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THE MAGIC WATCH

“Raphael”

 (Robert Cross Smith)

1828




It was a glorious evening in the summer of 1793 — sky and cloud blending in one uniform flood of splendour. The brightness of the heavens was reflected on the broad bosom of the Saale, a river which, passing Jena, falls lower down into the Elbe, whence the commingled waters roll onward till lost in the Noordt Zee.


On the banks of this stream, not more than a mile from Jena, sat two persons enjoying the delicious coolness of the hour. Their dress was remarkable, and sufficiently indicative of their pursuits. Their sable garments and caps of black velvet, their long streaming hair, combed down the shoulders and back and the straight swords suspended from their right breasts denoted them to be two of the burschen, or students of the University of Jena.


“Such an evening as this,” said the elder youth, addressing his companion, “and thou here? Thyrza is much indebted to thee for thy attention. Thou a lover!”


“Thyrza is gone with her mother to Carlsbad,” rejoined his companion, “so thou mayst cease thy wonderment.”


“So far from it, that I wonder the more. A true lover knows not the relations of space. To Carlsbad! Why ’tis no more than — but seht! who have we here?”


As he spoke, they were approached by a little old man, whose garments of brown serge appeared to have seen considerable service. He wore a conical hat, and carried in his hand an antique gold-headed cane. His features betokened great age; but his frame, though exceedingly spare, was apparently healthy and active. His eyes were singularly large and bright; and his hair, inconsistent in some respects with the rest of his appearance, crowded from under his high-crowned hat in black and grizzly masses.


“A good evening to you, Meine Herren,” said the little old man, with a most polite bow, as he approached the students.


They returned his salutation with the doubtful courtesy usual in intercourse with a stranger, whose appearance induces an anxiety to avoid a more intimate acquaintance with him. The old man did not seem to notice the coolness of his reception, but continued: “What think you of this?” taking from his pocket a golden watch richly chased, and studded all over with diamonds.


The students were delighted with the splendid jewel, and admired by turns the beauty of the manufacture and the costliness of the materials. The elder youth, however, found it impossible to refrain from bestowing one or two suspicious glances on the individual whose outward man but little accorded with the possession of so valuable a treasure.


“He must be a thief and have stolen this watch,” thought the sceptical student. “I will observe him closely.”


But as he bent his eyes again upon the stranger, he met the old man’s look, and felt, he knew not why, somewhat daunted by it. He turned aside, and walked from his companion a few paces.


“I would,” thought he, “give my folio Plato, with all old Blunderdrunck’s marginal comments, to know who this old man is, whose look has startled me thus, with his two great hyena-looking eyes, that shoot through one like a flash of lightning. He looks for all the world like a travelling quack-doctor, with his threadbare cloak and his sugarloaf hat, and yet he possesses a watch fit for an emperor, and talks to two burschen as if they were his boon companions.”


On returning to the spot where he had left his friend, he found him still absorbed in admiration of the watch. The old man stood by, his great eyes still riveted upon the student, and a something, not a smile, playing over his sallow and furrowed countenance.


“You seem pleased with my watch,” said the little old man to Theophan Guscht, the younger student, who continued his fixed and longing gaze on the beautiful bauble: “Perhaps you would like to become its owner?”


“Its owner!” said Theophan, “ah, you jest;” — and he thought, “what a pretty present it would be for Thyrza on our wedding-day.”


“Yes,” replied the old man, “its owner — I am myself willing to part with it. What offer do you make for it?”


“What offer, indeed; as if I could afford to purchase it. There is not a bursche in our university who would venture to bid a price for so precious a jewel.”


“Well then, you will not purchase my watch?”


Theophan shook his head, half mournfully.


“Nor you Mein Herr?” turning to the other student.


“Nein,” was the brief negative.


“But,” said the old man, again addressing Theophan, “were I to offer you this watch — a free present — you would not refuse it perhaps?”


“Perhaps I should not: perhaps, which is yet more likely — you will not put it in my power. But we love not jesting with strangers.”


“It is rarely that I jest,” returned the old man; “those with whom I do, seldom retort. But say the word, and the watch is yours.”


“Do you really,” exclaimed Theophan, his voice trembling with joyful surprise — “do you really say so! Ach Gott! — Himmell! what shall I — how can I sufficiently thank you?”


“It matters not,” said the old man, “you are welcome to it. There is however, one condition annexed to the gift.”


“A condition — what is it?”


The elder student pulled Theophan by the sleeve: “accept not his gifts,” he whispered; “come away, I doubt him much.” And he walked on.


“Stay a moment, Jans,” said Theophan; but his companion continued his steps. Theophan was undecided whether or not he should follow him; but he looked at the watch, thought of Thyrza, and remained.


“The condition on which you accept this bauble — the condition on which others have accepted it — is, that you wind it up every night, for a year, before sunset.”


The student laughed. “A mighty condition, truly — give me the watch.”


“Or,” continued the old man, without heeding the interruption “if you fail in fulfilling the condition, you die within six hours after the stopping of the watch. It will stop at sunset if not wound up before.”


“I like not that condition,” said Theophan. “Be patient — I must consider your offer.”


He did so; he thought of the easiness of avoiding the possible calamity; he thought of the beauty of the watch — above all, he thought of Thyrza and his wedding-day.


“Pshaw! why do I hesitate,” said he to himself; then turning to the old man “Give me the watch — I agree to your condition.”


“You are to wind it up before sunset for a year or die within six hours.”


“So thou hast said, and I am content and thanks for thy gift.”


“Thank me at the year’s end, if thou wilt,” replied the old man, “meanwhile, farewell.”


“Farewell I I doubt not to be able to render my thanks at the end of the term.”


Theophan was surprised, as he pronounced these words, to perceive that the old man was gone.


“Be he who he may, I fear him not,” said he, “I know the terms on which I have accepted his gift. — What a fool was Jans Herwest to refuse his offer so rudely.”


He quitted the spot on which he stood, and moved homewards. He entered Jena, sought his lodging, put by his watch, and, lighting his lamp, opened his friend’s folio Plato, (with Blunderdrunck’s marginal comments,) and endeavoured to apply to the Symposion. But in ten minutes he dosed the book with impatience, for his excited mind rejected the philosophic feast; and he strolled into the little garden which his chamber window commanded, to think of the events of the evening, and, with a lover’s passion, to repeat and bless the name of his Thyrza.


Time waned, and the watch was regularly wound up. Love smiled, for Thyrza was not cruel. Our bursche had resumed his studies, and was in due time considered as one of the most promising students of the whole University of Jena.


But, as we already observed, time flew apace; and the day but one before the happy day that was to give to Theophan his blooming bride, had arrived — which had been looked forward to with such joyful anticipations, and Theophan had bidden adieu to most of his fellow students, and taken leave of the learned professors whose lectures he bad attended with so much benefit. It was a fine morning, and, being at leisure, he bethought him in what manner he should pass the day. Any novice can guess how the problem was solved. He would go and visit Thyrza.


He set out accordingly, and was presently before the gate of David Angerstell’s garden. A narrow, pebbled walk intersected it, at the top of which stood the house, an old quaint black and white building, with clumsy projecting upper stories, that spread to almost twice the extent of the foundation. A quantity of round, dropsical-looking flowerpots were ranged on either side of the door. The casement of a projecting window was open to receive the light breezes that blew across the flower beds, at which a young female was seated — a beautiful, taper-waisted girl, with a demure, intelligent countenance, light twining hair, and a blue furtively laughing eye. True as fate, that blue eye had caught a glimpse of her approaching lover. In a moment he was by her side, and kissed with eager lips the soft little white hand that seemed to melt in his pressure.


The lovers met in all the confiding tenderness of mutual affection; happy mortals! the moments flew fast — fast — so fast that — But let us take time.


They had strolled out into the garden; for the considerate parents of Thyrza had shown no disposition to interrupt their discourse further than by a mere welcome to their intended son-in-law. The evening was one of deep, full stillness — that rich, tranquil glow, that heightens and purifies happiness, and deprives sorrow of half its bitterness. Thought was all alive within their breasts, and the eloquence of words seemed faint to the tide of feeling that flashed from their eyes.


Theophan and Thyrza rambled, and looked, and whispered — and rambled, looked, and whispered again and again — and time ambled too gently for his motion to be perceived. The maiden looked on the sky: “How beautiful the sun has set,” said she.


“The sun set!” echoed Theophan, with a violence that terrified his companion — “the sun set! then I am lost! We have met for the last time, Thyrza.”


“Dearest Theophan,” replied the trembling girl, “why do you terrify me thus? Met for the last time! Oh! no, it cannot be. What! what calls thee hence?”


“He calls who must be obeyed — but six short hours — and then, Thyrza, wilt thou bestow one thought on my memory?”


She spoke not — moved not: — senseless and inanimate she lay in his arms, pale and cold as a marble statue, and beautiful as a sculptor’s dream. Theophan bore her swiftly to the house, placed her on a couch, and called for assistance. He listened, and heard approaching footsteps obeying the summons — pressed his lips to her cold forehead, and, springing from the casement, crossed the garden, and in ten minutes was buried in the obscurity of a gloomy wood, or rather thicket, some miles or thereabouts from Jena.


Overcome by the passionate affliction that fevered his blood and throbbed in every pulse, Theophan threw himself down on a grassy eminence, and lay for some time in that torpid state of feeling in which the mind, blunted by sudden and overwhelming calamity, ceases to be aware of the horrors of its situation, and, stunned into a mockery of repose, awaits almost unconsciously the consummation of evil that impends it.


Theophan was attracted from this lethargy by the splashing rain, which fell upon him in large thunder-drops. He looked around, and found himself in almost total darkness. The clouded sky, the low, deep voice of the wind, booming through the trees and swaying their high tops, bespoke the approaching storm. It burst upon him at length in all its fury! Theophan hailed the distraction, for the heart loves what assimilates to itself, and his was wrung almost to breaking with agony. He stood up and shouted to the raging elements! He paused, and listened, for he thought someone replied. He shouted again, but it was not this time in mere recklessness. Amid the howling of the tempest he once more heard an answering shout: there was something strange in the voice that could thus render itself audible above the din of the storm. Again and again it was the same; once it seemed to die away into a fiend-like laugh. Theophan’s blood curdled as it ran — and his mood of desperation was exchanged for one of deep, fearful, and overstrained attention.


The tempest suddenly ceased; the thunder died away in faint and distant moanings, and the lightning flashes became less frequent and vivid. The last of these showed Theophan that he was not alone. Within his arm’s reach stood a little old man: he wore a conical hat — leaned on a gold-headed cane — above all, he had a pair of large glaring eyes, that Theophan had no difficulty in instantly recognizing.


When the momentary flash had subsided, the student and his companion were left in darkness, and Theophan could with difficulty discern the form of his companion.


There was a long silence.


“Do you remember me?” at length interrogated the mysterious stranger.


“Perfectly,” replied the student.


“That is well — I thought you might have forgotten me; wits have short memories. But perhaps you do not aspire to the character.”


“You, at least, must be aware I have no claim to it, otherwise I had not been the dupe I am.”


“That is to say, you have made a compact, broken your part of it, and are now angry that you are likely to be called upon for the penalty. What is the hour?”


“I know not — I shall shortly.”


“Does she know of this? you know whom I mean.”


“Old man!” exclaimed Theophan, fiercely, “begone. I have broken the agreement — that I know. I must pay the penalty — of that too I am aware, and am ready so to do; but my hour is not yet come: torment me not, but leave me. I would await my doom alone.”


“Ah, well — I can make allowances. You are somewhat testy with your friends; but that we will overlook. Suppose now, the penalty you have incurred could be pretermitted.”


The student replied with a look of incredulous scorn.


“Well, I see you are sceptical,” continued the old man; “but consider. You are young, active, well gifted in body and in mind.”


“What is that to thee? still more, what is it to me now?”


“Much: but do not interrupt me. You love, and are beloved.”


“I tell thee again, cease and begone to — hell!”


“Presently! You are all of these now — what will you be, what will Thyrza Angerstell be, tomorrow?”


The student’s patience was exhausted; he sprang on the old man, intending to dash him to the earth.


He might as well have tried his strength on one of the stunted oaks that grew beside him. The old man moved not — not the fraction of an inch.


“Thou hast wearied thyself to little purpose; friend,” said he; “we will now, if it pleases you, proceed to business. You would doubtless be willing to be released from the penalty of your neglect?”


“Probably I might.”


“You would even be willing that the lot should fall upon another in preference to yourself?”


The student paused.


“No: I am content to bear the punishment of my own folly. And still — oh, Thyrza!” He groaned in the agony of his spirit.


“What! with the advantages you possess! the prospect before you — the life of happiness you might propose to yourself — and more, the happiness you might confer on Thyrza — with all these in your reach, you prefer death to life? How many an old and useless being, upon whom the lot might fall, would hail joyfully the doom which you shudder even to contemplate.”


“Stay — were I to embrace your offer, how must the lot be decided — to whom must I transfer my punishment?”


“Do this — your term will be prolonged twenty-four hours. Send the watch to Adrian Wenzel, the goldsmith, to sell; if, within that time, he dispose of it, the purchaser takes your place and you will be free. But decide quickly — my time is brief, yours also must be so, unless you accede to my terms.”


“But who are you to whom is given the power of life and death — of sentencing and reprieving?” Now for a break from the story. Where do you think that this came from? Another site, that’s where. Sorry if you find this annoying, but you might want to find a site that does the work instead of stealing someone else’s work. 


“Seek not to know of what concerns you not. Once more, do you agree?”


“First, tell me what is your motive in offering me this chance?”


“Motive? — none. I am naturally compassionate. But decide — there is a leaf trembling on yonder bough, it will fall in a moment. If it reach the ground before you determine — Farewell!”


The leaf dropped from the tree. “I consent!” exclaimed the student. He looked for the old man, but found that he was alone. At the same time the toll of the midnight clock sounded on his ear: it ceased — the hour was passed, and he lived!


It was about the noon of the following day that the goldsmith, Adrian Wenzel, sold to a customer the most beautiful watch in Jena. Having completed the bargain, he repaired immediately to Theophan Guscht’s lodgings.


“Well, have you sold my watch?”


“I have — here is the money, Mein Herr.”


“Very well: there is your share of the proceeds.”


The goldsmith departed, and Theophan shortly afterwards directed his steps towards Angerstell’s house, meditating as he went on his probable reception, and what he could offer in extenuation of his behaviour the day before.


Ere he had settled this knotty point to his satisfaction, he arrived at the garden gate. He hesitated — grew cold and hot by turns — his heart throbbed violently. At last, making a strong effort at self-command, he entered.


At the same window, in the same posture in which he had seen her the day before, sat Thyrza Angerstell. But the Thyrza of yesterday was blooming, smiling, and cheerful — today she was pale and wan, the image of hopeless sorrow; even as a rose which some rude hand has severed from its stem. Theophan’s blood grew chill; he proceeded, and had almost reached the porch of the house when Thyrza perceived him. With a loud cry she fell from her seat. He rushed into the room, and raised her in his arms.


She recovered — she spoke to him. She reproached him for the evening before. He obtained a hearing, and explained just as much of the history of the watch as related to its purchase, and the condition annexed to it. This he asserted was a mere trick of the donor, he having broken the condition and being yet alive. They wondered, he with affected, and she with real surprise, that anyone should have been tempted to part with so valuable a watch for the idle satisfaction of terrifying the recipient. However, love is proverbially credulous; Theophan’s explanation was believed, and the reconciliation was complete.


The lovers had conversed about a quarter of an hour, when Thyrza suddenly reverted again to the subject of the watch.


“It is strange,” said she, “that I too am connected with a watch similar to yours.”


“How — by what means?”


“Last night I lay sleepless — ’twas your unkindness, Theophan—”


Theophan hastened to renew his vows and supplications.


“Ah, well! you know I have forgiven you. But as I lay, the thought of a watch, such as you describe, presented itself to my mind; how, or why I cannot guess. It haunted me the whole night, and when I rose this morning it was before me still.”


“What followed, dear Thyrza?” enquired the anxious student. “Listen, and you shall hear. Thinking to drive away this troublesome guest, I walked out. I had scarcely left my home two minutes when I saw a watch, the exact counterpart of my ideal one.”


“Where — where did you see it?”


“At our neighbour’s, Adrian Wenzel’s.”


“And — you — you!” — His words almost choked him.


“I was impelled by some inexplicable motive — not that I wanted or wished for so expensive a jewel — to purchase this watch.”


“No — no!” exclaimed the agonized student, “you could not do so!” He restrained himself by an exertion more violent than he had believed himself capable of. He rose from his seat and turned away his face.


Not now, as before, did his anguish vent itself in passion and violence. It seemed that the infliction was too heavy, too superhuman a calamity to be accompanied by the expression of ordinary emotions. He was deadly pale — but his eye was firm, and he trembled not.


“Theophan,” said his mistress, “what ails you? and why should what I have said produce so fearful an effect upon you? I shall—”


“It is nothing — nothing, dearest Thyrza. I will return instantly, and tell you why I have appeared so discomposed. I am not quite myself — I shall return almost immediately. I will walk but into the lane, and catch a breath of the fresh breeze as it comes wafted from the water.”


He left her, passed out of the garden. “I could not,” said he inwardly, “tell her that she was murdered — and by me too!”


He hastened on without an object, and scarcely knowing whither he was directing his steps, passed down the path which led by Angerstell’s house, in that depth of despair which is sometimes wont to deceive us with the appearance of calmness. He had no distinct idea of the calamity he had brought upon Thyrza — even she was almost forgotten; and nothing but a vague apprehension of death, connected in some unintelligible manner with himself, was present to his mind. So deep was the stupefaction in which he was involved, that it was not until someone on the road had twice spoken to him, that he heard the question.


“What is the time of day?”


Theophan looked round, and encountered the large, horribly-laughing eyes of the giver of the fatal watch. He was about to speak, but the old man interrupted him.


“I have no time to listen to reproaches: you know what you have incurred. If you would avoid the evil, and save Thyrza, I will tell you how.”


He whispered in the student’s ear. The latter grew pale for a moment, but recovered himself.


“She shall be safe,” said he, “if I accept your terms? No equivocation now — I have learnt with whom I deal.”


“Agree to what I have said, and fetch hither the watch within half an hour, and she is delivered from her doom. She shall be yours, and—”


“Promise no more, or give thy promises to those who value them. Swear that she shall be safe I I request no more — wish for no more on earth.”


“Swear!” repeated the old man; “by what shall I swear, I pray thee? But I promise — begone and fetch the watch — remember, half an hour; and, hark! thou accedest to my terms?”


“I do!”


So saying, Theophan sped back to the house, unchecked even by the loud laugh that seemed to echo after him. He had walked farther than he had any idea of, and swiftly as he sprang over every impediment to his course, one-third of the allotted time had elapsed before he reached the room in which he had left his beloved.


It was empty!


“Thyrza! Thyrza!” shouted the student — “the watch! the watch! for Heaven’s sake, the watch!”


The reverberation of his voice from the walls alone replied.


He then rushed from chamber to chamber, in a state of mind little short of desperation. He descended into the garden; the dull ticking of the family clock struck on his ear as he passed it, and he shuddered. At the extremity of the principal walk he beheld Thyrza.


“The watch! the watch! as you value your life and my — but haste, haste — not a word — a moment’s delay is death!”


Without speaking, Thyrza flew to the house, accompanied by Theophan.


“It is gone,” said she; “I left it here, and—”


“Then we are lost! forgive thy—”


“Oh! no, no, it is here,” exclaimed she, “dearest Theophan! but why—”


He listened not even to the voice of Thyrza; one kiss on her forehead, one look of anguish, and he was gone!


He sped! he flew! — he arrived at the spot where he had left the old man. The place was solitary; but on the sand were traced the words — The time is past!


The student fell senseless on the earth.


When he recovered he found himself on a couch — affectionate but mournful glances were vent upon him.


“Thyrza! Thyrza!” exclaimed the wretched youth, “away to thy prayers! but a soul like thine has nought to repent. Oh! leave me — that look! go, go!”


She turned away, and wept bitterly. Her mother entered the room.


“Thyrza, my love, come with me. The physician is here.”


“What physician, mother? is it—”


“No, he was from home, this is a stranger; but there is no time to lose.” She led her daughter from the apartment. “Your patient is in that room” she added, to the physician. He entered, and closed the door.


The mother and daughter had scarcely reached the stair-head, when a cry, which was almost a yell of agony, proceeding from the chamber they had left, interrupted their progress. It was followed by a loud and strange laugh, that seemed to shake the building to its foundation.


The mother called, or rather screamed, for her husband; the daughter sprang to the door of the patient’s chamber! It was fastened, and defied her feeble efforts to open it. From within rose the noise of a fearful struggle — the brief exclamations of triumph, or of rage — the groan of pain — the strong stamp of heavy feet — all betokening a death-grapple between the inmates. Suddenly, something was dashed upon the ground with violence, which, from the sound, appeared to have been broken into a thousand pieces.


There was a dead silence, more appalling than the brunt of the contest. The door resisted no longer.


Thyrza, with her father and mother, entered the room: it was perfectly desolate. On the floor were scattered innumerable fragments of the fatal watch. Theophan was heard of no more.


On the fifth day from this terrible catastrophe, a plain flag of white marble in the church at ———, recorded the name, age, and death of Thyrza Angerstell. The inscription is now partly obliterated; so much so as, in all probability, to baffle the curiosity of any gentle stranger who may wish to seek it out, and drop a tear on the grave of her who sleeps beneath.
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THE FACE IN THE GLASS

Mary Elizabeth Braddon

1880





I

 THE WARNING


In far-distant Yorkshire, many years ago, stood an old manor-house — a grey, grim building surrounding an open courtyard, in the middle of which played a melancholy fountain. The house was close to the wide moors that stretch away to the city of York, and beside the village there was not another place within miles. Except for the housekeeper and the usual staff of servants, the house had been uninhabited now for some time, for the late owner had been a great traveller, and had been drowned during his last voyage; close at home too, which made it all the sadder, and he was brought back to be buried in the dreary family vault one day in the spring before my story opens. Since that occurrence the housekeeper declared that, whenever there were storms out at sea, the wind used to howl and wail down the long passages like a soul in pain, and that a dreadful sound of dripping water always was to be heard in the room where the poor body was laid, in the interval before the funeral. There were also some mysterious chambers in the mansion where the doors disappeared periodically, and entrance to them was thereby prevented for months together, and when they were at last restored, the walls would be found adorned with diabolical sketches of fiends, and the furniture would be arranged in anything but an artistic manner.



However, this did not seem to weigh very heavily on the spirits of the new owners, Mr and Mrs Monroe, a high-spirited, courageous couple, who had not long been married, and were as happy as the day was long. Mrs Monroe, indeed, professed herself most anxious to see one of these wonderful ghosts; but then she was strong-minded, and actually thought nothing of going to bed alone in the dark, and she would visit the haunted chambers and walk about the passages at night until the servants almost believed she must be a ghost herself, so extremely fearless was she on the subject. Nor was her husband in any way behindhand in assisting her in her ghost hunts, but he was out a great deal hunting and shooting just then, and often came home simply to dine and fall asleep, sometimes even over the dinner-table itself, with sheer fatigue.



Mrs Monroe had been one of a large family who lived in a cheerful house in sunny Kent, and had had very little time there for the reading, writing, and walking, with which she now filled up her days in the most satisfactory manner, and she had not yet found the time hang heavily on her hands; but still she was not very sorry when the first hard frosts of the rigorous Yorkshire winter bound up the ground into an iron mass, and put a stop to the outdoor amusements which took her husband so constantly away from her side. Occasional falls of snow, too, rather spoiled his shooting, and he could only putter about the house, farm, and the little park, getting an occasional sea-bird that was driven in from the coast, and that gave him an evening’s work looking it out in one of his numerous Bewick-illustrated books, for as he never could find it there, the occupation was as endless as it was enthralling. This was very well for the first fortnight or so, and Mrs Monroe could go out with him to look for the birds, and could help him with his Bewick at night; but at last the snow began to fall in earnest; and after four days of it, with scarcely a break in the chilly grey sky, when the post had never come in at all, and the one newspaper of the week had never been delivered, Mrs Monroe was beginning to wonder if it would 
be wicked to pray for a thaw; for she foresaw that unless something new could be contrived in the way of amusement for her lord and master, she would discover what having too much of a good thing was like; for even her company had begun to pall, and he became first fidgety, next complaining, then fractious about his dinner, and then very, very cross.



At last a bright idea struck her. “Hugh,” she said, “let us get Betty’s keys from her this very moment, and go in for a regular ghost hunt. The evening has come on very rapidly, and the moon on the snow will make the rooms as bright as day. See,” she added, drawing apart the heavy crimson curtains that hung over the deep, small-paned windows, “the clouds are all gone, and tomorrow you may be able to shoot again, and we may never have such a glorious opportunity for months to come, so don’t let us miss it. We’re both tired of sitting over the fire, and a rush through all those mysterious rooms above our bedroom floor will give us an appetite for dinner; even if we are not rewarded by the sight of the much-to-be-desired bogie.”



“It will be horribly cold,” answered Hugh, shrugging up his shoulders and stretching out his hands to the big fire that blazed up the chimney; “and besides, if we did see a ghost, it would be the death of you; you know it’s only because you didn’t believe in Betty’s stories that you are so courageous.”



“My dear Hugh,” said Ruth impressively, “I don’t for one moment believe we shall see anything worse than ourselves, as old nurse used to say; but if we did, what could possibly happen to us? I have been up and about all hours of the night, especially when Betty was so ill the week before last, and really if there were anything to be seen, I should have seen it then. However, I won’t go now if you don’t like it.”



“Oh, we’ll go,” answered Hugh. “I was rather lazy, that’s all.” And so saying, he rang the bell and ordered the keys; and after a little delay a goodly assortment of all sizes and species of key was brought them, and 
off started Mr and Mrs Monroe on their ghost hunt.



Hugh’s spirits rose with the search, and they went upstairs and downstairs, unlocking many a cupboard and room that had not been looked at for months, and maybe years, but not a ghost was to be seen. Every now and then a most suggestive rustle was to be heard among the dusty hangings of the oak four-posters, and Hugh and Ruth held each other’s hands a little tighter than usual; but on investigation it turned out to be either the wind that was beginning to rise, or a shimmer from the lamp they carried showed them a little grey mouse scuttling away under the beds; now and then, too, a dreary groan seemed to pierce the darkness as they opened some heavy door; but this, too, generally turned out to be caused by the rustiness of the hinges.



They were getting gradually in extremely high spirits, and as the hunt proceeded, and nothing was found, they were laughing and talking loudly, when suddenly they come upon a door at the very end of the passage that led down to the inhabited portion of the house, which they had not noticed before. Of course it was locked, as they discovered at once, and after trying to unlock it with every key they had, they came to the conclusion that they would have to go downstairs after one that would fit the lock; when suddenly the wind seemed to rise yet higher, and a rather strong puff came through the keyhole (through which Mrs Monroe was peeping to see if the key had been left there), extinguishing the lamp she held, and they were at once plunged in darkness. However, Mr Monroe soon lighted it again. “The windows must all be open,” said he, “in which case it was quite time we investigated our domain. I daresay old Betty has lost the key, and is afraid I shall scold her for her carelessness. However, if you aren’t frightened, Ruth,” he added, turning to his wife, “I’ll run down and ask her about it. If she’s lost it, I’ll have the door broken open and those windows shut, for there’s wind enough here for a ship in full sail.”



“Yes, do,” answered Mrs Monroe brightly; “doubtless here’s the sailor’s ghost that makes our nights so extremely squally when the wind is high; and if we can get rid of him, perhaps I shall not be driven to have a new maid every time the wind blows from the north-west; which is beginning to be rather a trouble, especially now when the snow is so deep. I should never get one out from York.”



“Well, wait there, then,” said Mr Monroe, and he hurried off into the downstairs regions and asked the old housekeeper for the missing key. She rose from her seat by the fire, trembling, and in a hurried manner said, “Now doant’ee, Master Hugh.”



“Doant’ee,” repeated Hugh scornfully, “doant’ee what? if you’ve lost the key, what does it matter? we’ll soon get a new one; but if you haven’t, and it’s any of your superstitious nonsense, you ought to know us better than to try on any of that with us. Be quick, too, for it’s mighty cold up there. The windows are open, I think, and though the night is still, the wind seems to chill one through.”



“Master Hugh,” said Betty impressively, “in that room has lain dead many members of the Monroe family; somehow or other every member has either died there or been carried thither in his coffin to wait for his funeral day. And tonight, Master Hugh,” she added, waxing more eloquent as her dread of his taking the key increased — “tonight is the anniversary of the day Master Charles was brought there drowned and dead from Flamborough Bay; and you know that as sure as you go into that room, so sure will you see reflected in the glass the face of any member of the family who has to die before the year is out; and on the bed, Master Hugh, you’ll see the coffin, with its dreadful drip, drip, drip, from the shroud of the poor dead boy, just as it dripped ceaselessly with seawater until they buried him out of our sight.”



“What on earth are you about, Hugh?” broke in a voice from the doorway. “I am nearly frozen to death, and I want to get into the room.”



“Give me the key, Betty,” said Hugh, “I’ll run the risk of the ghosts, 
coffin and all, and besides, we are ghost hunting. So, my dear,” he went on, turning to his wife, who, tired of waiting, had come down to see what he was doing, “according to Betty we may cry Eureka, for the ghost is found”; and, laughing very much, the two young people took the key from Betty’s unwilling hand, and rushing up the wide oak staircase, they were soon at the door of the ghost-chamber.



The wind seemed to have risen in their short absence, and as they rested for a moment, after their hurried race up the stairs, there seemed to come to them the regular drip, drip, drip, that old Betty had prophesied. Even their stout hearts quailed somewhat, but with an impatient “Imagination, of course,” Hugh turned the key in the lock, and the door came open. Only a bare boarded chamber, and in the middle the bed that had held so many, many corpses: three tiny windows all close shuttered, but through the chinks came stray moonbeams, and a most tremendous rush of wind that agitated the light chintz hangings to the bed, until all sorts and shapes of figures seemed in the folds, peeping and glaring at the newcomers. Between each window was hung a looking-glass, and above the mantelpiece was another — other furniture was there none.



“A window must be broken,” said Mrs Monroe, and so saying she advanced to throw open the shutters, which she had no sooner done than she was alarmed by hearing her husband fall with a loud bang behind her, with the muttered exclamation “My God!”



Ruth tore to the bell, and rang a tremendous peal, and before the servants came rushing up, she had dragged Hugh into her arms, and regardless of any ghosts that might be about, turned all her attention to her husband, wishing heartily that she could get at some of the water she heard so continually dripping near her. Just as the servants reached her, she caught sight of a thin stream of water meandering towards them, making a line of light through the dust, and she stooped forward to dip her handkerchief into it, when Betty, who, 
notwithstanding her age, was the first to answer the summons she had been awaiting breathlessly ever since the key had left her hands — rushed forward, and with a “M — m — missus, that’s corpse water,” deluged Hugh and Ruth with the contents of a jug she had brought up with her, convinced that it would be required. Hugh was carried out of the room into his own, and just as Ruth turned to lock the door, she saw, or fancied she saw, in the moonlight that now flooded the room, the pale shadow of a coffin on the bed, from which proceeded the thin stream of water which she had so nearly used for her husband; and with a shudder of horror, but with a promise to herself to re-investigate the subject, she closed and locked the door, slipping the key into her pocket, and followed Hugh into his room.



By this time he had come to himself, and was beginning to wonder what on earth had been the matter; but the moment he saw his wife, the remembrance of the horror came back to him, and he nearly fainted again.



When he was all right once more, which was not until the next day, and they were seated at a late breakfast, Ruth implored him to tell her quietly and calmly all he had seen; but all she could draw from him was the assurance that no power on earth should induce him to tell her, and that he wished to forget all about it as soon as he could. “Ghosts? oh, ghosts were nonsense, of course, but still there was no need to talk of them.”



“But Hugh,” said Ruth mysteriously, “I saw it too, and I didn’t mind a bit. After all,” she added, alarmed at the expression on her husband’s face, “it might have been only a leak in the roof that allowed the water to come in; and moonbeams do take such curious shapes, especially when reflected from the snow, that I believe the coffin only existed in our imagination; and I shall go up again tonight, and set the matter straight once and for all. If there really should be a ghost — well, we must use all our endeavours to lay the perturbed spirit; but if there isn’t, we had surely better discover that it is so, for really you look white and ready to faint at the mere idea of it.”



“You must do nothing of the kind,” answered Hugh decidedly. “I saw neither coffin nor water, and what I did see was probably nothing of any consequence, but I cannot mention it to you of all people under the sun — at all events not until the first shock has worn off. And I must ask you to give up any idea you may have of going there again.” Before Ruth had any time to either give him the desired promise, or argue him out of his absurd superstition, as she characterised his ideas in her own mind, Hugh had caught sight of the weekly postman labouring at last through the melting mud in the avenue; and doubtless wishing to forget all about the affair of the night before, he went out to meet him.



“Very sorry, sir,” said the postman, “to be late, but still more sorry to be the bearer of bad news: your poor brother’s heart-broke. He’ve lost his missus, and wants to see you at once. The funeral’s tomorrow, and he does hope the roads will be open enough to allow of you to come to him, for he’s terribly cut up about it.”



