Do not go,’ said Mr Proudie on a sudden impulse; ‘these are troubled times and it is a bitter night to be
abroad.’


The doctor smiled.


‘I cannot afford to decline patients, Mr Proudie — remember how much I am in your debt for food and lodging,’ he added
with some bitterness.


‘Tut, tut!’ replied Mr Proudie, who had a real affection for the young man. ‘But no doubt I am an old fool — come down
and see this fellow.’


The doctor took up his shabby hat and cloak and followed the apothecary down into the parlour and from there into the
shop.


‘I hope you are ready,’ said the voice of the stranger from the dark; ‘the patient may be dead through this
delay.’


Mr Proudie again placed the candle on the counter; the red flame of it illuminated the tall, dark figure of the
stranger and the shabby figure of the doctor against the background of the dark shop and the jars — labelled ‘Gum
Camphor’, ‘Mandrake Root’, ‘Dogwood Bark’, ‘Blue Vervain’, ‘Tansy’, ‘Hemlock’, and many other drugs, written in blue and
red lettering under the glazing.


‘Where am I to go and what is the case?’ asked Francis Valletort, eyeing the stranger intently.


‘Sir, I will tell you all these questions on the way; the matter is urgent.’


‘What must I take with me?’


The stranger hesitated.


‘First, Dr Valletort,’ he said, ‘are you skilled in the Italian?’


The young doctor looked at the stranger very steadily. ‘I studied medicine at the University of Padua,’ he
replied.


‘Ah! Well, then, you will be able to talk to the patient, an Italian lady who speaks no English. Bring your
instruments and some antidotes for poisoning, and make haste.’


The doctor caught the apothecary by the arm and drew him into the parlour. He appeared in considerable agitation.


‘Get me my sword and pistols,’ he said swiftly, ‘while I prepare my case.’


He spoke in a whisper, for the door was open behind them into the shop, and the apothecary, alarmed by his pale look,
answered in the same fashion: ‘Why are you going? Do you know this man?’


‘I cannot tell if I know him or not — what shall I do? God help me!’


He spoke in such a tone of despair and looked so white and ill that Mr Proudie pushed him into a chair by the fire and
bade him drink some of the wine that was warming.


‘You will not go out tonight,’ he said firmly.


‘No,’ replied the doctor, wiping the damp from his brow, ‘I cannot go.’


John Proudie returned to the shop to take this message to the stranger, who, on hearing it, broke into a passionate
ejaculation in a foreign language, then thrust his hand into his coat pocket.


‘Take this to Francis Valletort,’ he answered, ‘and then see if he will come.’


He flung on the counter, between the scales and candle, a ring of white enamel, curiously set with alternate pearls
and diamonds very close together, and having suspended from it a fine chain from which hung a large and pure pearl.


Before the apothecary could reply Francis Valletort, who had heard the stranger’s words, came from the parlour and
snatched at the ring. While he was holding it under the candle flame and gazing at the whiteness of diamond, pearl, and
enamel, the masked man repeated his words.


‘Now will you come?’


The doctor straightened his thin shoulders, his hollow face was flushed into a strange beauty.


‘I will come,’ he said; he pushed back the brown locks that had slipped from the black ribbon on to his cheek and
turned to pick up his hat and cloak, while he asked Mr Proudie to go up to his room and fetch his case of
instruments.


The apothecary obeyed; there was something in the manner of Francis Valletort that told him that he was now as
resolute in undertaking this errand as hitherto he had been anxious to avoid it; but he did not care for the adventure.
When the stranger had thrust his hand into his pocket to find the ring that had produced such an effect on the doctor, Mr
Proudie had noticed something that he considered very unpleasant. The soft doeskin glove had fallen back, caught in the
folds of the heavy mantle as the hand was withdrawn, and Mr Proudie had observed a black wrist through the lace ruffles:
the masked cavalier was a negro. Mr Proudie had seen few coloured men and regarded them with suspicion and aversion; and
what seemed to him so strange was that what he styled a ‘blackamoor’ should be thus habited in fashionable vestures and
speaking with an air of authority.


