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The Price

Lucy Maud Montgomery

First published 1930



On the day when Dr. Lennox told Agatha North that she was out of danger and
would soon be as well as ever, if she took proper care of herself, Agatha smiled her
old, gallant smile up at him and Christine and Nurse Ransome.

“That’s the most interesting thing you’ve said this long while,” she told him. “I
was beginning to think you were stupid—your conversation has been so dull. I’m
glad I’m going to get better. I want to live. There are so many things I want to do
yet. And, oh, I’d hate to die and leave all my nice dishes and my open fire—and that
row of tulips I planted out the day I took sick.”

Christine and Dr. Lennox laughed, the former with a note of heartfelt relief in her
laughter. It was so nice to hear Agatha say a whimsical little thing like that again. She
had been so ill; the attack of bronchitis had been very severe, and there were
complications. But all was well now; she would soon be her old self again—darling
Agatha. Christine bent and kissed her impulsively.

Nurse Ransome had not smiled, did not intend to smile. Her small, pale, watery
eyes expressed entire disapproval of such frivolity on her patient’s part; her narrow
white face seemed to Christine narrower and whiter than ever. Christine hated her;
she had not wanted to have her on the case, but no other nurse could be had at the
time, and Miss Ransome was certainly competent. Nurse Ransome could not hate—
she had not enough intensity for that—but she disliked Christine and pretended to
herself that she disdained her. She would have said that Christine was a vain, proud,
selfish, thoughtless, idle chatterbox. All of this, and more, was true; but it was equally
true, though Nurse Ransome would never have said it, that Christine was an
exquisitely pretty, loving, winsome, sensitive creature.

Dr. Lennox was thinking this, as he looked at her across Agatha’s bed. He was
madly in love with Christine, as all Harrowsdene knew. They were not engaged yet,
but everybody took it for granted they soon would be. A good many people thought
Dr. Lennox was making a mistake. Of course, Christine was a North and would
eventually be the heiress of Agatha’s not inconsiderable estate, including
“Whiteflowers”; but then she was such a wild, laughing thing, “a pretty butterfly,” Dr.
Lennox’s aunt called her contemptuously. She thought, they said, of nothing but
dress, dances and beaus, and “spinning street yarn.” She laughed and talked too
much and too freely—“you always heard her before you saw her.” “A doctor’s wife
above all things should know how to hold her tongue—she would ruin his practice.”
She was far too intimate with Jen Keefe and her set; she was delicate; she was
extravagant; she was, in short, thoroughly spoiled.

Ward Lennox had been told all these things at sundry times and by divers
people, and they had made no impression on him at all. He had loved Christine from



the moment of their first meeting, and he meant to ask her to marry him as soon as
he could muster up the courage to do it. In his eyes she was all but perfection; her
few faults were but the faults of petted youth; the only thing he seriously disapproved
of in her was her intimacy with Jen Keefe, that lady of the pale gold hair and over-
large dark eyes and free-and-easy ways. But once Christine was his wife she would
see no more of the Keefes. Ward Lennox fondly believed that he could mould
Christine to his views in all things; he had no idea of the strength of will that lay
hidden under the soft curves and behind the coquettish eyes of her youth.

Agatha smiled up adoringly into Christine’s face. They were cousins, but Agatha
was the senior by twenty years. She had brought Christine up, when the latter was
orphaned by the death of both father and mother in babyhood. “Whiteflowers” was
the only home Christine had ever known. She loved it and she loved Agatha
passionately. But then everybody loved Agatha North, that busy, kindly, charitable,
broad-minded, wonderful woman, who was always helping somebody or something,
always planning and engineering and succeeding, always full of life and interest and
zest and wholesome laughter. Why, Harrowsdene could not get along without
Agatha North. A sensation of relief and gladness went over the whole town like a
wave when Dr. Lennox went away from “Whiteflowers” that day and spread the
news that Agatha was going to get better and would be about in a few weeks. There
had been anxiety; bronchitis so easily ran to pneumonia, and Agatha had the “North
heart.”

Before he went away Dr. Lennox explained the change of medicines to Nurse
Ransome and Christine.

“She is listening to him, not to what he says,” thought Nurse Ransome, watching
Christine covertly.

Christine was more aware of Ward Lennox than of what he was saying. She
thrilled with a delicious sense of his nearness; she was acutely conscious of his tall
straightness, his glossy black hair, his luminous dark blue eyes, and the passionate
tenderness she sensed behind the aloofness of his professional manner. But she
heard what he said distinctly and remembered it perfectly for all this. She never
forgot anything Ward said to her. In all the world there was no music like his voice.

“This is her regular medicine,” said the doctor. “Give her four of these tablets
every three hours. This,” he held out another smaller bottle, “is only to be used if she
has one of those restless attacks at night and cannot sleep. Give her one of these
tablets—on no account more than one—every four hours if necessary. Two would
be dangerous—three fatal. I’ll set the bottle up on this little shelf by itself.”

