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At the close of an April day, chilly and wet, the traveller came to a country town. In
the Cotswolds, though the towns are small and sweet and the inns snug, the general
habit of the land is bleak and bare. He had newly come upon upland roads so void
of human affairs, so lonely, that they might have been made for some forgotten uses
by departed men, and left to the unwitting passage of such strangers as himself. Even
the unending walls, built of old rough laminated rock, that detailed the far-spreading
fields, had grown very old again in their courses; there were dabs of darkness,
buttons of moss, and fossils on every stone. He had passed a few neighbourhoods,
sometimes at the crook of a stream, or at the cross of debouching roads, where old
habitations, their gangrenated thatch riddled with bird holes, had not been so much
erected as just spattered about the places. Beyond these signs an odd lark or
blackbird, the ruckle of partridges, or the nifty gallop of a hare, had been the only
mitigation of the living loneliness that was almost as profound by day as by night.
But the traveller had a care for such times and places.

There are men who love to gaze with the mind at things that can never be seen, feel
at least the throb of a beauty that will never be known, and hear over immense bleak
reaches the echo of that which is not celestial music, but only their own hearts’ vain
cries; and though his garments clung to him like clay it was with deliberate questing
step that the traveller trod the single street of the town, and at last entered the inn,
shuffling his shoes in the doorway for a moment and striking the raindrops from his
hat. Then he turned into a small smoking-room. Leather-lined benches, much worn,
were fixed to the wall under the window and in other odd corners and nooks behind
mahogany tables. One wall was furnished with all the congenial gear of a bar, but
without any intervening counter. Opposite a bright fire was burning, and a neatly-
dressed young woman sat before it in a Windsor chair, staring at the flames. There
was no other inmate of the room, and as he entered the girl rose up and greeted him.
He found that he could be accommodated for the night, and in a few moments his
hat and scarf were removed and placed inside the fender, his wet overcoat was taken
to the kitchen, the landlord, an old fellow, was lending him a roomy pair of slippers,
and a maid was setting supper in an adjoining room.
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He sat while this was doing and talked to the barmaid. She had a beautiful, but rather
mournful, face as it was lit by the firelight, and when her glance was turned away
from it her eyes had a piercing brightness. Friendly and well-spoken as she was, the
melancholy in her aspect was noticeable—perhaps it was the dim room, or the wet
day, or the long hours ministering a multitude of cocktails to thirsty gallantry.

When he went to his supper he found cheering food and drink, with pleasant
garniture of silver and mahogany. There were no other visitors, he was to be alone;
blinds were drawn, lamps lit, and the fire at his back was comforting. So he sat long
about his meal until a white-faced maid came to clear the table, discoursing to him
of country things as she busied about the room. It was a long narrow room, with a
sideboard and the door at one end and the fireplace at the other. A bookshelf, almost
devoid of books, contained a number of plates; the long wall that faced the windows
was almost destitute of pictures, but there were hung upon it, for some inscrutable
but doubtless sufficient reason, many dish-covers, solidly shaped, of the kind held
in such mysterious regard and known as “willow pattern”; one was even hung upon
the face of a map. Two musty prints were mixed with them, presentments of horses
having a stilted, extravagant physique and bestridden by images of inhuman and
incommunicable dignity, clothed in whiskers, coloured jackets, and tight white
breeches.

He took down the books from the shelf, but his interest was speedily exhausted, and
the almanacs, the county directory, and various guide-books were exchanged for
the Cotswold Chronicle. With this, having drawn the deep chair to the hearth, he
whiled away the time. The newspaper amused him with its advertisements of stock
shows, farm auctions, travelling quacks and conjurers, and there was a lengthy
account of the execution of a local felon, one Timothy Bridger, who had murdered
an infant in some shameful circumstances. This dazzling crescendo proved rather
trying to the traveller; he threw down the paper.

