TheViolet Car

By Edith Nesbit

Do you know the downs — the wide windy spaces, the rounded shoulders of the hills leaned
against the sky, the hollows where farms and homesteads nestle sheltered, with trees round them
pressed close and tight as a carnation in a button-hole? On long summer daysiit is good to lie on
the downs, between short turf and pale, clear sky, to smell the wild thyme, and hear the tiny
tinkle of the sheep-bells and the song of the skylark. But on winter evenings when the wind is
waking up to its work, spitting rain in your eyes, beating the poor, naked trees and shaking the
dusk across the hills like a grey pall, then it is heifer to be by awarm firesde, in one of the farms
that lie lonely where shelter is, and oppose their windows glowing with candle light and firelight
to the deepening darkness, as faith holds up its love-lamp in the night of sin and sorrow that is
life.

| am unaccustomed to literary effort— and | feel that | shall not say what | have to say, or that it
will convince you, unless | say it very plainly. | thought | could adorn my story with pleasant
words, prettily arranged. But as | muse to think of what realy happened, | see that the plainest
words will be the best. | do not know how to weave a plot, nor how to embroider it. It is best not
to try. These things happened. | have no skill to add to what happened; nor is any adding of mine
needed.

| am anurse — and | was sent for to go to Charlestown — a mental case. It was November —
and the fog was thick in London, so that my cab went at a foot’s pace, so | missed the train by
which | should have gone. | sent a telegram to Charlestown, and waited in the dismal waiting
room at London Bridge. The time was passed for me by a little child. Its mother, a widow,
seemed too crushed to be able to respond to its quick questionings. She answered briefly, and
not, as it seemed, to the child’s satisfaction. The child itself presently seemed to perceive that its
mother was not, so to speak, available. It leaned back on the wide, dusty seat and yawned. |
caught its eye, and smiled. It would not smile, but it looked. | took out of my bag a silk purse,
bright with beads and steel tassels, and turned it over and over. Presently, the child did along the
seat and said, ‘Let me — After that all was easy. The mother sat with eyes closed. When | rose
to go, she opened them and thanked me. The child, clinging, kissed me. Later, | saw them get
into afirst-class carriage in my train. My ticket was a third-class one.

| expected, of course, that there would be a conveyance of some sort to meet me at the station
— but there was nothing. Nor was there a cab or afly to be seen. It was by this time nearly dark,
and the wind was driving the rain amost horizontally along the unfrequented road that lay
beyond the door of the station. | looked out, forlorn and perplexed.

‘Haven't you engaged a carriage? It was the widow lady who spoke.

| explained.

‘My motor will be here directly,” she said, ‘you’ll let me drive you? Where is it you are
going?

‘Charlestown,” | said, and as | said it, | was aware of a very odd change in her face. A faint
change, but quite unmistakable.

‘Why do you look like that? | asked her bluntly. And, of course, she said, ‘Like what?



‘There’s nothing wrong with the house? | said, for that, | found, was what | had taken that
faint change to signify; and | was very young, and one has heard tales. ‘No reason why |
shouldn’t go there, | mean?

‘No — oh no —, she glanced out through the rain, and | knew as well as though she had told
me that there was a reason why she should not wish to go there.

‘Don’'t trouble,’ | said, ‘it’s very kind of you — but it’s probably out of your way and. . .’

‘Oh — but I'll take you — of course I'll take you,” she said, and the child said ‘Mother, here
comes the car.’

And come it did, though neither of us heard it till the child had spoken. | know nothing of
motor cars, and | don’t know the names of any of the parts of them. This was like a brougham —
only you got in at the back, as you do in a waggonette; the seats were in the corners, and when
the door was shut there was a little seat that pulled up, and the child sat on it between us. And it
moved like magic — or like adream of atrain.

We drove quickly through the dark — | could hear the wind screaming, and the wild dashing
of the rain against the windows, even through the whirring of the machinery. One could see
nothing of the country — only the black night, and the shafts of light from the lampsin front.

After, as it seemed, a very long time, the chauffeur got down and opened a gate. We went
through it, and after that the road was very much rougher. We were quite silent in the car, and the
child had fallen aseep.