It was Christine’s turn to sit up that night. Nurse Ransome repeated the caution



about the tablets before she went to her room. Christine listened with a slightly
mutinous, insolent expression; there was no need of Nurse Ransome’s reminders.
She had not forgotten what Ward had said; she was not a child. She sent a glance of
pettish dislike after the spare figure of the nurse. She felt that Nurse Ransome
insinuated doubts to the doctor as to her fitness for waiting on Agatha; it was agony
to think he might have or acquire a poor opinion of her in this respect. Christine was
vain and abnormally proud; she could not bear to be looked down upon by anybody
for any reason. She hated Nurse Ransome because she felt that Nurse Ransome
looked down upon her. Christine would have gone to the stake in olden days, not for
her religion, but for dread of the contempt she would incur from her co-religionists if
she proved too weak for the test of martyrdom. The most acute suffering of her
childhood had been endured when a schoolmate had publicly taunted her with a
distant cousin of the Norths who had been sent to prison for forgery. She never
forgot the shame and humiliation and torture of that day.

Agatha was very restless that night. At the best of times she was liable to
sleeplessness—strangely so for her type. At ten o’clock Christine gave her one of
the tablets and at two another. She was very careful to set the bottle back on the
bookshelf. She was afraid of it. She hoped Agatha would not need it again.

When a week had passed Agatha was feeling so well that she wanted to be
allowed to sit up. Dr. Lennox would not permit it. He told her her heart was not yet
fit for any exertion. “You must lie here for another week yet. Then I may let you sit
up for a few minutes every day.”

“You tyrant!” she said, smiling up at him. “He is a tyrant, isn’t he, Christine? My
heart isn’t going to kill me. My grandmother had the same kind of a heart and she
lived for ninety-five years. I’m going to live for ninety-five years—and enjoy every
minute of them, and do a thousand things I want to do.”

She laughed up at him and Christine. Dr. Lennox laughed back—dimples came
out in his cheeks when he laughed—said good-night, and went out of the room.

Christine put the green shade over the light, and sat down by the window. It was
her night to watch again, but the night vigils by now were little more than matters of
form. Agatha had never required the sleeping tablets since that first night. She slept
soundly, seldom waking until dawn. The sinister little bottle had never been taken
down from the bookshelf.

Christine at the window began to dream, looking out into the chilly moonlit night
of October. She was beginning to wish acutely that Agatha were quite well. She was
getting tired of the sick room, tired of the monotonous existence which Agatha’s
illness had necessitated. She wanted to get back to her gay round of social doings



again, the dances, the teas, the dinners, all the diversions of the little town. She
wanted to wear her pretty dresses and jewels again—Christine loved jewels. Agatha
had given her a string of tiny real pearls and a glittering Spanish hair comb for her last
birthday. She had never had a chance to wear them yet. She wanted to flood
“Whiteflowers” with music again. Next to her love for Ward, music was Christine’s
most intense passion, and she had not touched her piano since Agatha became ill.
She wanted to get off for a weekend at Jen Keefe’s Muskoka lodge for the deer-
shooting. She knew Agatha wouldn’t want her to go, but she meant to go for all that.
It was nothing but sheer envy that made people talk about Mrs. Keefe and her set.
There was nothing wrong with them; they were gay and up-to-date and not
hidebound by silly old conventions.

Then she let herself think of Ward Lennox—gave herself up to a vivid dream of
their life together. She forgot her surroundings totally until she was recalled to them
by a realization that Agatha was moving uneasily on her pillows.

Christine went to the bed. “Do you want anything?”
“I think I must have one of those tablets,” said Agatha. “My restlessness has just

returned—I thought perhaps it wouldn’t—I’ve been doing so well lately. But for half
an hour now I’ve just wanted to toss and scream.”

Christine went over to the table, took down the bottle and returned with a tablet.
She moved a little absently, for she was still partially in her dream of Ward.

After Agatha had taken her tablet she soon fell asleep. It was now eleven
o’clock. Christine went back to the window and dreamed herself into a doze,
leaning back in her big upholstered chair. She did not awaken until Agatha called her.
It was the first time she had slept on guard.

“Would you like another tablet, dear?”
“No. The restlessness is gone. I think I’ll sleep normally now—but since I’m

awake, give me my regular dose. Ugh, when will I ever get square with Ward
Lennox for all those hundreds of detestable little white tablets he’s made me
swallow? But after all they’re preferable to the nauseous tablespoonfuls of liquid his
father used to inflict on me.”

Christine went over to the table rather stupidly. She yawned—she was not
wholly awake yet. The clock in the parlour below was striking three. She counted
the strokes absently as she took out the four tablets. Agatha sat up in bed to wash
them down with a sip of water from the glass Christine held to her lips. She had been
warned not to do this and now she slipped back with a sigh.

“I’m weaker than I thought I was.”
“Is there anything else you’d like?” Christine asked, smothering another yawn.



“No, no, dear. I’m all right. It’s only that I rather feel as if I were a dish of jelly
and would all fall apart if violently jarred,” said Agatha. “Go back to your chair and
rest all you can. Sitting up like this is too hard on you—you’re not strong. But you
won’t have to sit up many more nights. How glad I’ll be when I’m well again. It will
be so nice to keep my house again—and read my books—and eat just what I want
—and be finally rid of that respectable female, Miss Ransome.”