The town was all quiet as the hills, and he could hear no sounds in the house. He got
up and went across the hall to the smoke-room. The door was shut, but there was
light within, and he entered. The girl sat there much as he had seen her on his arrival,
still alone, with feet on fender. He shut the door behind him, sat down, and crossing
his legs puffed at his pipe, admired the snug little room and the pretty figure of the
girl, which he could do without embarrassment as her meditative head, slightly
bowed, was turned away from him. He could see something of her, too, in the mirror
at the bar, which repeated also the agreeable contours of bottles of coloured wines
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and rich liqueurs—so entrancing in form and aspect that they seemed destined to
charming histories, even in disuse—and those of familiar outline containing mere
spirits or small beer, for which are reserved the harsher destinies of base oils, horse
medicines, disinfectants, and cold tea. There were coloured glasses for bitter wines,
white glasses for sweet, a tiny leaden sink beneath them, and the four black handles
of the beer engine.

The girl wore a light blouse of silk, a short skirt of black velvet, and a pair of very
thin silk stockings that showed the flesh of instep and shin so plainly that he could
see they were reddened by the warmth of the fire. She had on a pair of dainty cloth
shoes with high heels, but what was wonderful about her was the heap of rich black
hair piled at the back of her head and shadowing the dusky neck. He sat puffing his
pipe and letting the loud tick of the clock fill the quiet room. She did not stir and he
could move no muscle. It was as if he had been willed to come there and wait silently.
That, he felt now, had been his desire all the evening; and here, in her presence, he
was more strangely stirred than by any event he could remember.

In youth he had viewed women as futile pitiable things that grew long hair, wore
stays and garters, and prayed incomprehensible prayers. Viewing them in the stalls
of the theatre from his vantage-point in the gallery, he always disliked the
articulation of their naked shoulders. But still, there was a god in the sky, a god with
flowing hair and exquisite eyes, whose one stride with an ardour grandly rendered
took him across the whole round hemisphere to which his buoyant limbs were bound
like spokes to the eternal rim and axle, his bright hair burning in the pity of the
sunsets and tossing in the anger of the dawns.

Master traveller had indeed come into this room to be with this woman: she as surely
desired him, and for all its accidental occasion it was as if he, walking the ways of
the world, had suddenly come upon ... what so imaginable with all permitted
reverence as, well, just a shrine; and he, admirably humble, bowed the instant head.

Were there no other people within? The clock indicated a few minutes to nine. He
sat on, still as stone, and the woman might have been of wax for all the movement
or sound she made. There was allurement in the air between them; he had forborne
his smoking, the pipe grew cold between his teeth. He waited for a look from her, a
movement to break the trance of silence. No footfall in street or house, no voice in
the inn but the clock beating away as if pronouncing a doom. Suddenly it rasped out
nine large notes, a bell in the town repeated them dolefully, and a cuckoo no further
than the kitchen mocked them with three times three. After that came the weak steps
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of the old landlord along the hall, the slam of doors, the clatter of lock and bolt, and
then the silence returning unendurably upon them.

He arose and stood behind her; he touched the black hair. She made no movement
or sign. He pulled out two or three combs, and dropping them into her lap let the
whole mass tumble about his hands. It had a curious harsh touch in the unravelling,
but was so full and shining; black as a rook’s wings it was. He slid his palms through
it. His fingers searched it and fought with its fine strangeness; into his mind there
travelled a serious thought, stilling his wayward fancy—this was no wayward fancy,
but a rite accomplishing itself! (Run, run, silly man, y’are lost.) But having got so
far he burnt his boats, leaned over, and drew her face back to him. And at that, seizing
his wrists, she gave him back ardour for ardour, pressing his hands to her bosom,
while the kiss was sealed and sealed again. Then she sprang up and picking his hat
and scarf from the fender said:

“I have been drying them for you, but the hat has shrunk a bit, I’m sure—I tried it
on.”

He took them from her and put them behind him; he leaned lightly back upon the
table, holding it with both his hands behind him; he could not speak.

“Aren’t you going to thank me for drying them?” she asked, picking her combs from
the rug and repinning her hair.

“I wonder why we did that?” he asked, shamedly.

“It is what I’m thinking too,” she said.

“You were so beautiful about ... about it, you know.”

She made no rejoinder, but continued to bind her hair, looking brightly at him under
her brows. When she had finished she went close to him.

“Will that do?”

“I’ll take it down again.”