We stopped, and the car stood pulsating as though it were out of breath, while the chauffeur
hauled down my box. It was so dark that | could not see the shape of the house, only the lightsin
the downstairs windows, and the low-walled front garden faintly revealed by their light and the
light of the motor lamps. Yet | felt that it was a fair-sized house, that it was surrounded by big
trees, and that there was a pond or river close by. In daylight next day | found that al this was so.
| have never been able to tell how | knew it that first night, in the dark, but I did know it. Perhaps
there was something in the way the rain fell on the trees and on the water. | don’t know.

The chauffeur took my box up a stone path, whereon | got out, and said my good-byes and
thanks.

‘Don’'t walit, please, don’t,” | said. ‘I'm all right now. Thank you a thousand times!’

The car, however, stood pulsating till 1 had reached the doorstep, then it caught its breath, as it
were, throbbed more loudly, turned, and went.

And still the door had not opened. | felt for the knocker, and rapped smartly. Inside the door |
was sure | heard whispering. The car light was fast diminishing to a little distant star, and its
panting sounded now hardly at al. When it ceased to sound at al, the place was quiet as death.
The lights glowed redly from curtained windows, but there was no other sign of life. | wished |
had not been in such a hurry to part from my escort, from human companionship, and from the
great, solid, competent presence of the motor car.

| knocked again, and this time | followed the knock by a shout.

‘Hello!” | cried. ‘Let mein. I’'m the nurse!’

There was a pause, such a pause as would allow time for whisperers to exchange glances on
the other side of a door.

Then a bolt ground back, a key turned, and the doorway framed no longer cold, wet wood, but
light and a welcoming warmth — and faces.

‘Comein, oh, comein,’ said avoice, awoman’s voice, and the voice of aman said: ‘We didn’t
know there was anyone there’

And | had shaken the very door with my knockings!



| went in, blinking at the light, and the man called a servant, and between them they carried my
box upstairs.

The woman took my arm and led me into a low, square room, pleasant, homely, and
comfortable, with solid mid-Victorian comfort — the kind that expressed itself in rep and
mahogany. In the lamplight | turned to look at her. She was small and thin, her hair, her face, and
her hands were of the same tint of greyish yellow.

‘Mrs Eldridge? | asked.

‘Yes,’ said she, very softly. *Oh! | am so glad you' ve come. | hope you won't be dull here. |
hope you'll stay. | hope | shall be able to make you comfortable.’

She had a gentle, urgent way of speaking that was very winning.

‘I’'m sure | shall be very comfortable,” | said; ‘but it's | that am to take care of you. Have you
beenill long?

‘It'snot methat’sill, really,” she said, ‘it's him—’

Now, it was Mr Robert Eldridge who had written to engage me to attend on his wife, who was,
he said, dightly deranged.

‘| see,” said |. One must never contradict them, it only aggravates their disorder.

‘The reason . . ." she was beginning, when his foot sounded on the stairs, and she fluttered off
to get candles and hot water.

He came in and shut the door. A fair, bearded, elderly man, quite ordinary.

‘“You'll take care of her,” he said. ‘| don’t want her to get talking to people. She fancies things.’

‘What form do theillusions take? | asked, prosaicaly.

‘She thinks I’'m mad,’” he said, with a short laugh.

‘It'savery usua form. Isthat al?

‘It's about enough. And she can’t hear things that | can hear, see things that | can see, and she
can’'t smell things. By the way, you didn’'t see or hear anything of a motor as you came up, did
you?

‘| came up in a motor car,’ | said shortly. *You never sent to meet me, and a lady gave me a
lift.” 1 was going to explain about my missing the earlier train, when | found that he was not
listening to me. He was watching the door. When his wife came in, with a steaming jug in one
hand and a flat candlestick in the other, he went towards her, and whispered eagerly. The only
words | caught were: * She camein area motor.’

Apparently, to these smple people a motor was as great a novelty as to me. My telegram, by
the way, was delivered next morning.