However, evidently Francis Valletort knew the man or at least his errand — doubtless from some days of student
adventure in Italy; and the apothecary did not feel called upon to interfere. He returned with the case of instruments to
find the stranger and the doctor both gone, the parlour and the shop both empty, and the candle on the counter guttering
furiously in the fierce draught from the half-open door.


Mr Proudie was angry; there had been no need to slip away like that, sending him away by a trick, and still further no
need to leave the door open at the mercy of any passing vagabond.


The apothecary went and peered up and down the street; all was wet darkness; a north wind flung the stinging rain in
his face; a distant street lamp cast a fluttering flame but no light on the blackness.


Mr Proudie closed the door with a shudder and went back to his fire and his Gazette.


‘Let him,’ he said to himself, still vexed, ‘go on his fool’s errand.’


He knew very little of Francis Valletort, whose acquaintance he had made a year ago when the young doctor had come to
him to buy drugs. The apothecary had found his customer earnest, intelligent, and learned, and a friendship had sprung up
between the two men which had ended in the doctor renting the two rooms above the shop, and, under the wing of the
apothecary, picking up what he could of the crumbs let fall by the fashionable physicians of this fashionable
neighbourhood.


‘I hope he will get his fee tonight,’ thought Mr Proudie, as he stirred the fire into a blaze; then, to satisfy his
curiosity as to whether this were really a medical case or only an excuse, he went to the dispensary to see if the doctor
had taken any drugs. He soon discovered that two bottles, one containing an antidote against arsenic poisoning, composed
of oxide of iron and flax seed, the other a mixture for use against lead poisoning, containing oak bark and green tea,
were missing.


‘So there was someone ill?’ cried Mr Proudie aloud, and at that moment the door bell rang again.


‘He is soon back,’ thought the apothecary, and hastened to undo the door; ‘perhaps le was really hurried away and
forgot his case.’ He opened the door with some curiosity, being eager to question the doctor, but it was another stranger
who stumbled down the two steps into the dark shop — a woman, whose head was wrapped in a cloudy black shawl.


The wind had blown out the candle on the counter and the shop was only lit by the illumination, faint and dull, from
the parlour; therefore, Mr Proudie could not see his second visitor clearly, but only sufficiently to observe that she
was richly dressed and young; the door blew open, and wind and rain were over both of them; Mr Proudie had to clap his
hand to his wig to keep it on his head.


‘Heaven help us!’ he exclaimed querulously. ‘What do you want, madam?’


For answer she clasped his free hand with fingers so chill that they struck a shudder to the apothecary’s heart, and
broke out into a torrent of words in what was to Mr Proudie an incomprehensible language; she was obviously in the
wildest distress and grief, and perceiving that the apothecary did not understand her, she flung herself on her knees,
wringing her hands and uttering exclamations of despair.


The disturbed Mr Proudie closed the door and drew the lady into the parlour; she continued to speak, rapidly and with
many gestures, but all he could distinguish was the name of Francis Valletort.


She was a pretty creature, fair and slight, with braids of seed pearls in her blonde hair showing through the dark net
of her lace shawl, an apple-green silk gown embroidered with multitudes of tiny roses, and over all a black Venetian
velvet mantle; long corals were in her ears, and a chain of amber round her throat; her piteously gesticulating hands
were weighted with large and strange rings.


‘If you cannot speak English, madam,’ said Mr Proudie, who was sorry for her distress, but disliked her for her
outlandish appearance and because he associated her with the blackamoor, ‘I am afraid I cannot help you.’


While he spoke she searched his face with eager haggard brown eyes, and when he finished she sadly shook her head to
show that she did not understand. She glanced round the homely room impatiently, then, with a little cry of despair and
almost stumbling in her long silken skirts, which she was too absorbed in her secret passion to gather up, she turned
back into the shop, making a gesture that Mr Proudie took to mean she wished to leave. The apothecary was not ill-pleased
at this; since they could not understand each other her presence was but an embarrassment. He would have liked to have
asked her to wait the doctor’s return, but saw that she understood no word of English; he thought it was Italian she
spoke, but he could not be even sure of that.


