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Lady Emeraldine Morrow vanished, or died, yesterday; and the circumstances were reported in many of the papers. It was the bizarre nature of events and their number of witnesses, which led to the publicity.
In the midst of a private festival, as the sun began to set, Lady Emeraldine was rowed across her small private lake, to her small private island. Just visible from shore, she there commenced to regale her three hundred guests with vivid torrents of music on her harp.
Her many accomplishments, coupled to her great beauty, have been well known and much publicized for years. Also her enormous good humor, her happy, light-hearted disposition. And, in some circles, her apparent callousness.
The music rang out, chords, glissandi, and the sun sank into the woods, and the sky turned from crimson to the coolest mauve.
It was at this moment, in the last of the twilight, that Lady Emeraldine ceased playing, in the very middle of a spirited improvisation. As startled applause broke forth, a loud cry soared upwards from the island. Then came a burst of flame, a sort of explosion. Something quite small, dark and hard, shot into the air, then fell down into the lake, and with a sizzle, disappeared.
Guests swam or rowed in swarms to the island. They found a charred place beside the harp, which was itself unscathed. Of Lady Emeraldine there was no evidence at all.
There was of course talk of spontaneous combustion, or of abduction by fiery creatures from some other world.
Myself, I am strongly inclined to think that Lady Emeraldine was one of us.
Until I met him, under the coloured lamps of the Public Gardens, I had had an unpleasant life. My story is all too common. Father a drunkard. Mother a washerwoman. Put out at fifteen on the streets. 
Here I unoriginally plied my trade in the oldest profession on earth, and with very limited success, being neither very attractive, nor very enthusiastic, and by no means a talented actress.
As the years passed, I had been also beaten and abused. I had thieved and been thieved from. I developed the expected passion for gin, and lost the last of my slight looks. Some of my teeth dropped out, my eyes were dim, my balance unpredictable. In this state, at twenty-four, here I was in the Gardens, not looking for custom, certainly, but tottering up and down, blearily eyeing the paper lanterns in mawkish solitude, before a police constable should behold and move me along.
When he spoke to me, indeed I took him for the police.
"Can't a poor girl come in and joy herself for five minutes for no cost, without she gets herded away?" I whined, in traditional, useless obstinacy.
"I don't suggest you go," he said, with a voice too educated for any of the police I had come across, which had been many. "No, stay with me."
"What, you want to walk with me, do you?" I croaked. I said, I was no actress, and though I had been trying, for at least five years, to act the pathetic sodden old harlot I had become, I was really no good at it.
"I'd like to hear your story," said he.
"Scon told. For the price of a gin."
"Champagne," said he.
At that I felt I should straighten up. "For the likes of me? What are you after? What's your game?"
He was young, rich, and handsome. He shone with health and wealth and grooming. He must therefore have some perverted whim. Fill me with expensive liquor and then slice me in scallops.
"We can remain at all times in the general gaze," he said. "I was only moved by your plight." But when he said that, he suddenly burst out laughing. I could see, in fact, he had the most carefree face I had ever looked at. I have seen one more such, since then. But I will come to that.
"Lead on then, Charlie," I said, thinking he was truly mad.
"My name is Raphael Pemberton. And yours?"
"Lizzie Lines."
We shook hands, and all about, very likely, the fashionable persons in the park glanced askance at us. He took me to the open ballroom in the centre of the Gardens, and straight off ordered two bottles of a famous champagne, on ice, also plates of oysters, bits of geese in aspic, jellies, cakes, and heaven knows what.
As I sat there I thought, He must be going to poison me, slip something in my glass. Blame my demise on my weak condition. I wracked my brains to remember strange deaths of blowsy, nasty whores in public thoroughfares, with a handsome gentleman nearby. Probably I had only missed hearing of them.
In any event, my life was not so grand I yearned that much to keep it, or so it seemed after a couple draughts of the champagne.
Raphael Pemberton, meanwhile, began to question me. He wanted to learn about this vile existence I had had. He could see, he told me, that I had suffered.
As I regaled him with my history, thickly laying on all the horrors, and inventing several new ones — my dying mother's bedside with the non-existent little ones snivelling in my skirts, my noble father renouncing the drink, and dying of want of it — actually he had been squashed by a runaway beer barrel — Raphael stared at me, his face working as if with grief until, every few moments, he burst out laughing again.
With the champagne I too began to see the funny side of me, and soon we were rolling in the aisles, a sideshow for the adjoining tables.
Additionally, I forgot to act my part. I became myself.
At last he said, between our gulps and hiccups, "You seem improved, Lizzie."