Hugh took the letters and went in, and who shall say how thankful he was at the bad news? for he had fully believed he had seen his wife’s face in the glass in the ghost room last night, and now it had turned out — so he thinks — to be that of his younger brother’s wife, who was his wife’s sister, and who resembled Ruth greatly. In his joy at the load lifted off his mind, he almost forgot he had to tell his wife of her sister’s death, and he was glad to find her absent on her household duties, where she remained until he had read his letters and felt in a more saddened frame of mind. Poor Ruth was in so much trouble, and at the same time in such a bustle to get her husband and his groom and garments off in time, that the ghost quite slipped both their minds, and it was only when he was half-way to York, and had got out on to the open moor, where the snow was rapidly melting under a warm north-west rain, that Hugh wished he had told Ruth all about it, and had asked 
her to give him the promise he wished for in the morning. But it was too late now, and so he jogged on until the forty-five miles of damp, cold riding were over, and he found himself entering the dark, narrow streets of York.




II


THE FULFILMENT


After the first sad questions and answers had passed between Mr Monroe and his brother Edgar, Hugh proceeded to tell how alarmed he had been in the ghost-chamber the night before by the apparition in the glass. Edgar looked up from his seat by the fire, and said, “What time did you see it, Hugh?”



“I can’t in the least tell,” answered Hugh, “but I should say about six or a little after. But what does that matter? the warning was conveyed to me, if only I had not at once jumped to the conclusion that it must be Ruth.”



“Mary died the day before yesterday,” said Edgar; “she was sitting there, looking to me as well as you are, and all of a sudden she fell forward, and must have died instantly. Thank God,” he added, in broken accents, “she never suffered at all. Doctor Borcham told me that her death was instantaneous; and it’s just as her father died too. It must be in the family.”



“God forbid,” exclaimed Hugh, jumping up. “Don’t for heaven’s sake talk like that; Mary and Ruth are sisters, remember. Think of what you are saying.”



“I never could see why we pray against sudden death,” said Edgar, still in the same quiet tone of voice. “Think how mercifully one glides out of all the turmoil and pain of this mortal life into perfect rest. Would I could lie down at once by Mary’s side and sleep too!”



“Merciful for those who go,” said Hugh, “but not for those that remain behind. Think of the shock! But it is getting late, and I have had a long ride. I must go to bed”; and bidding his brother goodnight, he went up the staircase into the room appointed for him.



Just across the narrow passage was that other quiet room, in which lay the body of his sister-in-law, under the doorway of which came a thin line of light and a subdued murmur of talk, that showed someone was still in the room with her. Hugh had not seen her since the day on which the two brothers and sisters had been married. He took up his candle again, and going across the passage, knocked at the door. It was opened about an inch by the old family nurse who had come to live with Mary on her marriage, and she, seeing who it was, came out, and shutting the door carefully behind her, drew Hugh back again into his own room, and shut that door too. “Now, Mr Monroe,” said she, “I know what you want; but listen to me, and don’t ask to see poor Miss Mary again. You had far better remember her as she was the last time you saw her, a bonnie, happy bride, than take away in your mind how she looks now; and besides,” she added, “she is so like dear Miss Ruth, that I am sure you should not look at her, it can do her no good now, poor lamb, and may give you a shock you will not easily get over — and you look white and tired enough now too.”



“All right, Povis,” answered Hugh; “perhaps you are right, but I thought Mr Edgar might feel hurt. Anyhow, I’ll leave it to you to explain matters, and as I really am almost done up, I’ll take your advice. So goodnight”; and the old nurse having gone back to her melancholy task of watching by the coffin, Hugh proceeded to hurry into bed. As he was seated on the side of his bed, divesting himself of his garments, he happened to catch sight of himself in the looking-glass, and there, looking as if it were over his shoulder, was the dreadful face of the night before. This time the eyes were opened, and seemed to look in an imploring and appealing manner into his own, as if urging some 
action upon him. Only the face was to be seen, as if the head were cut off at the neck, or as if the head and body were enveloped in a grey fog, out of which loomed the fair appealing features of his wife — for that it was his wife Hugh never thought of doubting. He rose and hurried forward to the glass, but as he advanced the face gradually vanished; and although he stood for some time trembling and looking in all directions, it did not come again. So putting it down in his own mind to imagination, he hastened to get into bed, and being dreadfully tired, soon fell fast asleep.



The morning found himself rested, and his intellect clear and alert. He rose and dressed, but when he was brushing his hair in the glass, a cold wind seemed to pass over him. The brushes were poised in mid-air, and there looking again at him over his shoulders, the sad grey eyes meeting his, was the face of his wife. This time more of the figure became visible as he looked, and as he stared helplessly into the eyes before him, a hand was raised, and on one finger he saw their betrothal ring shine, the curious old ring by which all the eldest sons of the Monroe family had been betrothed since time immemorial.



“What do you wish?” asked Hugh, in a curious, hard voice that sounded weird and far off to his own ears. “What do you want?” The pale lips opened as if to speak. No words came from them, but in the room echoed, like the strain of distant music brought from afar on a soft breeze, the words, “Too late! Too late!” and then the vision vanished.



Utterly miserable, utterly unstrung, Hugh finished his dressing and hurried downstairs to his brother, who sat in almost the same attitude and place where he had left him last night, looking haggard and miserable in the pale light that struggled in at the closed blinds. He started up when he saw Hugh, and asked him what was the matter. Hugh told him the whole story, and ended by saying he must order his horse and go home at once.



“You cannot leave me like this,” urged Edgar, “just for a vision or a 
dream, or what was most likely your own tired brain playing you a trick. You have not recovered from the first shock, and then dear Mary’s death harrowed you again; believe me, it is only your fancy. And what can have happened to Ruth since ten o’clock yesterday morning? I shall never get over this terrible day without you, and I do beg and implore of you to remain till tomorrow at least, when I shall be thankful to ride back with you and remain for a little time.”



Hugh still persisted in his desire to go home at once, but Edgar used so many entreaties, and at last wept in the dreadful manner that men shed tears, and so he felt obliged to give in; and what with making all arrangements, and going to and from the churchyard, and consoling and comforting his brother during the trying ceremony, the day went quickly by, and evening found them sitting again over the dining-room fire. Hugh had gone into his room several times in the course of the day, and each time had gazed with a shuddering horror at the glass; but he had never seen the face again; and he was beginning to think that, the night once over, and his ride fairly begun towards home, he could then afford to laugh at superstition and all such follies, when a low, curious sort of moan caused both brothers to look up and listen intently. Just as Edgar was going to speak, the moan grew louder and louder, until it sounded like a tremendous wind wailing through the room. Hugh started to his feet, and just at that moment the door of the room blew open violently, and there glided in a thin grey figure, that passed on silently and awfully until it reached the fireplace. The door closed after it quietly, and as Hugh and Edgar, grasping each other’s hands in a clasp that was agony, advanced with slow steps towards it, a misty veil that enveloped it faded gradually and slowly away, and with a mutual shudder of horror they recognised the figure of Ruth Monroe.



The wind and moaning had gradually died away, and a dreadful silence filled the room, which felt suddenly chill and damp, as if the veil of mist had faded into the atmosphere. Ruth never stirred, never took 
her eyes off those of her husband, into which she gazed with the same appealing glance as she had done before. Edgar’s voice trembled as he spoke, but he addressed her by her name, and implored her to speak to them. At the sound of his voice the figure raised her hand, and then moving her lips just as the face in the glass had done, words unformed and soundless seemed to pervade the room, but in such an indistinct manner that neither brother could make them out in the least; and on Hugh’s darting forward to take the outstretched hand, the figure slowly vanished, leaving no trace of its extraordinary visit.



“It’s no use,” ejaculated Hugh; “I shall go mad if I don’t get home. Something dreadful must have happened. I shall order George and the horses, and be off at once; another night like last night or another apparition will be the death of me.” And so saying he rang the bell, and ordered his man and the horses to be ready at once. So they started, through the quiet York streets, clattering over the stones, and out into the night through Micklegate Bar. The morning was beginning to struggle through the cold thick fog that hung over the village as they drew near to the Grange, and the tired horses and men paused as they got on the bridge, and gazed at the house that stood quietly among the trees. Hugh eagerly pushed his tired horse up the avenue, and hurrying up the steps, rang the bell as if to wake the dead as well as the living.



The door was opened at the same moment by old Betty, who was in the act of letting out the doctor, who, when he saw Mr Monroe, paused in an undecided manner on the doorstep.



“For heaven’s sake,” ejaculated Hugh, “my wife—” The doctor took him by the arm and led him into the dining-room. “My dear Mr Monroe,” he said, “you must prepare yourself for a terrible calamity; your dear wife has received a shock that will either kill her, or result in her being out of her mind for the rest of her life. I cannot tell how or what has caused this, but Betty tells me that she was found in the death-room last night in a state of insensibility, and since then she has been 
calling for you in a dreadful manner. Listen,” he added; “you can hear her now,” and opening the door Hugh heard his name called in the same weird accents as those used by the figure that had visited him in York. Shaking off the doctor’s detaining hand, he flew upstairs, and there, sitting up in bed, and watched by the horrified maids, was his wife, calling perpetually on his name. The moment she saw him she stopped, looked fondly at him in the same sorrowful manner that the ghost did, and then said, “I have waited for you to say goodbye. I went three times to see you, but I wanted you at home. There is a ghost upstairs. I saw myself laid out on that dreadful bed, and it killed me. The doctor always said any shock would. And it nearly killed you. I am only waiting to kiss you before I go.”



Poor Hugh threw himself on his knees, and clasped her in his arms. As he did so the eyes closed, the mouth fell into lines of infinite repose, the arms crossed themselves on Ruth’s breast, and she lay back dead, and as cold as marble in her husband’s embrace.



For days and nights Hugh lay between life and death, and it was months before he could bear to be told the whole story; months before he could hear how she was found in the old room upstairs, having gone up thither to see what had so alarmed Hugh, notwithstanding the tearful prayers of old Betty and her unspoken promise to her husband; but when he did, and when he had again visited the awful room, it was only to give orders for that part of the house to be demolished, and rebuilt in such a manner that no trace whatever should remain of the death-chamber of the Monroes; and it was not until another wife and half-a-dozen noisy children had been given to him that he was known to smile again; and if ever at Christmastime the conversation turned on that most enthralling topic, he would abruptly change the subject, and he never could be got to tell the story of the face in the glass.



The glass itself was not destroyed, and the Monroes still keep it, and regard it with superstitious reverence, for as sure as there is to be a 
death in the family in the ensuing year, so sure on the night of All Souls is the face of the victim to be seen in the glass — at least so tells the housekeeper, adding, with a smile on her rubicund countenance, “No one tempts Providence now by going to look in the glass there; for the ghost can only be seen by a Monroe, and it would be very dreadful, you know, sir, if they saw their own faces looking at them out of the glass.”
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“Mark Rutherford”
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I remember some years ago that I went to spend a Christmas with an old friend who was a bachelor. He might, perhaps, have been verging on sixty at the time of my visit. On his study wall hung the portrait — merely the face — of a singularly lovely woman. I did not like to ask any questions about it. There was no family likeness to him, and we always thought that early in life he had been disappointed. But one day, seeing that I could hardly keep my eyes off it, he said to me, “I have had that picture for many years, although you have never seen it before. If you like, I will tell you its history.” He then told me the following story.


•   •   •


In the year 1817, I was beginning life, and struggling to get a living. I had just started in business. I was alone, without much capital, and my whole energies were utterly absorbed in my adventure. In those days the master, instead of employing a commercial traveller, often used to travel himself, and one evening I had to start for the North to see some customers. I chose to go by night in order to save time, and as it was bitterly cold and I was weak in the chest, I determined to take a place inside the coach. We left St. Martin’s-le-Grand at about half-past eight, and I was the sole passenger. I could not sleep, but fell into a kind of doze, which was not sufficiently deep to prevent my rousing myself at every inn where we changed horses. Nobody intruded upon me, and I continued in the same drowsy, half-waking, half-slumbering condition till we came to the last stage before reaching Eaton Socon. I was then thoroughly awake, and continued awake until after the coach started. But presently I fell sound asleep for, perhaps, half-an-hour, and woke suddenly. To my great surprise I found a lady with me. How she came there I could not conjecture. I was positive that she did not get in when the coach last stopped. She sat at the opposite corner, so that I could see her well, and a more exquisite face I thought I had never beheld. It was not quite English — rather pale, earnest and abstracted, and with a certain intentness about the eyes which denoted a mind accustomed to dwell upon ideal objects. I was not particularly shy with women, and perhaps if she had been any ordinary, pretty girl I might have struck up a conversation with her. But I was dumb, for I hardly dared to intrude. It would have been necessary to begin by some commonplaces, and somehow my lips refused the utterance of commonplaces. Nor was this strange. If I had happened to find myself opposite the great Lord Byron in a coach I certainly should not have thrust myself upon him, and how should I dare to thrust myself upon a person who seemed as great and grand as she, although I did not know her name? So I remained perfectly still, only venturing by the light of the moon to watch her through my half-shut eyes. 


Just before we got to Eaton, although I was never more thoroughly or even excitedly awake in my life, I must have lost consciousness for a minute. I came to myself when the coach was pulling up at an inn. I looked round instantly, and my companion was gone. I jumped out on pretence of getting something to eat and drink, and hastily asked the guard where the lady who had just got out was put into the coach. He said they had never stopped since they had last changed horses, and that I must have been dreaming. He knew nothing about the lady, and he looked at me suspiciously, as if he thought I was drunk. I for my part was perfectly confident that I had not been deluded by an apparition of my own brain. I had never suffered from ghostlike visitations of any kind, and my thoughts, owing to my preoccupation with business, had not run upon women in any way whatever. More convincing still, I had noticed that the lady wore a light blue neckerchief; and when I went back into the coach I found that she had left it behind her. I took it up, and I have it to this day. You may imagine how my mind dwelt upon that night.


I got to Newcastle, did what I had to do, came back again, and made a point this time of sleeping at Eaton Socon in order to make inquiries. Everybody recollected the arrival of the down coach by which I travelled, and everybody was perfectly sure that no lady was in it. I produced the scarf, and asked whether anybody who lived near had been observed to wear it. Eaton is a little village, and all the people in it were as well known as if they belonged to one family, but nobody recognised it. It was certainly not English. I thought about the affair for months, partly because I was smitten with my visitor, and partly because I was half afraid my brain had been a little upset by worry. However, in time, the impression faded.


Meanwhile I began to get on in the world, and after some three or four years my intense application was rewarded by riches. In seven or eight years I had become wealthy, and I began to think about settling myself in life. I had made the acquaintance of influential people in London, and more particularly of a certain baronet whom I had met in France while taking a holiday. Although I was in business I came of good family, and our acquaintance grew into something more. He had two or three daughters, to each of whom he was able to give a good marriage portion, and I became engaged to one of them. I don’t know that there was much enthusiasm about our courtship. She was a very pleasant, good-looking girl, and although I can acquit myself of all mercenary motives in proposing to her, I cannot say that the highest motives were operative. I was as thousands of others are. I had got weary of loneliness; I wanted a home. I cast about me to see who amongst all the women I knew would best make me a wife. I selected this one, and perhaps the thought of her money may have been a trifle determinatory. I was not overmastered by a passion which I could not resist, nor was I coldly indifferent. If I had married her we should probably have lived a life of customary married comfort, and even of happiness; the same level, and perhaps slightly grey life which is lived by the ordinary English husband and wife. Things had gone so far that it was settled we were to be married in the spring of 1826, and I had begun to look out for a house, and make purchases in anticipation of house-keeping.


In 1825 I had to go to Bristol. I shall never forget to the day of my death one morning in that city. I had had my breakfast, and was going out to see the head of one of the largest firms in the city, with whom I had an appointment. I met him in the street, and I noted before he spoke that there was something the matter. I soon found out what it was. The panic of 1825 had begun; three great houses in London had failed, and brought him down. He was a ruined man, and so was I. I managed to stagger back to the hotel, and found letters there confirming all he had said. For some two or three days I was utterly prostrate, and could not summon sufficient strength to leave Bristol. One of the first things I did when I came to myself was to write to the baronet, telling him what had happened, that I was altogether penniless, and that in honour! felt bound to release his daughter from her engagement. I had a sympathising letter from him in return, saying that he was greatly afflicted at my misfortune, that his daughter was nearly broken-hearted, but that she had come to the conclusion that perhaps it would be best to accept my very kind offer. Much as she loved me, she felt that her health was far from strong, and although he had always meant to endow her generously on her marriage, her fortune alone would not enable her to procure those luxuries which, for her delicate constitution, alas! were necessaries. But the main reason with her was that she was sure that, with my independence, I should be unhappy if I felt that my wife’s property was my support. His letter was long, but although much wrapped up, this was the gist of it. I went back to London, sold every stick I had, and tried to get a situation as clerk in some house, doing the business in which I had been engaged. I failed, for the distress was great, and I was reduced nearly to my last sovereign when I determined to go down to Newcastle, and try the friend there whom I had not seen since 1817.


It was once more winter, and, although I was so poor, I was obliged to ride inside the coach again, for I was much troubled with my ancient enemy — the weakness in the chest. The incidents of my former visit I had nearly forgotten till we came near to Eaton Socon, and then they returned to me. But now it was a dull January day, with a bitter thaw, and my fellow passengers were a Lincolnshire squire, with his red-faced wife, who never spoke a syllable to me, and by reason of their isolation seemed to make the thaw all the more bitter, the fen levels all the more dismally flat, and the sky all the more leaden. At last we came to Newcastle. During the latter part of the journey I was alone, my Lincolnshire squire and his lady having left me on the road. It was about seven o’clock in the evening when we arrived; a miserable night, with the snow just melting under foot, and the town was wrapped in smoke and fog.


I was so depressed that I hardly cared what became of me, and when I stepped out of the coach wished that I had been content to lie down and die in London. I could not put up at the coaching hotel, as it was too expensive, but walked on to one which was cheaper. I almost lost my way, and had wandered down a narrow street, which at every step became more and more squalid, and at last ended opposite a factory gate. Hard by was a wretched marine store shop, in the window of which were old iron, old teapots, a few old Bibles, and other miscellaneous effects. I stepped in to ask for directions to the Cross Key. Coming out, whom should I see crossing the road, as if to meet me, but the very lady who rode with me in the coach to Eaton some nine years ago. There was no mistaking her. She seemed scarcely a day older. The face was as lovely and as inspired as ever. I was almost beside myself. I leaned against the railing of the shop, and the light from the window shone full on her. She came straight towards me on to the pavement; looked at me, and turned up the street. I followed her till we got to the end, determined not to lose sight of her; and we reached an open, broad thoroughfare. She stopped at a bookseller’s, and went in. I was not more than two minutes after her; but when I entered she was not there. A shopman was at the counter, and I asked him whether a lady, my sister, had not just left the shop. No lady, he said, had been there for half-an-hour. I went back to the marine store shop. The footsteps were still there which I saw her make as she crossed. I knelt down, tracing them with my fingers to make sure I was not deceived by my eyes, and was more than ever confounded. At last I got to my inn, and went to bed a prey to the strangest thoughts.


In the morning I was a little better. The stagnant blood had been stirred by the encounter of the night before, and though I was much agitated, and uncertain whether my brain was actually sound or not, I was sufficiently self-possessed and sensible to call upon my friend and explain my errand. He did what he could to help me, and I became his clerk in Newcastle. For a time I was completely broken, but gradually I began to recover my health and spirits a little. I had little or no responsibility, and nothing to absorb me after office hours. As a relief and an occupation, I tried to take up with a science, and chose geology; On Sundays I used to make long rambling excursions, and for a while I was pleased with my new toy. But by degrees it became less and less interesting. I suppose I had no real love for it. Furthermore, I had no opportunities for expression. My sorrow had secluded me. I demanded more from those around me than I had any right to expect. As a rule, we all of us demand from the world more than we are justified in demanding, especially if we suffer; and because the world is not so constituted that it can respond to us as eagerly and as sympathetically as we respond to ourselves, we become morose. So it was with me. People were sorry for me; but I knew that my trouble did not disturb them deeply, that when they left me, their faces, which were forcibly contracted while in my presence, instantly expanded into their ordinary self-satisfaction, and that if I were to die I should be forgotten a week after the funeral. I therefore recoiled from men, and frequently, with criminal carelessness and prodigality, rejected many an offer of kindness, not because I did not need it, but because I wanted too much of it.


My science, as I have said, was a failure. I cannot tell how it may be with some exceptionally heroic natures, but with me expression in some form or other, if the thing which should be expressed is to live, is an absolute necessity. I cannot read unless I have somebody to whom I can speak about my reading, and I lose almost all power of thinking if thought after thought remains with me. Expression is as indispensable to me as expiration of breath. Inspiration of the air is a necessity, but continued inspiration of air without expiration of the same is an impossibility. The geology was neglected, and at first I thought it was because it was geology, and I tried something else. For some months I fancied I had found a solace in chemistry. With my savings I purchased some apparatus, and began to be proficient. But the charm faded from this also; the apparatus was put aside, and the sight of it lying disused only made my dissatisfaction and melancholy the more profound. Amidst all my loneliness, I had never felt the least inclination to any baser pleasures, nor had I ever seen a woman for whom I felt even the most transient passion. My spectral friend — if spectre she was — dominated my existence, and seemed to prevent not only all licentiousness, but all pleasure, except of the most superficial kind, in other types of beauty. This need be no surprise to anybody. I have known cases in which the face of a singularly lovely woman, seen only for a few moments in the street, has haunted a man all through his life, and deeply affected it. In time I was advanced in my position as clerk, and would have married, but I had not the least inclination thereto. I did not believe in the actual reality of my vision, and had no hope of ever meeting in the flesh the apparition of the coach and the dingy street; I felt sure that there was some mistake, something wrong with me — the probabilities were all in favour of my being deceived; but still the dream possessed me, and every woman who for a moment appealed to me was tried by that standard and found wanting.


After some years had passed, during which I had scarcely been out of Newcastle, I took a holiday, and went up to London. It was about July. I was now a man on the wrong side of fifty, shy, reserved, with a reputation for constitutional melancholy, a shadowy creature, of whom nobody took much notice and who was noticed by nobody. While in London I went to see the pictures at the Academy. The place was thronged, and I was tired; I just looked about me, and was on the point of coming out wearied, when in a side room where there were crayon drawings, I caught sight of one of a face. I was amazed beyond measure. It was the face which had been my companion for so many years. There could be no mistake about it; even the neckerchief was tied as I remembered it so well, the very counterpart of the treasure I still preserved so sacredly at home. I was almost overcome with a faintness, with a creeping sensation all over the head, as if something were giving way, and with a shock of giddiness. I went and got a catalogue, found out the name of the artist, and saw that the picture had merely the name of “Stella” affixed to it. It might be a portrait, or it might not. After gazing myself almost blind at it, I went instantly to the artist’s house. He was at home. He seemed a poor man, and was evidently surprised at any inquiry after his picture so late in the season. I asked him who sat for it. “Nobody,” he said; “it was a mere fancy sketch. There might be a reminiscence in it of a girl I knew in France years ago; but she is long since dead, and I don’t think that anybody who knew her would recognise a likeness in it. In fact, I am sure they would not.” The price of the drawing was not much, although it was a good deal for me. I said instantly I would have it, and managed to get the money together by scraping up all my savings out of the savings bank. That is the very picture which you now see before you. I do not pretend to explain everything which I have told you. I have long since given up the attempt, and I suppose it must be said that I have suffered from some passing disorder of the brain, although that theory is not sound at all points, and there are circumstances inconsistent with it.


•   •   •



The next morning my friend went to his office, after an early breakfast. His hours were long, and I was obliged to leave Newcastle before his return. So I bade him goodbye before he left home. I never saw him again. Two years afterwards I was shocked to see an announcement in the Times of his death. Knowing his lonely way of life, I went down to Newcastle to gather what I could about his illness and last moments. He had caught cold, and died of congestion of the lungs. His landlady said that he had made a will, and that what little property had remained after paying his funeral expenses had been made over to a hospital. I was anxious to know where the picture was. She could not tell me. It had disappeared just before his death, and nobody knew what had become of it.
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This story (commenced MacShaughnassy) comes from Furtwangen, a small town in the Black Forest. There lived there a very wonderful old fellow named Nicholaus Geibel. His business was the making of mechanical toys, at which work he had acquired an almost European reputation. He made rabbits that would emerge from the heart of a cabbage, flap their ears, smooth their whiskers, and disappear again; cats that would wash their faces, and mew so naturally that dogs would mistake them for real cats, and fly at them; dolls, with phonographs concealed within them, that would raise their hats and say, “Good morning; how do you do?” and some that would even sing a song.


But he was something more than a mere mechanic; he was an artist. His work was with him a hobby, almost a passion. His shop was filled with all manner of strange things that never would, or could, be sold — things he had made for the pure love of making them.


He had contrived a mechanical donkey that would trot for two hours by means of stored electricity, and trot, too, much faster than the live article, and with less need for exertion on the part of the driver; a bird that would shoot up into the air, fly round and round in a circle, and drop to earth at the exact spot from where it started; a skeleton that, supported by an upright iron bar, would dance a hornpipe; a life-size lady doll that could play the fiddle; and a gentleman with a hollow inside who could smoke a pipe and drink more lager beer than any three average German students put together, which is saying much.


Indeed, it was the belief of the town that old Geibel could make a man capable of doing everything that a respectable man need want to do. One day he made a man who did too much, and it came about in this way.


Young Doctor Follen had a baby, and the baby had a birthday. Its first birthday put Doctor Follen’s household into somewhat of a flurry, but on the occasion of its second birthday, Mrs. Doctor Follen gave a ball in honour of the event. Old Geibel and his daughter Olga were among the guests.


During the afternoon of the next day, some three or four of Olga’s bosom friends, who had also been present at the ball, dropped in to have a chat about it. They naturally fell to discussing the men, and to criticising their dancing. Old Geibel was in the room, but he appeared to be absorbed in his newspaper, and the girls took no notice of him.


“There seem to be fewer men who can dance, at every ball you go to,” said one of the girls.


“Yes, and don’t the ones who can, give themselves airs,” said another; “they make quite a favour of asking you.”


“And how stupidly they talk,” added a third. “They always say exactly the same things: ‘How charming you are looking tonight.’ ‘Do you often go to Vienna? Oh, you should, it’s delightful.’ ‘What a charming dress you have on.’ ‘What a warm day it has been.’ ‘Do you like Wagner?’ I do wish they’d think of something new.”


“Oh, I never mind how they talk,” said a fourth. “If a man dances well he may be a fool for all I care.”


“He generally is,” slipped in a thin girl, rather spitefully.


“I go to a ball to dance,” continued the previous speaker, not noticing the interruption. “All I ask of a partner is that he shall hold me firmly, take me round steadily, and not get tired before I do.”


“A clockwork figure would be the thing for you,” said the girl who had interrupted.


“Bravo!” cried one of the others, clapping her hands, “what a capital idea!”


“What’s a capital idea?” they asked.


“Why, a clockwork dancer, or, better still, one that would go by electricity and never run down.”


The girls took up the idea with enthusiasm.


“Oh, what a lovely partner he would make,” said one; “he would never kick you, or tread on your toes.”


“Or tear your dress,” said another.


“Or get out of step.”


“Or get giddy and lean on you.”


“And he would never want to mop his face with his handkerchief. I do hate to see a man do that after every dance.”


“And wouldn’t want to spend the whole evening in the supper-room.”


“Why, with a phonograph inside him to grind out all the stock remarks, you would not be able to tell him from a real man,” said the girl who had first suggested the idea.


“Oh yes, you would,” said the thin girl, “he would be so much nicer.”


Old Geibel had laid down his paper, and was listening with both his ears. On one of the girls glancing in his direction, however, he hurriedly hid himself again behind it.


After the girls were gone, he went into his workshop, where Olga heard him walking up and down, and every now and then chuckling to himself; and that night he talked to her a good deal about dancing and dancing men — asked what they usually said and did — what dances were most popular — what steps were gone through, with many other questions bearing on the subject.


Then for a couple of weeks he kept much to his factory, and was very thoughtful and busy, though prone at unexpected moments to break into a quiet low laugh, as if enjoying a joke that nobody else knew of.


A month later another ball took place in Furtwangen. On this occasion it was given by old Wenzel, the wealthy timber merchant, to celebrate his niece’s betrothal, and Geibel and his daughter were again among the invited.


When the hour arrived to set out, Olga sought her father. Not finding him in the house, she tapped at the door of his workshop. He appeared in his shirt-sleeves, looking hot, but radiant.


“Don’t wait for me,” he said, “you go on, I’ll follow you. I’ve got something to finish.”


As she turned to obey he called after her, “Tell them I’m going to bring a young man with me — such a nice young man, and an excellent dancer. All the girls will like him.” Then he laughed and closed the door.


Her father generally kept his doings secret from everybody, but she had a pretty shrewd suspicion of what he had been planning, and so, to a certain extent, was able to prepare the guests for what was coming. Anticipation ran high, and the arrival of the famous mechanist was eagerly awaited.


At length the sound of wheels was heard outside, followed by a great commotion in the passage, and old Wenzel himself, his jolly face red with excitement and suppressed laughter, burst into the room and announced in stentorian tones:


“Herr Geibel — and a friend.”


Herr Geibel and his “friend” entered, greeted with shouts of laughter and applause, and advanced to the centre of the room.


“Allow me, ladies and gentlemen,” said Herr Geibel, “to introduce you to my friend, Lieutenant Fritz. Fritz, my dear fellow, bow to the ladies and gentlemen.”


Geibel placed his hand encouragingly on Fritz’s shoulder, and the lieutenant bowed low, accompanying the action with a harsh clicking noise in his throat, unpleasantly suggestive of a death rattle. But that was only a detail.


“He walks a little stiffly” (old Geibel took his arm and walked him forward a few steps. He certainly did walk stiffly), “but then, walking is not his forte. He is essentially a dancing man. I have only been able to teach him the waltz as yet, but at that he is faultless. Come, which of you ladies may I introduce him to, as a partner? He keeps perfect time; he never gets tired; he won’t kick you or tread on your dress; he will hold you as firmly as you like, and go as quickly or as slowly as you please; he never gets giddy; and he is full of conversation. Come, speak up for yourself, my boy.”


The old gentleman twisted one of the buttons of his coat, and immediately Fritz opened his mouth, and in thin tones that appeared to proceed from the back of his head, remarked suddenly, “May I have the pleasure?” and then shut his mouth again with a snap.


That Lieutenant Fritz had made a strong impression on the company was undoubted, yet none of the girls seemed inclined to dance with him. They looked askance at his waxen face, with its staring eyes and fixed smile, and shuddered. At last old Geibel came to the girl who had conceived the idea.


“It is your own suggestion, carried out to the letter,” said Geibel, “an electric dancer. You owe it to the gentleman to give him a trial.”


She was a bright saucy little girl, fond of a frolic. Her host added his entreaties, and she consented.


Herr Geibel fixed the figure to her. Its right arm was screwed round her waist, and held her firmly; its delicately jointed left hand was made to fasten itself upon her right. The old toymaker showed her how to regulate its speed, and how to stop it, and release herself.


“It will take you round in a complete circle,” he explained; “be careful that no one knocks against you, and alters its course.”


The music struck up. Old Geibel put the current in motion, and Annette and her strange partner began to dance.


For a while everyone stood watching them. The figure performed its purpose admirably. Keeping perfect time and step, and holding its little partner tightly clasped in an unyielding embrace, it revolved steadily, pouring forth at the same time a constant flow of squeaky conversation, broken by brief intervals of grinding silence.


“How charming you are looking tonight,” it remarked in its thin, far-away voice. “What a lovely day it has been. Do you like dancing? How well our steps agree. You will give me another, won’t you? Oh, don’t be so cruel. What a charming gown you have on. Isn’t waltzing delightful? I could go on dancing forever — with you. Have you had supper?”


As she grew more familiar with the uncanny creature, the girl’s nervousness wore off, and she entered into the fun of the thing.


“Oh, he’s just lovely,” she cried, laughing, “I could go on dancing with him all my life.”


Couple after couple now joined them, and soon all the dancers in the room were whirling round behind them. Nicholaus Geibel stood looking on, beaming with childish delight at his success,


Old Wenzel approached him, and whispered something in his ear. Geibel laughed and nodded, and the two worked their way quietly towards the door.


“This is the young people’s house tonight,” said Wenzel, as soon as they were outside; “you and I will have a quiet pipe and a glass of hock, over in the counting-house.”


Meanwhile the dancing grew more fast and furious. Little Annette loosened the screw regulating her partner’s rate of progress, and the figure flew round with her swifter and swifter. Couple after couple dropped out exhausted, but they only went the faster, till at length they were the only pair left dancing.


Madder and madder became the waltz. The music lagged behind: the musicians, unable to keep pace, ceased, and sat staring. The younger guests applauded, but the older faces began to grow anxious.


“Hadn’t you better stop, dear,” said one of the women, “You’ll make yourself so tired.”


But Annette did not answer.


“I believe she’s fainted,” cried out a girl, who had caught sight of her face as it was swept by.


One of the men sprang forward and clutched at the figure, but its impetus threw him down on to the floor, where its steel-cased feet laid bare his cheek. The thing evidently did not intend to part with its prize easily.


Had anyone retained a cool head, the figure, one cannot help thinking, might easily have been stopped. Two or three men, acting in concert, might have lifted it bodily off the floor, or have jammed it into a corner. But few human heads are capable of remaining cool under excitement. Those who are not present think how stupid must have been those who were; those who are, reflect afterwards how simple it would have been to do this, that, or the other, if only they had thought of it at the time.