As swiftly as she had come she had gone, unbolting the door herself and disappearing into the dark; as far as Mr
Proudie could see, she had neither chair nor coach; in which case she must have come from nearby, for there was but
little wet on her clothes.


Once more the apothecary returned to his fire, noticing the faint perfume of iris the lady had left on the air to
mingle with the odours of Peruvian bark and camomile, rosemary and saffron, beeswax and turpentine, myrrh and cinnamon
that rendered heavy the air of the chemist’s shop.


‘Well, she knows her own business, I have no doubt,’ thought Mr Proudie, ‘and as I cannot help her I had better stay
quietly here till Francis Valletort returns and elucidates the mystery.’


But he found that he could not fix his thoughts on the Gazette, nor, indeed, on anything whatever but the
mysterious events of the evening.


He took up an old book of medicine and passed over the pages, trying to interest himself in old prescriptions of blood
root, mandrake and valerian, gentian, flax seed and hyssop, alum, poke root and black cherry, which he knew by heart, and
which did not now distract him at all from the thought of the woman in her rich foreign finery, her distress and
distraction, who had come so swiftly out of the night.


Now she had gone, uneasiness assailed him — where had she disappeared? Was she safe? Ought he not forcibly to have
kept her till the return of Francis Valletort, who spoke both French and Italian? Certainly he had been the cause of the
lady’s visit; she had said, again and again, ‘Valletort — Francis Valletort.’ The apothecary drank his spiced wine,
trimmed and snuffed his candles, warmed his feet on the hearth and his hands over the blaze, and listened for the bell
that should tell of the doctor’s return.


He began to get sleepy, almost dozed off in his chair, and was becoming angry with these adventures that kept him out
of his bed when the bell rang a third time, and he sat up with that start that a bell rung suddenly in the silence of the
night never fails to give.


‘Of course it will be Francis Valletort back again,’ he said, rising and taking up the candle that had now nearly
burnt down to the socket; it was half an hour since the doctor had left the house.


Once again the apothecary opened the door on to the wet, windy night; the candle was blown out in his hand.


‘You — must come,’ said a woman’s voice out of the darkness; he could just distinguish the figure of his former
visitor, standing in the doorway and looking down on him; she spoke the three English words with care and difficulty, and
with such a foreign accent that the apothecary stared stupidly, not understanding, at which she broke out into her
foreign ejaculations, caught at his coat, and dragged at him passionately.


Mr Proudie, quite bewildered, stepped into the street, and stood there hatless and cloakless, the candlestick in his
hand.


‘If you could only explain yourself, madam!’ he exclaimed in despair.


While he was protesting she drew the door to behind him and, seizing his arm, hurried along down Dean Street.


Mr Proudie did not wish to refuse to accompany her, but the adventure was not pleasing to him; he shivered in the
night air and felt apprehensive of the darkness; he wished he had had time to bring his hat and cloak.


‘Madam,’ he said, as he hurried along, ‘unless you have someone who can speak English, I fear I shall be no good at
all, whatever your plight.’


She made no answer; he could hear her teeth chattering and feel her shivering; now and then she stumbled over the
rough stones of the roadway. They had not gone far up the street when she stopped at the door of one of the mansions and
pushed it gently open, guiding Mr Proudie into a hall in absolute silence and darkness. Mr Proudie thought that he knew
all the houses in Dean Street, but he could not place this; the darkness had completely confused him.


The lady opened another door and pushed Mr Proudie into a chamber where a faint light burned.


The room was unfurnished, covered with dust and in disrepair; only in front of the shuttered windows hung long, dark
blue silk curtains. Against the wall was hung a silver lamp of beautiful workmanship, which gave a gloomy glow over the
desolate chamber.