"Well," I said, "both my parents trod the boards — the stage, that is — before their luck changed. I had no talent, but I learned how to speak. Is that," I added, "why you're so amused?"
His pretty face fell. "No. Oh no, Lizzie." Then he bloomed, I have to say, like the rose in his buttonhole. "What a beautiful night!"
"Not bad," said I.
"Tell me, Lizzie," said Raphael Pemberton, as we began upon the third bottle, "would you like to be young and lovely again?"
"I'm not so old as I look. It's the gin wot's done for me, guv'nor. I was never lovely."
"For the first, then, Lizzie. How about it?"
"If you're buying."
"Selling, in a way. How old would you say I was?"
I squinted. Strong drink, by removing all pretense at focus, had oddly improved my vision. "Twenty-one," I said.
"Wrong, Lizzie. Seventy-one would be nearer the mark."
I smiled. Humour the fool. We were, as he had said, in the general gaze. And it seemed he had not poisoned me yet.
"You don't believe me, Lizzie Lines. Of course not. I look young. I'm handsome. And, evidently, well-off. The latter springs from the former. It can for you. I feel so happy, Lizzie. How do you feel?"
"I feel splendid. When the drink wears off, I'll be back where I was."
"Just imagine," said Raphael Pemberton, "there was a drink that never wore off."
"Oh yes?"
"A drink that, after one swallow, made you feel so well, so glad, as if — as if your heart was full of stars. Always just a little tipsy. Never a bad day.Never a sad night. No pain. No sorrow. Think of that, Lizzie."
"I am."
"Does it appeal?"
"What do you think? Besides, obviously it makes you young. Twenty-one, seventy-one. And good-looking. And it makes you rich, too?"
"Wealth comes from the rest. If you're utterly healthy, completely attractive, and your mind sharp, and your attitude merry at all times—you can't avoid riches, Lizzie, getting to be rich. Just think what you could have done, with all that."
"Well, Ralphie, I didn't have the chance, did I?"
"You have it now."
He gazed at me soberly for all of three seconds. Then he grinned. Well-being flashed and flamed from him. You could never think a blazing torch looked sick.
"This is a drink," I said.
"Yes, Lizzie. And I offer it to you."
"Why?"
"I have just one dose, and I must give it to someone."
"And why is that?"
"Because, outside the human frame, it's indestructible. I can't pour it away. Not down a drain. Not into the sea. I don't even want to lock it up because, in a thousand years, someone might find it. But you. I think you deserve it, Lizzie."
"Oh, yes. And why is that? For my terrible life?"
"Because you're such a bitch."
He told me then, as the dancers cavorted on the ballroom floor and the lamps burned lower in the trees, and the fourth bottle came; and I knew that, jolly as a jack-rabbit, in the morning I was going to wish I was dead — he told me about Aquaflora.
Someone had found a hidden spring, it transpired, beneath a temple in Italy dedicated, in pagan times, to the goddess of nature, Flora.
This someone, whose name Raphael Pemberton claimed not to know, had drawn from the spring — reputed, according to a Latin inscription about the fount, to restore, heal, and bless — one flask. An ancient legend declared that barren women had sought the fount and drunk there in order to bear children, also that cripples had washed in it and grown whole, elderly men got back their youth, and many other such tales. What had become of all these recipients of miracles had never been said, but in the end, the spring was shut away by the priestess for reasons of spite.
The modern explorer who found the spring did not think for a moment it possessed any unusual qualities. He took the water as a curiosity. A day later, returning to the spot on other exploratory business, he found the spring had mysteriously dried up again. With the other excitements of his trip, he forgot the matter.
It was over a year later, once more at home, that the traveler again took notice of the flask from Flora's spring. By this time he desired to impress a young lady, and so he bore the flask into her house, told her that here was the wine of the goddess of flowers, and she, out of bravura, poured a few drops into her tea cup, and drank them.
Within a quarter of an hour, a change became apparent. Her undeniable prettiness had escalated into a potent glamour. A strain in her left foot, that hadbeen annoying her for days, vanished. Her hair, which was not very thick, took such a turn towards the luxuriant that all the pins fell out in a downpour. Within the day she could see farther than the most far-sighted man in her father's regiment, could hear a bat squeak, and had mastered the piano forte, which so far had eluded her, to the point of rendering the "Minute Waltz" in forty seconds. Her skin was like cream, her grace that of a swan, and two missing teeth had grown back.
Her unnamed swain, the traveler, lost no time himself in sampling the juice from the holy spring.
Presently two of the most attractive people in the country walked to the altar.
"And lived happily ever after," said I. "I suppose, in fact, forever?"