The women grew hysterical. The men shouted contradictory directions to one another. Two of them made a bungling rush at the figure, which had the result of forcing it out of its orbit in the centre of the room, and sending it crashing against the walls and furniture. A stream of blood showed itself down the girl’s white frock, and followed her along the floor. The affair was becoming horrible. The women rushed screaming from the room. The men followed them.


One sensible suggestion was made: “Find Geibel — fetch Geibel.”


No one had noticed him leave the room, no one knew where he was. A party went in search of him. The others, too unnerved to go back into the ballroom, crowded outside the door and listened. They could hear the steady whir of the wheels upon the polished floor, as the thing spun round and round; the dull thud as every now and again it dashed itself and its burden against some opposing object and ricocheted off in a new direction.


And everlastingly it talked in that thin ghostly voice, repeating over and over the same formula: “How charming you are looking tonight. What a lovely day it has been. Oh, don’t be so cruel. I could go on dancing forever — with you. Have you had supper?”


Of course they sought for Geibel everywhere but where he was. They looked in every room in the house, then they rushed off in a body to his own place, and spent precious minutes in waking up his deaf old housekeeper. At last it occurred to one of the party that Wenzel was missing also, and then the idea of the counting-house across the yard presented itself to them, and there they found him.


He rose up, very pale, and followed them; and he and old Wenzel forced their way through the crowd of guests gathered outside, and entered the room, and locked the door behind them.


From within there came the muffled sound of low voices and quick steps, followed by a confused scuffling noise, then silence, then the low voices again.


After a time the door opened, and those near it pressed forward to enter, but old Wenzel’s broad shoulders barred the way.


“I want you — and you, Bekler,” he said, addressing a couple of the elder men. His voice was calm, but his face was deadly white. “The rest of you, please go — get the women away as quickly as you can.”


From that day old Nicholaus Geibel confined himself to the making of mechanical rabbits and cats that mewed and washed their faces.
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It happened twice in my time. It will never happen again, they say, since Miss Erristoun (Mrs. Arthur, as is now) and Mr. Calder-Maxwell between them found out the secret of the haunted room, and laid the ghost; for ghost it was, though at the time Mr. Maxwell gave it another name, Latin, I fancy, but all I can remember about it now is that it somehow reminded me of poultry-rearing. I am the housekeeper at Mertoun Towers, as my aunt was before me, and her aunt before her, and first of all my great-grandmother, who was a distant cousin of the Laird, and had married the chaplain, but being left penniless at her husband’s death, was thankful to accept the post which has ever since been occupied by one of her descendants. It gives us a sort of standing with the servants, being, as it were, related to the family; and Sir Archibald and my Lady have always acknowledged the connection, and treated us with more freedom than would be accorded to ordinary dependants.


Mertoun has been my home from the time I was eighteen. Something occurred then of which, since it has nothing to do with this story, I need only say that it wiped out forever any idea of marriage on my part, and I came to the Towers to be trained under my aunt’s vigilant eye for the duties in which I was one day to succeed her.


Of course I knew there was a story about the blue tapestry room. Everyone knew that, though the old Laird had given strict orders that the subject should not be discussed among the servants, and always discouraged any allusion to it on the part of his family and guests. But there is a strange fascination about everything connected with the supernatural, and orders or no orders, people, whether gentle or simple, will try to gratify their curiosity; so a good deal of surreptitious talk went on both in the drawing-room and the servants’ hall, and hardly a guest came to the house but would pay a visit to the Blue Room and ask all manner of questions about the ghost. The odd part of the business was that no one knew what the ghost was supposed to be, or even if there were any ghost at all. I tried hard to get my aunt to tell me some details of the legend, but she always reminded me of Sir Archibald’s orders, and added that the tale most likely started with the superstitious fancy of people who lived long ago and were very ignorant, because a certain Lady Barbara Mertoun had died in that room.


I reminded her that people must have died, at some time or other, in pretty nearly every room in the house, and no one had thought of calling them haunted, or hinting that it was unsafe to sleep there.


She answered that Sir Archibald himself had used the Blue Room, and one or two other gentlemen, who had passed the night there for a wager, and they had neither seen nor heard anything unusual. For her part, she added, she did not hold with people wasting their time thinking of such folly, when they had much better be giving their minds to their proper business.


Somehow her professions of incredulity did not ring true, and I wasn’t satisfied, though I gave up asking questions. But if I said nothing, I thought the more, and often when my duties took me to the Blue Room I would wonder why, if nothing had happened there, and there was no real mystery, the room was never used; it had not even a mattress on the fine carved bedstead, which was only covered by a sheet to keep it from the dust. And then I would steal into the portrait gallery to look at the great picture of the Lady Barbara, who had died in the full bloom of her youth, no one knew why, for she was just found one morning stiff and cold, stretched across that fine bed under the blue tapestried canopy.


She must have been a beautiful woman, with her great black eyes and splendid auburn hair, though I doubt her beauty was all on the outside, for she had belonged to the gayest set of the Court, which was none too respectable in those days, if half the tales one hears of it are true; and indeed a modest lady would hardly have been painted in such a dress, all slipping off her shoulders, and so thin that one can see right through the stuff. There must have been something queer about her too, for they do say her father-in-law, who was known as the wicked Lord Mertoun, would not have her buried with the rest of the family; but that might have been his spite, because he was angry that she had no child, and her husband, who was but a sickly sort of man, dying of consumption but a month later, there was no direct heir; so that with the old Lord the title became extinct, and the estates passed to the Protestant branch of the family, of which the present Sir Archibald Mertoun is the head. Be that as it may, Lady Barbara lies by herself in the churchyard, near the lych-gate, under a grand marble tomb indeed, but all alone, while her husband’s coffin has its place beside those of his brothers who died before him, among their ancestors and descendants in the great vault under the chancel.


I often used to think about her, and wonder why she died, and how; and then It happened and the mystery grew deeper than ever.


There was a family gathering that Christmas, I remember, the first Christmas for many years that had been kept at Mertoun, and we had been very busy arranging the rooms for the different guests, for on New Year’s Eve there was a ball in the neighbourhood, to which Lady Mertoun was taking a large party, and for that night, at least, the house was as full as it would hold.


I was in the linen-room, helping to sort the sheets and pillow-covers for the different beds, when my Lady came in with an open letter in her hand.


She began to talk to my aunt in a low voice, explaining something which seemed to have put her out, for when I returned from carrying a pile of linen to the head-housemaid, I heard her say: “It is too annoying to upset all one’s arrangements at the last moment. Why couldn’t she have left the girl at home and brought another maid, who could be squeezed in somewhere without any trouble?”


I gathered that one of the visitors, Lady Grayburn, had written that she was bringing her companion, and as she had left her maid, who was ill, at home, she wanted the young lady to have a bedroom adjoining hers, so that she might be at hand to give any help that was required. The request seemed a trifling matter enough in itself, but it just so happened that there really was no room at liberty. Every bedroom on the first corridor was occupied, with the exception of the Blue Room, which, as ill-luck would have it, chanced to be next to that arranged for Lady Grayburn.


My aunt made several suggestions, but none of them seemed quite practicable, and at last my Lady broke out: “Well, it cannot be helped; you must put Miss Wood in the Blue Room. It is only for one night, and she won’t know anything about that silly story.”


“Oh, my Lady!” my aunt cried, and I knew by her tone that she had not spoken the truth when she professed to think so lightly of the ghost.


“I can’t help it,” her Ladyship answered: “besides, I don’t believe there is anything really wrong with the room. Sir Archibald has slept there, and he found no cause for complaint.”


“But a woman, a young woman,” my aunt urged; “indeed I wouldn’t run such a risk, my Lady; let me put one of the gentlemen in there, and Miss Wood can have the first room in the west corridor.”


“And what use would she be to Lady Grayburn out there?” said her Ladyship. “Don’t be foolish, my good Marris. Unlock the door between the two rooms; Miss Wood can leave it open if she feels nervous; but I shall not say a word about that foolish superstition, and I shall be very much annoyed if anyone else does so.”


She spoke as if that settled the question, but my aunt wasn’t easy. “The Laird,” she murmured; “what will he say to a lady being put to sleep there?”


“Sir Archibald does not interfere in household arrangements. Have the Blue Room made ready for Miss Wood at once. I will take the responsibility, if there is any.”


On that her Ladyship went away, and there was nothing for it but to carry out her orders. The Blue Room was prepared, a great fire lighted, and when I went round last thing to see all was in order for the visitor’s arrival, I couldn’t but think how handsome and comfortable it looked. There were candles burning brightly on the toilet-table and chimney-piece, and a fine blaze of logs on the wide hearth. I saw nothing had been overlooked, and was closing the door when my eyes fell on the bed. It was crumpled just as if someone had thrown themselves across it, and I was vexed that the housemaids should have been so careless, especially with the smart new quilt. I went round, and patted up the feathers, and smoothed the counterpane, just as the carriages drove under the window.


By and by Lady Grayburn and Miss Wood came upstairs, and knowing they had brought no maid, I went to assist in the unpacking. I was a long time in her Ladyship’s room, and when I’d settled her I tapped at the next door and offered to help Miss Wood. Lady Grayburn followed me almost immediately to inquire the whereabouts of some keys. She spoke very sharply, I thought, to her companion, who seemed a timid, delicate slip of a girl, with nothing noticeable about her except her hair, which was lovely, pale golden, and heaped in thick coils all round her small head.


“You will certainly be late,” Lady Grayburn said. “What an age you have been, and you have not half finished unpacking yet.” The young lady murmured something about there being so little time. “You have had time to sprawl on the bed instead of getting ready,” was the retort, and as Miss Wood meekly denied the imputation, I looked over my shoulder at the bed, and saw there the same strange indentation I had noticed before. It made my heart beat faster, for without any reason at all I felt certain that crease must have something to do with Lady Barbara.


Miss Wood didn’t go to the ball. She had supper in the schoolroom with the young ladies’ governess, and as I heard from one of the maids that she was to sit up for Lady Grayburn, I took her some wine and sandwiches about twelve o’clock. She stayed in the schoolroom, with a book, till the first party came home soon after two. I’d been round the rooms with the housemaid to see the fires were kept up, and I wasn’t surprised to find that queer crease back on the bed again; indeed, I sort of expected it. I said nothing to the maid, who didn’t seem to have noticed anything out of the way, but I told my aunt, and though she answered sharply that I was talking nonsense, she turned quite pale, and I heard her mutter something under breath that sounded like “God help her!”


I slept badly that night, for, do what I would, the thought of that poor young lady alone in the Blue Room kept me awake and restless. I was nervous, I suppose, and once, just as I was dropping off, I started up, fancying I’d heard a scream. I opened my door and listened, but there wasn’t a sound, and after waiting a bit I crept back to bed, and lay there shivering till I fell asleep.


The household wasn’t astir as early as usual. Everyone was tired after the late night, and tea wasn’t to be sent to the ladies till half-past nine. My aunt said nothing about the ghost, but I noticed she was fidgety, and asked almost first thing if anyone had been to Miss Wood’s room. I was telling her that Martha, one of the housemaids, had just taken up the tray, when the girl came running in with a scared, white face. “For pity’s sake, Mrs. Marris,” she cried, “come to the Blue Room; something awful has happened!”


My aunt stopped to ask no questions. She ran straight upstairs, and as I followed I heard her muttering to herself, “I knew it, I knew it. Oh Lord! what will my Lady feel like now?”


If I live to be a hundred I shall never forget that poor girl’s face. It was just as if she’d been frozen with terror. Her eyes were wide open and fixed, and her little hands clenched in the coverlet on each side of her as she lay across the bed in the very place where that crease had been.


Of course the whole house was aroused. Sir Archibald sent one of the grooms post-haste for the doctor, but he could do nothing when he came; Miss Wood had been dead for at least five hours.


It was a sad business. All the visitors went away as soon as possible, except Lady Grayburn, who was obliged to stay for the inquest.


In his evidence, the doctor stated death was due to failure of heart’s action, occasioned possibly by some sudden shock; and though the jury did not say so in their verdict, it was an open secret that they blamed her Ladyship for permitting Miss Wood to sleep in the haunted room. No one could have reproached her more bitterly than she did herself, poor lady; and if she had done wrong she certainly suffered for it, for she never recovered from the shock of that dreadful morning, and became more or less of an invalid till her death five years later.


All this happened in 184—. It was fifty years before another woman slept in the Blue Room, and fifty years had brought with them many changes. The old Laird was gathered to his fathers, and his son, the present Sir Archibald, reigned in his stead; his sons were grown men, and Mr. Charles, the eldest, married, with a fine little boy of his own. My aunt had been dead many a year, and I was an old woman, though active and able as ever to keep the maids up to their work. They take more looking after now, I think, than in the old days before there was so much talk of education, and when young women who took service thought less of dress and more of dusting. Not but what education is a fine thing in its proper place, that is, for gentlefolk. If Miss Erristoun, now, hadn’t been the clever, strong-minded young lady she is, she’d never have cleared the Blue Room of its terrible secret, and lived to make Mr. Arthur the happiest man alive.


He’d taken a great deal of notice of her when she first came in the summer to visit Mrs. Charles, and I wasn’t surprised to find she was one of the guests for the opening of the shooting-season. It wasn’t a regular house-party (for Sir Archibald and Lady Mertoun were away), but just half-a-dozen young ladies, friends of Mrs. Charles, who was but a girl herself, and as many gentlemen that Mr. Charles and Mr. Arthur had invited. And very gay they were, what with lunches at the covert-side, and tennis-parties, and little dances got up at a few hours’ notice, and sometimes of an evening they’d play hide-and-seek all over the house just as if they’d been so many children.


It surprised me at first to see Miss Erristoun, who was said to be so learned, and had held her own with all the gentlemen at Cambridge, playing with the rest like any ordinary young lady; but she seemed to enjoy the fun as much as anyone, and was always first in any amusement that was planned. I didn’t wonder at Mr. Arthur’s fancying her, for she was a handsome girl, tall and finely made, and carried herself like a princess. She had a wonderful head of hair, too, so long, her maid told me, it touched the ground as she sat on a chair to have it brushed. Everybody seemed to take to her, but I soon noticed it was Mr. Arthur or Mr. Calder-Maxwell she liked best to be with.


Mr. Maxwell is a Professor now, and a great man at Oxford; but then he was just an undergraduate the same as Mr. Arthur, though more studious, for he’d spend hours in the library poring over those old books full of queer black characters, that they say the wicked Lord Mertoun collected in the time of King Charles the Second. Now and then Miss Erristoun would stay indoors to help him, and it was something they found out in their studies that gave them the clue to the secret of the Blue Room.


For a long time after Miss Wood’s death all mention of the ghost was strictly forbidden. Neither the Laird nor her Ladyship could bear the slightest allusion to the subject, and the Blue Room was kept locked, except when it had to be cleaned and aired. But as the years went by the edge of the tragedy wore off, and by degrees it grew to be just a story that people talked about in much the same way as they had done when I first came to the Towers; and if many believed in the mystery and speculated as to what the ghost could be, there were others who didn’t hesitate to declare Miss Wood’s dying in that room was a mere coincidence, and had nothing to do with supernatural agency. Miss Erristoun was one of those who held most strongly to this theory. She didn’t believe a bit in ghosts, and said straight out that there wasn’t any of the tales told of haunted houses which could not be traced to natural causes, if people had courage and science enough to investigate them thoroughly.


•   •   •


It had been very wet all that day, and the gentlemen had stayed indoors, and nothing would serve Mrs. Charles but they should all have an old-fashioned tea in my room and “talk ghosts,” as she called it. They made me tell them all I knew about the Blue Room, and it was then, when everyone was discussing the story and speculating as to what the ghost could be, that Miss Erristoun spoke up. “The poor girl had heart-complaint,” she finished by saying, “and she would have died the same way in any other room.”


“But what about the other people who have slept there?” someone objected.


“They did not die. Old Sir Archibald came to no harm, neither did Mr. Hawksworth, nor the other man. They were healthy, and had plenty of pluck, so they saw nothing.”


“They were not women,” put in Mrs. Charles, “you see, the ghost only appears to the weaker sex.”


“That proves the story to be a mere legend,” Miss Erristoun said with decision. “First it was reported that everyone who slept in the room died. Then one or two men did sleep there, and remained alive; so the tale had to be modified, and since one woman could be proved to have died suddenly there, the fatality was represented as attaching to women only. If a girl with a sound constitution and good nerve were once to spend the night in that room, your charming family-spectre would be discredited forever.”


There was a perfect chorus of dissent. None of the ladies could agree, and most of the gentlemen doubted whether any woman’s nerve would stand the ordeal. The more they argued the more Miss Erristoun persisted in her view, till at last Mrs. Charles got vexed, and cried: “Well, it is one thing to talk about it, and another to do it. Confess now, Edith, you daren’t sleep in that room yourself.”


“I dare and I will,” she answered directly. “I don’t believe in ghosts, and I am ready to stand the test. I will sleep in the Blue Room tonight, if you like, and tomorrow morning you will have to confess that whatever there may be against the haunted chamber, it is not a ghost.”


I think Mrs. Charles was sorry she’d spoken then, for they all took Miss Erristoun up, and the gentlemen were for laying wagers as to whether she’d see anything or not. When it was too late she tried to laugh aside her challenge as absurd, but Miss Erristoun wouldn’t be put off. She said she meant to see the thing through, and if she wasn’t allowed to have a bed made up, she’d carry in her blankets and pillows, and camp out on the floor.


The others were all laughing and disputing together, but I saw Mr. Maxwell look at her very curiously. Then he drew Mr. Arthur aside, and began to talk in an undertone. I couldn’t hear what he said, but Mr. Arthur answered quite short:


“It’s the maddest thing I ever heard of, and I won’t allow it for a moment.”


“She will not ask your permission perhaps,” Mr. Maxwell retorted. Then he turned to Mrs. Charles, and inquired how long it was since the Blue Room had been used, and if it was kept aired. I could speak to that, and when he’d heard that there was no bedding there, but that fires were kept up regularly, he said he meant to have the first refusal of the ghost, and if he saw nothing it would be time enough for Miss Erristoun to take her turn.


Mr. Maxwell had a kind of knack of settling things, and somehow with his quiet manner always seemed to get his own way. Just before dinner he came to me with Mrs. Charles, and said it was all right, I was to get the room made ready quietly, not for all the servants to know, and he was going to sleep there.


I heard next morning that he came down to breakfast as usual. He’d had an excellent night, he said, and never slept better.


It was wet again that morning, raining “cats and dogs,” but Mr. Arthur went out in it all. He’d almost quarrelled with Miss Erristoun, and was furious with Mr. Maxwell for encouraging her in her idea of testing the ghost-theory, as they called it. Those two were together in the library most of the day, and Mrs. Charles was chaffing Miss Erristoun as they went upstairs to dress, and asking her if she found the demons interesting. Yes, she said, but there was a page missing in the most exciting part of the book. They could not make head or tail of the context for some time, and then Mr. Maxwell discovered that a leaf had been cut out. They talked of nothing else all through dinner, the butler told me, and Miss Erristoun seemed so taken up with her studies, I hoped she’d forgotten about the haunted room. But she wasn’t one of the sort to forget. Later in the evening I came across her standing with Mr. Arthur in the corridor. He was talking very earnestly, and I saw her shrug her shoulders and just look up at him and smile, in a sort of way that meant she wasn’t going to give in. I was slipping quietly by, for I didn’t want to disturb them, when Mr. Maxwell came out of the billiard-room. “It’s our game,” he said; “won’t you come and play the tie?”


“I’m quite ready,” Miss Erristoun answered, and was turning away, when Mr. Arthur laid his hand on her arm. “Promise me first,” he urged, “promise me that much, at least.”


“How tiresome you are!” she said quite pettishly. “Very well then, I promise; and now please, don’t worry me any more.”


Mr. Arthur watched her go back to the billiard-room with his friend, and he gave a sort of groan. Then he caught sight of me and came along the passage. “She won’t give it up,” he said, and his face was quite white. “I’ve done all I can; I’d have telegraphed to my father, but I don’t know where they’ll stay in Paris, and anyway there’d be no time to get an answer. Mrs. Marris, she’s going to sleep in that damn room, and if anything happens to her — I—” he broke off short, and threw himself on to the window-seat, hiding his face on his folded arms.


I could have cried for sympathy with his trouble. Mr. Arthur has always been a favourite of mine, and I felt downright angry with Miss Erristoun for making him so miserable just out of a bit of bravado.


“I think they are all mad,” he went on presently. “Charley ought to have stopped the whole thing at once, but Kate and the others have talked him round. He professes to believe there’s no danger, and Maxwell has got his head full of some rubbish he has found in those beastly books on Demonology, and he’s backing her up. She won’t listen to a word I say. She told me point-blank she’d never speak to me again if I interfered. She doesn’t care a hang for me; I know that now, but I can’t help it; I — I’d give my life for her.”


I did my best to comfort him, saying Miss Erristoun wouldn’t come to any harm; but it wasn’t a bit of use, for I didn’t believe in my own assurances. I felt nothing but ill could come of such tempting of Providence, and I seemed to see that other poor girl’s terrible face as it had looked when we found her dead in that wicked room. However, it is a true saying that “a wilful woman will have her way,” and we could do nothing to prevent Miss Erristoun’s risking her life; but I made up my mind to one thing, whatever other people might do, I wasn’t going to bed that night.


I’d been getting the winter-hangings into order, and the upholstress had used the little boudoir at the end of the long corridor for her work. I made up the fire, brought in a fresh lamp, and when the house was quiet, I crept down and settled myself there to watch. It wasn’t ten yards from the door of the Blue Room, and over the thick carpet I could pass without making a sound, and listen at the keyhole. Miss Erristoun had promised Mr. Arthur she would not lock her door; it was the one concession he’d been able to obtain from her. The ladies went to their rooms about eleven, but Miss Erristoun stayed talking to Mrs. Charles for nearly an hour while her maid was brushing her hair. I saw her go to the Blue Room, and by and by Louise left her, and all was quiet. It must have been half-past one before I thought I heard something moving outside. I opened the door and looked out, and there was Mr. Arthur standing in the passage. He gave a start when he saw me. “You are sitting up,” he said, coming into the room; “then you do believe there is evil work on hand tonight? The others have gone to bed, but I can’t rest; it’s no use my trying to sleep. I meant to stay in the smoking-room, but it is so far away; I couldn’t hear there even if she called for help. I’ve listened at the door; there isn’t a sound. Can’t you go in and see if it’s all right? Oh, Marris, if she should—”


I knew what he meant, but I wasn’t going to admit that possible — yet. “I can’t go into a lady’s room without any reason,” I said; “but I’ve been to the door every few minutes for the last hour and more. It wasn’t till half-past twelve that Miss Erristoun stopped moving about, and I don’t believe, Mr. Arthur, that God will let harm come to her, without giving those that care for her some warning. I mean to keep on listening, and if there’s the least hint of anything wrong, why I’ll go to her at once, and you are at hand here to help.”


I talked to him a bit more till he seemed more reasonable, and then we sat there waiting, hardly speaking a word except when, from time to time, I went outside to listen. The house was deathly quiet; there was something terrible, I thought, in the stillness; not a sign of life anywhere save just in the little boudoir, where Mr. Arthur paced up and down, or sat with a strained look on his face, watching the door.


As three o’clock struck, I went out again. There is a window in the corridor, angle for angle with the boudoir door. As I passed, someone stepped from behind the curtains and a voice whispered: “Don’t be frightened Mrs. Marris; it is only me, Calder-Maxwell. Mr. Arthur is there, isn’t he?” He pushed open the boudoir door. “May I come in?” he said softly. “I guessed you’d be about, Mertoun. I’m not at all afraid myself, but if there is anything in that little legend, it is as well for some of us to be on hand. It was a good idea of yours to get Mrs. Marris to keep watch with you.”


Mr. Arthur looked at him as black as thunder. “If you didn’t know there was something in it,” he said, “you wouldn’t be here now; and knowing that, you’re nothing less than a blackguard for egging that girl on to risk her life, for the sake of trying to prove your insane theories. You are no friend of mine after this, and I’ll never willingly see you or speak to you again.”


I was fairly frightened at his words, and for how Mr. Maxwell might take them; but he just smiled, and lighted a cigarette, quite cool and quiet.


“I’m not going to quarrel with you, old chap,” he said. “You’re a bit on the strain tonight, and when a man has nerves he mustn’t be held responsible for all his words.” Then he turned to me. “You’re a sensible woman, Mrs. Harris, and a brave one too, I fancy. If I stay here with Mr. Arthur, will you keep close outside Miss Erristoun’s door? She may talk in her sleep quietly; that’s of no consequence; but if she should cry out, go in at once, at once, you understand; we shall hear you, and follow immediately.”


At that Mr. Arthur was on his feet. “You know more than you pretend,” he cried. “You slept in that room last night. By Heaven, if you’ve played any trick on her I’ll—”


Mr. Maxwell held the door open. “Will you go, please, Mrs. Marris?” he said in his quiet way. “Mertoun, don’t be a damn fool.”


I went as he told me, and I give you my word I was all ears, for I felt certain Mr. Maxwell knew more than we did, and that he expected something to happen.


It seemed like hours, though I know now it could not have been more than a quarter of that time, before I could be positive someone was moving behind that closed door.


At first I thought it was only my own heart, which was beating against my ribs like a hammer; but soon I could distinguish footsteps, and a sort of murmur like someone speaking continuously, but very low. Then a voice (it was Miss Erristoun’s this time) said, “No, it is impossible; I am dreaming, I must be dreaming.” There was a kind of rustling as though she were moving quickly across the floor. I had my fingers on the handle, but I seemed as if I’d lost power to stir; I could only wait for what might come next.


Suddenly she began to say something out loud. I could not make out the words, which didn’t sound like English, but almost directly she stopped short. “I can’t remember any more,” she cried in a troubled tone. “What shall I do? I can’t—” There was a pause. Then “No, no!” she shrieked. “Oh, Arthur, Arthur!”


At that my strength came back to me, and I flung open the door.


There was a night-lamp burning on the table, and the room was quite light. Miss Erristoun was standing by the bed; she seemed to have backed up against it; her hands were down at her sides, her fingers clutching at the quilt. Her face was white as a sheet, and her eyes staring wide with terror, as well they might — I know I never had such a shock in my life, for if it was my last word, I swear there was a man standing close in front of her. He turned and looked at me as I opened the door, and I saw his face as plain as I did hers. He was young and very handsome, and his eyes shone like an animal’s when you see them in the dark.


“Arthur!” Miss Erristoun gasped again, and I saw she was fainting. I sprang forward, and caught her by the shoulders just as she was falling back on to the bed.


It was all over in a second. Mr. Arthur had her in his arms, and when I looked up there were only us four in the room, for Mr. Maxwell had followed on Mr. Arthur’s heels, and was kneeling beside me with his fingers on Miss Erristoun’s pulse. “It’s only a faint,” he said, “she’ll come round directly. Better take her out of this at once; here’s a dressing-gown.” He threw the wrapper round her, and would have helped to raise her, but Mr. Arthur needed no assistance. He lifted Miss Erristoun as if she’d been a baby, and carried her straight to the boudoir. He laid her on the couch and knelt beside her, chafing her hands. “Get the brandy out of the smoking room, Maxwell,” he said. “Mrs. Marris, have you any salts handy?”


I always carry a bottle in my pocket, so I gave it to him, before I ran after Mr. Maxwell, who had lighted a candle, and was going for the brandy. “Shall I wake Mr. Charles and the servants’?” I cried. “He’ll be hiding somewhere, but he hasn’t had time to get out of the house yet.”


He looked as if he thought I was crazed. “He who?” he asked.


“The man,” I said; “there was a man in Miss Erristoun’s room. I’ll call up Soames and Robert.”


“You’ll do nothing of the sort,” he said sharply. “There was no man in that room.”


“There was,” I retorted, “for I saw him; and a great powerful man too. Someone ought to go for the police before he has time to get off.”


Mr. Maxwell was always an odd sort of gentleman, but I didn’t know what to make of the way he behaved then. He just leaned against the wall, and laughed till the tears came into his eyes.


“It is no laughing matter that I can see,” I told him quite short, for I was angry at his treating the matter so lightly; “and I consider it no more than my duty to let Mr. Charles know that there’s a burglar on the premises.”


He grew grave at once then. “I beg your pardon, Mrs. Marris,” he said seriously; “but I couldn’t help smiling at the idea of the police. The vicar would be more to the point, all things considered. You really must . not think of rousing the household; it might do Miss Erristoun a great injury, and could in no case be of the slightest use. Don’t you understand? It was not a man at all you saw, it was an — well, it was what haunts the Blue Room.”


Then he ran downstairs, leaving me fairly dazed, for I’d made so sure what I’d seen was a real man, that I’d clean forgotten all about the ghost.


Miss Erristoun wasn’t long regaining consciousness. She swallowed the brandy we gave her like a lamb, and sat up bravely, though she started at every sound, and kept her hand in Mr. Arthur’s like a frightened child. It was strange, seeing how independent and stand-off she’d been with him before, but she seemed all the sweeter for the change. It was as if they’d come to an understanding without any words; and, indeed, he must have known she had cared for him all along, when she called out his name in her terror.


As soon as she’d recovered herself a little, Mr. Maxwell began asking questions. Mr. Arthur would have stopped him, but he insisted that it was of the greatest importance to hear everything while the impression was fresh; and when she had got over the first effort, Miss Erristoun seemed to find relief in telling her experience. She sat there with one hand in Mr. Arthur’s while she spoke, and Mr. Maxwell wrote down what she said in his pocket-book.


She told us she went to bed quite easy, for she wasn’t the least nervous, and being tired she soon dropped off to sleep. Then she had a sort of dream, I suppose, for she thought she was in the same room, only differently furnished, all but the bed. She described exactly how everything was arranged. She had the strangest feeling too, that she was not herself but someone else, and that she was going to do something — something that must be done, though she was frightened to death all the time, and kept stopping to listen at the inner door, expecting someone would hear her moving about and call out for her to go to them. That in itself was queer, for there was nobody sleeping in the adjoining room. Inner dream, she went on to say, she saw a curious little silver brazier, one that stands in a cabinet in the picture-gallery (a fine example of cinque cento work, I think I’ve heard my Lady call it), and this she remembered holding in her hands a long time, before she set it on a little table beside the bed. Now the bed in the Blue Room is very handsome, richly carved on the cornice and frame, and especially on the posts, which are a foot square at the base and covered with relief-work in a design of fruit and flowers. Miss Erristoun said she went to the left-hand post at the foot, and after passing her hand over the carving, she seemed to touch a spring in one of the centre flowers, and the panel fell outwards like a lid, disclosing a secret cupboard out of which she took some papers and a box. She seemed to know what to do with the papers, though she couldn’t tell us what was written on them; and she had a distinct recollection of taking a pastille from the box, and lighting it in the silver brazier. The smoke curled up and seemed to fill the whole room with a heavy perfume, and the next thing she remembered was that she awoke to find herself standing in the middle of the floor, and — what I had seen when I opened the door was there.


She turned quite white when she came to that part of the story, and shuddered. “I couldn’t believe it,” she said; “I tried to think I was still dreaming, but I wasn’t, I wasn’t. It was real, and it was there, and — oh, it was horrible!”


She hid her face against Mr. Arthur’s shoulder. Mr. Maxwell sat, pencil in hand, staring at her. “I was right then,” he said. “I felt sure I was; but it seemed incredible.”


“It is incredible,” said Miss Erristoun; “but it is true, frightfully true. When I realised that I was awake, that it was actually real, I tried to remember the charge, you know, out of the office of exorcism, but I couldn’t get through it. The words went out of my head; I felt my willpower failing; I was paralysed, as though I could make no effort to help myself and then — then I—” she looked at Mr. Arthur and blushed all over her face and neck. “I thought of you, and I called — I had a feeling that you would save me.”


Mr. Arthur made no more ado about us than if we’d been a couple of dummies. He just put his arms round her and kissed her, while Mr. Maxwell and I looked the other way.


After a bit, Mr. Maxwell said: “One more question, please; what was it like?” 


She answered after thinking for a minute. “It was like a man, tall and very handsome. I have an impression that its eyes were blue and very bright.” Mr. Maxwell looked at me inquiringly, and I nodded. “And dressed?” he asked. She began to laugh almost hysterically. “It sounds too insane for words, but I think — I am almost positive it wore ordinary evening dress.”


“It is impossible,” Mr. Arthur cried. “You were dreaming the whole time, that proves it.”


“It doesn’t,” Mr. Maxwell contradicted. “They usually appeared in the costume of the day. You’ll find that stated particularly both by Scott and Glanvil; Sprenger gives an instance too. Besides, Mrs. Marris thought it was a burglar, which argues that the — the manifestation was objective, and presented no striking peculiarity in the way of clothing.”


“What?” Miss Erristoun exclaimed. “You saw it too?” I told her exactly what I had seen. My description tallied with hers in everything, but the white shirt and tie, which from my position at the door I naturally should not be able to see.


Mr. Maxwell snapped the elastic round his notebook. For a long time he sat silently staring at the fire. “It is almost past belief,” he said at last, speaking half to himself, “that such a thing could happen at the end of the nineteenth century, in these scientific rationalistic times that we think such a lot about, we, who look down from our superior intellectual height on the benighted superstitions of the Middle Ages.” He gave an odd little laugh. “I’d like to get to the bottom of this business. I have a theory, and in the interest of psychical research and common humanity, I’d like to work it out. Miss Erristoun, you ought, I know, to have rest and quiet, and it is almost morning; but will you grant me one request. Before you are overwhelmed with questions, before you are made to relate your experience till the impression of tonight’s adventure loses edge and clearness, will you go with Mertoun and myself to the Blue Room, and try to find the secret panel?”