Christine went back, but she was thoroughly wakened up now and did not want
to sleep. Agatha was soon asleep again. Moving softly, Christine turned on the light
by the dressing table, screened it from the sick bed, and sat down before the mirror.
Taking the pins out of the masses of her rich glossy black hair she began to
experiment with various ways of hairdressing. Christine loved to do this. She was
very proud and fond of her beautiful hair, and was in the habit of spending hours at
her glass, sleeking and brushing it. After several experiments she got it up in a new
way she liked exceedingly. She would wear it like that to Jen Keefe’s next dance—
with her Spanish comb in it. She slipped across the hall to her own room, and
returned with the comb, and put it in her hair. How pretty she was! She leaned her
elbows on the table, cupped her chin in her hands, and studied her reflected face
earnestly. How very white her skin was! What a delicate bloom was on her round
modelled cheeks. How golden-brown her eyes were behind their long black lashes;
her forehead was rather high, but this new way of doing her hair banished that
defect. Her neck and arms were lovely. She was the prettiest girl in Harrowsdene,
there was no doubt of that. And the happiest. And she would be happier yet—when
she married Ward. Oh, she was going to have a splendid, joyous life—ever so much
gayer than life at “Whiteflowers” had been. Though Agatha was a darling, she did
not care much for social doings. But as young Mrs. Ward Lennox, she could do as
she liked. Ward adored her—he would give her her own way in everything. No
“settling down” for her into any poky routine of married life, looking after babies and
pantry supplies. No, indeed—not for years to come. She hated children anyhow,
children and housework. She was young and beautiful: she would grasp at all youth
and beauty could give her. For years to come she would know the joy of pleasing
the eyes of men.

She would entertain: Harrowsdene should have its eyes opened. And she would
never give up Jennie. Ward didn’t like her, she knew, but he would get over that. He
would have to get over his strict old-fashioned notions about things. She loved
Jennie; Jennie was a dear thing, so gay and good-hearted. Of course, she wasn’t an
old Calvinistic prude like most of the Harrowsdene women—like all of them, except
Agatha. She believed in living and letting live. So did Christine.



“I’m—going—to—do—exactly—as—I—please,” she nodded with every word
at the radiant face in the glass. “I’m—going—to—have—a—splendid—time.”

She touched her lovely shoulders admiringly.
“How sorry I am for ugly women,” she said. “What can they have to live for?

But, of course, there must be some to do the stupid drudgery of life. We who are
beautiful should be exempt from all that. It is just enough that we are beautiful.”

She laughed softly again, softly, triumphantly, insolently, defiant of fate—the last
laughter of her youth.

It was dawn now. Agatha still slept. Christine turned off the mirror light and went
to the open window. The grounds of “Whiteflowers” were very lovely in the faint,
pearly lustre. The wind was whistling rather eerily in the dead reeds of the little
swampy hollow behind “Whiteflowers,” but the sky was exquisite, with white clouds
floating across it.

It was going to be a fine day. Christine was glad. She hated dull stormy days.
She would go to see Jen in the afternoon. She hadn’t been anywhere since Agatha
took ill. But there was no need to mew herself up any longer.

She turned and went over to the bed. Agatha was lying on the pillows, her face
turned to the grey light. Something about it sent a strange, horrible dart of vague
dismay to Christine’s heart. She bent once and touched Agatha’s cheek. Christine
had never touched a dead person’s cheek before—but she knew—she knew.

A shriek of terror broke from her lips. Nurse Ransome, who had just been
coming across the hall, rushed through the doorway, followed by old Jean, the
house-keeper, who had been on her way downstairs. Nurse Ransome saw at a
glance what had happened, but she went promptly to work with all proper attempts
at revival. Jean was dispatched downstairs to telephone for the doctor. White,
shaking, useless, Christine was told to open the other window.

Christine went uncertainly toward the window. On her way she passed the table
where the medicine bottle stood. Suddenly she stopped, looking at it. The bottle of
sleeping tablets was on it. It had not been put up in its place at eleven o’clock. The
bottle of regular tablets was back in the corner, half hidden by the window curtain,
just as it had been at eleven o’clock.

What had she given to Agatha at three o’clock?
A hideous conviction suddenly took possession of her mind. She remembered—

as if the whole incident rose out of subliminal depths into consciousness—she
remembered feeling the raised letters of the poison bottle in her fingers as she
counted out the four tablets. The regular medicine bottle was smooth. Her conscious
mind, dulled by sleep, had not been aware of what she was doing—had retained no



memory of it. But she knew what she had done. At eleven o’clock, her thoughts still
tangled in the cobweb meshes of her voluptuous dreaming, she had forgotten to put
the sleeping tablets safely back on the shelf. At three o’clock she had picked up the
bottle and given Agatha four tablets from it. Four—and three were fatal!

A sensation of deadly cold went over her from head to foot—then nausea,
horrible, beyond expression. She fought it off, and, blindly obeying the dictates of an
impulse that had no connection with reason but rushed furiously up from the deeps of
being, she caught the poison bottle in her icy hand and set it on the shelf, with one
wild, terrified look back at Nurse Ransome. Nurse Ransome had not seen; she was
busy with what had been Agatha.

Christine felt herself falling—falling—falling—into unimagined, unimaginable
depths of horror. She slid down to the floor by the table, unconscious.