They were very kind to me; they treated me as an honoured guest. When the rain stopped, as it
did late the next day, and | was able to go out, | found that Charlestown was afarm, alarge farm,
but even to my inexperienced eyes, it seemed neglected and unprosperous. There was absolutely
nothing for me to do but to follow Mrs Eldridge, helping her where I could in her household
duties, and to sit with her while she sewed in the homely parlour. When | had been in the house a
few days, | began to put together the little things that | had noticed singly, and the life at the farm
seemed suddenly to come into focus, as strange surroundings do after awhile.

| found that | had noticed that Mr and Mrs Eldridge were very fond of each other, and that it
was a fondness, and their way of shewing it was a way that told that they had known sorrow, and
had borne it together. That she shewed no sign of mental derangement, save in the persistent
belief of hers that he was deranged. That the morning found them fairly cheerful; that after the
early dinner they seemed to grow more and more depressed; that after the ‘early cup of tea —
that is just as dusk was falling — they aways went for a walk together. That they never asked



me to join them in this walk, and that it always took the same direction — across the downs
towards the sea. That they always returned from this walk pale and dejected; that she sometimes
cried afterwards alone in their bedroom, while he was shut up in the little room they caled the
office, where he did his accounts, and paid his men’s wages, and where his hunting-crops and
guns were kept. After supper, which was early, they always made an effort to be cheerful. | knew
that this effort was for my sake, and | knew that each of them thought it was good for the other to
make it.

Just as | had known before they shewed it to me that Charlestown was surrounded by big trees
and had a great pond beside it, so | knew, and in as inexplicable a way, that with these two fear
lived. It looked at me out of their eyes. And | knew, too, that this fear was not her fear. | had not
been two days in the place before | found that | was beginning to be fond of them both. They
were s0 kind, so gentle, so ordinary, so homely — the kind of people who ought not to have
known the name of fear — the kind of people to whom all honest, smple joys should have come
by right, and no sorrows but such as come to us al, the death of old friends, and the slow
changes of advancing years.

They seemed to belong to the land — to the downs, and the copses, and the old pastures, and
the lessening cornfields. | found myself wishing that |, too, belonged to these, that | had been
born a farmer’s daughter. All the stress and struggle of cram and exam, of school, and college
and hospital, seemed so loud and futile, compared with these open secrets of the down life. And |
felt this the more, as more and more | felt that | must leave it al — that there was, honestly, no
work for me here such asfor good or ill I had been trained to do.

‘I ought not to stay,’ | said to her one afternoon, as we stood at the open door. It was February
now, and the snowdrops were thick in tufts beside the flagged path. ‘Y ou are quite well.’

‘Jam,” she said.

‘“You are quite well, both of you,” | said. ‘I oughtn't to be taking your money and doing
nothing for it.’

‘Y ou’re doing everything,” she said; ‘you don’t know how much you're doing.’

‘We had a daughter of our own once,’ she added vaguely, and then, after a very long pause,
she said very quietly and distinctly:

‘He has never been the same since’’

‘How not the same? | asked, turning my face up to the thin February sunshine.

She tapped her wrinkled, yellow-grey forehead, as country people do.

‘Not right here,” she said.

‘How? | asked. ‘Dear Mrs Eldndge, tell me; perhaps | could help somehow.’

Her voice was so sane, so sweet. It had come to this with me, that | did not know which of
those two was the one who needed my help.

‘He sees things that no one else sees, and hears things no one else hears, and smells things that
you can’'t smell if you're standing there beside him.’

| remembered with a sudden smile his words to me on the morning of my arrival:

‘She can't see, or hear, or smell.’

And once more | wondered to which of the two | owed my service.

‘Have you any ideawhy? | asked. She caught at my arm.

‘It was after our Bessie died,” she said — ‘the very day she was buried. The motor that killed
her — they said it was an accident — it was on the Brighton Road. It was a violet colour. They
go into mourning for Queens with violet, don't they? she added; ‘and my Bessie, she was a
Queen. So the motor was violet: That was all right, wasn't it?



| told myself now that | saw that the woman was not normal, and | saw why. It was grief that
had turned her brain. There must have been some change in my look, though | ought to have
known better, for she said suddenly, ‘No. I'll not tell you any more.’