The apothecary was about to speak when the lady, who had been standing in an attitude of listening, suddenly put her
hand over his mouth and pushed him desperately behind the curtains. Mr Proudie would have protested, not liking this
false position, but there was no mistaking the terrified entreaty in the foreign woman’s blanched face, and the
apothecary, altogether unnerved, suffered himself to be concealed behind the flowing folds of the voluminous curtains
that showed so strangely in the unfurnished room.


A firm step sounded outside and Mr Proudie, venturing in the shadow to peer from behind the curtain, saw his first
visitor of the evening enter the room. He was now without mask, hat, or wig, and his appearance caused Mr Proudie an
inward shudder.


Tall and superb in carriage, graceful, and richly dressed, the face and head were those of a full-blooded negro; his
rolling eyes, his twitching lips, and an extraordinary pallor that rendered greenish his dusky skin showed him to be in
some fierce passion. His powerful black hands grasped a martingale of elegant leather, ornamented with silver studs.


With a fierce gesture he pointed to the lady’s draggled skirts and wet shawl, and in the foreign language that she had
used questioned her with a flood of invective — or such it seemed to the terrified ears of Mr Proudie.


She seemed to plead, weep, lament, and defy all at once, sweeping up and down the room and wringing her hands, and now
and then, it seemed, calling on God and his saints to help her, for she cast up her eyes and pressed her palms together.
To the amazed apothecary, to whom nothing exciting had ever happened before, this was like a scene in a stage play; the
two brilliant, fantastic figures, the negro and the fair woman, going through this scene of incomprehensible passion in
the empty room, lit only by the solitary lamp.


Mr Proudie hoped that there might be no violence in which he would be called upon to interfere on behalf of the lady:
neither his age nor his strength would give him any chance with the terrible blackamoor — he was, moreover, totally
unarmed.


His anxieties on this score were ended; the drama being enacted before his horrified yet fascinated gaze was suddenly
cut short. The negro seized the lady by the wrist and dragged her from the room.


Complete silence fell; the shivering apothecary was staining his ears for some sound, perhaps some call for help, some
shriek or cry.


But nothing broke the stillness of the mansion, and presently Mr Proudie ventured forth from his hiding-place.


He left the room and proceeded cautiously to the foot of the stairs. Such utter silence prevailed that he began to
think he was alone in the house and that anyhow he might now return — the front door was ajar, as his conductress had
left it; the way of escape was easy.


To the end of his days Mr Proudie regretted that he had not taken it; he never could tell what motives induced him to
return to the room, take down the lamp, and begin exploring the house. He rather thought, he would say afterwards, that
he wanted to find Francis Valletort; he felt sure that he must be in the house somewhere and he had a horrid premonition
of foul play; he was sure, in some way, that the house was empty and the lady and the blackamoor had fled, and an intense
curiosity got the better of his fear, his bewilderment, and his fatigue.


He walked very softly, for he was startled by the creaking of the boards beneath his feet; the lamp shook in his hand
so that the fitful light ran wavering over walls and ceiling; every moment he paused and listened, fearful to hear the
voice or step of the blackamoor.


On the first floor all the doors were open, the rooms all empty, shuttered, desolate, covered with dust and damp.


‘There is certainly no-one in the house,’ thought Mr Proudie, with a certain measure of comfort. ‘Perhaps Valletort
has gone home while I have been here on this fool’s errand.’


He remembered with satisfaction his fire and his bed, the safe, comfortable shop with the rows of jars, the shining
counter, and the gleaming scales, and the snug little parlour beyond, with everything to his hand, just as he liked to
find it. Yet he went on up the stairs, continuing to explore the desolate, empty house, the chill atmosphere of which
caused him to shiver as if he was cold to the marrow.


On the next landing he was brought up short by a gleam of light from one of the back moms. In a panic of terror he put
out his own lamp and stood silent and motionless, staring at the long, faint ray of yellow that fell through the door
that was ajar.