Agatha North’s death, coming when everyone had supposed she was beyond all
danger, shocked Harrowsdene to its centre. She had died in her sleep from heart
failure, Dr. Lennox said. He had known it was possible, but, as she herself had said,
her grandmother had lived to old age with just the same kind of a heart, so he had
not been much afraid of it. There was no doubt—no suspicion. Everybody was very
sorry for Christine who seemed, it was said—for but few people saw her—to be
dazed by the blow.

When Christine had recovered consciousness in her own room, Dr. Lennox and
Nurse Ransome had tried to keep her there, but she broke away from them with
unnatural strength and ran wildly to Agatha’s room. Nurse Ransome was quite
disgusted with her entire lack of self-control. She had screamed—laughed—
implored Agatha to speak to her—look at her. Agatha had always answered her
when she called before. Now she did not even open her eyes—her beautiful, large-
lidded eyes. Christine had wrung her hands and torn her hair. Mingled with all her
horror and agony was incredulity. This thing could not have happened. Agatha could
not be dead—it was absurd—impossible. Why didn’t they do something?

“Everything has been done—everything,” said Ward Lennox compassionately.
Even he did not like this frenzy of Christine’s. But she was very young and this was
her first sorrow. Agatha had been everything to her, mother, sister, comrade.

Under all Christine’s agony was a horror of the discovery of what she had done,
and a mad, unreasoning determination that it must not be discovered. She fainted
again when she was forced to accept the fact that Agatha was dead; when she
recovered she was calm, spent, quiet. She learned that Ward thought Agatha had
died of heart failure; no one seemed to have the slightest inkling of the truth. Nurse



Ransome questioned her concerning the events of the night, sharply enough, with a
shrewish glint in her eyes, as was her way, but evidently without suspicion. Christine
told her tale unhesitatingly, looking straight into Nurse Ransome’s eyes as she told it.
She was glad it was Nurse Ransome and not Ward Lennox who asked her. She
could not, she thought, have told that story unshrinkingly to him.

Agatha had been very restless at eleven—she had given her one sleeping tablet
and she had slept until three. Then she had asked for her usual medicine.

“I gave it to her,” said Christine unquailingly, “and then she went to sleep again.”
“Was there anything unusual about her?” asked Nurse Ransome. “Did she

complain of anything?”
“I noticed nothing unusual.” Christine’s voice was steady and even. “She spoke

of feeling her weakness—and she raised herself up to take her tablets before I could
prevent her.”

Nurse Ransome nodded.
“The exertion may have affected her heart a little. She must have died soon after

three o’clock, Dr. Lennox says. It is strange you never noticed anything before
morning.”

“I was sitting over by the window—I never heard the slightest sound from her. I
thought she was asleep.”

“Did you doze off?” Nurse Ransome was a little contemptuous.
“No, I was wide awake all the time,” said Christine deliberately.
She was tearless now, tearless, cunning, and terrified to the bottom of her soul.

She shut herself up in her room when Nurse Ransome had gone and walked the
floor.

No one must ever know. She would not confess. It could do Agatha no good
now. And what harm might it not do to herself? She was wholly ignorant of what
was or might be done in such cases and in her ignorance imagined the worst. They
might not believe her—not now, at all events, after those instinctive lies of terror—
they might think she had done it on purpose, that she might the sooner fall heir to
Agatha’s money. Sent to prison—tried—she, Christine North, on whom the winds
of heaven had not dared to blow too roughly. And even at the best—even if they
believed her—even if nothing could or would be done to her—what shame, what
humiliation, what outrage to her pride! To have it known that she had poisoned
Agatha, her virtual mother, through sheer carelessness, to be always pointed out as
one who had been capable of such a deed, no, no, she could never face such a thing
—never. Anything, any fate, would be better than that. And she knew what her fate
must be. She could never marry Ward Lennox now. Confessed or unconfessed, this



thing must always stand between them. But just now in her guilt and dismay and
dread, this seemed of little moment. The soul can entertain but one overmastering
passion at a time.

She stood before her mirror and looked at her changed face, her white, haggard
face with its horror-filled eyes. It was as if in one hour she had passed from youth to
middle age.

“I will not tell—it must never be known,” she whispered, clenching her hands.
Her dread, and the unscrupulous determination caused by it, carried her through

the funeral. People talked of her unnatural composure and her marble-white face.
They pitied her, knowing what she had lost in Agatha. But in the back of their minds
was the thought that she was a rich woman now, the mistress and owner of
“Whiteflowers,” and in due time would be wife of Ward Lennox. Back of this again
was a thought, or rather a feeling, that giddy, shallow Christine was not worthy of
such good fortune.

“She didn’t shed a tear—too proud to cry before folks, North-like,” said old
Aunt Hetty Lawson. “She doesn’t become her black. You’ll see, she won’t wear it
longer than she has to. She’ll make Agatha’s money fly. Well, well, Harrowsdene will
miss Agatha North. There aren’t many women in the world like her.”

Christine never forgot the agony of that hour. She had to sit still among the
mourners. She had to look once more on Agatha’s dead face—Agatha’s lovely,
placid face—and know that she had killed her, had cut her off in her gracious,
beloved, useful prime. Agatha, who had loved her so entirely and whom she had
loved so deeply in return. She had to endure the consolations of people who would
despise and condemn her ruthlessly if they knew the truth. At moments it seemed to
Christine that they must know it—that her horrible inward sense of guilt and remorse
must be branded on her face for all to see. Her own realization of what she had done
was so intense and vivid that it seemed as if it must radiate from her to the minds of
all around her. Yet she sat on like a white statue, as motionless, as seemingly calm as
the dead woman herself.