“No, no, the old man or the old woman will be coming in.”

“What of that?” he said, taking her into his arms, “tell me your name.”

She shook her head, but she returned his kisses and stroked his hair and shoulders
with beautifully melting gestures.
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“What is your name, I want to call you by your name?” he said; “I can’t keep calling
you Lovely Woman, Lovely Woman.”

Again she shook her head and was dumb.

“I’ll call you Ruth then, Dusky Ruth, Ruth of the black, beautiful hair.”

“That is a nice-sounding name—I knew a deaf and dumb girl named Ruth; she went
to Nottingham and married an organ-grinder—but I should like it for my name.”

“Then I give it to you.”

“Mine is so ugly.”

“What is it?”

Again the shaken head and the burning caress.

“Then you shall be Ruth; will you keep that name?”

“Yes, if you give me the name I will keep it for you.”

Time had indeed taken them by the forelock, and they looked upon a ruddled world.

“I stake my one talent,” he said jestingly, “and behold it returns me fortyfold; I feel
like the boy who catches three mice with one piece of cheese.”

At ten o’clock the girl said:

“I must go and see how they are getting on,” and she went to the door.

“Are we keeping them up?”

She nodded.

“Are you tired?”

“No, I am not tired.”

She looked at him doubtfully.

“We ought not to stay in here; go into the coffee-room and I’ll come there in a few
minutes.”

“Right,” he whispered gaily, “we’ll sit up all night.”
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She stood at the door for him to pass out, and he crossed the hall to the other room.
It was in darkness except for the flash of the fire. Standing at the hearth he lit a match
for the lamp, but paused at the globe; then he extinguished the match.

“No, it’s better to sit in the firelight.”

He heard voices at the other end of the house that seemed to have a chiding note in
them.

“Lord,” he thought, “she is getting into a row?”

Then her steps came echoing over the stone floors of the hall; she opened the door
and stood there with a lighted candle in her hand; he stood at the other end of the
room, smiling.

“Good night,” she said.

“Oh no, no! come along,” he protested, but not moving from the hearth.

“Got to go to bed,” she answered.

“Are they angry with you?”

“No.”

“Well, then, come over here and sit down.”

“Got to go to bed,” she said again, but she had meanwhile put her candlestick upon
the little sideboard and was trimming the wick with a burnt match.

“Oh, come along, just half an hour,” he protested. She did not answer but went on
prodding the wick of the candle.

“Ten minutes, then,” he said, still not going towards her.

“Five minutes,” he begged.

She shook her head, and picking up the candlestick turned to the door. He did not
move, he just called her name: “Ruth!”

She came back then, put down the candlestick and tiptoed across the room until he
met her. The bliss of the embrace was so poignant that he was almost glad when she
stood up again and said with affected steadiness, though he heard the tremor in her
voice:

“I must get you your candle.”
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She brought one from the hall, set it on the table in front of him, and struck the match.

“What is my number?” he asked.

“Number six room,” she answered, prodding the wick vaguely with her match, while
a slip of white wax dropped over the shoulder of the new candle. “Number six ...
next to mine.”

The match burnt out; she said abruptly “Good-night,” took up her own candle and
left him there.

In a few moments he ascended the stairs and went into his room. He fastened the
door, removed his coat, collar, and slippers, but the rack of passion had seized him
and he moved about with no inclination to sleep. He sat down, but there was no
medium of distraction. He tried to read the newspaper which he had carried up with
him, and without realizing a single phrase he forced himself to read again the whole
account of the execution of the miscreant Bridger. When he had finished this he
carefully folded the paper and stood up, listening. He went to the parting wall and
tapped thereon with his finger tips. He waited half a minute, one minute, two
minutes; there was no answering sign. He tapped again, more loudly, with his
knuckles, but there was no response, and he tapped many times. He opened his door
as noiselessly as possible; along the dark passage there were slips of light under the
other doors, the one next his own, and the one beyond that. He stood in the corridor
listening to the rumble of old voices in the farther room, the old man and his wife
going to their rest. Holding his breath fearfully, he stepped to her door and tapped
gently upon it. There was no answer, but he could somehow divine her awareness of
him; he tapped again; she moved to the door and whispered “No, no, go away.” He
turned the handle, the door was locked.