‘There is someone in the house, then,’ thought Mr Proudie. ‘I wonder if it is the doctor.’


He crept close to the door, but dared not look in; yet could not go away. The silence was complete; he could only hear
the thump of his own heart.


Curiosity, a horrible, fated curiosity, urged him nearer, drove him to put his eye to the crack. His gaze fell on a
man leaning against the wall; he was dressed in a rich travelling dress and wore neither peruke nor hat; his superb head
was bare to the throat, and he was so dark as to appear almost of African blood; his features, however, were handsome and
regular, though pallid and distorted by an expression of despair and ferocity.


A candle stuck into the neck of an empty bottle stood on the bare floor beside him and illuminated his sombre and
magnificent figure, casting a grotesque shadow on the dark, panelled wall.


At his feet lay a heap of white linen and saffron-coloured brocade, with here and there the gleam of a red jewel. Mr
Proudie stared at this; as his sight became accustomed to the waving lights and shades, he saw that he was gazing at a
woman.


A dead woman.


She lay all dishevelled, her clothes torn and her black hair fallen in a tangle — the man had his foot on the end of
it; her head was twisted to one side and there were dreadful marks on her throat.


Mr John Proudie gave one sob and fled, with the swiftness and silence of utter terror, down the stairs, out into the
street, and never ceased running until he reached home.


He had his key in his pocket, and let himself into his house, panting and sighing, utterly spent. He lit every light
in the place and sat down over the dying fire, his teeth chattering and his knees knocking together. Like a man bewitched
he sat staring into the fire, raking the embers together, rubbing his hands and shivering, with his mind a blank for
everything but that picture he had seen through the crack of the door in the empty house in Dean Street.


When his lamp and candles burnt out he drew the curtains and let in the colourless light of the November dawn; he
began to move about the shop in a dazed, aimless way, staring at his jars and scales and pestle and mortar as if they
were strange things he had never seen before.


Now came a young apprentice with a muffler round his neck, whistling and red with the cold; and as he took down the
shutters and opened the dispensary, as the housekeeper came down and bustled about the breakfast and there was a pleasant
smell of coffee and bacon in the place, Mr Proudie began to feel that the happenings of last night were a nightmare
indeed that had no place in reality; he felt a cowardly and strong desire to say nothing about any of it, but to try to
forget the blackamoor, the foreign lady, and that horrible scene in the upper chamber as figments of his imagination.


It was, however, useless for him to take cover in the refuge of silence — old Emily’s first remark went to the root of
the matter. ‘Why, where is the doctor? He has never been out so late before.’


Where, indeed, was Francis Valletort?


With a groan Mr Proudie dragged himself together; his body was stiff with fatigue, his mind amazed, and he wished that
he could have got into bed and slept off all memories of the previous night.


Bur he knew the thing must be faced and, snatching up his hat and coat, staggered out into the air, looking by ten
years an older man than the comfortable, quiet tradesman of last night.


He went to the nearest magistrate and told his story; he could see that he was scarcely believed, but a couple of
watchmen were sent with him to investigate the scene of last night’s adventure, which, remarked the magistrate, should be
easily found, since there was, it seemed, but one empty house in Dean Street.


The house was reached, the lock forced, and the place searched, room by room.


To Mr Proudie’s intense disappointment and amazement absolutely nothing was found: the blue silk curtains had gone, as
had the silver lamp the apothecary had dropped on the stairs in his headlong flight; in the upper chamber where he had
stared through the crack of the door nothing was to be found — not a stain on the boards, not a mark on the wall. Dusty,
neglected, desolate, the place seemed as if it had not been entered for years.


Mr Proudie began to think that he had been the victim of a company of ghosts or truly bewitched. Then, inside the
door, was found the pewter candlestick he had held mechanically in his hand when hurried from his shop and as
mechanically let fall here as he had afterwards let fall the lamp.


This proved nothing beyond the fact that he had been in the house last night; but it a little reassured him that he
was not altogether losing his wits.