It was over; Agatha’s beautiful soul, full of fancy and charm and love, had gone
to its own place; her ripe, beautiful body was buried in Harrowsdene cemetery and
covered speedily with a loose drift of autumn leaves. And Christine shut herself up at
“Whiteflowers” alone, refusing to see anyone, even Ward Lennox.

Her dread of being found out was almost gone. Agatha was buried. Since there
had been no suspicion before, there would be none now. She was safe. But now that
terror was over, another emotion rose up and possessed her soul, horror of herself,
passionate, unappeasable remorse. By sheer carelessness she had killed Agatha; she



had preened and exulted before her mirror while Agatha was lying dead behind her
—Agatha who wanted so much to live. She must atone for it, she must atone for it
by lifelong penance. Sitting alone in her room, listening to the heavy rain that she
knew was streaming down on Agatha’s unprotected grave, she made her enduring
vow.

“I have robbed her of life. I will not have life myself,” said Christine.

At first people thought the change in Christine was merely the result of grief and
trouble. It would soon wear off, they said. But it did not; then they began to talk and
wonder and whisper again. They talked and wondered and whispered until they
were tired of talking and wondering and whispering and lapsed into acceptance of a
threadbare fact.

Christine cared nothing for their talking and wondering and whispering. She was
bent only on atonement—bent on dulling the sting of remorse to a bearable degree
by increasing penance. Within a month of Agatha’s death she had organized her
existence on the lines it was henceforth to follow, and nothing—entreaty, advice,
blame—ever availed to move her one jot from her elected path, until people gave up
blaming, entreating, advising; left her alone, and practically forgot her. Nobody could
ever have believed that, much as Christine was known to have loved Agatha, her
sorrow could have had such a lasting and revolutionary effect on her. But since it
was undeniably so, they accepted it, concluding that Christine’s mind had been
affected by the shock of Agatha’s death. After all, there had always been a strain of
eccentricity in the Norths. Agatha herself had been eccentric in her very philosophy
of living—so gay and tolerant and vivid at the years when other women had grown
sober and hidebound and drab with the stress of existence.

Christine, with her own hands, put away all the things Agatha would never wear
or use more, pretty things all of them, for Agatha had loved pretty things. She hung
Agatha’s picture in the room where Agatha had died, that she might not see it, and
locked the door. But she took the brown bottle of sleeping tablets and set it on her
own dressing table before her mirror, on the dressing table from which had been
banished all the little implements of beauty she had been wont to use assiduously.
She had no longer any use for them, but every night and every morning as she
brushed her thick black hair straightly and unbecomingly off her face to its prim coil
behind, she looked at the deadly reminder of her deed.

Ward Lennox respected her grief and desire for solitude as long as he could bear
it. Then he went to her, told her his love, and asked her to marry him. Christine
coldly refused. He was thunderstruck; he had been sure Christine loved him. Had he



not seen her eyes change at sight of him, the revealing colour rise in her lovely face?
Yet now she looked unblushingly at him and told him she could never marry him. He
did not give up easily; he urged, entreated, reproached. Christine listened and said
nothing.

“Don’t you love me?” he asked.
“No,” she said, with her eyes cast down.
Ward did not believe her. He went away at last, intending to return soon. But

when he went back he rang the bell at “Whiteflowers” unavailingly; and no answer
came to his letters. He tried at intervals for a year to see Christine; then he gave up,
convinced that she did not care for him, never had cared. What he had mistaken for
love had only been the coquettish allurement of a wild girl, who had been sobered by
trouble into a realization that she should not so play with the great passion of life.

Christine loved him as she had always done. For one mad moment she was
tempted to confess all and throw herself on his mercy. Surely if he loved her as he
said he did he would overlook and forgive. But then, to feel always humiliated before
him in his knowledge of her indefensible carelessness; she could not bear the
thought. This one master dread held back the words. Without it she would not have
been strong enough to put away love from her, even for atonement. All other joys
she could sacrifice to her craving for remorse. But not this. If it had not been for the
pride that could not brook the thought of shame she would have fallen at his feet and
gasped out the truth. But that pride sealed her lips forever.

She put all her old friends out of her life. Most of them had been of the Keefe
set. When Mrs. Keefe came to “Whiteflowers” old Jean Stewart told her
ungraciously that Christine would not see her. Mrs. Keefe went away insulted and
never made any further attempt to renew her intimacy with Christine. When, two
years later, the scandal of the Keefe divorce case, with all its unsavoury details in the
matter of a certain Muskoka house party, burst upon Harrowsdene, people said
significantly that it was well Christine North was not mixed up in that. But by this
time Harrowsdene had accepted and almost forgotten the new Christine.