“She shall never set foot inside that door again,” Mr. Arthur began hotly, but Miss Erristoun laid a restraining hand on his arm.


“Wait a moment, dear,” she said gently; “let us hear Mr. Maxwell’s reasons. Do you think,” she went on, “that my dream had a foundation in fact; that something connected with that dreadful thing is really concealed about the room?”


“I think,” he answered, “that you hold the clue to the mystery, and I believe, could you repeat the action of your dream, and open the secret panel you might remove forever the legacy of one woman’s reckless folly. Only if it is to be done at all, it must be soon, before the impression has had time to fade.”


“It shall be done now,” she answered; “I am quite myself again. Feel my pulse; my nerves are perfectly steady.”


Mr. Arthur broke out into angry protestations. She had gone through more than enough for one night, he said, and he wouldn’t have her health sacrificed to Maxwell’s whims.


I have always thought Miss Erristoun handsome, but never, not even on her wedding-day, did she look so beautiful as then when she stood up in her heavy white wrapper, with all her splendid hair loose on her shoulders.


“Listen,” she said; “if God gives us a plain work to do, we must do it at any cost. Last night I didn’t believe in anything I could not understand. I was so full of pride in my own courage and common-sense, that I wasn’t afraid to sleep in that room and prove the ghost was all superstitious nonsense. I have learned there are forces of which I know nothing, and against which my strength was utter weakness. God took care of me, and sent help in time; and if He has opened a way by which I may save other women from the danger I escaped, I should be worse than ungrateful were I to shirk the task. Bring the lamp, Mr. Maxwell, and let us do what we can.” Then she put both hands on Mr. Arthur’s shoulders. “Why are you troubled?” she said sweetly. “You will be with me, and how can I be afraid?”


It never strikes me as strange now that burglaries and things can go on in a big house at night, and not a soul one whit the wiser. There were five people sleeping in the rooms on that corridor while we tramped up and down without disturbing one of them. Not but what we went as quietly as we could, for Mr. Maxwell made it clear that the less was known about the actual facts, the better. He went first, carrying the lamp, and we followed. Miss Erristoun shivered as her eyes fell on the bed, across which that dreadful crease showed plain, and I knew she was thinking of what might have been, had help not been at hand.


Just for a minute she faltered, then she went bravely on, and began feeling over the carved woodwork for the spring of the secret panel. Mr. Maxwell held the lamp close, but there was nothing to show any difference between that bit of carving and the other three posts. For full ten minutes she tried, and so did the gentlemen, and it seemed as though the dream would turn out a delusion after all, when all at once Miss Erristoun cried, “I have found it,” and with a little jerk, the square of wood fell forward, and there was the cupboard just as she had described it to us.


It was Mr. Maxwell who took out the things, for Mr. Arthur wouldn’t let Miss Erristoun touch them. There were a roll of papers and a little silver box. At the sight of the box she gave a sort of cry; “That is it,” she said, and covered her face with her hands.


Mr. Maxwell lifted the lid, and emptied out two or three pastilles. Then he unfolded the papers, and before he had fairly glanced at the sheet of parchment covered with queer black characters, he cried, “I knew it, I knew it! It is the missing leaf.” He seemed quite wild with excitement. “Come along,” he said. “Bring the light, Mertoun; I always said it was no ghost, and now the whole thing is as clear as daylight. You see,” he went on, as we gathered round the table in the boudoir, “so much depended on there being an heir. That was the chief cause of the endless quarrels between old Lord Mertoun and Barbara. He had never approved of the marriage, and was forever reproaching the poor woman with having failed in the first duty of an only son’s wife. His will shows that he did not leave her a farthing in event of her husband dying without issue. Then the feud with the Protestant branch of the family was very bitter, and the Sir Archibald of that day had three boys, he having married (about the same time as his cousin) Lady Mary Sarum, who had been Barbara’s rival at Court and whom Barbara very naturally hated. So when the doctors pronounced Dennis Mertoun to be dying of consumption, his wife got desperate, and had recourse to black magic. It is well known that the old man’s collection of works on Demonology was the most complete in Europe. Lady Barbara must have had access to the books, and it was she who cut out this leaf. Probably Lord Mertoun discovered the theft and drew his own conclusions. That would account for his refusal to admit her body to the family vault. The Mertouns were staunch Romanists, and it is one of the deadly sins, you know, meddling with sorcery. Well, Barbara contrived to procure the pastilles, and she worked out the spell according to the directions given here, and then — Good God! Mertoun, what have you done?”


For before anyone could interfere to check him, Mr. Arthur had swept papers, box, pastilles, and all off the table and flung them into the fire. The thick parchment curled and shrivelled on the hot coals, and a queer, faint smell like incense spread heavily through the room. Mr. Arthur stepped to the window and threw the casement wide open. Day was breaking, and a sweet fresh wind swept in from the east which was all rosy with the glow of the rising sun.


“It is a nasty story,” he said; “and if there be any truth in it, for the credit of the family and the name of a dead woman, let it rest forever. We will keep our own counsel about tonight’s work. It is enough for others to know that the spell of the Blue Room is broken, since a brave, pure-minded girl has dared to face its unknown mystery and has laid the ghost.”


Mr. Calder-Maxwell considered a moment. “I believe you are right,” he said, presently, with an air of resignation. “I agree to your proposition, and I surrender my chance of world-wide celebrity among the votaries of Psychical Research; but I do wish, Mertoun, you would call things by their proper names. It was not a ghost. It was an ———”


But as I said, all I can remember now of the word he used is, that it somehow put me in mind of poultry-rearing.


NOTE. The reader will observe that the worthy Mrs. Harris, though no student of Sprenger, unconsciously discerned the root-affinity of the incubator of the hen-yard and the incubus of the Malleus Maleficarum.
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The wild hawk to the wind-swept sky

The deer to the wholesome wold,

And the heart of a man to the heart of a maid,

As it was in the days of old.


 —Kipling





I



They were doing their work very badly. They got the rope around his neck, and tied his wrists with moose-bush withes, but again he fell, sprawling, turning, twisting over the leaves, tearing up everything around him like a trapped panther.


He got the rope away from them; he clung to it with bleeding fists; he set his white teeth in it, until the jute strands relaxed, unravelled, and snapped, gnawed through by his white teeth.


Twice Tully struck him with a gum hook. The dull blows fell on flesh rigid as stone.


Panting, foul with forest mould and rotten leaves, hands and face smeared with blood, he sat up on the ground, glaring at the circle of men around him.


“Shoot him!” gasped Tully, dashing the sweat from his bronzed brow; and Bates, breathing heavily, sat down on a log and dragged a revolver from his rear pocket. The man on the ground watched him; there was froth in the corners of his mouth.


“Git back!” whispered Bates, but his voice and hand trembled. “Kent,” he stammered, “won’t ye hang?”


The man on the ground glared.


“Ye’ve got to die, Kent,” he urged; “they all say so. Ask Lefty Sawyer; ask Dyce; ask Carrots. — He’s got to swing fur it — ain’t he, Tully? — Kent, fur God’s sake, swing fur these here gents!”


The man on the ground panted; his bright eyes never moved.


After a moment Tully sprang on him again. There was a flurry of leaves, a crackle, a gasp and a grunt, then the thumping and thrashing of two bodies writhing in the brush. Dyce and Carrots jumped on the prostrate men. Lefty Sawyer caught the rope again, but the jute strands gave way and he stumbled. Tully began to scream, “He’s chokin’ me!” Dyce staggered out into the open, moaning over a broken wrist.


“Shoot!” shouted Lefty Sawyer, and dragged Tully aside. “Shoot, Jim Bates! Shoot straight, b’ God!”


“Git back!” gasped Bates, rising from the fallen log.


The crowd parted right and left; a quick report rang out — another — another. Then from the whirl of smoke a tall form staggered, dealing blows — blows that sounded sharp as the crack of a whip.


“He’s off! Shoot straight!” they cried.


There was a gallop of heavy boots in the woods. Bates, faint and dazed, turned his head.


“Shoot!” shrieked Tully.


But Bates was sick; his smoking revolver fell to the ground; his white face and pale eyes contracted. It lasted only a moment; he started after the others, plunging, wallowing through thickets of osier and hemlock underbrush.


Far ahead he heard Kent crashing on like a young moose in November, and he knew he was making for the shore. The others knew too. Already the grey gleam of the sea cut a straight line along the forest edge; already the soft clash of the surf on the rocks broke faintly through the forest silence.


“He’s got a canoe there!” bawled Tully. “He’ll be into it!”


And he was into it, kneeling in the bow, driving his paddle to the handle. The rising sun gleamed like red lightning on the flashing blade; the canoe shot to the crest of a wave, hung, bows dripping in the wind, dropped into the depths, glided, tipped, rolled, shot up again, staggered, and plunged on.


Tully ran straight out into the cove surf; the water broke against his chest, bare and wet with sweat. Bates sat down on a worn black rock and watched the canoe listlessly.


The canoe dwindled to a speck of grey and silver; and when Carrots, who had run back to the gum camp for a rifle, returned, the speck on the water might have been easier to hit than a loon’s head at twilight. So Carrots, being thrifty by nature, fired once, and was satisfied to save the other cartridges. The canoe was still visible, making for the open sea. Somewhere beyond the horizon lay the keys, a string of rocks bare as skulls, black and slimy where the sea cut their base, white on the crests with the excrement of sea birds.


“He’s makin’ fur the Key to Grief!” whispered Bates to Dyce.


Dyce, moaning, and nursing his broken wrist, turned a sick face out to sea.


The last rock seaward was the Key to Grief, a splintered pinnacle polished by the sea. From the Key to Grief, seaward a day’s paddle, if a man dared, lay the long wooded island in the ocean known as Grief on the charts of the bleak coast.


In the history of the coast, two men had made the voyage to the Key to Grief, and from there to the island. One of these was a rum-crazed pelt hunter, who lived to come back; the other was a college youth; they found his battered canoe at sea, and a day later his battered body was flung up in the cove.


So, when Bates whispered to Dyce, and when Dyce called to the others, they knew that the end was not far off for Kent and his canoe; and they turned away into the forest, sullen, but satisfied that Kent would get his dues when the devil got his.


Lefty spoke vaguely of the wages of sin. Carrots, with an eye to thrift, suggested a plan for an equitable division of Kent’s property.


When they reached the gum camp they piled Kent’s personal effects on a blanket.


Carrots took the inventory: a revolver, two gum hooks, a fur cap, a nickel-plated watch, a pipe, a pack of new cards, a gum sack, forty pounds of spruce gum, and a frying pan.


Carrots shuffled the cards, picked out the joker, and flipped it pensively into the fire. Then he dealt cold decks all around.


When the goods and chattels of their late companion had been divided by chance — for there was no chance to cheat — somebody remembered Tully.


“He’s down there on the coast, starin’ after the canoe,” said Bates huskily.


He rose and walked toward a heap on the ground covered by a blanket. He started to lift the blanket, hesitated, and finally turned away. Under the blanket lay Tully’s brother, shot the night before by Kent.


“Guess we’d better wait till Tully comes,” said Carrots uneasily. Bates and Kent had been campmates. An hour later Tully walked into camp.


He spoke to no one that day. In the morning Bates found him down on the coast digging, and said: “Hello, Tully! Guess we ain’t much hell on lynchin’!”


“Naw,” said Tully. “Git a spade.”


“Goin’ to plant him there?”


“Yep.”


“Where he kin hear them waves?”


“Yep.”


“Purty spot.”


“Yep.”


“Which way will he face?”


“Where he kin watch fur that damned canoe!” cried Tully fiercely.


“He — he can’t see,” ventured Bates uneasily. “He’s dead, ain’t he?”


“He’ll heave up that there sand when the canoe comes back! An’ it’s a-comin’! An’ Bud Kent’ll be in it, dead or alive! Git a spade!”


The pale light of superstition flickered in Bates’s eyes. He hesitated.


“The — the dead can’t see,” he began; “kin they?”


Tully turned a distorted face toward him.


“Yer lie!” he roared. “My brother kin see, dead or livin’! An’ he’ll see the hangin’ of Bud Kent! An’ he’ll git up outer the grave fur to see it, Bill Bates! I’m tellin’ ye! I’m tellin’ ye! Deep as I’ll plant him, he’ll heave that there sand and call to me, when the canoe comes in! I’ll hear him; I’ll be here! An’ we’ll live to see the hangin’ of Bud Kent!”


About sundown they planted Tully’s brother, face to the sea.



II


On the Key to Grief the green waves rub all day. White at the summit, black at the base, the shafted rocks rear splintered pinnacles, slanting like channel buoys. On the polished pillars sea birds brood — white-winged, bright-eyed sea birds, that nestle and preen and flap and clatter their orange-coloured beaks when the sifted spray drives and drifts across the reef.


As the sun rose, painting crimson streaks criss-cross over the waters, the sea birds sidled together, huddling row on row, steeped in downy drowse.


Where the sun of noon burnished the sea, an opal wave washed, listless, noiseless; a sea bird stretched one listless wing.


And into the silence of the waters a canoe glided, bronzed by the sunlight, jeweled by the salt drops stringing from prow to thwart, seaweed a-trail in the diamond-flashing wake, and in the bow a man dripping with sweat.


Up rose the gulls, sweeping in circles, turning, turning over rock and sea, and their clamour filled the sky, starting little rippling echoes among the rocks.


The canoe grated on a shelf of ebony; the seaweed rocked and washed; the little sea crabs sheered sideways, down, down into limpid depths of greenest shadows. Such was the coming of Bud Kent to the Key to Grief.


He drew the canoe halfway up the shelf of rock and sat down, breathing heavily, one brown arm across the bow. For an hour he sat there. The sweat dried under his eyes. The sea birds came back, filling the air with soft querulous notes.


There was a livid mark around his neck, a red, raw circle. The salt wind stung it; the sun burned it into his flesh like a collar of red-hot steel. He touched it at times; once he washed it with cold salt water.


Far in the north a curtain of mist hung on the sea, dense, motionless as the fog on the Grand Banks. He never moved his eyes from it; he knew what it was. Behind it lay the Island of Grief.


All the year round the Island of Grief is hidden by the banks of mist, ramparts of dead white fog encircling it on every side. Ships give it wide berth. Some speak of warm springs on the island whose waters flow far out to sea, rising in steam eternally.


The pelt hunter had come back with tales of forests and deer and flowers everywhere; but he had been drinking much, and much was forgiven him.


The body of the college youth tossed up in the cove on the mainland was battered out of recognition, but some said, when found, one hand clutched a crimson blossom half wilted, but broad as a sap pan.


So Kent lay motionless beside his canoe, burned with thirst, every nerve vibrating, thinking of all these things. It was not fear that whitened the firm flesh under the tan; it was the fear of fear. He must not think — he must throttle dread; his eyes must never falter, his head never turn from that wall of mist across the sea. With set teeth he crushed back terror; with glittering eyes he looked into the hollow eyes of fright. And so he conquered fear.


He rose. The sea birds whirled up into the sky, pitching, tossing, screaming, till the sharp flapping of their pinions set the snapping echoes flying among the rocks.


Under the canoe’s sharp prow the kelp bobbed and dipped and parted; the sunlit waves ran out ahead, glittering, dancing. Splash! splash! bow and stern! And now he knelt again, and the polished paddle swung and dipped, and swept and swung and dipped again.


Far behind, the clamour of the sea birds lingered in his ears, till the mellow dip of the paddle drowned all sound and the sea was a sea of silence.


No wind came to cool the hot sweat on cheek and breast. The sun blazed a path of flame before him, and he followed out into the waste of waters. The still ocean divided under the bows and rippled innocently away on either side, tinkling, foaming, sparkling like the current in a woodland brook. He looked around at the world of flattened water, and the fear of fear rose up and gripped his throat again. Then he lowered his head, like a tortured bull, and shook the fear of fear from his throat, and drove the paddle into the sea as a butcher stabs, to the hilt.


So at last he came to the wall of mist. It was thin at first, thin and cool, but it thickened and grew warmer, and the fear of fear dragged at his head, but he would not look behind.


Into the fog the canoe shot; the grey water ran by, high as the gunwales, oily, silent. Shapes flickered across the bows, pillars of mist that rode the waters, robed in films of tattered shadows. Gigantic forms towered to dizzy heights above him, shaking out shredded shrouds of cloud. The vast draperies of the fog swayed and hung and trembled as he brushed them; the white twilight deepened to a sombre gloom. And now it grew thinner; the fog became a mist, and the mist a haze, and the haze floated away and vanished into the blue of the heavens.


All around lay a sea of pearl and sapphire, lapping, lapping on a silver shoal.


So he came to the Island of Grief.



III


On the silver shoal the waves washed and washed, breaking like crushed opals where the sands sang with the humming froth.


Troops of little shore birds, wading on the shoal, tossed their sun-tipped wings and scuttled inland, where, dappled with shadow from the fringing forest, the white beach of the island stretched.


The water all around was shallow, limpid as crystal, and he saw the ribbed sand shining on the bottom, where purple seaweed floated, and delicate sea creatures darted and swarmed and scattered again at the dip of his paddle.


Like velvet rubbed on velvet the canoe brushed across the sand. He staggered to his feet, stumbled out, dragged the canoe high up under the trees, turned it bottom upward, and sank beside it, face downward in the sand. Sleep came to drive away the fear of fear, but hunger, thirst, and fever fought with sleep, and he dreamed — dreamed of a rope that sawed his neck, of the fight in the woods, and the shots. He dreamed, too, of the camp, of his forty pounds of spruce gum, of Tully, and of Bates. He dreamed of the fire and the smoke-scorched kettle, of the foul odor of musty bedding, of the greasy cards, and of his own new pack, hoarded for weeks to please the others. All this he dreamed, lying there face downward in the sand; but he did not dream of the face of the dead.


The shadows of the leaves moved on his blonde head, crisp with clipped curls. A butterfly flitted around him, alighting now on his legs, now on the back of his bronzed hands. All the afternoon the bees hung droning among the wildwood blossoms; the leaves above scarcely rustled; the shore birds brooded along the water’s edge; the thin tide, sleeping on the sand, mirrored the sky.


Twilight paled the zenith; a breeze moved in the deeper woods; a star glimmered, went out, glimmered again, faded, and glimmered.


Night came. A moth darted to and fro under the trees; a beetle hummed around a heap of seaweed and fell scrambling in the sand. Somewhere among the trees a sound had become distinct, the song of a little brook, melodious, interminable. He heard it in his dream; it threaded all his dreams like a needle of silver, and like a needle it pricked him — pricked his dry throat and cracked lips. It could not awake him; the cool night swathed him head and foot.


Toward dawn a bird woke up and piped. Other birds stirred, restless, half awakened; a gull spread a cramped wing on the shore, preened its feathers, scratched its tufted neck, and took two drowsy steps toward the sea.


The sea breeze stirred out behind the mist bank; it raised the feathers on the sleeping gulls; it set the leaves whispering. A twig snapped, broke off, and fell. Kent stirred, sighed, trembled, and awoke.


The first thing he heard was the song of the brook, and he stumbled straight into the woods. There it lay, a thin, deep stream in the grey morning light, and he stretched himself beside it and laid his cheek in it. A bird drank in the pool, too — a little fluffy bird, bright-eyed and fearless.


His knees were firmer when at last he rose, heedless of the drops that beaded lips and chin. With his knife he dug and scraped at some white roots that hung half meshed in the bank of the brook, and when he had cleaned them in the pool he ate them.


The sun stained the sky when he went down to the canoe, but the eternal curtain of fog, far out at sea, hid it as yet from sight.


He lifted the canoe, bottom upwards, to his head, and, paddle and pole in either hand, carried it into the forest.


After he had set it down he stood a moment, opening and shutting his knife. Then he looked up into the trees. There were birds there, if he could get at them. He looked at the brook. There were the prints of his fingers in the sand; there, too, was the print of something else — a deer’s pointed hoof.


He had nothing but his knife. He opened it again and looked at it.


That day he dug for clams and ate them raw. He waded out into the shallows, too, and jabbed at fish with his setting pole, but hit nothing except a yellow crab.


Fire was what he wanted. He hacked and chipped at flinty-looking pebbles, and scraped tinder from a stick of sun-dried driftwood. His knuckles bled, but no fire came.


That night he heard deer in the woods, and could not sleep for thinking, until the dawn came up behind the wall of mist, and he rose with it to drink his fill at the brook and tear raw clams with his white teeth. Again he fought for fire, craving it as he had never craved water, but his knuckles bled, and the knife scraped on the flint in vain.


His mind, perhaps, had suffered somewhat. The white beach seemed to rise and fall like a white carpet on a gusty hearth. The birds, too, that ran along the sand, seemed big and juicy, like partridges; and he chased them, hurling shells and bits of driftwood at them till he could scarcely keep his feet for the rising, plunging beach — or carpet, whichever it was. That night the deer aroused him at intervals. He heard them splashing and grunting and crackling along the brook. Once he arose and stole after them, knife in hand, till a false step into the brook awoke him to his folly, and he felt his way back to the canoe, trembling.


Morning came, and again he drank at the brook, lying on the sand where countless heart-shaped hoofs had passed leaving clean imprints; and again he ripped the raw clams from their shells and swallowed them, whimpering.


All day long the white beach rose and fell and heaved and flattened under his bright dry eyes. He chased the shore birds at times, till the unsteady beach tripped him up and he fell full length in the sand. Then he would rise moaning, and creep into the shadow of the wood, and watch the little songbirds in the branches, moaning, always moaning.


His hands, sticky with blood, hacked steel and flint together, but so feebly that now even the cold sparks no longer came.


He began to fear the advancing night; he dreaded to hear the big warm deer among the thickets. Fear clutched him suddenly, and he lowered his head and set his teeth and shook fear from his throat again.


Then he started aimlessly into the woods, crowding past bushes, scraping trees, treading on moss and twig and mouldy stump, his bruised hands swinging, always swinging.


The sun set in the mist as he came out of the woods on to another beach — a warm, soft beach, crimsoned by the glow in the evening clouds.


And on the sand at his feet lay a young girl asleep, swathed in the silken garment of her own black hair, round limbed, brown, smooth as the bloom on the tawny beach.


A gull flapped overhead, screaming. Her eyes, deeper than night, unclosed. Then her lips parted in a cry, soft with sleep, “Ihó!”


She rose, rubbing her velvet eyes. “Ihó!” she cried in wonder; “Inâh!”


The gilded sand settled around her little feet. Her cheeks crimsoned.


“E-hó! E-hó!” she whispered, and hid her face in her hair.



IV


The bridge of the stars spans the sky seas; the sun and the moon are the travellers who pass over it. This was also known in the lodges of the Isantee, hundreds of years ago. Chaské told it to Hârpam, and when Hârpam knew he told it to Hapéda; and so the knowledge spread to Hârka, and from Winona to Wehârka, up and down, across and ever across, woof and web, until it came to the Island of Grief. And how? God knows!


Wehârka, prattling in the tules, may have told Ne-kâ; and Ne-kâ, high in the November clouds, may have told Kay-óshk, who told it to Shinge-bis, who told it to Skeé-skah, who told it to Sé-só-Kah.


Ihó! Inâh! Behold the wonder of it! And this is the fate of all knowledge that comes to the Island of Grief.


•   •   •


As the red glow died in the sky, and the sand swam in shadows, the girl parted the silken curtains of her hair and looked at him.


“Ehó!” she whispered again in soft delight.


For now it was plain to her that he was the sun! He had crossed the bridge of stars in the blue twilight; he had come!


“E-tó!”


She stepped nearer, shivering, faint with the ecstasy of this holy miracle wrought before her.


He was the Sun! His blood streaked the sky at dawn; his blood stained the clouds at even. In his eyes the blue of the sky still lingered, smothering two blue stars; and his body was as white as the breast of the Moon.


She opened both arms, hands timidly stretched, palm upward. Her face was raised to his, her eyes slowly closed; the deep-fringed lids trembled.


Like a young priestess she stood, motionless save for the sudden quiver of a limb, a quick pulse-flutter in the rounded throat. And so she worshipped, naked and unashamed, even after he, reeling, fell heavily forward on his face; even when the evening breeze stealing over the sands stirred the hair on his head, as winds stir the fur of a dead animal in the dust.


•   •   •


When the morning sun peered over the wall of mist, and she saw it was the sun, and she saw him, flung on the sand at her feet, then she knew that he was a man, only a man, pallid as death and smeared with blood.


And yet — miracle of miracles! — the divine wonder in her eyes deepened, and her body seemed to swoon, and fall a-trembling, and swoon again.


For, although it was but a man who lay at her feet, it had been easier for her to look upon a god.


He dreamed that he breathed fire — fire, that he craved as he had never craved water. Mad with delirium, he knelt before the flames, rubbing his torn hands, washing them in the crimson-scented flames. He had water, too, cool scented water, that sprayed his burning flesh, that washed in his eyes, his hair, his throat. After that came hunger, a fierce rending agony, that scorched and clutched and tore at his entrails; but that, too, died away, and he dreamed that he had eaten and all his flesh was warm. Then he dreamed that he slept; and when he slept he dreamed no more.


One day he awoke and found her stretched beside him, soft palms tightly closed, smiling, asleep.



V


Now the days began to run more swiftly than the tide along the tawny beach; and the nights, star-dusted and blue, came and vanished and returned, only to exhale at dawn like perfume from a violet.


They counted hours as they counted the golden bubbles, winking with a million eyes along the foam-flecked shore; and the hours ended, and began, and glimmered, iridescent, and ended as bubbles end in a tiny rainbow haze.


There was still fire in the world; it flashed up at her touch and where she chose. A bow strung with the silk of her own hair, an arrow winged like a sea bird and tipped with shell, a line from the silver tendon of a deer, a hook of polished bone — these were the mysteries he learned, and learned them laughing, her silken head bent close to his.


The first night that the bow was wrought and the glossy string attuned, she stole into the moonlit forest to the brook; and there they stood, whispering, listening, and whispering, though neither understood the voice they loved.


In the deeper woods, Kaug, the porcupine, scraped and snuffed. They heard Wabóse, the rabbit, pit-a-pat, pit-a-pat, loping across dead leaves in the moonlight. Skeé-skah, the wood-duck, sailed past, noiseless, gorgeous as a floating blossom.


Out on the ocean’s placid silver, Shinge-bis, the diver, shook the scented silence with his idle laughter, till Kay-óshk, the grey gull, stirred in his slumber. There came a sudden ripple in the stream, a mellow splash, a soft sound on the sand.


“Ihó! Behold!”


“I see nothing.”


The beloved voice was only a wordless melody to her.


“Ihó! Ta-hinca, the red deer! E-hó! The buck will follow!”


“Ta-hinca,” he repeated, notching the arrow.


“E-tó! Ta-mdóka!”


So he drew the arrow to the head, and the grey gull feathers brushed his ear, and the darkness hummed with the harmony of the singing string.


Thus died Ta-mdóka, the buck deer of seven prongs.



VI


As an apple tossed spinning into the air, so spun the world above the hand that tossed it into space.


And one day in early spring, Sé-só-Kah, the robin, awoke at dawn, and saw a girl at the foot of the blossoming tree holding a babe cradled in the silken sheets of her hair.


At its feeble cry, Kaug, the porcupine, raised his quilled head. Wabóse, the rabbit, sat still with palpitating sides. Kay-óshk, the grey gull, tiptoed along the beach.


Kent knelt with one bronzed arm around them both.


“Ihó! Inâh!” whispered the girl, and held the babe up in the rosy flames of dawn.


But Kent trembled as he looked, and his eyes filled. On the pale green moss their shadows lay — three shadows. But the shadow of the babe was white as froth.


Because it was the first-born son, they named it Chaské; and the girl sang as she cradled it there in the silken vestments of her hair; all day long in the sunshine she sang:



“Wâ-wa, wâ-wa, wâ-we — yeá;

Kah-wéen, nee-zhéka Ke-diaus-âi,

Ke-gâh nau-wâi, ne-mé-go S’weén,

Ne-bâun, ne-bâun, ne-dâun-is âis.

E-we wâ-wa, wâ-we — yeá;

E-we wâ-wa, wâ-we — yeá.”




Out in the calm ocean, Shinge-bis, the diver, listened, preening his satin breast in silence. In the forest, Ta-hinca, the red deer, turned her delicate head to the wind.


That night Kent thought of the dead, for the first time since he had come to the Key of Grief.


“Aké-u! aké-u!” chirped Sé-só-Kah, the robin. But the dead never come again.


“Beloved, sit close to us,” whispered the girl, watching his troubled eyes. “Ma-cânte maséca.”


But he looked at the babe and its white shadow on the moss, and he only sighed: “Ma-cânte maséca, beloved! Death sits watching us across the sea.”


Now for the first time he knew more than the fear of fear; he knew fear. And with fear came grief.


He never before knew that grief lay hidden there in the forest. Now he knew it. Still, that happiness, eternally reborn when two small hands reached up around his neck, when feeble fingers clutched his hand — that happiness that Sé-só-Kah understood, chirping to his brooding mate — that Ta-mdóka knew, licking his dappled fawns — that happiness gave him heart to meet grief calmly, in dreams or in the forest depths, and it helped him to look into the hollow eyes of fear.


He often thought of the camp now; of Bates, his blanket mate; of Dyce, whose wrist he had broken with a blow; of Tully, whose brother he had shot. He even seemed to hear the shot, the sudden report among the hemlocks; again he saw the haze of smoke, he caught a glimpse of a tall form falling through the bushes.


He remembered every minute incident of the trial: Bates’s hand laid on his shoulder; Tully, red-bearded and wild-eyed, demanding his death; while Dyce spat and spat and smoked and kicked at the blackened log-ends projecting from the fire. He remembered, too, the verdict, and Tully’s terrible laugh; and the new jute rope that they stripped off the market-sealed gum packs.


He thought of these things, sometimes wading out on the shoals, shell-tipped fish spear poised: at such times he would miss his fish. He thought of it sometimes when he knelt by the forest stream listening for Ta-hinca’s splash among the cresses: at such moments the feathered shaft whistled far from the mark, and Ta-mdóka stamped and snorted till even the white fisher, stretched on a rotting log, flattened his whiskers and stole away into the forest’s blackest depths.


When the child was a year old, hour for hour notched at sunset and sunrise, it prattled with the birds, and called to Ne-Kâ, the wild goose, who called again to the child from the sky: “Northward! northward, beloved!”


When winter came — there is no frost on the Island of Grief — Ne-Kâ, the wild goose, passing high in the clouds, called: “Southward! southward, beloved!” And the child answered in a soft whisper of an unknown tongue, till the mother shivered, and covered it with her silken hair.


“O beloved!” said the girl, “Chaské calls to all things living — to Kaug, the porcupine, to Wabóse, to Kay-óshk, the grey gull — he calls, and they understand.”


Kent bent and looked into her eyes.


“Hush, beloved; it is not that I fear.”


“Then what, beloved?”


“His shadow. It is white as surf foam. And at night — I — I have seen—”


“Oh, what?”


“The air about him aglow like a pale rose.”


“Ma cânté maséca. The earth alone lasts. I speak as one dying — I know, O beloved!”


Her voice died away like a summer wind.


“Beloved!” he cried.


But there before him she was changing; the air grew misty, and her hair wavered like shreds of fog, and her slender form swayed, and faded, and swerved, like the mist above a pond.


In her arms the babe was a figure of mist, rosy, vague as a breath on a mirror.


“The earth alone lasts. Inâh! It is the end, O beloved!”


The words came from the mist — a mist as formless as the ether — a mist that drove in and crowded him, that came from the sea, from the clouds, from the earth at his feet. Faint with terror, he staggered forward calling, “Beloved! And thou, Chaské, O beloved! Aké u! Aké u!”


Far out at sea a rosy star glimmered an instant in the mist and went out.


A sea bird screamed, soaring over the waste of fog-smothered waters. Again he saw the rosy star; it came nearer; its reflection glimmered in the water.


“Chaské!” he cried.


He heard a voice, dull in the choking mist.


“O beloved, I am here!” he called again.


There was a sound on the shoal, a flicker in the fog, the flare of a torch, a face white, livid, terrible — the face of the dead.


He fell upon his knees; he closed his eyes and opened them. Tully stood beside him with a coil of rope.


•   •   •


Ihó! Behold the end! The earth alone lasts. The sand, the opal wave on the golden beach, the sea of sapphire, the dusted starlight, the wind, and love, shall die. Death also shall die, and lie on the shores of the skies like the bleached skull there on the Key to Grief, polished, empty, with its teeth embedded in the sand.
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It was late in the October of a certain year when I was asked to become “locum tenens” to a country practitioner in one of the midland counties. He was taken ill and obliged to leave home hastily. I therefore entered on my duties without having any indication of the sort of patients whom I was to visit. I was a young man at the time, and a great enthusiast with regard to the medical profession. I believed in personal influence and the magnetism of a strong personality as being all-conducive to the furtherance of the curative art. I had no experience, however, to guide me with regard to country patients, my work hitherto having been amongst the large population of a manufacturing town. On the very night of my arrival my first experience as a country doctor began. I had just got into bed, and was dozing off into a sound sleep, when the night bell which hung in my room rang pretty sharply. I jumped up and went to the tube, calling down to ask what was the matter.


“Are you the new doctor?” asked the voice.


“Yes, my name is Bruce; who wants me?”


“Mrs. Frayling of Garth Hall. The young lady is very bad. I have got a trap here; how soon can you be ready?”


“In a couple of minutes,” I answered. I hastily got into my clothes, and in less than five minutes had mounted beside a rough-looking man, into a high gig. He touched his horse, who bounded off, at a great speed, and I found myself rattling through the country in the dead of night.