And then he came out. He never left me alone with her for very long. Nor did she ever leave
him for very long aone with me.

| did not intend to spy upon them, though | am not sure that my position as nurse to one
mentally afflicted would not have justified such spying. But | did not spy. It was chance. | had
been to the village to get some blue sewing silk for a blouse | was making, and there was a royal
sunset which tempted me to prolong my walk. That was how | found myself on the high downs
where they slope to the broken edge of England — the sheer, white cliffs against which the
English Channdl beats for ever. The furze was in flower, and the skylarks were singing, and my
thoughts were with my own life, my own hopes and dreams. So | found that | had struck a road,
without knowing when | had struck it. | followed it towards the sea, and quite soon it ceased to
be a road, and merged in the pathless turf as a stream sometimes disappears in sand. There was
nothing but turf and furze bushes, the song of the skylarks, and beyond the slope that ended at
the cliff’s edge, the booming of the sea. | turned back, following the road, which defined itself
again a few yards back, and presently sank to a lane, deep-banked and bordered with brown
hedge stuff. It was there that | came upon them in the dusk. And | heard their voices before | saw
them, and before it was possible for them to see me. It was her voice that | heard first.

‘No, no, no, no, no,’ it said.

‘I tell you yes,” that was his voice; ‘there — can’t you hear it, that panting sound — right away
— away? It must be at the very edge of the cliff.’

‘There' s nothing, dearie,” she said, ‘indeed there’' s nothing.’

‘Y ou’ re deaf— and blind — stand back | tell you, it’s close upon us!’

| came round the corner of the lane then, and as | came, | saw him catch her arm and throw her
against the hedge — violently, as though the danger he feared were indeed close upon them. |
stopped behind the turn of the hedge and stepped back. They had not seen me. Her eyes were on
his face, and they held a world of pity, love, agony — his face was set in a mask of terror, and
his eyes moved quickly as though they followed down the lane the swift passage of something —
something that neither she nor | could see. Next moment he was cowering, pressing his body into
the hedge — his face hidden in his hands, and his whole body trembling so that | could see it,
even from where | was a dozen yards away, through the light screen of the over-grown hedge.

‘And the smell of it"" — he said, ‘do you mean to tell me you can’t smell it?

She had her arms round him.

‘Come home, dearie,’ she said. ‘Come home! It's all your fancy — come home with your old
wife that loves you.’

They went home.

Next day | asked her to come to my room to look at the new blue blouse. When | had shown it
to her | told her, what | had seen and heard yesterday in the lane.

‘And now | know,” | said, ‘which of you it is that wants care.’

To my amazement she said very eagerly, ‘Which?

‘Why, he — of course’ — | told her, ‘there was nothing there.’

She sat down in the chintz covered armchair by the window, and broke into wild weeping. |
stood by her and soothed her aswell as| could.

‘It's a comfort to know,” she said at last, ‘I haven't known what to believe. Many a time,
lately, I've wondered whether after adl it could be me that was mad, like he said. And there was



nothing there? There always was nothing there — and it’s on him the judgement, not on me. On
him. Well, that’ s something to be thankful for.’

So her tears, | told myself, had been more of relief at her own escape. | looked at her with
distaste, and forgot that | had been fond of her. So that her next words cut me like little knives.

‘It's bad enough for him as it is’ she said, ‘but it's nothing to what it would be for him, if |
was really to go off my head and him left to think he'd brought it on me. Y ou see, now | can ook
after him the same as I’ ve always done. It’s only once in the day it comes over him. He couldn’t
bear it, if it was all the time — like it'll be for me now. It's much better it should be him —I'm
better able to bear it than heis.’

| kissed her then and put my arms round her, and said, ‘Tell me what it is that frightens him
so—and it’s every day, you say?

‘Yes— ever since. .. I'll tell you. It's a sort of comfort to speak out. It was a violet-coloured
car that killed our Bessie. You know our girl that 1’ve told you about. And it’s a violet-coloured
car that he thinks he sees — every day up there in the lane. And he says he hears it, and that he
smells the smell of the machinery— the stuff they put in it— you know.’

‘Petrol ?

‘Yes, and you can see he hears it, and you can see he sees it. It haunts him, as if it was a ghost.
You see, it was he that picked her up after the violet car went over her. It was that that turned
him. | only saw her as he carried her in, in his ams — and then he'd covered her face. But he
saw her just as they’d left her, lying in the dust. . . you could see the place on the road where it
happened for days and days.’

‘Didn’t they come back?

‘Ohyes. .. they came back. But Bessie didn’t come back. But there was a judgement on them.
The very night of the funeral, that violet car went over the cliff— dashed to pieces — every soul
init. That was the man’s widow that drove you home the first night.’