Old Jean Stewart died three years after Agatha’s death, and thenceforth
Christine lived alone, keeping the big house herself in the immaculate fashion that
Agatha had loved. She had always hated housework. She did it all now, down to the
very scrubbing and stove-blacking, taking a fierce satisfaction in these hated tasks,
glad when her beautiful white hands, on which never a jewel shone, grew rough and
hardened. She had to have help outside, to keep the grounds as Agatha had liked
them. For this purpose she employed half-witted old Dormy Woods, who pottered
about all the lawns of Harrowsdene and liked to insinuate that he knew dark secrets



about everybody. Sometimes the queer remarks he occasionally let fall gave
Christine a start of dread; when he looked at her with his horrible filmy eyes and said
leeringly, “I could tell strange tales o’ some folks,” she grew cold to her very heart.
Was it possible he knew and guessed her secret? No, it was not possible. But she
was always uneasy in his presence, and it was for that very reason she employed
him. It was part of her penance. Perhaps, too, old Dormy told her bits of unsolicited
news now and then.

She gave largely and secretly to the charities that Agatha had always supported,
but she never spent an unnecessary cent. When people called her miserly she said
bitterly to herself, “That is better than being called a murderess.” She never wore
anything but severe black. She never went anywhere save to the stores, where she
did her economical buying, and to church. Every Sunday she sat alone in the old
North pew, reading her Bible until the service began, never lifting her eyes. She did
this because she detested reading the Bible. For the same reason she read a chapter
in it every night and every morning. One month, eight years after Agatha’s death, she
suffered from a slight but uncomfortable affection of the eyes that was epidemic in
Harrowsdene, and could not read at all. Then she discovered that she missed her
Bible, that she had come to enjoy it. From that time she never opened her Bible
again. Yet she had read through it so often that it had become part of her, its
philosophy, its poetry, its drama, its ageless, incredible wisdom, of earth and of spirit,
its unexampled range of colourful human nature were hers inalienably, permeating her
soul and intellect.

Her reading was all heavy and serious now. She never looked at one of the
sentimental romances she had once revelled in. Now she read only the old histories
and biographies and poems in the old North bookcases. This filled part of the time
left over from her meticulous housekeeping; the rest she passed in knitting and
sewing, making garments which she secretly sent to the poor of the nearest city.

She never touched her piano after Agatha’s death; no one ever heard her sing
again. She never spoke to anyone beyond a grave Good Day, and when people
talked to her or strove to hold her in conversation she answered with brief gravity
and went her way—she who had once been such a chatterbox. She had put all
companionship out of her life. She would not even have a cat or dog at
“Whiteflowers.” She kept the flowers that Agatha had loved in her garden, but she
never touched one. Moonlight was still a fair thing, but she would not look at it. She
would not accept any enjoyment, and she never for one waking moment forgot that
she had killed Agatha. The passing of years never dulled or dimmed the realization.
Sometimes she dreamed that people knew of it and looked on her with horror and



contempt. She would wake up with perspiration on her forehead and breathe a
word of passionate relief that it was only a dream.

She did not wholly succeed in banishing all passion from her life. When old
Dormy told her that he’d heard Dr. Lennox was going to marry Florence King, the
high school teacher, she felt a sudden savage thrill of jealousy.

“Surely he will never marry that stiff, pedantic creature,” she thought. Yet she
knew Miss King was handsome and clever, and Dormy reported Harrowsdene as
approving the match. That night Christine looked from her window through the gap
in the pines to the light that burned in a house across the river. She knew the light
was in Ward Lennox’s office, and she kept an ugly vigil with pain and longing. But by
dawn she had conquered it. Ward Lennox might marry Florence King. It was naught
to her. She had put all that behind her.

But Dr. Lennox did not marry Florence King; he did not marry anyone, though
gossip linked his name with this or that for many years before it accepted the fact
that Dr. Lennox meant to remain a bachelor. He was a busy, friendly man, with a
large practice; everybody liked him and trusted him. People got well of serious
illnesses just because they believed in him. His personality cured more patients than
his medicine. He was no hermit. He went freely into society and enjoyed life. He and
Christine never met. At long intervals they passed each other on the street. He would
bow courteously and Christine coldly; that was all. People had forgotten that it had
ever been supposed they would marry.

After this fashion fourteen years passed. Christine was thirty-four years old—if
anybody had thought about her age. Nobody did. Her own generation were all
married and gone. To the younger she was what she had always seemed—a grave,
stately, middle-aged eccentric woman, considered miserly, living her strange
secluded life at old-fashioned “Whiteflowers.” She was always pale, darkly and
plainly dressed; yet there was a haunting, tragic charm about her that made the
younger beauties seem cheap and common beside her. Christine never thought about
her appearance save when, looking into her unshaded mirror over the brown bottle
on the table, she saw the lines on her face and the slight hollows in the cheeks that
had once been so round and delicately hued, and had a momentary impression that
she was old and faded—much more so than her contemporaries. But that was part
of her atonement. She had given up her beauty when she gave up love and life’s
fulfillment.

Her atonement was becoming easier—too easy, she thought. She had ceased to
have wild longings of the things she had put away from her. She had ceased to



dream of Ward—ceased to desire feverishly to fling open her silent piano and plunge
her fingers into music. She was beginning to like her housework, her reading, even
her sewing and knitting. When she realized this, she felt all the old sting of her guilt
and remorse. She must not be happy. What could she do to make herself miserable?