"No," said Raphael Pemberton.
It seemed that the fortunate couple somehow slipped from the annals of history, and after them only the flask remained, its contents next portioned out in several equal measures.
"How many?" I asked.
"That I can't say The last will and testament which brought me mine, informed me of nothing but the basic tale, and that the fluid, which might be called the Elixir of Life, but which was only named as Aquaflora, would give me health, youth, physical glory, luck, and perpetual happiness." At which Raphael Pemberton lifted his marvelous face to the sky. "And it has! Oh God, it has!"
"But there are others?"
"Many. How many I have no idea. Sometimes — I believe I have unearthed one. People of great beauty and talent. People who are never for a moment sad. I read once of a fellow screaming with mirth at a funeral. I sought him out. I'd been wrong; he was only subject to a rare laughing disease."
We drank a little more champagne. The sixth bottle now, I thought.
"You said," I said, "that you reckoned me a bitch,"
"Well you are, aren't you?" said my host, smiling lovingly at me. "All around me I can see the poor and ill and needy and broken. But you're a clown, Lizzie. You mock us all and you mean no one any good, not even yourself."
"Fine words for a gentleman," squawked I.
But, "Look," said Raphael. And from his coat he drew out a tiny phial full of a muddy brown mess. "With my own mouthful of the water came this other one. It may be that these were the last two measures from the flask. One for me. One for someone of my choosing."
"So you want to waste it on me. On a bitch. What about your mother? Your wife? Your mistress? Your fancy boy?"
"All of those," said Raphael, careless, light of heart, "are long dead. You see, when I took my dram, I was aging and almost alone. I didn't hesitate. And when I looked into my mirror, what a roar I sent up. I've been roaring every since. Oh, Lizzie. The worst news can't shake me. When I learned my only son had died, I had to hide my habitual, genuine smiles with a copy of the Times. If the world came to an end, there I'd be in space, charming as a comet, spinning with pleasure. Nothing, Lizzie, can bring me down. Think of it, Lizzie."
"But you want it for me as a punishment?"
"Not quite. It will suit you, Lizzie. You laugh at us all. It's in you already."
"There must be some catch."
"Can you think of one?" he asked.
I looked at him. After all the booze, I did believe the story, and the filthy-looking muck in the glass phial might well be a magic potion. My days had been devoid of any nice thing. Was I not due for some colossal change in fortune?
"It's poison," I said.
"It's water of flowers."
I had a strange notion then. I remembered some flowers in a vase in a public house where I had been sitting on a sailor's lap, and the flowers were past their best. In the obligatory fight that followed, the vase was knocked down and the flowers spilled and the water ran out on the edge of my dress. What a stink it had, that flower water.
But the lights were growing dull; and I bethought me of the Last Chance, the Final Risk, which, in fairy stories and in the silly dramas my parents had acted on the stage, must be taken or lost forever.
So I uncorked the phial, sniffed it — it had actually no odour — and sipped. I waited a little after that, to see if there were any burning or discomfort.Nothing happened. So I tipped the contents, the Aquaflora, down my throat. "Cheers."
"Cheers, Lizzie," said Raphael.
And then he got up, and we went onto the floor, and danced a polka.
I knew I was drunk enough to try, but soon enough I understood that now I had a mastery of this polka that is not given to many. And by the time they cleared the floor to watch us, and by the time the orchestra itself surrendered and stood applauding, and I felt my back was straight, and my corset loose at my waist, and my hair tumbling down the colour of polished coal, and my hand white on his sleeve, and I could see every tree to the termination of the mile-long avenue, and hear every individual hand clapping, I knew he had not lied.
The champagne was gone. I would never need a drink again. The world — was my oyster.
"I feel quite wonderful," I cried to Raphael.
"So do we all," he said, and his voice, for a moment, was black as iron from the pit, before he burst out laughing, and I with him, in ecstatic joy.
When I went home with Raphael Pemberton to his fine home in the square, I believed I was going there for the eternal reason, and for the first time in my life, I was looking forward to it. And, perhaps, even more than that, to the bathroom he promised with the enormous mirror, where I could see to the full what so far I could only feel.
The servants were in bed — or perhaps dismissed, I now sometimes conclude — and he led me up the stairs by low light, and opened the door of the bathing apartment, which led off his chamber.
I left that door ajar, and outside I heard him in his vast bachelor bedroom, talking to me as I stripped under the gas-lamps and showed myself the new Lizzie Lines.