‘| wonder she uses a car after that,” | said — | wanted something commonplace to say.

‘Oh,” said Mrs Eldridge, ‘it's al what you're used to. We don't stop walking because our girl
was killed on the road. Motoring comes as natural to them as walking to us. There’s my old man
calling — poor old dear. He wants me to go out with him.’

She went, al in a hurry, and in her hurry dlipped on the stairs and twisted her ankle. It al
happened in a minute and it was a bad sprain.

When | had bound it up, and she was on the sofa, she looked at him, standing as if he were
undecided, staring out of the window, with his cap in his hand. And she looked at me.

‘Mr Eldridge mustn’'t miss hiswalk,” she said. *You go with him, my dear. A breath of air will
do you good.’

So | went, understanding as well as though he had told me, that he did not want me with him,
and that he was afraid to go alone, and that he yet had to go.

We went up the lane in silence. At that corner he stopped suddenly, caught my arm, and
dragged me back. His eyes followed something that | could not see. Then he exhaled a held
breath, and said, ‘I thought | heard a motor coming.” He had found it hard to control his terror,
and | saw beads of sweat on his forehead and temples. Then we went back to the house.

The sprain was a bad one. Mrs Eldridge had to rest, and again next day it was | who went with
him to the corner of the lane.

This time he could not, or did not try to, conceal what he felt. ‘There — listen!” he said.
‘Surely you can hear it?

| heard nothing.



‘Stand back,” he cried shrilly, suddenly, and we stood back close against the hedge.

Again the eyes followed something invisible to me, and again the held breath exhaled.

‘It will kill me one of these days,’ he said, ‘and | don’'t know that | care how soon — if it
wasn't for her.’

‘Tell me;” | said, full of that importance, that conscious competence, that one feels in the
presence of other people’ s troubles. He looked at me.

‘I will tell you, by God,” he said. ‘I couldn’'t tell her. Young lady, I’ve gone so far as wishing
myself a Roman, for the sake of a priest to tell it to. But | can tell you, without losing my soul
more than it's lost aready. Did you ever hear tell of a violet car that got smashed up — went
over the cliff?

‘Yes' | said. ‘Yes!’

‘The man that killed my girl was new to the place. And he hadn’t any eyes — or ears — or
he' d have known me, seeing we' d been face to face at the inquest. And you’ d have thought he'd
have stayed at home that one day, with the blinds drawn down. But not he. He was swirling and
swivelling all about the country in his cursed violet car, the very time we were burying her. And
at dusk — there was a mist coming up — he comes up behind me in this very lane, and | stood
back, and he pulls up, and he calls out, with his damned lights full in my face: “*Can you tell me
the way to Hexham, my man?’ says he.

‘I'd have liked to shew him the way to hell. And that was the way for me, not him. | don’t
know how | came to doit. | didn't mean to do it. | didn't think | was going to — and before |
knew anything, I’d said it. “Straight ahead,” | said; “keep straight ahead.” Then the motor-thing
panted, chuckled, and he was off. | ran after him to try to stop him — but what’s the use of
running after these motor-devils? And he kept straight on. And every day since then, every dear
day, the car comes by, the violet car that nobody can see but me — and it keeps straight on.’

“You ought to go away,” | said, speaking as | had been trained to speak. ‘You fancy these
things. You probably fancied the whole thing. | don’t suppose you ever did tell the violet car to
go straight ahead. | expect it was all imagination, and the shock of your poor daughter’s death.
Y ou ought to go right away.’

‘I can't,; he said earnestly. ‘If | did, some one else would see the car. Y ou see, somebody has
to see it every day aslong as | live. If it wasn't me, it would be someone else. And I’ m the only
person who deserves to see it. | wouldn't like any one else to see it— it’s too horrible. I1t's much
more horrible than you think,” he added slowly.

| asked him, walking beside him down the quiet lane, what it was that was so horrible about
the violet car. | think | quite expected him to say that it was splashed with his daughter’s blood . .
. What he did say was, ‘It’stoo horrible to tell you,” and he shuddered.

| was young then, and youth aways thinks it can move mountains. | persuaded myself that |
could cure him of his delusion by attacking — not the main fort — that is always, to begin with,
impregnable, but one, so to speak, of the outworks. | set myself to persuade him not to go to that
corner in the lane, at that hour in the afternoon.