“Let me in,” he pleaded. He knew she was standing there an inch or two beyond him.

“Hush,” she called softly. “Go away, the old woman has ears like a fox.”

He stood silent for a moment.

“Unlock it,” he urged; but he got no further reply, and feeling foolish and baffled he
moved back to his own room, cast his clothes from him, doused the candle and crept
into the bed with soul as wild as a storm-swept forest, his heart beating a vagrant
summons. The room filled with strange heat, there was no composure for mind or
limb, nothing but flaming visions and furious embraces.

“Morality ... what is it but agreement with your own soul?”
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So he lay for two hours—the clocks chimed twelve—listening with foolish
persistency for her step along the corridor, fancying every light sound—and the
night was full of them—was her hand upon the door.

Suddenly,—and then it seemed as if his very heart would abash the house with its
thunder—he could hear distinctly someone knocking on the wall. He got quickly
from his bed and stood at the door, listening. Again the knocking was heard, and
having half-clothed himself he crept into the passage, which was now in utter
darkness, trailing his hand along the wall until he felt her door; it was standing open.
He entered her room and closed the door behind him. There was not the faintest
gleam of light, he could see nothing. He whispered “Ruth!” and she was standing
there. She touched him, but not speaking. He put out his hands, and they met round
her neck; her hair was flowing in its great wave about her; he put his lips to her face
and found that her eyes were streaming with tears, salt and strange and disturbing.
In the close darkness he put his arms about her with no thought but to comfort her;
one hand had plunged through the long harsh tresses and the other across her hips
before he realized that she was ungowned; then he was aware of the softness of her
breasts and the cold naked sleekness of her shoulders. But she was crying there,
crying silently with great tears, her strange sorrow stifling his desire.

“Ruth, Ruth, my beautiful dear!” he murmured soothingly. He felt for the bed with
one hand, and turning back the quilt and sheets he lifted her in as easily as a mother
does her child, replaced the bedding, and, in his clothes, he lay stretched beside her
comforting her. They lay so, innocent as children, for an hour, when she seemed to
have gone to sleep. He rose then and went silently to his room, full of weariness.

In the morning he breakfasted without seeing her, but as he had business in the world
that gave him just an hour longer at the Inn before he left it for good and all, he went
into the smoke-room and found her. She greeted him with curious gaze, but merrily
enough, for there were other men there now, farmers, a butcher, a registrar, an old,
old man. The hour passed, but not these men, and at length he donned his coat, took
up his stick, and said good-bye. Her shining glances followed him to the door, and
from the window as far as they could view him.

Story Notes:

A.E. Coppard’s Dusky Ruth is a remarkable piece of early 20th-century prose fiction that
demonstrates extraordinary atmospheric control and psychological nuance.
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The narrative excels in its evocation of place and mood. The opening description of the
Cotswolds is almost geological in precision, with "laminated rock," "dabs of darkness,"
and "fossils on every stone" creating a landscape that feels ancient and indifferent to
human presence. This desolation sets the stage for the intense human connection that
follows, making the subsequent intimacy feel like a fire struck in darkness.

The prose style is notably dense and allusive, with a modernist sensibility that favors
suggestion over statement. The narrator's philosophical asides—about men who "gaze
with the mind at things that can never be seen"—position the protagonist as a romantic
quester, someone receptive to moments of transcendent experience. The writing
occasionally tips toward preciosity, but generally maintains its effect through precise
sensory detail and rhythmic pacing.

What's most striking is the story's treatment of desire and restraint. The encounter
between the traveler and Ruth unfolds with dream-like inevitability, yet the narrative
maintains ambiguity about whether this represents genuine connection or projection. The
detail of her tears and his comforting gesture—choosing tenderness over
consummation—adds psychological complexity that prevents the story from becoming
mere romanticism. The silent communication, the locked door, the waiting—all suggest
both passion and the barriers that contain it.

The story operates on symbolic and realistic levels simultaneously, making it
characteristically modernist in its ambiguities and refusal of easy resolution.