The fullest inquiries were made in the neighbourhood, but without result. No-one had seen the foreigners, no-one had
heard any noise in the house, and it would have been generally believed that Mr Proudie had really lost his senses but
for one fact —Francis Valletort never returned!


There was, then, some mystery, but the solving of it seemed hopeless, No search or inquiries led to the discovery of
the whereabouts of the young doctor, and as he was of very little importance and had no friends but the old apothecary,
his disappearance was soon forgotten.


But Mr Proudie, who seemed very aged and, the neighbours said, strange since that November night, was not satisfied
with any such reasoning. Day and night he brooded over the mystery, and hardly ever out of his mind was the figure of the
young scholar in his shabby clothes, with the strange face of one doomed as he stood putting his heavy hair back from his
face and staring at the little white ring on the old, polished counter.


As the years went by the rooms over the chemist’s shop were occupied by another lodger and Mr Proudie took possession
of the poor effects of Francis Valletort — a few shabby clothes, a few shabby books; nothing of value or even of
interest. But to the apothecary these insignificant articles had an intense if horrid fascination.


He locked them away in his cabinet and when he was alone he would take them out and turn them over. In between the
thick, yellow leaves of a Latin book on medicine he found the thin leaves of what seemed to be the remains of a diary —
fragments torn violently from the cover — mostly half-effaced and one torn across and completely blotted with ink.


There was no name, but Mr Proudie recognised the handwriting of Francis Valletort. With pain and difficulty the dim
old eyes of the apothecary made out the following entries:


July 15th, 1687 — I saw her in the church today — Santa Maria Maggiore. He is her husband, a Calabrere.’ Several lines
were blotted out, then came these words —‘a man of great power; some mystery — his half-brother is an African
. . . children of a slave . . . that such a woman . . .


July 27th — I cannot see how this is going to end; her sister is married to the brother — Vittoria, the name
—hers Elena della Cxxxxxx.


August 3rd — She showed me the ring today. I think she has worn it since she was a child; it only fits her little
finger.’


Again the manuscript was indecipherable; then followed some words scratched out, but readable —


As if I would not come to her without this token! But she is afraid of a trick. He is capable of anything —
they, I mean; the brother is as his shadow. I think she trusts her sister. My little love!


On another page were found further entries:


October 10th — She says that if he discovered us he would kill her — us together. He told her he would kill her if she
angered him; showed her a martingale and said they would strangle her. My God, why do I not murder him? Carlo Fxxxxxx
warned me today.


October 29th — I must leave Padua. For her sake — while she is safe — if she is in trouble she will send me the ring.
I wonder why we go on living — it is over, the farewells.


Mr Proudie could make out nothing more; he put down the pages with a shudder. To what dark and secret tale of wrong
and passion did they not refer? Did they not hold the key to the events of that awful night?


Mr Proudie believed that he had seen the husband and brother-inlaw of some woman Francis Valletort had loved, who had
followed him to England after the lapse of years; having wrung the secret and the meaning of the white ring from the
wretched wife, the husband had used it to lure the lover to his fate; in his other visitor the apothecary believed he had
seen the sister Vittoria, who, somehow, had escaped and endeavoured to gain help from the house where she knew Francis
Valletort lived, only to be silenced again by her husband. And the other woman — and the martingale?


‘I saw her, too,’ muttered Mr Proudie to himself, shivering over the fire, ‘but what did they do with
Frank?’


He never knew, and died a very old man with all the details of this mystery unrevealed; the fragments of diary were
burnt by some careless hand for whom they had no interest; the adventure of Mr Proudie passed into the realms of
forgotten mystery, and there was no-one to tell of them when, a century later, repairs to the foundations of an old house
in Dean Street revealed two skeletons buried deep beneath the bricks. One was that of a man, the other that of a woman,
round whose bones still hung a few shreds of saffron-coloured brocade; and between them was a little ring of white enamel
and white stones.


ANN MELLOR’S LOVER
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