The thought came to her that she would adopt a child. Nothing could be more
distasteful to her. She had always disliked children. Most of all she disliked ugly
children. She went to the orphan asylum in the city and brought home its ugliest
inmate—a boy of eight, with a pitiful little face scarred by some inhuman attack of a
drunken father. His name was Jacky Brent and he was a timid, silent little fellow—
the very type which made Christine feel most uncomfortable. But she revelled in her
discomfort and in all the annoyances which the care and upbringing of this child
brought into her methodical existence. She left nothing undone that could contribute
to his comfort and welfare. She studied dietetic tables and child welfare magazines,
and vexed her soul with balanced meals and tables of weights. She helped him with
his lessons; she invited his schoolmates to “Whiteflowers” to make it lively for him
and watched over their games and their manners, and got up appropriate lunches for
them. She got a dog for him and forced herself to tolerate muddy paw tracks; she
played halma and dominoes with him—even ball in the backyard because she
abhorred it. She helped him with his lessons, even, she remembered, as Agatha had
once helped her. She helped him build a playhouse and picnicked with him in it. She
forced herself to talk to him. She had lived so long with silence that she found it
difficult to talk, and more difficult still to talk to a child. But she persevered, and
eventually, as they gradually built up a little store of common interests, she found it
easier and easier. Jacky learned to talk too, as his timidity wore off somewhat, and
sometimes his quaint, unexpected remarks prompted in Christine a desire for
laughter to which she had long been a stranger. She never let herself laugh. She did
not even smile, but momentarily the eyes of her girlhood returned to her.

In spite of his delicacy of appearance Jacky was a healthy child, but one night,
when he had been at “Whiteflowers” nearly a year, he was suddenly taken violently
ill. Christine telephoned wildly for old Dr. Abbott. Dr. Abbott was away; there was
nothing to do but send for Ward Lennox. Ward Lennox crossed the threshold of
“Whiteflowers” for the first time in fifteen years. He was cool, impersonal,
professional; Christine was so upset about Jacky that she could think of nothing else.
They met and talked like casual acquaintances.

Ward Lennox told her that Jacky had appendicitis and that an operation was
imperative. No time must be lost. At dawn a trained nurse was in charge of the case,
and the specialist from the city had come. Christine locked herself in her room and



paced the floor until the operation was over. Then they told her that the abscess had
broken before the operation and that Jacky’s condition was very critical. Christine
went back to her room.

She did not pray. She had never prayed since Agatha’s death—she had never
dared to. Always in the back of her mind was the feeling that she must not pray
without confession—and she could not confess. She did not pray now; she looked
at her drawn, anguished face in her glass and for the first time she was unconscious
of the little brown bottle under it.

Jacky might die, and she loved Jacky!
“I cannot live without him,” she said, wringing her hands. “I cannot.”
She remembered with a stab of horrible compunction that she had rebuked him

sharply the day before for something he had said. She recalled his grieved look, the
look that always came into his poor little face when he displeased her. He had
always tried so hard to please her. That very night before he went to bed, when he
had seemed so tired and dull, he had faithfully hung his clothes up and set his shoes
straight, and put all his little treasures tidily away in his box, as her rigid rules
required. Christine went and looked at them, his little tops and nails and balls and
engines, his new jack-knife and the old broken one he still loved because it had been
his only prized possession in the asylum, his tin pail and spade, and the dancing
monkey which had delighted him so. If Jacky died . . .

Jacky did not die. He recovered. And when he was well again Christine sat
down in her room on the first day he went back to school and took stock of her
emotions.

She had taken Jacky for a penance. He had ceased to be a penance; he had
become her delight. She loved him with all the intensity of her passionate nature. She
could not give him up—she could not. Such a sacrifice she could not make. She had
once given her lover up in the surge of a new horror and remorse. But that surge had
spent itself. She could not give Jacky up now; neither could she keep him with her
guilty secret. One must be surrendered. She must make her choice.

When Jacky came from school, running through the hall calling gaily for “Aunty,”
who had mothered and petted and spoiled him all through his convalescence, her
choice was made. She got Jacky his supper, helped him with his lessons and put him
to bed, reconciling him to its unusual earliness by the promise of a treat on the
morrow. Then she went out, bareheaded, into the autumn dusk—not realizing that
she was bareheaded.

She had thought it all over. The tale must be told. She did not know what the
result might be. Probably at this lapse of time nothing would be done to her. People



would believe that it was merely carelessness and content themselves with gossip
and wonder and condemnation. Christine’s pride still cringed at thought of it. It
would be horrible, horrible to open up the old wound, horrible to have her long-
hidden secret proclaimed to her world. But it must be.

To whom could she tell it? Nurse Ransome had died five years ago. Ward
Lennox? Yes, it should be to him. Her punishment must be as severe as it could
possibly be. She would go and confess to him.

She walked steadily along the street. The world about her seemed weird and
purple and shadowy, with great cold clouds piling up above a sharp yellow eastern
sky.

Christine felt that it was in keeping with her terrible errand; when she passed a
house through whose open windows came the sound of music and laughter and
dancing, she shuddered. Tomorrow these people would be talking of her—of her,
Christine North, who had poisoned Agatha. And yet they were dancing tonight as if
there were no such things in the world as horrible carelessness and never-dying
remorse and public shame. She struck her hands together in her misery but she went
on.

