CHAPTER XLII
REMINISCENCES OF MIRIAM

When Hilda and himself turned away from the un-
finished bust, the sculptor’s mind still dwelt upon the
reminiscences which it suggested. “You have not seen
Donatello recently,” he remarked, “and therefore cannot
be aware how sadly he is changed”

“No wonder!” exclaimed Hilda, growing pale.

The terrible scene which she had witnessed, when
Donatello’s face gleamed out in so fierce a light, came
back upon her memory, almost for the first time since
she knelt at the confessional. Hilda, as is sometimes the
case with persons whose delicate organization requires a
peculiar safeguard, had an elastic faculty of throwing off
such recollections as would be too painful for endurance.
The first shock of Donatellos and Miriam’s crime had,
indeed, broken through the frail defence of this volun-
tary forgetfulness; but, once enabled to relieve herself
of the ponderous anguish over which she had so long
brooded, she had practised a subtile watchfulness in
preventing its return.

“No wonder, do you say?” repeated the sculptor,
looking at her with interest, but not exactly with surprise;
for he had long suspected that Hilda had a painful
knowledge of events which he himself little more than
surmised. “Then you know!—you have heard! But what
can you possibly have heard, and through what channel?”

“Nothing!” replied Hilda faintly.“Not one word has
reached my ears from the lips of any human being. Let
us never speak of it again! No, no! never again!”
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“And Miriam!” said Kenyon, with irrepressible
interest.“Is it also forbidden to speak of her?”

“Hush! do not even utter her name! Try not to
think of it!” Hilda whispered. “It may bring terrible
consequences!”

“My dear Hilda!” exclaimed Kenyon, regarding her
with wonder and deep sympathy.“My sweet friend, have
you had this secret hidden in your delicate, maidenly
heart, through all these many months! No wonder that
your life was withering out of you.”

“It was so, indeed!” said Hilda, shuddering. “Even
now, I sicken at the recollection.”

“And how could it have come to your knowledge?”
continued the sculptor. “But no matter! Do not torture
yourself with referring to the subject. Only, if at any
time it should be a relief to you, remember that we can
speak freely together, for Miriam has herself suggested a
confidence between us.”

“Miriam has suggested this!” exclaimed Hilda.“Yes,
I remember, now, her advising that the secret should be
shared with you. But I have survived the death struggle
that it cost me, and need make no further revelations.
And Miriam has spoken to you! What manner of woman
can she be, who, after sharing in such a deed, can make it
a topic of conversation with her friends?”

“Ah, Hilda,” replied Kenyon, “you do not know, for
you could never learn it from your own heart, which is
all purity and rectitude, what a mixture of good there
may be in things evil; and how the greatest criminal, if
you look at his conduct from his own point of view, or
from any side point, may seem not so unquestionably
guilty, after all. So with Miriam; so with Donatello. They
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are, perhaps, partners in what we must call awful guilt;
and yet, I will own to you—when I think of the original
cause, the motives, the feelings, the sudden concurrence
of circumstances thrusting them onward, the urgency
of the moment, and the sublime unselfishness on either
part—I know not well how to distinguish it from much
that the world calls heroism. Might we not render
some such verdict as this>—"Worthy of Death, but not
unworthy of Love!"”

“Never!” answered Hilda, looking at the matter
through the clear crystal medium of her own integrity.
“This thing, as regards its causes, is all a mystery to me,
and must remain so. But there is, I believe, only one right
and one wrong; and I do not understand, and may God
keep me from ever understanding, how two things so
totally unlike can be mistaken for one another; nor how
two mortal foes, as Right and Wrong surely are, can
work together in the same deed. This is my faith; and
I should be led astray, if you could persuade me to give
it up.”

“Alas for poor human nature, then!” said Kenyon
sadly, and yet half smiling at Hilda’s unworldly and
impracticable theory. “I always felt you, my dear friend,
a terribly severe judge, and have been perplexed to
conceive how such tender sympathy could coexist with
the remorselessness of a steel blade. You need no mercy,
and therefore know not how to show any.”

“That sounds like a bitter gibe,” said Hilda, with the
tears springing into her eyes. “But I cannot help it. It
does not alter my perception of the truth. If there be any
such dreadful mixture of good and evil as you afirm—
and which appears to me almost more shocking than
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pure evil—then the good is turned to poison, not the
evil to wholesomeness.”

The sculptor seemed disposed to say something
more, but yielded to the gentle steadfastness with which
Hilda declined to listen. She grew very sad; for a
reference to this one dismal topic had set, as it were,
a prison door ajar, and allowed a throng of torturing
recollections to escape from their dungeons into the
pure air and white radiance of her soul. She bade
Kenyon a briefer farewell than ordinary, and went home-
ward to her tower,

In spite of her efforts to withdraw them to other
subjects, her thoughts dwelt upon Miriam; and, as had
not heretofore happened, they brought with them a
painful doubt whether a wrong had not been committed
on Hilda's part, towards the friend once so beloved.
Something that Miriam had said, in their final conversa-
tion, recurred to her memory, and seemed now to deserve
more weight than Hilda had assigned to it, in her horror
at the crime just perpetrated. It was not that the deed
looked less wicked and terrible in the retrospect; but she
asked herself whether there were not other questions
to be considered, aside from that single one of Miriam’s
guilt or innocence; as, for example, whether a close bond
of friendship, in which we once voluntarily engage, ought
to be severed on account of any unworthiness, which we
subsequently detect in our friend. For, in these unions
of hearts—call them marriage, or whatever else—we
take each other for better for worse. Availing ourselves
of our friend’s intimate affection, we pledge our own, as
to be relied upon in every emergency. And what sadder,
more desperate emergency could there be, than had
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befallen Miriam? Who more need the tender succor
of the innocent, than wretches stained with guilt! And
must a selfish care for the spotlessness of our own
garments keep us from pressing the guilty ones close
to our hearts, wherein, for the very reason that we are
innocent, lies their securest refuge from further ill?

It was a sad thing for Hilda to find this moral
enigma propounded to her conscience; and to feel that,
whichever way she might settle it, there would be a cry of
wrong on the other side. Still, the idea stubbornly came
back, that the tie between Miriam and herself had been
real, the affection true, and that therefore the implied
compact was not to be shaken off.

“Miriam loved me well,” thought Hilda remorsefully,
“and I failed her at her sorest need.”

Miriam loved her well; and not less ardent had been
the affection which Miriam’s warm, tender, and generous
characteristics had excited in Hilda’s more reserved
and quiet nature. It had never been extinguished; for, in
part, the wretchedness which Hilda had since endured
was but the struggle and writhing of her sensibility, still
yearning towards her friend. And now, at the eatliest
encouragement, it awoke again, and cried out piteously,
complaining of the violence that had been done it.

Recurring to the delinquencies of which she fancied
(we say “fancied,” because we do not unhesitatingly adopt
Hilda’s present view, but rather suppose her misled
by her feelings)—of which she fancied herself guilty
towards her friend, she suddenly remembered a sealed
packet that Miriam had confided to her. It had been put
into her hands with earnest injunctions of secrecy and
care, and if unclaimed after a certain period, was to be
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