“How far off is the Hall?” I asked.


“A matter of two miles,” was the reply.


“Do you know anything of the nature of the young lady’s illness?”


“Yes I do; it is the old thing.”


“Can you not enlighten me?” I asked, seeing that the man had shut up his lips and employed himself flicking his horse with the end of his long whip. The beast flew faster and faster, the man turned and fixed his eyes full upon me in the moonlight.


“They’ll tell you when you get there,” he said. “All I can say is that you will do no good, no one can, the matter ain’t in our province. We are turning into the avenue now; you will soon know for yourself.”


We dashed down a long avenue, and drew up in a couple of moments at a door sheltered by a big porch. I saw a tall lady in evening dress standing in the brightly lighted hail within.


“Have you brought the doctor, Thompson?” I heard her say to the man who had driven me.


“Yes, ma’am,” was the reply. “The new doctor, Doctor Bruce.”


“Oh! Then Dr. Mackenzie has really left?”


“He left this morning, ma’am, I told you so.”


I heard her utter a slight sigh of disappointment.


“Come this way, Dr. Bruce,” she said. “I am sorry to have troubled you.”


She led me as she spoke across the hall and into a drawing-room of lofty dimensions, beautifully furnished in modern style. It was now between one and two in the morning, but the whole house was lit up as if the night were several hours younger. Mrs. Frayling wore a black evening dress, low to the neck and with demi sleeves. She had dark eyes and a beautiful, kindly face. It looked haggard now and alarmed.


“The fact is,” she said, “I have sent for you on a most extraordinary mission. I do not know that I should have troubled a strange doctor, but I hoped that Dr. Mackenzie had not yet left.”


“He left this morning,” I said. “He was very ill; a case of nervous breakdown. He could not even wait to give me instructions with regard to my patients.”


“Ah, yes,” she said averting her eyes from mine as she spoke. “Our doctor used to be as hale a man as could be found in the country round. Nervous breakdown; 1 think I understand. I hope, Dr. Bruce, that you are not troubled by nerves.”


“Certainly not,” I answered. “As far as I am concerned they don’t exist. Now what can I do for you, Mrs. Frayling?”


“I want you to see my daughter. I want you to try and quiet her terrors. Dr. Mackenzie used to be able to do so, but of late—”


“Her terrors!” I said. “I must ask you to explain further.”


“I am going to do so. My daughter, Lucy, she is my only child, is sorely troubled by the appearance of an apparition.”


I could scarcely forbear from smiling.


“Your daughter wants change,” I said, “change of scene and air.”


“That is the queer thing,” said Mrs. Frayling; “she will not take change, nothing will induce her to leave Garth Hall; and yet living here is slowly but surely bringing her either to her grave or to a worse fate, that of a lunatic asylum. She went to bed tonight as usual, but an hour afterwards I was awakened by her screams; I ran to her room and found her sitting up in bed, trembling violently. Her eyes were fixed on a certain part of the room; they were wide open, and had a look of the most horrified agony in them which I have never seen in the human face. She did not see me when I went into the room, but when I touched her hand she clasped it tightly.


“‘Tell her to go away, mother,’ she said, ‘she won’t stir for me; I cannot speak to her, I have not the courage, and she is waiting for me to speak; tell her to go away, mother — tell her to cease to trouble me — tell her to go.’


“I could see nothing, Dr. Bruce, but she continued to stare just towards the foot of her bed, and described the terrible thing which was troubling her.


“‘Can’t you see her yourself?’ she said. ‘She is a dead woman, and she comes here night after night — see her yellow face — oh, mother, tell her to go — tell her to go!’


“I did what I could for my poor child, but no words of mine could soothe or reassure her. The room was bright with firelight, and there were several candles burning, I could not see a soul. At last the poor girl fainted off with terror. I then sent a messenger for Dr. Mackenzie. She now lies moaning in her bed, our old nurse is sitting with her. She is terribly weak, and drops of agony are standing on her forehead. She cannot long continue this awful strain.”


“It must be a case of delusion,” I said. “You say you saw nothing in the room?”


“Nothing; but it is only right to tell you that the house is haunted.”


I smiled, and fidgeted in my chair.


“Ah! I know,” said Mrs. Frayling, “that you naturally do not believe in ghosts and apparitions, but perhaps you would change your mind if you lived long at Garth Hall. I have lived here for the last twelve years, and can certainly testify to the fact of having heard most unaccountable sounds, but I have never seen anything. My daughter, Lucy, has been educated abroad, and did not come to Garth Hall to live until three months ago; it was soon after this that the apparition began to appear to her. Now it is her nightly torment, and it is simply killing her, and yet she refuses to go. Every day she says to me, ‘I know, mother, that that awful spirit is in fearful trouble, and perhaps tonight I may have the courage to speak to it,’ but night after night much the same thing takes place; the poor child endures the agony until she faints right off, and each day her nerves are weaker and her whole strength more completely shattered.”


“Well, I will go up now and see the patient,” I said. “It is of course nothing whatever but a case of strong delusion, and against her will, Mrs. Frayling, it is your duty to remove your daughter from this house immediately.”


“You will tell a different story after you have seen her,” said the mother.


She rose as she spoke and conducted me up some shallow bright-looking stairs. She then led me into a large bedroom on the first landing. The fire burned brightly in the grate, and four or five candles stood about in different directions. Their light fell full upon the form of a very young and extremely beautiful girl.


Her face was as white as the pillow on which it rested; her eyes were shut, and the dark fringe of her long eyelashes rested on her cheeks; her hair was tossed over the pillow; her hands, thin to emaciation, lay outside the coverlet; now and then her fingers worked convulsively.


Bending gently forward I took her wrist between my finger and thumb. The pulse was very faint and slow. As I was feeling it she opened her eyes.


“Who are you?” she asked, looking at me without any alarm, and with only a very languid curiosity in her tone.


“I am the new doctor who has come in Dr. Mackenzie’s place,” I answered. “My name is Bruce.”


She gave me just the ghost of a smile.


“Mine is not a case for the doctor,” she said. “Has mother told you what troubles me?”


“Yes,” I answered. “You are very nervous and must not be alone. I will sit with you for a little.”


“It makes no difference whether you are here or not,” she said. “She will come back again in about an hour. You may or may not see her. She will certainly come, and then my awful terrors will begin again.”


“Well, we will wait for her together,” I said, as cheerfully as I could.


I moved a chair forward as I spoke and sat down by the bedside.


Miss Frayling shut her eyes with a little impatient gesture. I motioned to Mrs. Frayling to seat herself not far away; and going deliberately to some of the candles put them out. The light no longer fell strongly on the bed — the patient was in shadow. I hoped she might fall into really deep slumber and not awaken till the morning light had banished ghostly terrors. She certainly seemed to have sunk into gentle and calm sleep; the expression of her face seemed to smooth out, her brow was no longer corrugated with anxious wrinkles — gentle smiles played about her lips. She looked like the child she was. I guessed as I watched her that her years could not number more than seventeen or eighteen.


“She is better,” said Mrs. Frayling. “She may not have another attack tonight.” As she spoke she rose, and telling me she would return in a few minutes, left the room. She and I were the only watchers by the sick girl, the servants having retired to bed. Mrs. Frayling went to fetch something. She had scarcely done so before I was conscious of a complete change in the aspect of the room — it had felt homelike, warm, and comfortable up to this moment; now I was distinctly conscious of a sense of chill. I could not account for my sensations, but most undoubtedly my heart began to beat more quickly than was quite agreeable; I felt a creeping sensation down my back — the cold seemed to grow greater.


I said to myself, “The fire wants replenishing,” but I had an unaccountable aversion to stirring; I did not even want to turn my head. At the same moment Miss Frayling, who had been sleeping so peacefully, began evidently to dream; her face worked with agitation; she suddenly opened her eyes and uttered a sharp, piercing cry.


“Keep her back,” she said, flinging out her arms, as if she wanted to push something from her.


I started up instantly, and went to the bedside.


At this moment Mrs. Frayling came into the room. The moment she did so the sense of chill and unaccountable horror left me; the room became once more warm and homelike. I looked at the fire, it was piled up high in the grate and was burning merrily. Miss Frayling, however, did not share my pleasanter sensations.


“I said she would come back,” she exclaimed, pointing with her finger to the foot of the bed.


I looked in that direction but could see nothing.


“Can’t you see her? Oh, I wish you could see her,” she cried. “She stands there at the foot of the bed; she wears a hood, and her face is yellow. She has been dead a long time, and I know she wants to say something. I cannot speak to her. Oh, tell her to go away; tell her to go away.”


“Shut your eyes, Miss Frayling; do not look,” I said.


Then I turned and boldly faced the empty space where the excited girl had seen the apparition.


“Whoever you are, leave us now,” I said in an authoritative voice. “We are not prepared for you tonight. Leave us now.”


To my surprise Miss Frayling gave a gleeful laugh.


“Why, she has gone,” she exclaimed in a voice of relief. “She walked out of the door — I saw her go. I don’t believe she will come back at present. How queer! Then you did see her, Dr. Bruce?”


“No,” I answered; “I saw nothing.”


“But she heard you; she nodded her head once and then went. She will come back again, of course; but perhaps not tonight. I don’t feel frightened any longer. I believe I shall sleep.”


She snuggled down under the bedclothes.


“Have some of this beef-tea, Lucy,” said her mother, bringing a cup up to the bedside. It was steaming hot, she had gone away to warm it.


“Yes, I feel faint and hungry,” replied the girl; she raised her pretty head and allowed her mother to feed and pet her.


“I am much better,” she said. “I know she won’t come back again tonight; you need not stay with me any longer, Dr. Bruce.”


“I will stay with her, Doctor; you must lie down in another room,” said the mother.


I consented to go as far as the anteroom. There was a comfortable sofa there, and I had scarcely laid my head upon it before I fell into a sound slumber.


When I awakened it was broad daylight and Mrs. Frayling was standing over me.


“Lucy is much better and is getting up,” she said. “She looks almost herself. What an extraordinary effect your words had, Dr. Bruce.”


“They came as a sort of inspiration,” I said; “I did not mean them to be anything special.”


“Then you do not believe that she really saw the apparition?”


“Certainly not; her brain is very much excited and overwrought. You ought to take her away today.”


“That is the queer thing,” said Mrs. Frayling. “I told you that she would not consent to leave the house, believing, poor child, that her mission was to try and comfort this awful ghost, in case she could summon courage to speak to it. She told me this morning, however, that she was quite willing to go and suggested that we should sleep at the Metropole in town tonight.”


“The best thing possible,” I said. “Take her away immediately. Give her plenty of occupation and variety, and let her see heaps of cheerful people. She will doubtless soon get over her terrors.”


“It is very strange,” repeated Mrs. Frayling. “Her attitude of mind seems completely altered. She wishes to see you for a moment before you leave us. I will meet you in the breakfast-room in a quarter of an hour, Dr. Bruce.”


I made a hasty toilet and followed Mrs. Frayling downstairs. We ate breakfast almost in silence, and just before the meal was over Miss Frayling made her appearance. She was a very slightly-built girl, tall and graceful as a reed. She came straight up to me.


“I don’t know how to thank you,” she said, holding out her hand.


“Why?” I asked in astonishment. “I am glad I was able to relieve you, but I am rather puzzled to know what great thing I really did.”


“Why, don’t you know?” she answered. “Can’t you guess? She will come to you now. I don’t believe she will trouble me any more.”


“Well, I am stronger to receive her than you are,” I said, smiling and trying to humour the girl’s fancy.


Soon afterwards I took my leave and returned to Dr. Mackenzie’s house. I spent the day without anything special occurring, and in the evening, being dead tired, went to bed as usual. Dr. Mackenzie’s house was an essentially modern one. Anything less ghostly than the squarely-built cheerful rooms could scarcely be imagined. I was alone in the house with the exception of his servants. I went to bed, and had scarcely laid my head on the pillow before I was sound asleep. I was suddenly awakened out of my first slumbers by someone calling to me through the speaking-tube.


“Yes, I will come immediately,” I answered.


I sprang out of bed and applied my ear to the tube. “You are wanted at Garth Hall,” said the voice.


“But surely there is no one ill there tonight?” I said.


“You are wanted immediately; come without delay,” was the reply.


“I will be with you in a minute,” I answered.


I felt almost annoyed, but there was no help for it. I hurried into my clothes and went downstairs.


“How very silly of Mrs. Frayling not to have taken her daughter away — shall I have to go through a repetition of last night’s scene over again?” I thought.


I opened the hall door, expecting to see a horse and gig, and the man who had driven me the night before. To my astonishment there was not a soul in sight.


“What can this mean?” I said to myself. “Has the messenger been careless enough not to bring a trap — it will be very troublesome if I have to get my own horse out at this hour — where can the man be?”


I looked to right and left — the night was a moonlit one — there was not a soul in sight. Very much provoked, but never for a moment doubting that I was really summoned, I went off to the stables, saddled Dr. Mackenzie’s horse, Rover, and mounting, rode off to Garth Hall. The hour was quite late, between twelve and one o’clock. When I drew up at the door the house was in total darkness.


“What can this mean?” I said to myself. I rang a bell fiercely, and after a long time a servant put her head out of an upper window.


“Who is there?” she asked.


“I — Dr. Bruce,” I cried. “I have been sent for in a hurry to see Miss Frayling.”


“Good Lord!” I heard the woman exclaim. “Wait a minute, sir, and I will come down to you,” she shouted.


In a couple of minutes the great hail door was unchained and unlocked, and a respectable middle-aged woman stood on the steps.


“Miss Frayling has gone to London with her mother, sir,” she said. “You are quite certain you were sent for?”


“Quite,” I answered. “Your man — the man who came last night—”


“Not Thompson!” she cried.


“Yes, the same man called for me through the speaking tube to come here at once — he said Miss Frayling was ill, and wanted me.”


“It must have been a hoax, sir,” said the housekeeper, but I noticed a troubled and perplexed look on her face. “I am very sorry indeed, but Miss Frayling is not here — we do not expect the ladies back for some weeks,” she added.


“I am sorry I troubled you,” I answered; I turned my horse’s head and went home again.


The next day I set enquiries on foot with regard to the hoax which had been played upon me. Whoever had done the trick, no one was ready to own to it, and I noticed that the servants looked mysterious and nodded their heads when I said it was to Garth Hall I had been summoned.


The next night the same thing occurred. My night bell was rung and a voice shouted to me through the speaking-tube to come immediately to Garth Hall. I took no notice whatever of the trick, but determined to lay a trap for the impertinent intruder on my repose for the following night. I had a very savage dog, and I tied him outside the house. My housekeeper also agreed to sit up. Between twelve and one o’clock I was called again. I flew to my window and looked out. There was not a soul in sight, but a queer sense of indescribable chill and unaccountable horror took sudden possession of me. The dog was crouching down on the ground with his face hidden in his paws; he was moaning feebly. I dressed, went downstairs, unchained him and brought him up to my room. He crept on to my bed and lay there trembling; I will own to the fact that his master shared the unaccountable horror. What was the matter? I dared not answer this question even to myself. Mrs. Marks, my housekeeper, looked very solemn and grave the next morning.


“Sir,” she said, when she brought in breakfast, “if I were you, I would go away from here. There is something very queer at the Hall and it seems to me — but there, I cannot speak of it.”


“There are some things best not spoken of,” I said shortly; “whoever is playing me a hoax has not chosen to reveal himself or herself. We can best tire the unlucky individual out by taking no notice.”


“Yes, sir, perhaps that is best. Now I have got some news for you.”


“What is that?” I asked.


“Mrs. and Miss Frayling returned to the Hall this morning.”


“This morning!” I exclaimed, in astonishment, “but it is not yet nine o’clock.”


“True, sir, but early as the hour is they passed this house not half-an-hour ago in the closed brougham. Miss Frayling looked very white, and the good lady, her mother, full of anxiety. I caught a glimpse of them as I was cleaning the steps; I doubt not, sir, but you will be summoned to the Hall today.”


“Perhaps so,” I answered briefly.


Mrs. Marks looked at me as if she would say something further, but refrained, and to my relief soon afterwards left me alone.


I finished my breakfast and went out about my daily rounds. I do not think myself destitute of pluck but I cannot pretend that I liked the present position. What was the mystery? What horrible dark joke was being played? With my healthy bringing up I could not really ascribe the thing to supernatural agency. A trick there was, of course. I vowed that I would find it out before I was much older, but then I remembered the chill and the terror which had assailed me when sitting up with Miss Frayling. The same chill and terror had come over me when I suddenly opened my window the night before.


“The best thing I can do is not to think of this,” I commented, and then I absorbed myself with my patients.


Nothing occurred of any moment that day, nor was I summoned to attend the ladies at Garth Hall. About ten o’clock that night I had to go out to attend a farmer’s wife who was suddenly taken ill. I sat with her for a little time and did not return till about half past eleven. I then went straight up to my room and went to bed. I had scarcely fallen into my first slumber when I was aroused by the sharp ringing of my night bell. I felt inclined for a moment not to pay the least attention to it, but as it rang again with a quick imperative sound, I got up, more from the force of habit than anything else, and calling through the speaking-tube, applied my ear to it.


“Dr. Bruce, will you come at once to Garth Hall?” called a voice.


“No, I will not,” I called back in reply.


There was a pause below, evidently of astonishment — and then the voice called again.


“I don’t think you quite understand, sir. Mrs. Frayling wants you to visit Miss Frayling immediately; the young lady is very ill.”


I was about to put the cap on the tube and return to my bed when I distinctly heard the crunch of wheels beneath my window and the


pawing of an impatient horse. I crossed the room, threw open the window and looked out. A horse and gig were now standing under the window, and the man, Thompson, who had summoned me on the first night, was staring up at me.


“For God’s sake, come, sir,” he said. “The young lady is mortal bad.”


“I will be with you in a minute,” I said. I dressed myself trembling.


In an incredibly short space of time Thompson and I arrived at the Hall. Through our entire drive the man never spoke, but when we drew up at the great porch he uttered a heavy sigh of relief and muttered the words: “The devil is in this business. I don’t pretend to understand it.”


I looked at him, but resolved to take no notice of his queer remark. Mrs. Frayling met me on the steps.


“Come in at once,” she said. She took both my hands in hers and drew me into the house. We entered her cheerful drawing-room. The poor lady’s face was ghastly, her eyes full not only of trouble, but of horror.


“Now, Dr. Bruce,” she said, “you must do your best.”


“In what way?” I said.


“I fear my poor girl is mad. Unless you can manage to relieve her mind, she certainly will be by morning.”


“Tell me what has happened since I last saw you, as briefly as possible,” I said.


“I will do so,” she replied. “Acting on your instructions, Lucy and I went to the Metropole. She was quite happy on the first day, but in the middle of the night grew very much disturbed. She and I were sleeping together. She awakened me and told me that the apparition at Garth Hall was pulling her — that the woman in the hood was imperatively demanding her presence.


“‘I know what has happened,’ said Lucy. ‘Dr. Bruce has refused to help her. She has gone to him but he won’t respond to her efforts to bring him on the scene. How cruel he is!’


“I soothed the poor child as best I could, and towards morning she dropped off asleep. The next night she was in a still greater state of terror, again assuring me that the lady in the hood was drawing her, and that you, Dr. Bruce, were turning a deaf ear to her entreaties. On the third night she became almost frantic.


‘“I must go back,’ she said. ‘My spirit is being torn out of my body. If I am not back at Garth Hall early in the morning I shall die.’


“Her distress and horror were so extreme that I had to humour her. We took the very earliest train from London, and arrived at the Hall at nine o’clock. During the day Lucy was gentle and subdued; she seemed relieved at being back again, told me that she would go early to bed and that she hoped that she might have a good night. About an hour ago I heard her screaming violently, and, rushing to her room, found her in almost a state of collapse from horror — she kept pointing in a certain direction, but could not speak. I sent Thompson off in a hurry for you. As soon as ever I said I would do so she became a little better, and said she would dress herself. It is her intention now to ask you to spend the night with us, and, if possible, speak again to the horrible thing which is driving my child into a madhouse.”


“I will tell you something strange,” I said, when Mrs. Frayling paused, “I was undoubtedly called during the last three nights. A voice shouted through my speaking-tube, desiring me to come to Garth Hall. On the first night I went, feeling sure that I was really summoned; since then I have believed that it was a hoax.”


“Oh, this is awful,” said Mrs. Frayling, trembling excessively; she turned and asked me to follow her upstairs. We entered the same spacious and cheerful bedroom; Lucy Frayling was now pacing up and down in front of the fireplace; she did not notice either of us when we came in; the expression on her face was almost that of an insane person. The pupils of her eyes were widely dilated.


“Lucy,” said her mother, “Here is Dr. Bruce.”


She paused when my name was mentioned and looked at me fixedly. Her eyes grew dark with anger — she clenched her hand.


“You were faithless,” she said; “she wanted you, and you would not accept the burden; you told me when last I saw you that you were glad she had turned to you, for you are stronger than me, but you are a coward.”


“Come, come,” I said, trying to speak cheerfully. “I am here now, and will do anything you wish.”


“I will prove you,” said Miss Frayling, in a eager voice; “She will come again presently; when she comes, will you speak to her?”


“Certainly,” I replied, “but remember I may not see her.”


“I will tell you when she appears; I will point with my hand — I may not have power to utter words — but I will point to where she stands. When I do, speak to her; ask her why she troubles us — promise — you spoke once, speak again.”


“I promise,” I replied, and my voice sounded solemn and intense.


Miss Frayling heaved a deep sigh of relief, she went and stood by the mantlepiece with her back to the fire. I sat down on the nearest chair, and Mrs. Frayling followed my example. The clock ticked loudly on the mantlepiece, the candles burned with a steady gleam, the fire threw out cheerful flames, all was silent in the chamber. There was not a stir, not a sound. The minutes flew on. Miss Frayling stood as quiet as if she were turned into stone; suddenly she spoke,


“There is an adverse influence here,” she said. “Mother, will you go into the anteroom. You can leave the door open, but will you stay in the anteroom for a little?”


Mrs. Frayling glanced at me; I nodded to her to comply. She left the room, going into a pretty little boudoir out of which the bedroom opened. I could see her from where I sat. Lucy now slightly altered her position. I saw that her eyes were fixed in the direction of another door, which opened from the outside corridor into the room. I tried to speak, to say something cheerful, but she held up her finger to stop me.


“She is coming,” she said, in a stifled voice. “I feel the first stirring of the indescribable agony which always heralds her approach. Oh, my God, help me to endure. Was ever girl tortured as I am, before?”


She wrung her slight hands, her brows were knit, I saw the perspiration standing in great drops on her brow. I thought she would faint, and was about to rise to administer some restorative, when in the far distance I distinctly heard a sound; it was the sound of a woman’s footsteps. It came along, softly tapping on the floor as it came; I heard the swish of a dress, the sound came nearer, the handle of the door was turned, I started and looked round. I did not see anybody, but immediately the room was filled with that sense of cold and chill which I had twice before experienced. My heart beat to suffocation, I felt my tongue cleave to the roof of my mouth, I was so overpowered by my own sensations that I had no time to watch Miss Frayling. Suddenly I heard her utter a low groan. I made a violent effort and turned my face in her direction. The poor girl was staring straight before her as if she were turned into stone. Her eyes were fixed in the direction of the door.


She raised her hand slowly and tremblingly, and pointed in the direction where her eyes were fixed. I looked across the room. Was it fancy, or was I conscious of a faint blue mist where no mist ought to be? I am not certain on that point, but I know at the same moment the horror which had almost overbalanced my reason suddenly left me. I found my voice.


“What do you want?” I said. “Why do you trouble us? What is the matter?”


The words had scarcely passed my lips before Miss Frayling’s face underwent a queer change; she was also relieved from the agony of terror which was overmasting her.


“She is beckoning,” she said; “come quickly.”


She sprang across the room as she spoke, and seized a candle.


“Come at once,” she said in a breathless voice, “she is beckoning — come.”


Miss Frayling ran out of the room; I followed her, and Mrs. Frayling who had come to the door while this strange scene was going on, accompanied us. Miss Frayling still taking the lead, we went downstairs. The whole house was full of strange unaccountable chill. We entered the upper hall, and then turning to our left, went down some steep stairs which led into a cellar.


“Where are you going now?” asked Mrs. Frayling.


“Come on, mother, come on,” called Lucy, “she will tell us what to do.”


We turned at the foot of the stairs into a low arched room with one tiny window. There was a heavy buttress of wall here which bulged out in an unaccountable manner. The moment we entered this room, Lucy turned and faced us.


“She has gone in there,” she said — “right into the wall.”


“Well,” I said, “now that we have followed her, let us go back — it is very cold in the cellar.”


Miss Frayling laughed hysterically.


“Do you think,” she said, “that I will go back now. We must have this wall opened — can you do it, Dr. Bruce? Can you do it now, this moment? Mother, are there tools anywhere?”


“Not now, dear, not tonight,” said the mother.


“Yes, tonight, this moment,” exclaimed the girl. “Let Thompson be called — we have not a moment to lose. She went in right through this wall and smiled at me as she went. Poor, poor ghost! I believe her sad wanderings are nearly over.”


“What are we to do?” said Mrs. Frayling, turning to me.


“We will open the wall at once,” I said. “It will not be difficult to remove a few bricks. If you will kindly tell me where Thompson is I will fetch him.”


“No, I will go for him myself,” said Mrs. Frayling.


She left the cellar, returning in the space of a few minutes with the man. He brought a crowbar and other tools with him. He and I quickly removed some bricks. As soon as we had done so we found an empty space inside, into which we could thrust our hands. We made it a little larger and then were able to insert a candle. Lying on the floor within this space was a human skeleton.


I cried out at the awful discovery we had made, but Miss Frayling showed neither surprise nor terror.


“Poor ghost!” repeated the girl; “she will rest now. It was worth all this fearful suffering to bring her rest at last.”


The discovery of the skeleton was the topic of the neighbourhood. It was given Christian burial in due course, and from that hour to this the ghost at Garth Hall has never appeared.


I cannot pretend to account for this story in any way — no one has ever found out why those human bones were built into the old wall. The whole thing is queer and uncomfortable, a phenomenon which will not be explained on this side of Eternity.
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“There is a wild beast in your woods,” said the artist Cunningham, as he was being driven to the station. It was the only remark he had made during the drive, but as Van Cheele had talked incessantly his companion’s silence had not been noticeable.


“A stray fox or two and some resident weasels. Nothing more formidable,” said Van Cheele. The artist said nothing.


“What did you mean about a wild beast?” said Van Cheele later, when they were on the platform.


“Nothing. My imagination. Here is the train,” said Cunningham.


That afternoon Van Cheele went for one of his frequent rambles through his woodland property. He had a stuffed bittern in his study, and knew the names of quite a number of wild flowers, so his aunt had possibly some justification in describing him as a great naturalist. At any rate, he was a great walker. It was his custom to take mental notes of everything he saw during his walks, not so much for the purpose of assisting contemporary science as to provide topics for conversation afterwards. When the bluebells began to show themselves in flower he made a point of informing everyone of the fact; the season of the year might have warned his hearers of the likelihood of such an occurrence, but at least they felt that he was being absolutely frank with them.


What Van Cheele saw on this particular afternoon was, however, something far removed from his ordinary range of experience. On a shelf of smooth stone overhanging a deep pool in the hollow of an oak coppice a boy of about sixteen lay asprawl, drying his wet brown limbs luxuriously in the sun. His wet hair, parted by a recent dive, lay close to his head, and his light-brown eyes, so light that there was an almost tigerish gleam in them, were turned towards Van Cheele with a certain lazy watchfulness. It was an unexpected apparition, and Van Cheele found himself engaged in the novel process of thinking before he spoke. Where on earth could this wild-looking boy hail from? The miller’s wife had lost a child some two months ago, supposed to have been swept away by the mill-race, but that had been a mere baby, not a half-grown lad.


“What are you doing there?” he demanded.


“Obviously, sunning myself,” replied the boy.


“Where do you live?”


“Here, in these woods.”


“You can’t live in the woods,” said Van Cheele.


“They are very nice woods,” said the boy, with a touch of patronage in his voice.


“But where do you sleep at night?”


“I don’t sleep at night; that’s my busiest time.”


Van Cheele began to have an irritated feeling that he was grappling with a problem that was eluding him.


“What do you feed on?” he asked.


“Flesh,” said the boy, and he pronounced the word with slow relish, as though he were tasting it.


“Flesh! What Flesh?”


“Since it interests you, rabbits, wildfowl, hares, poultry, lambs in their season, children when I can get any; they’re usually too well locked in at night, when I do most of my hunting. It’s quite two months since I tasted child-flesh.”


Ignoring the chaffing nature of the last remark Van Cheele tried to draw the boy on the subject of possible poaching operations.


“You’re talking rather through your hat when you speak of feeding on hares.” (Considering the nature of the boy’s toilet the simile was hardly an apt one.) “Our hillside hares aren’t easily caught.”


“At night I hunt on four feet,” was the somewhat cryptic response.


“I suppose you mean that you hunt with a dog?” hazarded Van Cheele.


The boy rolled slowly over on to his back, and laughed a weird low laugh, that was pleasantly like a chuckle and disagreeably like a snarl.


“I don’t fancy any dog would be very anxious for my company, especially at night.”


Van Cheele began to feel that there was something positively uncanny about the strange-eyed, strange-tongued youngster.


“I can’t have you staying in these woods,” he declared authoritatively.


“I fancy you’d rather have me here than in your house,” said the boy.


The prospect of this wild, nude animal in Van Cheele’s primly ordered house was certainly an alarming one.


“If you don’t go. I shall have to make you,” said Van Cheele.


The boy turned like a flash, plunged into the pool, and in a moment had flung his wet and glistening body half-way up the bank where Van Cheele was standing. In an otter the movement would not have been remarkable; in a boy Van Cheele found it sufficiently startling. His foot slipped as he made an involuntarily backward movement, and he found himself almost prostrate on the slippery weed-grown bank, with those tigerish yellow eyes not very far from his own. Almost instinctively he half raised his hand to his throat. They boy laughed again, a laugh in which the snarl had nearly driven out the chuckle, and then, with another of his astonishing lightning movements, plunged out of view into a yielding tangle of weed and fern.


“What an extraordinary wild animal!” said Van Cheele as he picked himself up. And then he recalled Cunningham’s remark “There is a wild beast in your woods.”


Walking slowly homeward, Van Cheele began to turn over in his mind various local occurrences which might be traceable to the existence of this astonishing young savage.


Something had been thinning the game in the woods lately, poultry had been missing from the farms, hares were growing unaccountably scarcer, and complaints had reached him of lambs being carried off bodily from the hills. Was it possible that this wild boy was really hunting the countryside in company with some clever poacher dogs? He had spoken of hunting “four-footed” by night, but then, again, he had hinted strangely at no dog caring to come near him, “especially at night.” It was certainly puzzling. And then, as Van Cheele ran his mind over the various depredations that had been committed during the last month or two, he came suddenly to a dead stop, alike in his walk and his speculations. The child missing from the mill two months ago — the accepted theory was that it had tumbled into the mill-race and been swept away; but the mother had always declared she had heard a shriek on the hill side of the house, in the opposite direction from the water. It was unthinkable, of course, but he wished that the boy had not made that uncanny remark about child-flesh eaten two months ago. Such dreadful things should not be said even in fun.


Van Cheele, contrary to his usual wont, did not feel disposed to be communicative about his discovery in the wood. His position as a parish councillor and justice of the peace seemed somehow compromised by the fact that he was harbouring a personality of such doubtful repute on his property; there was even a possibility that a heavy bill of damages for raided lambs and poultry might be laid at his door. At dinner that night he was quite unusually silent.


“Where’s your voice gone to?” said his aunt. “One would think you had seen a wolf.”


Van Cheele, who was not familiar with the old saying, thought the remark rather foolish; if he had seen a wolf on his property his tongue would have been extraordinarily busy with the subject.


At breakfast next morning Van Cheele was conscious that his feeling of uneasiness regarding yesterday’s episode had not wholly disappeared, and he resolved to go by train to the neighbouring cathedral town, hunt up Cunningham, and learn from him what he had really seen that had prompted the remark about a wild beast in the woods. With this resolution taken, his usual cheerfulness partially returned, and he hummed a bright little melody as he sauntered to the morning-room for his customary cigarette. As he entered the room the melody made way abruptly for a pious invocation. Gracefully asprawl on the ottoman, in an attitude of almost exaggerated repose, was the boy of the woods. He was drier than when Van Cheele had last seen him, but no other alteration was noticeable in his toilet.


“How dare you come here?” asked Van Cheele furiously.


“You told me I was not to stay in the woods,” said the boy calmly.


“But not to come here. Supposing my aunt should see you!”


And with a view to minimising that catastrophe, Van Cheele hastily obscured as much of his unwelcome guest as possible under the folds of a Morning Post. At that moment his aunt entered the room.


“This is a poor boy who has lost his way — and lost his memory. He doesn’t know who he is or where he comes from,” explained Van Cheele desperately, glancing apprehensively at the waif’s face to see whether he was going to add inconvenient candour to his other savage propensities.


Miss Van Cheele was enormously interested.


“Perhaps his underlinen is marked,” she suggested.


“He seems to have lost most of that, too,” said Van Cheele, making frantic little grabs at the Morning Post to keep it in its place.


A naked homeless child appealed to Miss Van Cheele as warmly as a stray kitten or derelict puppy would have done.