Ward Lennox was sitting on his verandah when Christine came up the walk in
the pale moonshine that was beginning to silver the October dusk. His amazement
could not have been much greater if Agatha North herself had come up the walk—it
almost made him speechless. But he contrived to murmur a few conventional words
and asked Christine to come in.

“I would rather stay out here,” said Christine, who felt that what she had come
to say could not be said in a lighted room.

She sat down in the chair he drew forward for her. The light streaming out
through the window of the room behind her made a primrose nimbus around her
shapely head. In the dim light she looked very beautiful, a majestic creature with that
subtly knowing, deep-eyed white face of hers in its frame of flat dark hair. The lovely
line of cheek and throat rose above her black collar. Ward Lennox suddenly
remembered the time he had dared to kiss that white throat—the only time he had
ever kissed her. It seemed to him that he could almost hear her little, deprecating
laugh as she escaped him. Surely it had been the laugh of a woman who loved the
man who kissed her. No coquette could have laughed just like that.

Christine looked straight at him, sensing the vast reserve of strength that underlay
his external courtesy and gaiety and charm. How strong he was! And she—she had
been so weak and cowardly!

“I have come to tell you something,” she said.



“Yes,” he said gently.
Christine waited a moment. She must find very plain, direct words. Her hands,

she found, were clammy and her mouth was dry.
“I killed Agatha fifteen years ago. I didn’t mean to—but I killed her.”
“Christine!”
It gave her a strange shock to hear her name again. It was so long since she had

heard it. For years she had been Miss North to everyone. Even to Jacky she was
only “Aunty.” Under the shock she was also conscious of an enormous relief, as if
some horrible darkness or weight had been suddenly lifted from her soul.

She hurried on, rather incoherently now.
“I gave her four of the sleeping tablets by mistake, through carelessness. My

thoughts were wool-gathering. I hadn’t put the tablets back in the right place when I
gave her one at eleven—and I fell asleep—and was stupid when I went to give her
the regular medicine—and then I—I—played with my hair at the glass for hours, and
she was dead—I never knew it. And I could not confess. I knew I ought to—but I
was afraid to. I thought they might put me in prison, or always point the finger of
scorn at me. I couldn’t face it, so I lied. But I am telling the truth now, and I’ve done
penance—oh, I’ve done penance. But I can’t give Jacky up—so I’m telling it all
now. Oh, whatever they do to me, don’t let them take Jacky from me.”

Ward Lennox was moved profoundly. Everything was clear to him now and, oh,
the pity of it! For it had all been so unnecessary.

“Christine,” he said slowly. “You did not kill Agatha. The tablets you gave her
were quite harmless.”

Christine looked up, dazed, incredulous.
“The day before Agatha died Nurse Ransome told me that she did not think the

sleeping tablets would be needed again and I took them away, wanting them for
another patient, as my supply had run low. I left in their place a bottle of tablets to be
used if Agatha had any return of certain annoying digestive symptoms. They were
harmless—the whole bottleful wouldn’t have hurt her. I remember it all distinctly.
Nurse Ransome should have told you. I suppose she forgot. Agatha died of heart
failure—there is absolutely no doubt of that. Oh, Christine, my poor darling, and this
was why—if you had trusted me . . .”

“If” indeed! Christine was struggling with a whirlpool of emotion in which a still
half-incredulous joy was uppermost. She had not killed Agatha—there was no
blood on her hands—that was the only fact she could grasp clearly now. Later on
would come bitter regret, for her folly and cowardice, for the lost, wasted years, for
everything she had thrown away in insensate sacrifice to her pride and her vain



hunger for atonement. Later yet again would come a wistful realization that, after all,
the years had not been wasted. Vanity, selfishness, frivolity had been stripped from
her soul as a garment. Strength, fineness, reserve, dignity, all she had lacked had
been given unto her in those years of penance; even physically they had not been
barren. In her regular, simple life the delicacy of her girlhood had vanished. She had
become a perfectly healthy woman. All this had been bought with a great price, but
she could never have purchased it in a cheaper market.

She stood up . . . and swayed unsteadily.
“I must go home—think this out. I can’t—no, no, you must not come with me—

I must be alone.”
“Christine!” His voice was a sharp protest. “You are not going to shut me out of

your life again—I love you. I’ve always loved you—we must . . .”
“Not yet—not yet,” she besought him feverishly, pushing him away from her.
He stepped back and let her pass. He had waited long—he could wait a little

longer.
Christine went blindly home to “Whiteflowers.” She went to Agatha’s room and

knelt by Agatha’s bed. For the first time in fifteen years she prayed—a prayer of
thankfulness and humility. For the rest of the night she sat at Agatha’s window
looking out into the moonlit beauty of “Whiteflowers,” or walked about the dim
haunted room in a mingled intoxication of joy and regret. Under all the turmoil of her
mind she felt curiously young again—as if life had suddenly folded back many of its
pages. Through the gap in the pines she saw Ward’s light in the house across the
river. For the first time since Agatha’s death she let herself think about him. A door
of life she had thought shut forever seemed slowly opening before her.
 
[The end of The Price by L. M. (Lucy Maud) Montgomery]