I am accustomed to her now, this paragon of raven hair and hand-span waist and skin like lilies. But then I could not see enough, turning this way, that way. And licking all around my new growing teeth, and admiring my corn-less feet, washing myself the while in delicious pomades that now I could have for myself simply by smiling at a man — and to smile, when one is feeling so incredibly well and strong, and brave — and victorious — and safe and confident — is easy.
Meanwhile, Raphael went on with a sort of monologue.
To start, I scarcely listened.
But now, I piece to together somewhat, for in the end, I heard the end.
He spoke of all his shining days of happiness, not one with any flaw. And of his nights of blissful sleep unmarred even by any unappealing dream.
He spoke of his rise to wealth. Of all those idyllic spots he had visited and all those impossible conquests he had made. Of business ventures of pure success. Of the realization that, whatever he wished for, would soon be his.
And laughing, sometimes breaking into snatches of happy music and song, unable to restrain the sweeping delight of all and everything, which I too now had within me, Raphael now related how he had observed the miseries of the world, had looked upon its torments and its tears, even on its blood, and futile sacrifice, and never once had their shadows touched him.
"I've seen a woman hoarsely weeping at her husband's grave, I've seen the dead brought up in hundreds from a mine, I've seen a hopping child wasted by plague, and a city under a flood, and I've sung this very song, Lizzie.
"Lizzie, do you hear any strain in my voice? Do you, Lizzie. Regret, guilt, pain? No? I'm enwrapt in sweetness. Forever and a day."
I went out then, naked, in my exquisite flesh, and there he stood, Raphael Pemberton.
"Have you heard of the Last Straw, Lizzie? The one that breaks the back of the camel much overloaded? You, Lizzie, are it."
I laughed. I always laugh, now. Show me your wounds, I will lave them with laughter. If heaven falls, I shall fly above heaven. I cannot do otherwise.
"Perhaps you won't believe me, Lizzie Lines. I've offered this single phial of the elixir of life, this Aquaflora, seven hundred and eighty times, before I came to you. To the drunk I've offered it, and to the sober. To the rich and the destitute. To the sick, the dying, the agonized, and the mad. They all refused.This gave me some hope, Lizzie. But then, tonight, you crossed my path. I knew you at once. She'll take it, thought I. As so you did, Lizzie, you bitch."
And then Raphael Pemberton convulsed in a paean of hilarity, content, and pleasure, and as he did so, there broke from him one howl of anger louder than any thunder. Then he was on fire. He went up like a firework. Vanished in a few seconds. Lightnings, sparks, and gushes — I jumped back — laughing, of course laughing.
It took about a minute for him to be consumed in the golden detonation. And out of it there showered down only a veil of slightest ash, to touch the carpet scorched merely where he had stood. But one, tiny, wizened black thing there was, that shot up and fell back, and lay there, which might have been his heart. All that is, that a lifetime of fulfillment, happiness, and perfect peace had left of his heart.
There is no other phial of Aquaflora in existence; at least, I have none. Enviously, I deduce, you would read of the delirious wonders of my life, if I paused to repeat them. I have had all I want. More. A cornucopia. And, with good reason, I have never been sad. But, more to the point, even in the presence of the darkest and most awful, rent and desolate horror of this earth, never have I felt the faintest hint of hurt or sorrow. As for despair, I cannot even recall that angel with its sallow, leaden wings.
I look at you, without pity, for pity grows from fear. Your sufferings. Your endings.
With my heart brim-full of melody, I say, I the smiling, beautiful, and blessed, you cannot be more envious than I.
Your lovely pain, your tortures, and your anguish that I cannot even in a dream recapture. Your loss, your rage, expressed in the poetry of words and souls, tragedy, romance — cheated, I.
Melody and laughter have shrivelled, by now, my heart, little as a raisin, like the heart of Raphael Pemberton, who gave me this.
Far, far off, like a mist glimpsed fading on a hill, I think I see — nights when I sobbed or stormed, the glories of agony. The power of riven love. And mydestitution, and my bad sight, and how my teeth left my mouth. My triumph over these paltry terrible things. My dignity. My inheritance, my rights, the sword's edge, honing me, telling me of my life. But perhaps it did not, and I was only what he said, and deserved only what I got from him.
One day I too will flare up and be gone. Like Emeraldine Morrow, whose withered heart dropped in a lake.
For now, all is lovely. All is well. It cannot be otherwise. Aquaflora. Stinking water from those stagnant flowers.
I have only had ten years of it. One was enough.
What will bring me the explosion of release, and let Lizzie from her prison of interminable, heavenly joy?
 For me, as for all of them, perhaps, though quite unfelt, it is that last being freed from a Pandora's box of human truth. Exasperation.
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