“We must do all we can for him,” she decided, and in a very short time a messenger, dispatched to the rectory, where a pageboy was kept, had returned with a suit of pantry clothes, and the necessary accessories of shirt, shoes, collar, etc. Clothed, clean, and groomed, the boy lost none of his uncanniness in Van Cheele’s eyes, but his aunt found him sweet.


“We must call him something till we know who he really is,” she said. “Gabriel-Ernest, I think; those are nice suitable names.”


Van Cheele agreed, but he privately doubted whether they were being grafted on to a nice suitable child. His misgivings were not diminished by the fact that his staid and elderly spaniel had bolted out of the house at the first incoming of the boy, and now obstinately remained shivering and yapping at the farther end of the orchard, while the canary, usually as vocally industrious as Van Cheele himself, had put itself on an allowance of frightened cheeps. More than ever he was resolved to consult Cunningham without loss of time.


As he drove off to the station his aunt was arranging that Gabriel-Ernest should help her to entertain the infant members of her Sunday-school class at tea that afternoon.


Cunningham was not at first disposed to be communicative.


“My mother died of some brain trouble,” he explained, “so you will understand why I am averse to dwelling on anything of an impossibly fantastic nature that I may see or think that I have seen.”


“But what did you see?” persisted Van Cheele.


“What I thought I saw was something so extraordinary that no really sane man could dignify it with the credit of having actually happened. I was standing, the last evening I was with you, half-hidden in the hedge-growth by the orchard gate, watching the dying glow of the sunset. Suddenly I became aware of a naked boy, a bather from some neighbouring pool, I took him to be, who was standing out on the bare hillside also watching the sunset. His pose was so suggestive of some wild faun of Pagan myth that I instantly wanted to engage him as a model, and in another moment I think I should have hailed him. But just then the sun dipped out of view, and all the orange and pink slid out of the landscape, leaving it cold and grey. And at the same moment an astounding thing happened — the boy vanished too!”



“What! vanished away into nothing?” asked Van Cheele excitedly.


“No; that is the dreadful part of it,” answered the artist; “on the open hillside where the boy had been standing a second ago, stood a large wolf, blackish in colour, with gleaming fangs and cruel, yellow eyes. You may think—”


But Van Cheele did not stop for anything as futile as thought. Already he was tearing at top speed towards the station. He dismissed the idea of a telegram. “Gabriel-Ernest is a werewolf” was a hopelessly inadequate effort at conveying the situation, and his aunt would think it was a code message to which he had omitted to give her the key. His one hope was that he might reach home before sundown. The cab which he chartered at the other end of the railway journey bore him with what seemed exasperating slowness along the country roads, which were pink and mauve with the flush of the sinking sun. His aunt was putting away some unfinished jams and cake when he arrived.


“Where is Gabriel-Ernest?” he almost screamed.


“He is taking the little Toop child home,” said his aunt. “It was getting so late, I thought it wasn’t safe to let it go back alone. What a lovely sunset, isn’t it?”


But Van Cheele, although not oblivious of the glow in the western sky, did not stay to discuss its beauties. At a speed for which he was scarcely geared he raced along the narrow lane that led to the home of the Toops. On one side ran the swift current of the mill-stream, on the other rose the stretch of bare hillside. A dwindling rim of red sun showed still on the skyline, and the next turning must bring him in view of the ill-assorted couple he was pursuing. Then the colour went suddenly out of things, and a grey light settled itself with a quick shiver over the landscape. Van Cheele heard a shrill wail of fear, and stopped running.


Nothing was ever seen again of the Toop child or Gabriel-Ernest, but the latter’s discarded garments were found lying in the road so it was assumed that the child had fallen into the water, and that the boy had stripped and jumped in, in a vain endeavour to save it. Van Cheele and some workmen who were near by at the time testified to having heard a child scream loudly just near the spot where the clothes were found. Mrs. Toop, who had eleven other children, was decently resigned to her bereavement, but Miss Van Cheele sincerely mourned her lost foundling. It was on her initiative that a memorial brass was put up in the parish church to “Gabriel-Ernest, an unknown boy, who bravely sacrificed his life for another.”


Van Cheele gave way to his aunt in most things, but he flatly refused to subscribe to the Gabriel-Ernest memorial.
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It really was most unfortunate.


Peggy had a temperature of nearly a hundred, and a pain in her side, and Mrs. Workington Bancroft knew that it was appendicitis. But there was no one whom she could send for the doctor.


James had gone with the jaunting-car to meet her husband who had at last managed to get away for a week’s shooting.


Adolph, she had sent to the Evershams, only half an hour before, with a note for Lady Eva.


The cook could not manage to walk, even if dinner could be served without her.


Kate, as usual, was not to be trusted.


There remained Miss Craig.


“Of course, you must see that Peggy is really ill,” said she, as the governess came into the room, in answer to her summons. “The difficulty is, that there is absolutely no one whom I can send for the doctor.” Mrs. Workington Bancroft paused; she was always willing that those beneath her should have the privilege of offering the services which it was her right to command.


“So, perhaps, Miss Craig,” she went on, “you would not mind walking over to Tebbits’ Farm. I hear there is a Liverpool doctor staying there. Of course I know nothing about him, but we must take the risk, and I expect he’ll be only too glad to be earning something during his holiday. It’s nearly four miles, I know, and I’d never dream of asking you if it was not that I dread appendicitis so.”


“Very well,” said Miss Craig, “I suppose I must go; but I don’t know the way.”


“Oh you can’t miss it,” said Mrs. Workington Bancroft, in her anxiety temporarily forgiving the obvious unwillingness of her governess’ consent.


“You follow the road across the moor for two miles, until you come to Redman’s Cross. You turn to the left there, and follow a rough path that leads through a larch plantation. And Tebbits’ farm lies just below you in the valley.”


“And take Pontiff with you,” she added, as the girl left the room. “There’s absolutely nothing to be afraid of, but I expect you’ll feel happier with the dog.”


“Well, miss,” said the cook, when Miss Craig went into the kitchen to get her boots, which had been drying by the fire; “of course she knows best, but I don’t think it’s right after all that’s happened for the mistress to send you across the moors on a night like this. It’s not as if the doctor could do anything for Miss Margaret if you do bring him. Every child is like that once in a while. He’ll only say put her to bed, and she’s there already.”


“I don’t see what there is to be afraid of, cook,” said Miss Craig as she laced her boots, “unless you believe in ghosts.”


“I’m not so sure about that. Anyhow I don’t like sleeping in a bed where the sheets are too short for you to pull them over your head. But don’t you be frightened, miss. It’s my belief that their bark is worse than their bite.”


But though Miss Craig amused herself for some minutes by trying to imagine the bark of a ghost (a thing altogether different from the classical ghostly bark), she did not feel entirely at her ease.


She was naturally nervous, and living as she did in the hinterland of the servants’ hall, she had heard vague details of true stories that were only myths in the drawing-room. The very name of Redman’s Cross sent a shiver through her; it must have been the place where that horrid murder was committed. She had forgotten the tale, though she remembered the name.


Her first disaster came soon enough.


Pontiff, who was naturally slow-witted, took more than five minutes to find out that it was only the governess he was escorting, but once the discovery had been made, he promptly turned tail, paying not the slightest heed to Miss Craig’s feeble whistle. And then, to add to her discomfort, the rain came, not in heavy drops, but driving in sheets of thin spray that blotted out what few landmarks there were upon the moor.


They were very kind at Tebbits’ farm. The doctor had gone back to Liverpool the day before, but Mrs. Tebbit gave her hot milk and turf cakes, and offered her reluctant son to show Miss Craig a shorter path on to the moor, that avoided the larch wood.


He was a monosyllabic youth, but his presence was cheering, and she felt the night doubly black when he left her at the last gate.


She trudged on wearily. Her thoughts had already gone back to the almost exhausted theme of the bark of ghosts, when she heard steps on the road behind her that were at least material. Next minute the figure of a man appeared: Miss Craig was relieved to see that the stranger was a clergyman. He raised his hat. “I believe we are both going in the same direction,” he said. “Perhaps I may have the pleasure of escorting you.” She thanked him. “It is rather weird at night,” she went on, “and what with all the tales of ghosts and bogies that one hears from the country people, I’ve ended by being half afraid myself.”


“I can understand your nervousness,” he said, “especially on a night like this. I used at one time to feel the same, for my work often meant lonely walks across the moor to farms which were only reached by rough tracks difficult enough to find even in the daytime.”


“And you never saw anything to frighten you — nothing immaterial I mean?”


“I can’t really say that I did, but I had an experience eleven years ago which served as the turning point in my life, and since you seem to be now in much the same state of mind as I was then in, I will tell it you.


•   •   •


The time of year was late September. I had been over to Westondale to see an old woman who was dying, and then, just as I was about to start on my way home, word came to me of another of my parishioners who had been suddenly taken ill only that morning. It was after seven when at last I started. A farmer saw me on my way, turning back when I reached the moor road.


The sunset the previous evening had been one of the most lovely I ever remember seeing. The whole vault of heaven had been scattered with flakes of white cloud, tipped with rosy pink like the strewn petals of a full-blown rose.


But that night all was changed. The sky was an absolutely dull slate colour, except in one corner of the west where a thin rift showed the last saffron tint of the sullen sunset. As I walked, stiff and footsore, my spirits sank. It must have been the marked contrast between the two evenings, the one so lovely, so full of promise (the corn was still out in the fields spoiling for fine weather), the other so gloomy, so sad with all the dead weight of autumn and winter days to come. And then added to this sense of heavy depression came another different feeling which I surprised myself by recognising as fear.


I did not know why I was afraid.


The moors lay on either side of me, unbroken except for a straggling line of turf shooting butts, that stood within a stone’s-throw of the road. 


The only sound I had heard for the last half hour was the cry of the startled grouse — Go back, go back, go back. But yet the feeling of fear was there, affecting a low centre of my brain through some little used physical channel.


I buttoned my coat closer, and tried to divert my thoughts by thinking of next Sunday’s sermon.


I had chosen to preach on Job. There is much in the old-fashioned notion of the book, apart from all the subtleties of the higher criticism, that appeals to country people; the loss of herds and crops, the break up of the family. I would not have dared to speak, had not I too been a farmer; my own glebe land had been flooded three weeks before, and I suppose I stood to lose as much as any man in the parish. As I walked along the road repeating to myself the first chapter of the book, I stopped at the twelfth verse.


“And the Lord said unto Satan: Behold all that he hath is in thy power” …


The thought of the bad harvest (and that is an awful thought in these valleys) vanished. I seemed to gaze into an ocean of infinite darkness.


I had often used, with the Sunday glibness of the tired priest, whose duty it is to preach three sermons in one day, the old simile of the chess board. God and the Devil were the players: and we were helping one side or the other. But until that night I had not thought of the possibility of my being only a pawn in the game, that God might throw away that the game might be won.


I had reached the place where we are now, I remember it by that rough stone water-trough, when a man suddenly jumped up from the roadside. He had been seated on a heap of broken road metal.


“Which way are you going, guv’ner?” he said.


I knew from the way he spoke that the man was a stranger. There are many at this time of the year who come up from the south, tramping northwards with the ripening corn. I told him my destination.


“We’ll go along together,” he replied.


It was too dark to see much of the man’s face, but what little I made out was coarse and brutal.


Then he began the half-menacing whine I knew so well — he had tramped miles that day, he had had no food since breakfast, and that was only a crust.


“Give us a copper,” he said, “it’s only for a night’s lodging.”


He was whittling away with a big clasp knife at an ash stake he had taken from some hedge.


~  ~  ~  ~  ~



The clergyman broke off.


“Are those the lights of your house?” he said. “We are nearer than I expected, but I shall have time to finish my story. I think I will, for you can run home in a couple of minutes, and I don’t want you to be frightened when you are out on the moors again.”




~  ~  ~  ~  ~


As the man talked he seemed to have stepped out of the very background of my thoughts, his sordid tale, with the sad lies that hid a far sadder truth.


He asked me the time.


It was five minutes to nine. As I replaced my watch I glanced at his face. His teeth were clenched, and there was something in the gleam of his eyes that told me at once his purpose.


Have you ever known how long a second is? For a third of a second I stood there facing him, filled with an overwhelming pity for myself and him; and then without a word of warning he was upon me. I felt nothing. A flash of lightning ran down my spine, I heard the dull crash of the ash stake, and then a very gentle patter like the sound of a far-distant stream. For a minute I lay in perfect happiness watching the lights of the house as they increased in number until the whole heaven shone with twinkling lamps.


I could not have had a more painless death.


•   •   •


Miss Craig looked up. The man was gone; she was alone on the moor.


She ran to the house, her teeth chattering, ran to the solid shadow that crossed and recrossed the kitchen blind.


As she entered the hall, the clock on the stairs struck the hour. It was nine o’clock.
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One thing is certain: Arthur ought never to have sent Janey the doll.


It came about like this.


He wrote us one of his absurd letters from a place in Africa, where he had been helping to put down a native rising. It was embellished as usual with lively pen-and-ink sketches of his Hack soldiers (who seemed to bear an extraordinary likeness to Christy Minstrels), and in a postscript contained the information that he was sending Janey a little black doll he had discovered in a deserted hut.


The doll appeared a fortnight later, wrapped up in a year-old engineering supplement of The Times, tied together with three knotted pieces of string. The stamps I put by for my three-year-old nephew, until the time arrived when he would be able to appreciate their value.


Janey was disappointed, and I do not wonder at it. She had been looking forward to the arrival of this new member of her family, all the more eagerly because Cicely White had been unbearably conceited about a doll her godmother had sent from Paris. The little African, instead of having a neatly painted trunk containing an elaborate wardrobe, appeared on the removal of his paper covering in a state of absolute nudity. I think Janey could have forgiven his lack of clothes if he had been less ugly. Without doubt he was hideous. His nose was a shapeless, protruding lump; his lips were thick, and his hair was represented by a collection of knobs. The one redeeming feature was his size; he measured just two feet and a half, and could stand unsupported in the bath of Condy’s fluid to which he was subjected. But I thought my sister wrong in punishing Janey for her tears; the contrast between Sambo and Cicely White’s gay Parisienne was too great.


For three whole days Sambo remained unnoticed and uncared for, in the engineering supplement. During that period Mary in her leisure moments made a few alterations in a scarlet petticoat she had originally intended for a youthful inhabitant of Uganda.


Clothed in this garment, Sambo looked uglier than before. Janey would not come near him. She hated him. He was not a nice doll. She even asked Mary to take him away. But my sister had never spoiled her nephews and nieces. She drew a graphic if inaccurate picture of Arthur’s surprise and resentment if he knew the manner in which his gift had been received.


Her authority, but not her arguments, prevailed. After an altogether unreasonable amount of crying, even in so sensitive a child as Janey, Sambo’s rights were acknowledged.


Sambo was a name for which Janey was not responsible. If she had been left to herself she would have called the doll IT, and nothing more. But Mary is one of those people who believe that all dogs should be called Rover and all canaries Dick. When Sambo arrived there was never any doubt in my mind as to the name; my diffident suggestion of Lobengula was contemptuously dismissed on the ground that that individual came from an altogether different part of Africa.


The doll, at the period of his adoption, had fourteen brothers and sisters of different nationalities. As was natural, he took his place at the bottom of the class, was the last to be washed, the first to be put to bed, and if the plates and cups gave out at tea time, he was the one to suffer.


Sambo arrived at the beginning of October; by the end of the month a change had set in. One day I surprised Janey at tea. Sambo was sitting in the fourteenth place with the last cup and saucer before him, and Gulielma Maria, a plain but well-meaning doll, was going supperless to bed.


Needless to say, I accused my niece of injustice and favouritism. She was very pale, and tears were in her eyes. She told me that she was sorry for Guly, but she could not help it. It was Sambo’s fault, and she hated him for it.


I thought the explanation a trifle lame, and offered to take Guly to tea downstairs; my proposal was promptly and joyfully accepted.


A week later Sambo was ninth on the list, Nelson, Tweedledum and Tweedledee, a golliwog, and Gulielma Maria being below him, and on his plate, in the manner of Benjamin of old, was a double portion.


In vain I remonstrated. It seemed that Sambo had insisted. Janey was exceedingly sorry for the others, but she could not help it.


On 1st November, Sambo had risen to the fourth place. He wore, in addition to his scarlet petticoat, a pair of stockings which belonged to the Salvation Army lass sitting next to him, and whose feet seemed to have suffered from the exposure that the absence of their usual covering involved. I asked Janey if she had offered the stockings to him of her own free will. No, the Salvation Army lass had almost broken her heart. It was Sambo’s fault. He wanted them, and Janey had pulled them off when Susan was asleep.


On the eve of Guy Fawkes day, I had my annual debate with Mary as to the feasibility of a small bonfire. One by one I abolished the same old objections, the danger to the house, the waste of good fuel when there were millions in London alone with no fires to warm them, the perpetuation of religious animosity, and the danger of contracting colds in the head. I went to bed, weary but triumphant. Next morning at breakfast I propounded my plans, and Mary gave official sanction for Janey and four dolls to watch the performance from the bathroom window. The greater part of the day was spent by my niece in settling the claims of rival dolls.


My surprise was great when, in the red glare of the bonfire, I recognized, propped up against the glass of the bathroom window, the expressionless faces of Rose, Eric (how I disliked that boy who, in his Eton jacket, was the very essence of priggishness), Alathea, and Sambo.


When I got to the stage of green Bengal lights I noticed that he was clad in a Japanese kimono he had certainly never had before, and wore a cocked hat, which I had a shrewd suspicion belonged to Nelson.


The next fortnight saw deliberate war between Sambo and Eric. The immediate object was the possession of the Eton jacket, the ulterior the privilege of sitting between Rose and Alathea, and dominating the rest of the family.


Janey’s sympathies were all for Eric, who was for her the embodiment of English manhood; mine were on the side of his opponent, who came out as usual successful.


Eric jacketless, was left to face the rigour of our English winter in his shirt-sleeves.


Now that all his male rivals had been defeated, I expected that we should see an end to Sambo’s ambition.


No such thing occurred. In an altogether unchivalrous manner, he began to wage war on Rose, the oldest and most beautiful of Janey’s dolls, who was the only possessor of that much prized accomplishment of falling into a trancelike sleep whenever she lay down.


When Christmas came, Sambo was the first to be served, the first to be dressed, and the last to be put to bed.


And Janey hated him.


For the next three months nothing noteworthy took place with regard to Janey and her dolls. For a large part of the lime I was away from home and saw little of my niece.


On my return, Mary called my attention to a new development.


“I really believe that Janey is growing out of her childishness at last,” she said. “She is putting away some of her dolls: she really ought to be content with fewer.”


Six weeks later, the numbers were reduced to one.


It was Sambo who remained.


Though Janey had carried out the change on her own initiative, she became low-spirited, and I have no doubt shed many tears in private. So much I had expected. What surprised me was the fact that she showed no signs of transferring her affection to the one remaining member of her family.


It was true that Sambo was always with her, in the house and out of doors. He had meals by her side and slept at the bottom of her bed at night. But it was not because she cared for him; I began to think she was actuated by fear.


One afternoon I wanted Janey, and she was not to be found in nursery or garden; I searched the house in vain and was beginning to despair, when I remembered the attics. The attics were out of bounds owing to an unrailed stair that led up to them, but I was none the less successful.


There, in a stockade composed of trunks and portmanteaux, sat Janey surrounded by her dolls.


Her face was wreathed in smiles. On her lap sat Eric, at her feet lay Rose in the well-known state of trance.


“So this is the way you spend your afternoons!” I said. “I wonder what your aunt would say if she knew.” “Oh, please don’t tell her, uncle!” Janey replied. “And whatever happens, don’t tell Sambo!”


Until she spoke, I had not noticed the absence of that individual. On inquiry it seemed that Sambo had been left fast asleep in the garden. I raised the heavy attic window and looked out. Yes, there he was sitting propped up on the garden seat looking up at us with eyes that seemed to me very wide awake.


“I’m afraid he knows where we are!” said Janey, “he is so very clever.”


Of course I said nothing to Mary of what went on upstairs. There was less need to, as Janey’s visits to her banished family very soon ceased. It was my belief that Sambo had put a stop to them. Of what happened behind the raspberry canes I very seldom speak. I never told Mary, who being entirely without imagination would have believed that I was either lying or Janey mad.


The afternoon had been more than usually close. Mary was cross, Janey was listless, and I sleepy. I had as usual ensconced myself in the shady corner of the kitchen garden where the maid never thinks of looking when she comes to announce callers, and where I not infrequently surprise school children in search of our blackbirds’ nests. I was awakened from my nap by the accustomed sound of someone in the raspberry canes.


In among the brown sticks, I caught sight of a white dress. I bent low and followed. Janey was some fifteen yards ahead of me. In her arms she was clasping a doll. She was sobbing bitterly.


Through the raspberry canes I followed her — along a little track that had not been there a fortnight before, over an open space which in autumn was trenched for celery, past the deserted graveyard where generations of cats and dogs had been laid to rest, to the very end of the long garden.


It was a deserted place given over to rubbish, broken flower pots, piles of old pea-sticks, and mounds of yellow rotting grass cut from the lawns last summer. I hid myself behind a turf stack and watched.


On a chair that Arthur had given Janey three birthdays ago sat Sambo, wearing his usual expression of utter vacuity. About a yard in front of him was a pile of straw and dried twigs; within reach was the silver matchbox I had spent hours in hunting for the previous two days. There was also a little saw from my tool chest.


I ground my teeth as I noticed the rusty blade. Janey placed her doll on the ground, cried over it and kissed it. Then before I realized what she was doing she had sawn off its legs and arms, and placed its dismembered trunk upon the wooden pyre. From the tennis lawn came Mary’s voice calling “Janey! Janey!”


It is no easy matter to strike matches on an old silver matchbox from which the roughness has long since departed. She was successful at last, and in a moment there was a blaze. The dried wood crackled with the heat. Then again came Mary’s voice louder and more persistent, and Janey was gone.


I lit a cigarette, and watched the fire die down, controlling with difficulty an impulse to add more fuel to it in the person of Sambo. Before I left the place I found the charred remains of eight dolls. One which I took to be Eric was hideous to behold, his head was featureless, one glass eye protruding from a lump of wax.


I made my way back to the house as stealthily as I had come. Under my coat I carried Sambo.


I had to go up to town that evening on business, and I wrapped up the doll in a paper parcel (my kit bag was already full), with the intention of consulting a friend at the British Museum as to its nature and origin.


Mary had apparently taken Janey with her to call on the vicar’s wife. I saw neither of them before I left.


I did not carry out my plan; for as I was walking down Paternoster Row the following day, with my parcel under my arm, Sambo was stolen.


I had stopped opposite a stationer’s shop in whose window was exhibited a large map of Africa, flanked by Bibles. I was wondering why such an immense area had been covered black instead of the more customary scarlet, and had come to the conclusion that it probably referred to unexploited coal, when I received a push in the back. After apologizing to the clergyman with whom I came into somewhat violent contact, I became aware that my parcel had disappeared. Of the thief there was no sign. Yards away I saw the imposing dark blue mass of a constable. I took two steps towards him with the intention of notifying my loss. Then I turned and walked in the opposite direction. Sambo after all had been no friend of ours.


•   •   •


Ten months later I went with Mary to the Agricultural Hall to see the “Orient in London.” She had promised after my visit to spend a day with me at the Franco-British Exhibition, a bargain which to my mind was never fully ratified, as she resolutely declined free seats in the Scenic Railway and Flip-Flap.


I was glad I had gone as I met two acquaintances I should not otherwise have seen, Captain Carter, of my old regiment, who had taken orders and was going out to China as a missionary, and Sambo. The latter seemed to be superintending operations in an African village, and was very much at home. There was a label tied to his arm. On it I read:


“This undoubtedly genuine African idol was found in a compartment in the Bakerloo tube. Nothing is known as to the circumstances in which it was placed there, but it was probably stolen from some museum. This idol affords an interesting example of the gods that were worshipped in the childhood of our race.”


The childhood of our race appeared to me a particularly appropriate phrase as I thought of Janey.
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Rain came suddenly from a swollen sky and with it a cold, whipping wind blowing in her face. She buttoned her coat collar, thrust her hands into her pockets, and head bent, battled on.


Another day ended! Darkness was pouring into the world like grey fluid into a greyer cup — no amethyst twilight this, no dropping of a chiffon scarf — no trailing of a star-broidered mantle … a sense of smudging over — that was all. Fallen leaves spattered the pavement. Still over wall and house-front the Virginia creeper draggled her tousled tresses. And the cold wind was full of the shuddering breath of winter.


Rain fell faster — a downpour now. She had no umbrella … remembered leaving it behind the office door … so stupid — careless. With a hat, too, that “spotted”!


And then, looking up, she saw an iron gate swinging idly on its hinges leading to a stone house placarded “To be Let or Sold,” with a wide, empty porch covered in by a creeping plant and a little glass partition. She decided to wait there a moment to see if the weather showed any signs of passing over. Also she was suddenly and unaccountably tired … to sit on that top step just a moment … the wind seemed to take all your breath — and so cold, to eat into your bones.


What a piece of luck! An old basket chair in one corner of the porch! She sat down, felt the bottom of her skirt, soaked already, lifted up her foot and made a little grimace at the burst shoe, half laughing. Her veil was sticking to her face — there was no more abominable. sensation — and this parcel was pretty — madeira cake sodging through the brown paper — oh, very pretty indeed.


She stripped off her gloves and sat, hands folded in her lap, looking up at the green blistered door, and a little octagonal lamp hanging over the doorway. Found herself staring at the lamp … now where had she seen it before? What trick of memory … had she seen it? She remembered so well hearing a girl saying “An octagonal lamp over the doorway — that settles the question!” …


Too tired to remember. Rain seemed to be falling now so violently that it must wear itself out in a moment, she decided, leaning her head against the wall….


Quick, light steps down the street, the iron gate swung open, a man strode up the gravel walk, up the steps, taking a key from his pocket. A tall thin man in a fur coat, with an immense umbrella hooked over one arm, flowers in his hand, and a long oddly shaped box.


She sat up hastily, the basket chair creaking. What could he be doing there at this hour — a House Agent — a purchaser? And at the sound of the basket chair he wheeled round.


“Good heavens, you ridiculous child,” he said, peering through the gloom. “Marion, we’re too old to play ‘hide and seek’ — no, not too old, darling, but too cold. Or have you lost the last key and Alice has gone stone-deaf, or…” his laughing voice ended in real laughter; he caught hold of her hand, “Ups-a-daisy, Honey, and I want my tea.” A rose colour sweetened her tired face into bloom.


“I was just waiting,” she faltered, “such a strange effect in the darkness — and autumn rain and falling leaves in the hollow darkness — you know?”


He put his arm round her, together they crossed the threshold.


The hall was full of firelight with a lovely scent of logs burning. The flames seemed to leap up to meet them — to show them again that fascinating hall — to light the pictures — the pottery — old oak settles — their “Bruges’” brass and the standard rose-tree in its green tub.


The grandfather clock struck six.


“We’re late,” said the man laconically, taking up a pile of visiting-cards, handing them to her, “Testifying to your youth and beauty, my child. Do ask Alice to hurry tea; I’ve got caverns and wet feet and ail sorts of horrors. Will you take long to change?”


She was unbuttoning her coat when she suddenly remembered with thankfulness that she had left the “madeira” cake on the verandah.


“Five minutes,” she said, pushing a bell, then, as the maid appeared, “tea in the library, please, and we would like some toasted buns.”


“Yes, Madam.”


The maid stepped forward, taking their wet coats. Marion sat down and the girl removed her rubbers. “I lighted the fire in your bedroom at five o’clock, Madam.”


When she had gone Marion stood up and looked across at the man who stood before the fire kicking a piece of wood into place with his boot, sending up a little shower of sparks.


“Don’t do that, darling,” she said, “be good and go and take off your wet things” — she caught him by the arm — “this coat’s quite damp, and, my child, look at the mud on your trousers.”


He looked down.


“Do you mean to say I’ve to change before tea,” he protested.


“Right away, now,” she slipped her arm through his. Together they slowly walked up the broad stairs. How beautiful the faded tones of the Japanese prints lining the staircase wall, in this faded light! And how mysterious the great Buddha on the half-landing, set about the creeping plant they called “orchidaceous.”


A fire, too, on the landing, showing on warm rugs, low couch and little flat Persian pillows; from their room she saw a reflected brightness.


She paused just a moment — her lip quivering — John led her in.


“What a fire,” he cried, “if Alice wasn’t such an angel you’d be bound to think she had an intimate acquaintance with the place where angels do truly fear to tread.”


Marion went on to the oval mirror, unpinned her hat and veil, threw them down on a chair and looked round, smiling.


“Do run away like a good boy and get ready!”


“Oh, I feel I haven’t seen you for a thousand years,” he came up behind her, drawing her head on to his shoulder, putting his arms round her neck, and catching her hands.


“Look at yourself, you beautiful woman,” and then, suddenly whispering, “When I look in the mirror, so, and see you — know that this is no dream, that through the years, I have but to look to find you, always there, my darling, and every time it seems to me, more beautiful — more adorable, I wonder what I can have done … why this is my portion — this life with you. Baby,” he cried, suddenly laughing, and pulling the pins from her hair, “you don’t look more than sixteen! You ought to be ashamed of yourself and you — the…”


She turned round, slipped her arms round his neck and buried her face on his shoulder.


“Oh, John, when I am away from you, my body aches for this, it’s resting place — for the pillow of your heart. I never feel safe further from you than this; you hold the anchor to this drifting being. In the security of your arms, dearest, I am—” her voice suddenly broke a little, “such a willing prisoner.”


He held her to him, trembling.


“I cannot hold you close enough,” he said, “I shall never make you feel my love which grows in the giving — a Faery purse, the more I give — the more I have to give — and all that is mine so all yours — just mine that it may the more truly belong to you.”


“Oh, husband,” she suddenly laughed, releasing herself, “and people question miracles … fly along, dear.”


“Well.” he said, reluctantly, “can I leave the door open?”


“Yes of course. Do go.”


His dressing-room led from their bedroom. When he was gone she pushed back the loosened masses of her hair, and looked round her. At the great bed, the heavy rugs, and curtains drawn across the windows and patterned with pomegranate trees. The low mantelpiece was covered in photographs — Roger, Frank, Virginia, Otto, Valerie with her new baby.


She glanced at the shelf of books just above their bed, bound in white leather, with the “Crane” design, and everywhere flowers and a confusion of fascinating perfumes — jars and little odd-shaped cases on her dressing-table.


“Marion,” John’s voice from the next room — she heard him pouring water into a basin. “I’ve had such a day.”


“Have you, dear,” brushing her long hair, and gazing tremulously at the flushed girlish face that smiled back at her.


“Yes. Do you know the sort of day when everybody seems a bore, and yourself the greatest.”


“Oh, I know … horrid.”


“And then I had no lunch … just tore round the corner and bolted something.”


“I do wish you would not over-work like that.”


He was speaking between splashes.


“But two new people came in this evening, darling, and asked for the benefit of your humble servant’s genius.”


“Goody-o — that’s fine, John. Did you see anything of Roger?”


“No; he phoned me, though; he’s coming round this evening to play with…”


“Oh, I’m glad,” she cried, quickly interrupting; her fingers trembled with the fastenings of her grey chiffon gown.


“And, Marion — Oh, the Lord! I’ve lost a slipper again; the brute’s hiding under the bed — darling, we must ask two more people to that dinner; we’d forgotten — the Simpsons!”


“My dear — so we had.”


Mechanically she opened a little box and took out a long silver chain set with opals.


“What a blessing you remembered; we’d have been in their black books forever.”


“I know — how about the work today?”


“Finished, finished — I’ll read you some after dinner. Don’t ask my opinion; I’m still at the cackling stage, the successfully-laid-for-all-the-world-to-see stage. Are you ready?”


“Yes. May I come in?”


“Do, Boy dear.”


He had changed into a lounge coat, and on his feet he wore extraordinary Japanese stork-embroidered slippers. He sat on the edge of the bed, swinging one foot and whistling. A low clear note struck from downstairs.


Standing on the landing this time she noticed a little gate at the foot of the next flight of stairs, and the walls were covered in brilliant posters — French, Belgian, English, Italian, and, too, a little picture of a boy in blue trousers standing in a daisy field.


John paused.


“Shall we go up a minute,” he said.


“Oh, afterwards,” she answered, hurriedly.


Each time he mentioned the … each time she felt he was going to speak of their … she had a terrible, suffocating sensation of fear. If that should prove untrue, if that should prove its dream origin — and at the thought something within her cried out and trembled.


“Oh, well,” he said, “later. Perhaps it’s better not to disturb…”


“Much better,” said Marion.


In the library a rose-coloured lamp lighted the round table holding the tray with its delicate china and silver. The soft sound of the kettle, the great leather chairs — yes, even the smell of the toasted buns — every moment created in her a greater happiness.


“One small lump of sugar,” carefully selecting it for his cup. “Did you remember to bring home cigarettes?”


“In the hall with my flowers for you. I brought a surprise for…”


“Bring the flowers, dear. I’m just greedy for them this weather. Um — how good the tea is.”


They sat almost silently, one on either side of the table, drinking their tea — eating — occasionally looking up, smiling, and then looking into the fire — each occupied with thoughts, perfectly content — rested after the long day,


“Why does lamplight shed such peace?” he said, in a low tone: “it so shuts us in together; I love a lamp.”


And again, as she leaned forward to light her cigarette at the little silver fire-breathing “Devil’s Head” — “Marion.”


“Yes, John.”


“What makes me almost laugh, times, is that the novelty never ceases. I feel each day is our first day together.”