‘But if | don’t, someone else will seeit.’

‘There'll be nobody there to seeit,” | said briskly.

‘Someone will be there. Mark my words, someone will be there — and then they’ [l know.’

‘Then I'll be the someone,” | said. ‘Come — you stay at home with your wife, and I’'ll go —
and if | seeit I'll promise to tell you, and if | don't — well, then | will be able to go away with a
clear conscience.’

‘A clear conscience,” he repeated.



| argued with him in every moment when it was possible to catch him aone. | put al my will
and all my energy into my persuasions. Suddenly, like a door that you've been trying to open,
and that has resisted every key till the last one, he gave way. Yes — | should go to the lane. And
he would not go.

| went.

Being, as | said before, a novice in the writing of stories, | perhaps haven't made you
understand that it was quite hard for me to go — that | felt myself at once a coward and a
heroine. This business of an imaginary motor that only one poor old farmer could see, probably
appears to you quite commonplace and ordinary. It was not so with me. You see, the idea of this
thing had dominated my life for weeks and months, had dominated it even before | knew the
nature of the domination. It was this that was the fear that | had known to walk with these two
people, the fear that shared their bed and board, that lay down and rose up with them. The old
man's fear of this and his fear of his fear. And the old man was terribly convincing. When one
talked with him, it was quite difficult to believe that he was mad, and that there wasn't, and
couldn’'t be, a mysterioudy horrible motor that was visible to him, and invisible to other people.
And when he said that, if he were not in the lane, someone else would see it — it was easy to say
‘Nonsense,” but to think ‘Nonsense’ was not so easy, and to feel ‘Nonsense’ quite oddly difficult.

| walked up and down the lane in the dusk, wishing not to wonder what might be the hidden
horror in the violet car. | would not let blood into my thoughts. | was not going to be fooled by
thought transference, or any of those transcendental follies. | was not going to be hypnotised into
seeing things.

| walked up the lane — | had promised him to stand near that corner for five minutes, and |
stood there in the deepening dusk, looking up towards the downs and the sea. There were pae
stars. Everything was very till. Five minutes is a long time. | held my watch in my hand. Four
— four and a quarter —four and a half. Five. | turned instantly. And then | saw that he had
followed me — he was standing a dozen yards away — and his face was turned from me. It was
turned towards a motor car that shot up the lane. It came very swiftly, and before it came to
where he was, | knew that it was very horrible. | crushed myself back into the crackling bare
hedge, as | should have done to leave room for the passage of area car — though | knew that
this one was not real. It looked real — but | knew it was not.

As it neared him, he started back, then suddenly he cried out. | heard him. ‘No, no, no, no —
no more, no more,” was what he cried, with that he flung himself down on the road in front of the
car, and its great tyres passed over him. Then the car shot past me and | saw what the full horror
of it was. There was no blood — that was not the horror. The colour of it was, as she had said,
violet.

| got to him and got his head up. He was dead. | was quite cam and collected now, and felt
that to be so was extremely creditable to me. | went to a cottage where a labourer was having tea
— he got some men and a hurdle.

When | had told his wife, the first intelligible thing she said was: ‘It’s better for him. Whatever
he did he's paid for now —' So it looks as though she had known — or guessed — more than he
thought.

| stayed with her till her death. She did not live long.

You think perhaps that the old man was knocked down and killed by a real motor, which
happened to come that way of all ways, at that hour of al hours, and happened to be, of al
colours, violet. Well, a real motor leaves its mark on you where it kills you, doesn’t it? But when
| lifted up that old man’s head from the road, there was no mark on him, no blood — no broken



bones —his hair was not disordered, nor his dress. | tell you there was not even a speck of mud
on him, except where he had touched the road in falling. There were no tyre-marks in the mud.
The motor car that killed him came and went like a shadow. As he threw himself down, it
swerved alittle so that both its wheels should go over him.
He died, the doctor said, of heart failure. | am the only person to know that he was killed by a
violet car, which, having killed him, went noiselessdy away towards the sea. And that car was

empty — there was no one in it. It was just a violet car that moved along the lanes swiftly and
slently, and was empty.