“Oh, it is the sense of ‘home’ which is so precious to me — it is the wonderful sense of peace — of the rooms sanctified — of the quiet permanence — it is that which is so precious after—”


In the silence she heard the sweet sound of the rain against the window.


John put down his cup and lighted a cigarette.


“Let’s go up. I’ll race you to the top of the house.”


“I can’t run in this long gown.”


“Well, wait a minute — my parcel”


He brought from the hall the oddly shaped box.


“I won’t undo the string — half the excitement gone—”


So again they went up the stairs, and together, and this time through the little gate.


Her heart was beating in her throat — her hands were cold — a curious sensation in her breast and arms — but the fear vanished when she saw the old nurse at the top of the stairs putting away linen into a green cupboard.


“Yes, sir, he’s in the day nursery.”


John opened the door and Marion, swaying forward, saw the child banging the wooden head of a Dutch doll on the floor, and singing to himself. He wore a blue pinafore, tan socks and black patent leather slippers fastened with a strap and button.


“Darling,” she cried, swooping down upon him. “Little son!”


The child cried “Mummy, Mummy,” and clung to her dress, She sat in a low rocking-chair and held him on her lap. Oh, the comfortable feeling of the child in her arms, against her breast! John was explaining something marvellous about the odd-shaped box. She twined one of his curls round her finger — felt the little neck-band of his pinafore — a tiny frown between her brows — to see if it were too tight — he moved his head as though it was not quite comfortable, and then, out of the box came another bear, a black one with a white nose! The child slipped off her lap, and went over to the toy-cupboard to show his treasure to the rest of the “Teddy family.”


“An’ you’ve got to shake hands, an’ you’ve got to give him a nice kiss, an’ you’ve got to say ‘thank you, dear Daddy,’ I never did see such a nice daddy.”


The man looked over at the woman, she was rocking to and fro, a sweet brightness in her eyes.


“Sometimes,” she whispered, “I think my heart will break for joy.” 


“Oh, Daddy — do be a gallopin’ pony.”


John went down on hands and knees — the child clambered on to his back.


“I don’t know which is the younger of you,” she cried. “John, I’ll have to knit you a little pair of kneecaps….”


Suddenly as she watched them, she heard her name being called from the lower part of the house. Whose voice was that? What, what was he doing there — yes, it was he. Something within her seemed to crash and give way — she went white to the lips. Oh, please God, they would not hear until she had silenced that voice.


“I’ll be back in a minute.”


But they were almost too gay to notice.


“Marion … Marion … Marion!”


Please God, she could stop that voice.


Down the stairs she ran into the hall. Where was it coming from — calling and calling— She wrung her hands. Once listening, she heard the high, laughing voice of the child.


“Marion … Marion … Marion!”


From the porch. Yes, it came from the porch. She pulled the heavy door open — wind and rain rushed in upon her — out into the porch she stepped — and the door banged to behind her. It was dark and cold … and … silent … cold.


•   •   •


“I seen ’er come up ’ere last evening — thinkin’ she was a friend of your missus.”


“What she come to front door for then — with the airy steps. Look out, wot’s in that bag, Take care, you leave that bag alone — … there’ll be a clue there … Bags and things, they always let the cat out.”


“Go on; it’s a madeiry cake and all sodgin’ through the paper … Why don’t they ’urry up?”


“They’ll be ’ere soon … ain’t she young, too … Look ’ere, ’er veil’s slipping off.”


“You leave ’er alone — you’ll ketch it when they know.”


“Oh, Lord, it’s fallen off… Oh, Lord, I seen ’er before. I remember ’er face as pline as yestiday. She come with a young feller to look over this ’ouse. I’ll bet you anythink yer like it’s ’er. It’s ’er all right — Thet’s ’er face; she gave me ’arf a crown and they stayed foolin’ round and me ’anging on their ’eels and listening to them fixin’ up nurseries and rose-trees and turkeys carpets, ’er ’anging on ’is arm.”


“You’d better look out what yer say. It’ll go down.”


“I can’t ’elp it; people ain’t got no right to go around dyin’ as if they owned the ’ole plice. It’ll be called ’aunted now. Oh, Lord, it’s ’er, straight, the names they called me too. St. Peter and H’Eros and ’Yman — it’s like yestiday. And when ’e’d gone, she comes back, laughin’, and says — ‘We ain’t got enough money to furnish a cottage,’ she says, ‘we’re just dreamin’ true,’ she says, ‘and ’ere’s half a crown, Peter dear.’ I never ’eard people laugh the way they did — and she, so set on this ’ere lamp…”


“It’ll always be empty now.”


“Yes, always empty now… ’ere They come!”
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I


The Voluntary swelled, it rose, it rushed to its climax. The organist tossed back his head with a noble gesture, exalted; he rocked on his bench; his feet shuffled faster and faster, pedalling passionately.


The young girl who stood beside him drew in a deep, rushing breath; her heart swelled; her whole body listened, with hurried senses desiring the climax, the climax, the crash of sound. Her nerves shook as the organist rocked towards her; when he tossed back his head her chin lifted; she loved his playing hands, his rocking body, his superb, excited gesture.


Three times a week Wilfrid Hollyer went down to Lower Wyck, to give Effie Carroll a music lesson; three times a week Effie Carroll came up to Wyck on the Hill to listen to Hollyer’s organ practice.


The climax had come. The voluntary fell from its height and died in a long cadence, thinned out, a trickling, trembling diminuendo. It was all over.


The young girl released her breath in a long, trembling sigh.


The organist rose and put out the organ lights. He took Effie by the arm and led her down the short aisles of the little country church and out on to the flagged path of the churchyard between the tombstones.


“Wilfrid,” she said, “you’re too good for Wyck. You ought to be playing in Gloucester Cathedral.”


“I’m not good enough. Perhaps – if I’d been trained—”


“Why weren’t you?”


“My mother couldn’t afford it. Besides, I couldn’t leave her. She hasn’t anybody but me.”


“I know. You’re awfully fond of her, aren’t you?”


“Yes,” he said shortly.


They had passed down the turn of the street into the Market Square. There was a plot of grass laid down in the north-east corner. Two tall elms stood up on the grass, and behind the elms a small, ivy-covered house with mullioned windows, looking south.


“That’s our house,” Hollyer said. “Won’t you come in and see her?”


They found her sitting by herself in the little cramped, green drawing-room. She was the most beautiful old lady; small, upright and perfect; slender, like a girl, in her grey silk blouse. She had a miniature oval face, pretty and white: a sharp chin, and a wide forehead under a pile of pure white hair. And sorrowful blue eyes, white-lidded, in two rings of mauve and bistre.


She couldn’t be so very old, Effie thought. Not more than sixty.


Mrs. Hollyer rose, holding out a fragile hand.


Presently she said: “I wanted to see you; after all you’ve done for him.”


“I? I haven’t done anything.”


“You’ve listened to his playing. He can’t get anybody to do that for him in Wyck.”


“They hear enough of me on Sundays.”


“Then they haven’t heard him. He plays much better on weekdays, when he plays to me,” said Effie.


“So I can imagine,” Mrs. Hollyer said.


“She thinks I’m better than I am,” said Hollyer.


“Go on thinking it. That’s the way to make him better.” She was smiling at Effie as if she liked her.


All through tea-time and after they talked about Wilfrid’s playing and Wilfrid and Wyck, and the people of Wyck, and how they knew nothing and cared nothing about Wilfrid’s playing.


Twilight came, twilight of October. He was going to walk back with Effie down the hill to Lower Wyck.


As the house door closed behind them he said: “Now you know why I’m nothing but an organist at Wyck.”


“Wilfrid, she’s the most beautiful thing I’ve seen yet – your mother. No wonder you can’t leave her.”


“It isn’t that altogether. I mean we’re tied here because we can’t afford to leave; and because I’ve got this organ job. I should never have had it anywhere else.” He paused. “And you know, I couldn’t live on it – without mother. She’s got the house.”


Effie said nothing.


“So here I am. Thirty-five and still dependent on my mother.”


“Oh, Wilfrid, what will you do when – when—”


“When my mother dies? That’s the awful thing. I shall have enough then. There’ll be the house and her income. I hate to think of it. I don’t think of it—”


“You see,” he went on, “when I was a kid I was so seedy they didn’t think I’d live. So I was brought up to do nothing. Nothing but my playing. They gave me this job just to keep me quiet. And now I’m strong enough, but there’s nothing else I can do.”


He hung his head, frowning gloomily.


“You know why I’m telling you all this?”


“No. But I’m glad you’ve told me.”


“It’s because – because – if I had a decent income, Effie, I’d ask you to marry me. As it is, I can only hope that you won’t ever care for me as I care for you.”


“But I do care for you. You know I do.”


“Would you have married me, Effie? Do you care as much as that?”


“You know I would. I will the minute you ask me.”


“I shall never ask you.”


“Why not? I can wait.”


“My dear, for what?” He paused again. “I can’t marry in my mother’s lifetime.”


“Oh, Wilfrid – I didn’t mean that. Your dear, beautiful mother. You know I didn’t.”


“Of course, darling, I know. But there it is.”


He left her at the gate of the cottage where she lived with her father.


As he went back up the hill he meditated on his position. He was right to make it clear to her, now that she had begun to care for him. He would have told her long ago if he had known that she cared. Yesterday he didn’t know it. But today there had been something, in her manner, in her voice, in the way she looked at him in the church after his playing, that had told him.


Poor little Effie. She would have nothing either, unless her father – and Effie’s father was a robust man, not quite fifty.


Well – he mustn’t think of it. And he mustn’t let his mother think. He wondered whether he was too late, whether she had seen anything. He tried to slink past the drawing-room and up the stairs. But his mother had heard him come in. She called to him. He went to her, shamefaced, as if he had committed a sin.


Her large, gentle eyes looked at him, wondering. He could see them wondering.


“Wilfrid,” she said suddenly, “do you care for that little girl?”


“What’s the good of my caring? I can’t marry her. I’ve just told her so.”


“It’s too late. She’s in love with you. You should have told her before.”


“How could I if she didn’t care? You can’t be fatuous.”


“No – poor boy. Poor Effie.”


“Mother – why couldn’t I have been brought up to a profession?”


“You know why – you weren’t strong enough. It was as much as I could do to keep you alive.”


“I’m strong enough now.”


“Only because I took such care of you. Only because you hadn’t to go out and earn your own living. You’d have been dead before you were twenty if I hadn’t kept you with me.”


“It would have been better if you’d let me die.”


“Don’t say that, Wilfrid. What should I have done without you? What should I do without you now?”


“You mean if I married?”


“No, my dear. I’d be glad if you could marry. I don’t want to keep you tied to me forever. If you can get better work and better pay by going anywhere else, I shan’t mind your leaving me.”


“I shouldn’t get anything. I’m not good enough. I shall never be worth more than fifty pounds a year anywhere. We can’t live on that.”


“If you could live on half my income, I’d give it you, but you couldn’t.”


“No. We’ll just have to wait.”


“I hope for your sake, my dear, it won’t be too long.”


“What do you mean, mother?”


“What did you mean?”


“Why, I meant we’d have to wait till I heard of something.”


“You might have meant something else.” She smiled.


“Oh, mother – don’t.”


“Why not?” she said cheerfully.


“You know – you know I couldn’t bear it.”


“You’ll have to bear it someday – I’m an old woman.”


“Well, I shall be an old man – by then.”


He tossed it back to her, laughing, as he left her to wash his hands and brush his hair. He laughed, to shake off her pathos and to hide his own.


When he talked about waiting, he hadn’t meant what she thought he meant. He was simply trying to dismiss a too serious situation with a reassuring levity. Waiting to hear of something? Was it likely he would ever hear of anything? Could he have made a more frivolous suggestion?


It was she who had faced it. She had made him see how hopeless their case was, his and Effie’s. He saw it now, as he saw his own face in the glass, between two hairbrushes, a little drawn, even now, a little sallow and haggard. Not a young face.


He would be an old man – an old man before he could dream of marrying. His mother, after all, was only sixty, and she came of a long-lived family. Her apparent fragility was an illusion; she had never had a day’s illness as long as he could remember. Nerves like whipcord, young arteries, and every organ sound. She would live ten – fifteen – twenty years longer, live to be eighty. He was thirty-five now, and Effie was twenty-five. Before they could marry, they would be fifty-five and forty-five; old, old; too old to feel, to care passionately. He had no right to ask Effie to wait twenty years for him.


He must give up thinking about her.


His mother was still in her chair by the drawing-room fire, waiting for him. She turned as he came to her, and held up her face to be kissed, like a child, he thought, or like a young wife waiting for her husband. She put her hands on his hair and stroked it. And he remembered the time when he used to say to her: “I shall never marry. You’re all the wife I want, Mother.”


And now it was as if he had been calculating on her death.


But he hadn’t. He hadn’t. You couldn’t calculate on anything so far-off, so unlikely. He had done the only possible, the only decent thing. He had given Effie up.



II


The doctor had gone. Hollyer went back into his mother’s room. She lay there, dozing, in the big white bed, propped high on the pillows. Through her mouth, piteously open, he could hear her short quick breath, struggling and gasping.


The illness had lasted nine days. Even now Hollyer hadn’t got used to it. He still looked at the figure in the bed with the same stare of shocked incredulity. It was still incredible that his mother’s influenza should have turned to pleurisy, that she should lie like that, utterly abandoned, the neat pile of her hair undone, and her face, with its open mouth, loose and infirm between the two white loops that hung askew, rumpled by the pillow. He knew in a vague way how it had happened. First his own attack of influenza, then his mother’s. His had been pretty bad, but hers had been slight, so slight that it had not been recognized, and through it she had still nursed him. Then she had gone out too soon, in the raw January weather. And now the doctor came morning and evening; she had a trained nurse for the night, and Hollyer looked after her all day.


He had got used to the nurse. Her expensive presence proved to him that he had nothing to reproach himself with; he had done, as they said, everything that could be done.


He knew that the nurse and the doctor disagreed about the case. Nurse Eden declared that his mother would get over it. Dr. Ransome was convinced she wouldn’t; she hadn’t strength in her for another rally. Hollyer himself agreed with Nurse Eden. He couldn’t believe that his mother would die. The thought of her death was unbearable, therefore he denied it, he put it from him. When he left her for the night he would come creeping back at midnight and dawn, to make sure that she was still there.


The little room was half filled by the big white bed. It seemed to him there was nothing in it but the white bed and his mother and Nurse Eden in her white uniform. She had looked in on her way downstairs to tea. Everything was cold and white. On the windowpanes the frost made a white pattern of moss and feathers. From his seat between the bed and the fire he could see Nurse Eden and her small, pure face brooding above the pillows as she shifted them with tender, competent hands.


“She’ll be better in the morning,” she said. “She always gets better in the night.”


She did. Always she gained ground in the night under Nurse Eden and always she lost it in the daytime, getting worse and worse towards evening.


The afternoon wore on. At four o’clock old Martha, the servant, tapped at the door. Miss Carroll, she said, was downstairs and wanted to see him. Martha took his place at the bedside.


Every day Effie came to inquire, and every day she went away sad, as if it had been her own mother who was dying. This time she stayed, for the old doctor had stopped her in the Square and told her to get Hollyer out of his mother’s room, if possible. “Talk to him. Take him off it. Make him buck up.”


She sat in his mother’s chair behind the round tea-table and poured out his tea for him, and talked to him about his music and a book she had been reading. When he looked at her, at her sweet face, soft and clear with youth, at her hands moving with pretty gestures, his heart trembled. That was how it would be if Effie was his wife. They would sit there every day and she would pour out his tea for him. He would hear her feet running up and down the stairs.


When she got up to go she said, “Whatever you do, Wilfrid, don’t keep on thinking about it.”


“I can’t help thinking.”


She put her hand on his sleeve and stroked it. At her touch he broke down.


“Oh, Effie – I cannot bear it. If she dies, I shall never forgive myself.”


“Nonsense. Don’t talk about her dying. Don’t think about it.”


She turned to him on the doorstep. “Just think how strong she is. I can’t see her ill, somehow. I see her there, all the time, sitting upright in her chair, looking beautiful.”


That was how he had once seen her, sitting there between the fire and the round tea-table, for years and years, as long as his own life lasted.


But now he saw Effie. Upstairs, in his mother’s room, as he watched, he saw Effie. Effie – the sweet face, and the sweet hands moving. He heard Effie’s voice in the rooms, Effie’s feet on the stairs. That was how it would be if Effie was his wife.


That was how it would be if his mother died.


He would have an income of his own, and a house of his own; he would be his own master in his house.


If his mother died, Effie and he would sleep together. Perhaps in that bed, on those pillows.


He shut his eyes and covered his face with his hands, pressing in on his eyelids as if that way he could keep out the sight of Effie.



III


That evening the doctor came again. He left a little before nine o’clock, the hour when Nurse Eden would begin her night watch. He refused to hold out any hope. She was sinking fast.


As Hollyer turned from the front door he met Nurse Eden coming downstairs. She signed to him to follow her into the drawing-room, moving before him without a sound. She shut the door.


He was afraid of Nurse Eden; there was something – he didn’t know what it was, but – there was something unbearable in her small, pure face; in the thrust of her chin tilted by the stiff cap-strings; in her brave, slender mouth, straightening itself against the droop of its compassion; and in the stillness of her dense, grey eyes. Her eyes made him feel uneasy, somehow, and unsafe. He was going to sit up with her tonight; but he would rather have shared his night-watch with old Martha.


“Well?” she said.


“He says this is the end.”


“It may be,” said Nurse Eden. “But it needn’t.”


“You’ve seen her.”


“Yes.”


“Well—?”


“She hasn’t gone yet, Mr. Hollyer—”


“She’s on the edge. She’s in that state when a breath would tip her one way or the other.”


“A breath?”


“Yes, Mr. Hollyer. Or a thought.”


“A thought?”


“A thought. If I had Mrs. Hollyer to myself, I believe I could bring her round even now.”


“Oh, Nurse—”


“I have brought her round. Night after night I’ve brought her.”


“What do you do?”


“I don’t know what I do. But it works. Haven’t you noticed she gets better in the night when I’ve had her; and that she slips back in the day?”


“Yes, I have.”


“You see, Mr. Hollyer, Dr. Ransome’s made up his mind. And when the doctor makes up his mind that the patient’s going to die, ten to one the patient does die. It lowers their resistance. It isn’t everyone that would feel it; but your mother would.”


“If,” she went on, “I had her day and night, I might save her.”


“You really think that?”


“I think there’s a chance.”


He didn’t know whether he believed her or not. Dr. Ransome shrugged his shoulders and said Nurse Eden could try it if she liked. She had a wonderful way with her; but he wouldn’t advise Hollyer to count on it. Nothing but a miracle, he said, could save his mother.


Hollyer didn’t count on Nurse Eden’s way. But he thought – something stronger than himself compelled him to think – that his mother would not die.


And each hour showed her slowly coming back. Under his eyes the miracle was being accomplished. At midnight her breathing and temperature and pulse were normal; and by noon of the next day even Ransome was convinced. He wouldn’t swear to the miracle, but whatever Nurse Eden had or had not done, he believed Mrs. Hollyer would recover.


Hollyer not only believed it, but he was certain, as Nurse Eden was certain. She came to him, radiant with certainty, and told him that his mind could be at rest now.


But his mind was not at rest. It had only rested while he doubted, as if doubt absolved him from knowledge of some secret that he could not face. With the first moment of certainty he was aware of it. It was given to him in physical sensations, a weight and pain about his heart that did not lie. In a flash he saw himself back in his old life of dependence and frustration. There would be no Effie sitting with him in the house, no Effie running up and down the stairs. He would not sleep with Effie in the big, white bed. They would grow old, wanting each other.


He tried to jerk his mouth into a smile, but it had stiffened. It opened, gasping, as his muffled heartbeats choked him.


He went upstairs to his mother’s room. She was sitting up in bed, clear-eyed, almost alert, and she turned her face to him as he entered.


“I don’t know how it is,” she said. “I thought I was going, but there’s something that won’t let me go. It keeps on pulling me back and back.” (Nurse Eden looked at him.) “Is it you, Wilfrid?”


He knelt down and buried his face in the bedclothes by her side. His sobs shook the mattress. The nurse took him by the arm; he got up and stared at her as if dazed and drunk with grief. She led him from the room.


“You’re upsetting her,” she said. “Don’t come back till you’ve pulled yourself together.”


When he went back his mother was sleeping calmly. Hollyer and the nurse withdrew from the bedside to the window and talked there in low voices.


“Did you hear what she said. Nurse?”


“Yes. We can get her through, between us, if we make up our minds she’s to live. Think of what she was yesterday.”


“But do you think we ought to? I don’t want her brought back to suffer.”


“She isn’t going to suffer. There’s no reason why she shouldn’t be as well as ever. If you want her to live.”


“Want her? Of course I want her to live.”


“I know you do. But you must get rid of your fear.”


“My fear?”


“Your fear of her dying.”


“Do you think my fear could – could make her?”


“I know it could. Make up your mind with me that she’s going to get well.”


“Supposing she wants to go? Supposing she’s fighting against us all the time?”


“She isn’t fighting. She hasn’t any fight in her – Now, while she’s sleeping, is the time. You’ve only got to say to yourself ‘She shall live. She’s going to live.’ There – you sit in that chair, make yourself quite comfortable, shut your eyes, and keep on saying it. Don’t think of anything else.”


He sat down. He said it over and over again: “She shall live. She’s going to live. She shall live—” He tried to think of nothing else; but all the time he was aware of the dragging of his heart. He shut his eyes, but he couldn’t get rid of the vision of Effie. Effie sitting in his mother’s place. Effie sleeping beside him in the big bed.


“She shall live. She’s going to live.” The words meant nothing. Only the dragging weight at his heart had meaning. And it didn’t lie.


He thought: If that’s how I feel about it, I’d better keep my mind off her.


Then he was aware that he was tired, dead beat, too tired to think. And presently, sitting upright in the chair, he fell asleep.


He was waked by Nurse Eden’s voice calling to him from the bed: “Mr. Hollyer! She’s going!”


His mother lay in the nurse’s arms, her head had fallen forward on her chest, her mouth was open; and through it there came a groaning, grating cry. Once, twice, three times; and she was gone.


After the funeral Hollyer went up into his mother’s room. Nurse Eden was there, removing the signs of death. She had covered the bed with a white counterpane. She had opened the door and window wide, and a flood of dean cold air streamed through the room.


“Nurse,” he said, “come here a minute.”


She followed him into his bed-sitting room on the other side of the landing. Hollyer shut the door.


“You remember that night when my mother got better?”


“Indeed I do.”


“Do you still think you brought her back?”


“I do think it.”


“Do you really believe that a thought – a thought could do that?”


“Yes.”


“But it doesn’t always work. It breaks down.”


“Sometimes. That night she died I felt it wasn’t working. I was up against a wall. I couldn’t get through. But remember, before that, she was going when I brought her back.”


“Could a thought – another thought – kill?”


“It depends. Perhaps, if it was a very strong thought. A wish.”


Her queer eyes looked through him and beyond him, not seeing him, seeing some reality that was not he. He had gone to her for her truth and she had given it him. A wish, even a hidden wish, could kill. In the dark, secret places of the mind your thoughts ran loose beyond your knowing; they burrowed under the walls that shut off one self from another; they got through. It was as if his secret self had broken loose, and got through to his mother, and had killed her secretly, in the dark. His wish was a part of himself, but stronger than himself. The force behind it was indestructible, for it was a form of his desire for Effie; so that while he lived he could not kill it.


It had been there all the time, cunningly disguised. It was there in his fear of Nurse Eden; it was there in that obstinate belief of his that his mother would live. His beliefs were always the expression of his fears. He had been afraid that his mother would not die. That was his fear. He saw it all clearly in the moment while Nurse Eden’s voice went on.


“But it wasn’t that, Mr. Hollyer,” she was saying. “We were all wishing her to live – No. I think she was too far gone. She had got beyond us.”


It was too late for Nurse Eden to go back on it. He knew. He was certain.



IV


He knew, and if he were to keep on thinking about it – but he was afraid to think. You could go mad, thinking. The moment of his certainty remained in his memory; he knew where to find it if he chose to look that way. But he refused to look. Such things were better forgotten.


He told himself there was nothing in it. Nothing but Nurse Eden’s hysteria and vanity. She wanted you to believe she was wonderful, that she could do things. She didn’t really believe it herself. In her own last moment of honesty she had confessed as much. He was a fool to have been taken in by her.


Meanwhile, three months after his mother’s death, he had married Effie Carroll. Her father, who had held out against the engagement, surrendered suddenly on the day of the wedding, and made his daughter an allowance of fifty pounds a year. He said he didn’t want to profit by her folly, and the fifty pounds were no more than the cost of her keep.


It was horrible to think they should owe their happiness to his mother’s death; but as things had turned out they didn’t owe it; they could have married even if she had lived. And as he had now no motive for wishing her dead, he almost forgot that he had ever wished it.


Not that Hollyer reproached himself; his tendency, when he thought it all over, was to reproach his mother. He had found out something about himself. Before he married he had gone to Dr. Ransome to be overhauled, and Ransome had told him there was nothing much the matter with him; never was. And if the old pessimist said there wasn’t much the matter, you might depend upon it there wasn’t anything at all. Except, Ransome said, mollycoddling; and that wasn’t Hollyer’s fault.


“Whose was it, then?” Hollyer had asked. “My mother’s?”


“No. Your dear mother, Hollyer, had no faults. But she made mistakes, as we all do.”


“You mean, if I’d been allowed to live like other people I’d have been all right?”


“Well – you weren’t a very robust infant; and later on there was a slight risk. Personally, I’d have taken it. You must take some risks. But your mother was afraid. You were all she had. And I daresay she wasn’t sorry to keep you with her.”


“I see.”


He saw it clearly. He had been sacrificed to his mother’s selfishness. Nothing but that had doomed him to his humiliating dependence, his poverty, his intolerable celibacy. He found himself brooding over it, going back and back to it, with a certain gratification, as if it justified him. His mind was appeased by this righteous resentment. When the remembrance of his mother’s beauty and sweetness rushed at him and accused him he turned from it to his brooding.


He had begun to talk, to say things about his mother. Put into spoken words his grievance seemed more real; it acquired validity.


He had felt so safe. His mother couldn’t hear him. She would never know what he thought about her; he would have died rather than let her know. And he had only talked to Effie. Talking to his wife was no worse than thinking to himself. After all he had gone through, he felt he was entitled to that relief.


It was June, a hot, close evening before lamplight; they were sitting together in the drawing-room, Effie in his mother’s chair and he at his piano in the recess on the other side of the fireplace. And there was something that Effie said when he had stopped playing and had turned to her, smiling.


“Wilfrid – are you happy?”


“Of course I’m happy.”


“No, but – really?”


“Really. Absolutely. You make me happy.”


“Do I? I’m so glad. You see, when I married you I was afraid I couldn’t. It was so hard to come after your mother.”


He winced.


“How do you mean? You don’t come ‘after’ her.”


“I mean, after all she was to you. After all she did. Your life with her was so perfect.”


“If it’s any consolation to you, Effie, it wasn’t.”


“Wasn’t?”


“No. Anything but.”


“Oh, Wilfrid!”


He seemed to her to be uttering blasphemy.


“It’s better you should know it. My dear mother didn’t understand me in the least. My whole upbringing was a ghastly blunder. If I’d been let live a decent fife, like any other boy, like any other man, I might have been good for something. But she wouldn’t let me. She pretended there was something the matter with me when there wasn’t, so that she could keep me dependent on her.”


“Wilfrid dear, it may have been a blunder and it may have been ghastly—”


“It was.”


“But it was only her love for you.”


“A very selfish sort of love, Effie.”


“Oh don’t,” she cried. “Don’t. She’s dead, Wilfrid.”


“I’m not likely to forget it.”


“You talk as if you’d forgotten – If the dead knew—”


If the dead knew—


“If they knew,” she said, “how we spoke about them, how we thought—”


If the dead knew—


If his mother had heard him; if she knew what he had been thinking; if she knew that he had wished her dead and that his wish had killed her—


If the dead knew—


“Happily for us and them, they don’t know,” he said.


And he began playing again. He was aware that Effie had risen and was now seated at the writing-table. As he played he had his back to the writing-table and the door.


The book on the piano ledge before him was Mendelssohn’s Lieder ohne Worte. open as Effie had left it at Number Nine. He remembered that was the one his mother had loved so much. His fingers fell of their own accord into the prelude, into the melody, pressing out its thick, sweet, deliberate sadness. It wounded him, each note a separate stab, yet he went on, half-voluptuously enjoying the self-inflicted pain, trying to work it up and up into a supreme poignancy of sorrow, of regret.


As he stopped on the closing chord he heard somewhere behind him a thick, sobbing sigh.


“Effie—”


He looked round. But Effie was not there. He could hear her footsteps in the room overhead. She had gone, then, before he had stopped playing, shutting the door without a sound. It must have been his imagination.


He played a few bars, then paused, listening. The sighing had begun again; it was close behind him.


He swung round sharply. There was nobody there. But the door, which had been shut a minute ago, stood wide open. A cold wind blew in, cutting through the hot, stagnant air. He got up and shut the door. The cold wind wrapped him in a belt, a swirl; he stood still in it for a moment, stiff with fear. When he crossed the room to the piano it was as if he moved breast high in deep, cold water.


Somewhere in the secret place of his mind a word struggled to form itself, to be born.


“Mother.”


It came to him with a sense of appalling, supernatural horror. Horror that was there with him in the room like a presence.


“Mother.”


The word had lost its meaning. It stood for nothing but that horror.


He tried to play again, but his fingers, slippery with sweat, dropped from the keyboard.


Something compelled him to turn round and look towards his mother’s chair.


Then he saw her.


She stood between him and the chair, straight and thin, dressed in the clothes she had died in, the yellowish flannel nightgown and bed jacket.


The apparition maintained itself with difficulty. Already its hair had grown indistinct, a cap of white mist. Its face was an insubstantial framework for its mouth and eyes, and for the tears that fell in two shining tracks between. It was less a form than a visible emotion, an anguish.


Hollyer stood up and stared at it. Through the glasses of its tears it gazed back at him with an intense, a terrible reproach and sorrow.


Then, slowly and stiffly, it began to recede from him, drawn back and back, without any movement of its feet, in an unearthly stillness, keeping up, to the last minute, its look of indestructible reproach.


And now it was a formless mass that drifted to the window and hung there a second, and passed, shrinking like a breath on the pane.


Hollyer, rigid, pouring out sweat, still stared at the place where it had stood. His heartbeats came together in a running tremor: it was as if all the blood in his body was gathered into his distended heart, dragging it down to meet his heaving belly.


Then he turned and went headlong towards the door, stumbling and lurching. He threw out his hands to clutch at a support and found himself in Effie’s arms.


“Wilfrid – darling – what is it?”


“Nothing. I’m giddy. I – I think I’m going to be sick.”


He broke from her and dragged himself upstairs and shut himself into his study. That night his old single bed was brought back and made up there. He was afraid to sleep in the room that had been his mother’s.



V


He had run through all the physical sensations of his terror. What he felt now was the sharp, abominable torture of the mind.


If the dead knew—


The dead did know. She had come back to tell him that she knew. She knew that he thought of her with unkindness. She had been there when he talked about her to Effie. She knew the thought he had hidden even from himself. She knew that she had died because, secretly, he had wished her dead.


That was the meaning of her look and of her tears.


No fleshly eyes could have expressed such an intensity of suffering, of unfathomable grief. He thought: the pain of a discarnate spirit might be infinitely sharper than any earthly pain. It might be inexhaustible. Who was to say that it was not?


Yet could it – could even an immortal suffering – be sharper than the anguish he felt now? If only he had known what he was doing to her – If he had known. If he had known—


But, he thought, we know nothing, and we care less. We say we believe in immortality, but we do not believe in it. We treat the dead as if they were dead, as if they were not there. If he had really believed that she was there, he would have died rather than say the things he had said to Effie. Nobody, he told himself, could have accused him of unkindness to his mother while she lived. He had really loved her up to the moment, the moment of supreme temptation, when he wanted Effie. He had not willed her to die. He had been barely conscious of his wish. How, then, could he be held accountable? How could he have destroyed the thing whose essence was the hidden, unknown darkness? Yet, if men are accountable at all, he was accountable. There had been a moment when he was conscious of it. He could have destroyed it then. He should have faced it; he should have dragged it out into the light and fought it.


Instead, he had let it sink back into its darkness, to work there unseen.


And if he had really loved his mother, he would have wished, not willed her to live. He would have wanted her as he wanted her now.


For, now that it was too late, he did want her. His whole mind had changed. He no longer thought of her with resentment. He thought, with a passionate adoration and regret, of her beauty, her goodness, and her love for him. What if she had kept him with her? It had been, as Effie had said, because she loved him. How did he know that if she had let him go he would have been good for anything? What on earth could he have been but the third-rate organist he was?


He remembered the happiness he had had with her before he had loved Effie; her looks, her words, the thousand Clings she used to do to please him. The Mendelssohn she had given him. A certain sweet cake she made for him on his birthdays. And the touch of her hands, her kisses.


He thought of these things with an agony of longing. If only he could have her back; if only she would come to him again, that he might show her—


He asked himself: How much did Effie know? She must wonder why he had taken that sudden dislike to the drawing-room; why he insisted on sleeping in his study. She had never said anything.


A week had passed – they were sitting in the dining-room after supper, when she spoke.


“Wilfrid, why do you always want to sit here?”


“Because I hate the other room.”


“You didn’t use to. It’s only since that day you were ill, the last time you were playing. Why do you hate it?”


“Well, if you want to know – you remember the beastly things I said about mother?”


“You didn’t mean them.”


“I did mean them – But it wasn’t that. It was something you said.”


“I?”


“Yes. You said ‘If the dead knew — ’”


“Well—?”


“Well – they do know – I’m certain my mother knew. Certain, as I’m certain I’m sitting here, that she heard.”


“Oh, Wilfrid, what makes you think that?”


“I can’t tell you what makes me think it – But – she was there.”


“You only think it because you’re feeling sorry. You must get over it. Go back into the room and play.”


He shook his head and still sat there thinking. Effie did not speak again; she saw that she must let him think.


Presently he got up and went into the drawing-room, shutting the doors behind him.


The Mendelssohn was still on the piano ledge, open at Number Nine. He began to play it. But at the first bars of the melody he stopped, overwhelmed by an agony of regret. He slid down on his knees, with his arms on the edge of the piano and his head bowed on his arms.


His soul cried out in him with no sound.


“Mother – Mother – if only I had you back. If only you would come to me. Come – Come—”


And suddenly he felt her come. From far-off, from her place among the blessed, she came rushing, as if on wings. He heard nothing; he saw nothing; but with every nerve he felt the vibration of her approach, of her presence. She was close to him now, closer than hearing or sight or touch could bring her; her self to his self; her inmost essence was there.


The phantasm of a week ago was a faint, insignificant thing beside this supreme manifestation. No likeness of flesh and blood could give him such an assurance of reality, of contact.


For, more certain than any word of flesh and blood, her meaning flashed through him and thrilled.


She knew. She knew she had him again; she knew she would never lose him. He was her son. As she had once given him flesh of her flesh, so now, self to innermost self, she gave him her blessedness, her peace.
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Sonia made her first entry in her notebook:



Eleven o’clock. The lights are out. The porter has just locked the door. I can hear his footsteps echoing down the corridor. They grow fainter. Now there is silence. I am alone.




She stopped writing to glance at her company. Seen in the light from the street-lamp, which streamed in through the high window, the room seemed to be full of people. Their faces were those of men and women of character and intelligence. They stood in groups, as though in conversation, or sat apart, in solitary reverie.


But they neither moved nor spoke.


When Sonia had last seen them in the glare of the electric globes, they had been a collection of ordinary waxworks, some of which were the worse for wear. The black velvet which lined the walls of the Gallery was alike tawdry and filmed with dust.


The side opposite to the window was built into alcoves, which held highly moral tableaux, depicting contrasting scenes in the career of Vice and Virtue. Sonia had slipped into one of these recesses, just before closing-time, in order to hide for her vigil.


It had been a simple affair. The porter had merely rung his bell, and the few courting couples which represented the Public had taken his hint and hurried towards the exit.


No one was likely to risk being locked in, for the Waxwork Collection of Oldhampton, had lately acquired a sinister reputation. The foundation for this lay in the fate of a stranger to the town — a commercial traveller — who had cut his throat in the Hall of Horrors.


Since then, two persons had, separately, spent the night in the Gallery and, in the morning, each had been found dead.


In both cases the verdict had been “Natural death, due to heart failure”. The first victim — a local alderman — had been addicted to alcoholism, and was in very bad shape. The second — his great friend — was a delicate little man, a martyr to asthma, and slightly unhinged through unwise absorption in spiritualism.


While the coincidence of the tragedies stirred up a considerable amount of local superstition, the general belief was that both deaths were due to the power of suggestion, in conjunction with macabre surroundings. The victims had let themselves be frightened to death by the Waxworks.


Sonia was there, in the Gallery, to test its truth.


She was the latest addition to the staff of the Oldhampton Gazette. Bubbling with enthusiasm, she made no secret of her literary ambitions, and it was difficult to feed her with enough work. Her colleagues listened to her with mingled amusement and boredom, but they liked her as a refreshing novelty. As for her fine future, they looked to young Wells — the Sporting Editor — to effect her speedy and painless removal from the sphere of journalism.


On Christmas Eve, Sonia took them all into her confidence over her intention to spend a night in the Waxworks, on the last night of the old year.


“Copy there,” she declared. “I’m not timid and I have fairly sensitive perceptions, so I ought to be able to write up the effect of imagination on the nervous system. I mean to record my impressions, every hour, while they’re piping-hot.”


Looking up suddenly, she had surprised a green glare in the eyes of Hubert Poke.


When Sonia came to work on the Gazette, she had a secret fear of unwelcome amorous attentions, since she was the only woman on the staff. But the first passion she awoke was hatred.


Poke hated her impersonally, as the representative of a Force, numerically superior to his own sex, which was on the opposing side in the battle for existence. He feared her, too, because she was the unknown element, and possessed the unfair weapon of charm.


Before she came, he had been the star turn on the Gazette. His own position on the staff gratified his vanity and entirely satisfied his narrow ambition. But Sonia had stolen some of his thunder. On more than one occasion she had written up a story he had failed to cover, and he had to admit that her success was due to a quicker wit.


For some time past he had been playing with the idea of spending a night in the Waxworks, but was deterred by the knowledge that his brain was not sufficiently temperate for the experiment. Lately he had been subject to sudden red rages, when he had felt a thick hot taste in his throat, as though of blood. He knew that his jealousy of Sonia was accountable. It had almost reached the stage of mania, and trembled on the brink of homicidal urge.


While his brain was still creaking with the idea of first-hand experience in the ill-omened Gallery, Sonia had nipped in with her ready-made plan.


Controlling himself with an effort, he listened while the sub-editor issued a warning to Sonia.


“Bon idea, young woman, but you will find the experience a bit raw. You’ve no notion how uncanny these big deserted buildings can be.”


“That’s so,” nodded young Wells, “I once spent a night in a haunted house.”


Sonia looked at him with her habitual interest. He was short and thick-set, with a three-cornered smile which appealed to her.


“Did you see anything?” she asked.


“No, I cleared out before the show came on. Windy. After a bit, one can imagine anything.”


It was then that Poke introduced a new note into the discussion by his own theory of the mystery deaths.


Sitting alone in the deserted Gallery, Sonia preferred to forget his words. She resolutely drove them from her mind while she began to settle down for the night.


Her first action was to cross to the figure of Cardinal Wolsey and unceremoniously raise his heavy scarlet robe. From under its voluminous folds, she drew out her cushion and attaché-case, which she had hidden earlier in the evening.


Mindful of the fact that it would grow chilly at dawn, she carried on her arm her thick white tennis-coat. Slipping it on, she placed her cushion in the angle of the wall, and sat down to await developments.


The Gallery was far more mysterious now that the lights were out. At either end, it seemed to stretch away into impenetrable black tunnels. But there was nothing uncanny about it, or about the figures, which were a tame and conventional collection of historical personages. Even the adjoining Hall of Horrors contained no horrors, only a selection of respectable-looking poisoners.


Sonia grinned cheerfully at the row of waxworks which were visible in the lamplight from the street.


“So you are the villains of the piece,” she murmured. “Later on, if the office is right, you will assume unpleasant mannerisms to try to cheat me into believing you are alive. I warn you, old sports, you’ll have your work cut out for you…. And now I think I’ll get better acquainted with you. Familiarity breeds contempt.”


She went the round of the figures, greeting each with flippancy or criticism. Presently she returned to her corner and opened her notebook ready to record her impressions.



Twelve o’clock. The first hour has passed almost too quickly. I’ve drawn a complete blank. Not a blessed thing to record. Not a vestige of reaction. The waxworks seem a commonplace lot, without a scrap of hypnotic force. In fact, they’re altogether too matey.




Sonia had left her corner, to write her entry in the light which streamed through the window. Smoking was prohibited in the building, and, lest she should yield to temptation, she had left both her cigarettes and matches behind her, on the office table.


At this stage she regretted the matches. A little extra light would be a boon. It was true she carried an electric torch, but she was saving it, in case of emergency.


It was a loan from young Wells. As they were leaving the office together, he spoke to her confidentially.


“Did you notice how Poke glared at you? Don’t get up against him. He’s a nasty piece of work. He’s so mean he’d sell his mother’s shroud for old rags. And he’s a cruel little devil, too. He turned out his miserable pup, to starve in the streets, rather than cough up for the licence.”


Sonia grew hot with indignation.


“What he needs to cure his complaint is a strong dose of rat-poison,” she declared. “What became of the poor little dog?”


“Oh, he’s all right. He was a matey chap, and he soon chummed up with a mongrel of his own class.”


“You?” asked Sonia, her eyes suddenly soft.


“A mongrel, am I?” grinned Wells. “Well, anyway, the pup will get a better Christmas than his first, when Poke went away and left him on the chain…. We’re both of us going to over-eat and over-drink. You’re on your own, too. Won’t you join us?”


“I’d love to.”


Although the evening was warm and muggy the invitation suffused Sonia with the spirit of Christmas. The shade of Dickens seemed to be hovering over the parade of the streets. A red-nosed Santa Claus presided over a spangled Christmas tree outside a toy-shop. Windows were hung with tinselled balls and coloured paper festoons. Pedestrians, laden with parcels, called out seasonable greetings.


“Merry Christmas.”


•   •   •


Young Wells’ three-cornered smile was his tribute to the joyous feeling of festival. His eyes were eager as he turned to Sonia.


“I’ve an idea. Don’t wait until after the holidays to write up the Waxworks. Make it a Christmas stunt, and go there tonight.”


“I will,” declared Sonia.


It was then that he slipped the torch into her hand.


“I know you belong to the stronger sex,” he said. “But even your nerve might crash. If it does, just flash this torch under the window. Stretch out your arm above your head, and the light will be seen from the street.”


“And what will happen then?” asked Sonia.


“I shall knock up the miserable porter and let you out.”


“But how will you see the light?”


“I shall be in the street.”


“All night?”


“Yes: I sleep there.” Young Wells grinned. “Understand,” he added loftily, “that this is a matter of principle. I could not let any woman — even one so aged and unattractive as yourself — feel beyond the reach of help.”


He cut into her thanks as he turned away with a parting warning.


“Don’t use the torch for light, or the juice may give out. It’s about due for a new battery.”


•   •   •


As Sonia looked at the torch, lying by her side, it seemed a link with young Wells. At this moment he was patrolling the street, a sturdy figure in old tweed overcoat, with his cap pulled down over his eyes.


As she tried to pick out his footsteps from among those of the other passers-by, it struck her that there was plenty of traffic, considering that it was past twelve o’clock.


“The witching hour of midnight is another lost illusion,” she reflected. “Killed by nightclubs. I suppose.”


It was cheerful to know that so many citizens were abroad, to keep her company. Some optimists were still singing carols. She faintly heard the strains of “Good King Wenceslas”. It was in a tranquil frame of mind that she unpacked her sandwiches and thermos.


“It’s Christmas Day,” she thought, as she drank hot coffee. “And I’m spending it with Don and the pup.”


At that moment her career grew misty, and the flame of her literary ambition dipped as the future glowed with the warm firelight of home. In sudden elation, she held up her flask and toasted the waxworks.


“Merry Christmas to you all! And many of them.”


The faces of the illuminated figures remained stolid. but she could almost swear that a low murmur of acknowledgment seemed to swell from the rest of her company — invisible in the darkness.


She spun out her meal to its limit, stifling her craving for a cigarette. Then, growing bored, she counted the visible waxworks, and tried to memorize them.


“Twenty-one, twenty-two… Wolsey. Queen Elizabeth, Guy Fawkes, Napoleon ought to go on a diet. Ever heard of eighteen days, Nap? Poor old Julius Caesar looks as though he’d been sun-bathing on the Lido. He’s about due for the melting-pot.”


In her eyes they were a second-rate set of dummies. The local theory that they could terrorize a human being to death or madness seemed a fantastic notion.


“No,” concluded Sonia. “There’s really more in Poke’s bright idea.”


Again she saw the sun-smitten office — for the big unshielded window faced south — with its blistered paint, faded wall-paper, ink-stained desks, typewriters, telephones, and a huge fire in the untidy grate. Young Wells smoked his big pipe, while the sub-editor — a ginger, pig-headed young man — laid down the law about the mystery deaths.


And then she heard Poke’s toneless deadman’s voice.


“You may be right about the spiritualist. He died of fright — but not of the waxworks. My belief is that he established contact with the spirit of his dead friend, the alderman, and so learned his real fate.”


“What fate?” snapped the sub-editor.


“I believe that the alderman was murdered,” replied Poke.


He clung to his point like a limpet in the face of all counter-arguments.


“The alderman had enemies,” he said. “Nothing would be easier than for one of them to lie in wait for him. In the present circumstances, I could commit a murder in the Waxworks, and get away with it.”


“How?” demanded young Wells.


“How? To begin with, the Gallery is a one-man show and the porter’s a bonehead. Anyone could enter, and leave, the Gallery without his being wise to it.”


“And the murder?” plugged young Wells.


With a shudder Sonia remembered how Poke had glanced at his long knotted fingers.


“If I could not achieve my object by fright, which is the foolproof way,” he replied, “I should try a little artistic strangulation.”


“And leave your marks?”


“Not necessarily. Every expert knows that there are methods which show no trace.”


Sonia fumbled in her bag for the cigarettes which were not there.


“Why did I let myself think of that, just now?” she thought. “Really too stupid.”


•   •   •


As she reproached herself for her morbidity, she broke off to stare at the door which led to the Hall of Horrors.


When she had last looked at it, she could have sworn that it was tightly closed…. But now it gaped open by an inch.


She looked at the black cavity, recognizing the first test of her nerves. Later on, there would be others. She realized the fact that, within her cool, practical self, she carried a hysterical, neurotic passenger, who would doubtless give her a lot of trouble through officious suggestions and uncomfortable reminders.


She resolved to give her second self a taste of her quality, and so quell her at the start.


“That door was merely closed,” she remarked as, with a firm step, she crossed to the Hall of Horrors and shut the door.



One o’clock. I begin to realize that there is more in this than I thought. Perhaps I’m missing my sleep. But I’m keyed up and horribly expectant. Of what? I don’t know. But I seem to be waiting for — something. I find myself listening — listening. The place is full of mysterious noises. I know they’re my fancy…. And things appear to move. I can distinguish footsteps and whispers, as though those waxworks which I cannot see in the darkness are beginning to stir to life.




Sonia dropped her pencil at the sound of a low chuckle. It seemed to come from the end of the Gallery which was blacked out by shadows.


As her imagination galloped away with her, she reproached herself sharply.


“Steady, don’t be a fool. There must be a cloakroom here. That chuckle is the air escaping in a pipe — or something. I’m betrayed by my own ignorance of hydraulics.”


In spite of her brave words, she returned rather quickly to her corner.


•   •   •


With her back against the wall she felt less apprehensive. But she recognized her cowardice as an ominous sign.


She was desperately afraid of someone — or something — creeping up behind her and touching her.


“I’ve struck the bad patch,” she told herself. “It will be worse at three o’clock and work up to a climax. But when I make my entry, at three, I shall have reached the peak. After that every minute will be bringing the dawn nearer.”


But of one fact she was ignorant. There would be no recorded impression at three o’clock.


Happily unconscious, she began to think of her copy. When she returned to the office — sunken-eyed, and looking like nothing on earth — she would then rejoice over every symptom of groundless fear.


“It’s a story all right,” she gloated, looking at Hamlet. His gnarled, pallid features and dark smouldering eyes were strangely familiar to her.


Suddenly she realized that he reminded her of Hubert Poke.


Against her will, her thoughts again turned to him. She told herself that he was exactly like a waxwork. His yellow face — symptomatic of heart-trouble — had the same cheesy hue, and his eyes were like dull black glass. He wore a denture which was too large for him, and which forced his lips apart in a mirthless grin.


He always seemed to smile — even over the episode of the lift — which had been no joke.


It happened two days before. Sonia had rushed into the office in a state of molten excitement because she had extracted an interview from a Personage who had just received the Freedom of the City. This distinguished freeman had the reputation of shunning newspaper publicity, and Poke had tried his luck, only to be sent away with a flea in his ear.


At the back of her mind, Sonia knew that she had not fought level, for she was conscious of the effect of violet-blue eyes and a dimple upon a reserved but very human gentleman. But in her elation she had been rather blatant about her score.


She transcribed her notes, rattling away at her typewriter in a tremendous hurry, because she had a dinner-engagement. In the same breathless speed she had rushed towards the automatic lift.


She was just about to step into it when young Wells had leaped the length of the passage and dragged her back.


“Look, where you’re going,” he shouted.


Sonia looked — and saw only the well of the shaft. The lift was not waiting in its accustomed place.


“Out of order,” explained Wells before he turned to blast Hubert Poke, who stood by.


“You almighty chump, why didn’t you grab Miss Fraser, instead of standing by like a stuck pig?”


At the time Sonia had vaguely remarked how Poke had stammered and sweated, and she accepted the fact that he had been petrified by shock and had lost his head.


•   •   •


For the first time, she realized that his inaction had been deliberate. She remembered the flame of terrible excitement in his eyes and his stretched ghastly grin.


“He hates me,” she thought. “It’s my fault. I’ve been tactless and cocksure.”


Then a flood of horror swept over her.


“But he wanted to see me crash. It’s almost murder.”


As she began to tremble, the jumpy passenger she carried reminded her of Poke’s remark about the alderman.


“He had enemies.”


Sonia shook away the suggestion angrily.


“My memory’s uncanny,” she thought. “I’m stimulated and all strung up. It must be the atmosphere…. Perhaps there’s some gas in the air that accounts for these brainstorms. It’s hopeless to be so utterly unscientific. Poke would have made a better job of this.”


She was back again to Hubert Poke. He had become an obsession.


Her head began to throb and a tiny gong started to beat in her temples. This time, she recognized the signs without any mental ferment.


“Atmospherics. A storm’s coming up. It might make things rather thrilling. I must concentrate on my story. Really, my luck’s in.”


She sat for some time, forcing herself to think of pleasant subjects — of arguments with young Wells and the Tennis Tournament. But there was always a point when her thoughts gave a twist and led her back to Poke.


Presently she grew cramped and got up to pace the illuminated aisle in front of the window. She tried again to talk to the waxworks, but, this time, it was not a success.


They seemed to have grown remote and secretive, as though they were removed to another plane, where they possessed a hidden life.


Suddenly she gave a faint scream. Someone — or something — had crept up behind her, for she felt the touch of cold fingers upon her arm.



Two o’clock. They’re only wax. They shall not frighten me. But they’re trying to. One by one they’re coming to life…. Charles the Second no longer looks like sour dough. He is beginning to leer at me. His eyes remind me of Hubert Poke.




Sonia stopped writing, to glance uneasily at the image of the Stuart monarch. His black velveteen suit appeared to have a richer pile. The swart curls which fell over his lace collar looked less like horsehair. There really seemed a gleam of amorous interest lurking at the back of his glass optics.


Absurdly, Sonia spoke to him, in order to reassure herself.


“Did you touch me? At the first hint of a liberty, Charles Stuart, I’ll smack your face. You’ll learn a modern journalist has not the manners of an orange-girl.”


Instantly the satyr reverted to a dummy in a moth-eaten historical costume.


Sonia stood, listening for young Wells’ footsteps. But she could not hear them, although the street now was perfectly still. She tried to picture him, propping up the opposite building, solid and immovable as the Rock of Gibraltar.


But it was no good. Doubts began to obtrude.


“I don’t believe he’s there. After all, why should he stay? He only pretended, just to give me confidence. He’s gone.”


She shrank back to her corner, drawing her tennis-coat closer, for warmth. It was growing colder, causing her to think of tempting things — of a hot-water bottle and a steaming teapot.


•   •   •


Presently she realized that she was growing drowsy. Her lids felt as though weighted with lead, so that it required an effort to keep them open.


This was a complication which she had not foreseen. Although she longed to drop off to sleep, she sternly resisted the temptation.


“No. It’s not fair. I’ve set myself the job of recording a night spent in the Waxworks. It must be the genuine thing.”


She blinked more vigorously, staring across to where Byron drooped like a sooty flamingo.


“Mercy, how he yearns! He reminds me of — No, I won’t think of him… I must keep awake… Bed… blankets, pillows… No.”


Her head fell forward, and for a minute she dozed. In that space of time, she had a vivid dream.


She thought that she was still in her corner in the Gallery, watching the dead alderman as he paced to and fro, before the window. She had never seen him, so he conformed to her own idea of an alderman — stout, pompous, and wearing the dark-blue, fur-trimmed robe of his office.


“He’s got a face like a sleepy bear,” she decided. “Nice old thing, but brainless.”


And then, suddenly, her tolerant derision turned to acute apprehension on his account, as she saw that he was being followed. A shape was stalking him as a cat stalks a bird.


Sonia tried to warn him of his peril, but, after the fashion of nightmares, she found herself voiceless. Even as she struggled to scream, a grotesquely long arm shot out and monstrous fingers gripped the alderman’s throat.


In the same moment, she saw the face of the killer. It was Hubert Poke. She awoke with a start, glad to find that it was but a dream. As she looked around her with dazed eyes, she saw a faint flicker of light. The mutter of very faint thunder, together with a patter of rain, told her that the storm had broken.


It was still a long way off, for Oldhampton seemed to be having merely a reflection and an echo.


“It’ll clear the air,” thought Sonia.


Then her heart gave a violent leap. One of the waxworks had come to life. She distinctly saw it move, before it disappeared into the darkness at the end of the Gallery.


She kept her head, realizing that it was time to give up.


“My nerve’s crashed,” she thought. “That figure was only my fancy. I’m just like the others. Defeated by wax.”


Instinctively, she paid the figures her homage. It was the cumulative effect of their grim company, with their simulated life and sinister associations, that had rushed her defences.


Although it was bitter to fail, she comforted herself with the reminder that she had enough copy for her article. She could even make capital out of her own capitulation to the force of suggestion.


With a slight grimace, she picked up her notebook. There would be no more on-the-spot impressions. But young Wells, if he was still there, would be grateful for the end of his vigil, whatever the state of mind of the porter.


She groped in the darkness for her signal-lamp. But her fingers only scraped bare polished boards.


The torch had disappeared.


In a panic, she dropped down on her knees, and searched for yards around the spot where she was positive it had lain.


It was the instinct of self-preservation which caused her to give up her vain search.


“I’m in danger,” she thought. “And I’ve no one to help me now. I must see this through myself.”


She pushed back her hair from a brow which had grown damp.


“There’s a brain working against mine. When I was asleep, someone — or something — stole my torch.”


Something? The waxworks became instinct with terrible possibility as she stared at them. Some were merely blurred shapes — their faces opaque oblongs or ovals. But others — illuminated from the street — were beginning to reveal themselves in a new guise.


Queen Elizabeth, with peaked chin and fiery hair, seemed to regard her with intelligent malice. The countenance of Napoleon was heavy with brooding power, as though he were willing her to submit. Cardinal Wolsey held her with a glittering eye.


Sonia realized that she was letting herself be hypnotized by creatures of wax — so many pounds of candles moulded to human form.


“This is what happened to those others,” she thought. “Nothing happened. But I’m afraid of them. I’m terribly afraid…. There’s only one thing to do. I must count them again.”


She knew that she must find out whether her torch had been stolen through human agency; but she shrank from the experiment, not knowing which she feared more — a tangible enemy or the unknown.


•   •   •


As she began to count, the chilly air inside the building seemed to throb with each thud of her heart.


“Seventeen, eighteen.” She was scarcely conscious of the numerals she murmured. “Twenty-two, twenty-three.”


She stopped. Twenty-three? If her tally were correct, there was an extra waxwork in the Gallery.


On the shock of the discovery came a blinding flash of light, which veined the sky with fire. It seemed to run down the figure of Joan of Arc like a flaming torch. By a freak of atmospherics, the storm, which had been a starved, whimpering affair of flicker and murmur, culminated, and ended, in what was apparently a thunderbolt.


The explosion which followed was stunning; but Sonia scarcely noticed it, in her terror.


The unearthly violet glare had revealed to her a figure which she had previously overlooked.


It was seated in a chair, its hand supporting its peaked chin, and its pallid, clean-shaven features nearly hidden by a familiar broad-brimmed felt hat, which — together with the black cape — gave her the clue to its identity.


It was Hubert Poke.


•   •   •


Three o’clock.


Sonia heard it strike, as her memory began to reproduce, with horrible fidelity, every word of Poke’s conversation on murder.


“Artistic strangulation.” She pictured the cruel agony of life leaking — bubble by bubble, gasp by gasp. It would be slow — for he had boasted of a method which left no tell-tale marks.


“Another death,” she thought dully. “If it happens everyone will say that the Waxworks have killed me. What a story…. Only, I shall not write it up.”


•   •   •


The tramp of feet rang out on the pavement below. It might have been the policeman on his beat; but Sonia wanted to feel that young Wells was still faithful to his post.


She looked up at the window, set high in the wall, and, for a moment, was tempted to shout. But the idea was too desperate. If she failed to attract outside attention, she would seal her own fate, for Poke would be prompted to hasten her extinction.


“Awful to feel he’s so near, and yet I cannot reach him,” she thought. “It makes it so much worse.”


She crouched there, starting and sweating at every faint sound in the darkness. The rain, which still pattered on the skylight, mimicked footsteps and whispers. She remembered her dream and the nightmare spring and clutch.


It was an omen. At any moment it would come…


Her fear jolted her brain. For the first time she had a glimmer of hope.


“I didn’t see him before the flash, because he looked exactly like one of the waxworks. Could I hide among them, too?” she wondered.


She knew that her white coat alone revealed her position to him. Holding her breath, she wriggled out of it, and hung it on the effigy of Charles II. In her black coat, with her handkerchief-scarf tied over her face, burglar fashion, she hoped that she was invisible against the sable-draped walls.


Her knees shook as she crept from her shelter. When she had stolen a few yards, she stopped to listen….In the darkness, someone was astir. She heard a soft padding ding of feet, moving with the certainty of one who sees his goal.


Her coat glimmered in her deserted corner.


In a sudden panic, she increased her pace, straining her ears for other sounds. She had reached the far end of the Gallery where no gleam from the window penetrated the gloom. Blindfolded and muffled, she groped her way towards the alcoves which held the tableaux.


Suddenly she stopped, every nerve in her body quivering. She had heard a thud, like rubbered soles alighting after a spring.


“He knows now.” Swift on the trail of her thought flashed another. “He will look for me. Oh, quick!”


She tried to move, but her muscles were bound, and she stood as though rooted to the spot, listening. It was impossible to locate the footsteps. They seemed to come from every quarter of the Gallery. Sometimes they sounded remote, but, whenever she drew a freer breath, a sudden creak of the boards close to where she stood made her heart leap.


At last she reached the limit of endurance. Unable to bear the suspense of waiting, she moved on.


Her pursuer followed her at a distance. He gained on her, but still withheld his spring. She had the feeling that he held her at the end of an invisible string.


“He’s playing with me, like a cat with a mouse,” she thought.


If he had seen her, he let her creep forward until the darkness was no longer absolute. There were gradations in its density, so that she was able to recognize the first alcove. Straining her eyes, she could distinguish the outlines of the bed where the Virtuous Man made his triumphant exit from life, surrounded by a flock of his sorrowing family and their progeny.


Slipping inside the circle, she added one more mourner to the tableau.


•   •   •


The minutes passed, but nothing happened. There seemed no sound save the tiny gong beating inside her temples. Even the raindrops had ceased to patter on the skylight.


Sonia began to find the silence more deadly than noise. It was like the lull before the storm. Question after question came rolling into her mind.


“Where is he? What will he do next? Why doesn’t he strike a light?”


As though someone were listening in to her thoughts, she suddenly heard a faint splutter as of an ignited match. Or it might have been the click of an exhausted electric torch.


With her back turned to the room, she could see no light. She heard the half-hour strike, with a faint wonder that she was still alive.


“What will have happened before the next quarter?” she asked.


Presently she began to feel the strain of her pose, which she held as rigidly as any artist’s model. For the time — if her presence were not already detected — her life depended on her immobility.


As an overpowering weariness began to steal over her a whisper stirred in her brain:


“The alderman was found dead on a bed.”


The newspaper account had not specified which especial tableau had been the scene of the tragedy, but she could not remember another alcove which held a bed. As she stared at the white dimness of the quilt she seemed to see it blotched with a dark, sprawling form, writhing under the grip of long fingers.


To shut out the suggestion of her fancy, she closed her eyes. The cold, dead air in the alcove was sapping her exhausted vitality, so that once again she began to nod. She dozed as she stood, rocking to and fro on her feet.


Her surroundings grew shadowy. Sometimes she knew that she was in the alcove, but at others she strayed momentarily over strange borders…. She was back in the summer, walking in a garden with young Wells. Roses and sunshine…


She awoke with a start at the sound of heavy breathing. It sounded close to her — almost by her side. The figure of a mourner kneeling by the bed seemed to change its posture slightly.


Instantly maddened thoughts began to flock and flutter wildly inside her brain.


“Who was it? Was it Hubert Poke? Would history be repeated? Was she doomed also to be strangled inside the alcove? Had Fate led her there?”


She waited, but nothing happened. Again she had the sensation of being played with by a master mind — dangled at the end of his invisible string.


Presently she was emboldened to steal from the alcove, to seek another shelter. But though she held on to the last flicker of her will, she had reached the limit of endurance. Worn out with the violence of her emotions and physically spent from the strain of long periods of standing, she staggered as she walked.


She blundered round the Gallery, without any sense of direction, colliding blindly with the groups of waxwork figures. When she reached the window her knees shook under her and she sank to the ground — dropping immediately into a sleep of utter exhaustion.


•   •   •


She awoke with a start as the first grey gleam of dawn was stealing into the Gallery. It fell on the row of waxworks, imparting a sickly hue to their features, as though they were creatures stricken with plague.


It seemed to Sonia that they were waiting for her to wake. Their peaked faces were intelligent and their eyes held interest, as though they were keeping some secret.


She pushed back her hair, her brain still thick with clouded memories. Disconnected thoughts began to stir, to slide about…. Then suddenly her mind cleared, and she sprang up — staring at a figure wearing a familiar black cape.


Hubert Poke was also waiting for her to wake.


He sat in the same chair, and in the same posture, as when she had first seen him, in the flash of lightning. He looked as though he had never moved from his place — as though he could not move. His face had not the appearance of flesh.


As Sonia stared at him, with the feeling of a bird hypnotized by a snake, a doubt began to gather in her mind. Growing bolder, she crept closer to the figure.


It was a waxwork — a libellous representation of the actor — Kean.


Her laugh rang joyously through the Gallery as she realized that she had passed a night of baseless terrors, cheated by the power of imagination. In her relief she turned impulsively to the waxworks.


“My congratulations,” she said. “You are my masters.”


They did not seem entirely satisfied by her homage, for they continued to watch her with an expression half-benevolent and half-sinister.


“Wait!” they seemed to say.


Sonia turned from them and opened her bag to get out her mirror and comb. There, among a jumble of notes, letters, lipsticks and powder-compresses, she saw the electric torch.


“Of course!” she cried. “I remember now, I put it there. I was too windy to think properly…. Well, I have my story. I’d better get my coat.”


The Gallery seemed smaller in the returning light. As she approached Charles Stuart, who looked like an umpire in her white coat, she glanced down the far end of the room, where she had groped in its shadows before the pursuit of imaginary footsteps.


A waxwork was lying prone on the floor. For the second time she stood and gazed down upon a familiar black cape — a broad-brimmed conspirator’s hat. Then she nerved herself to turn the figure so that its face was visible.


She gave a scream. There was no mistaking the glazed eyes and ghastly grin. She was looking down on the face of a dead man.


It was Hubert Poke.


The shock was too much for Sonia. She heard a singing in her ears, while a black mist gathered before her eyes. For the first time in her life she fainted.


When she recovered consciousness she forced herself to kneel beside the body and cover it with its black cape. The pallid face resembled a death-mask, which revealed only too plainly the lines of egotism and cruelty in which it had been moulded by a gross spirit.


Yet Sonia felt no repulsion — only pity. It was Christmas morning, and he was dead, while her own portion was life triumphant. Closing her eyes, she whispered a prayer of supplication for his warped soul.


Presently, as she grew calmer, her mind began to work on the problem of his presence. His motive seemed obvious. Not knowing that she had changed her plan, he had concealed himself in the Gallery, in order to poach her story.


“He was in the Hall of Horrors at first,” she thought, remembering the opened door. “When he came out he hid at this end. We never saw each other, because of the waxworks between us; but we heard each other.”


She realized that the sounds which had terrified her had not all been due to imagination, while it was her agency which had converted the room into a whispering gallery of strange murmurs and voices. The clue to the cause of death was revealed by his wristwatch, which had smashed when he fell. Its hands had stopped at three minutes to three, proving that the flash and explosion of the thunderbolt had been too much for his diseased heart — already overstrained by superstitious fears.


•   •   •


Sonia shuddered at a mental vision of his face, distraught with terror and pulped by raw primal impulses, after a night spent in a madman’s world of fantasy.


She turned to look at the waxworks. At last she understood what they seemed to say.


“But for Us, you should have met — at dawn.”


“Your share shall be acknowledged, I promise you,” she said, as she opened her notebook.


•   •   •



Eight o’clock. The Christmas bells are ringing and it is wonderful just to be alive. I’m through the night, and none the worse for the experience, although I cracked badly after three o’clock. A colleague who, unknown to me, was also concealed in the Gallery has met with a tragic fate, caused, I am sure, by the force of suggestion. Although his death is due to heart-failure, the superstitious will certainly claim it is another victory for the Waxworks.
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