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LEIXLIP CASTLE


Charles Maturin


1825







The incidents of the following tale are not merely founded on fact, they are facts themselves, which occurred at no very distant period in my own family. The marriage of the parties, their sudden and mysterious separation, and their total alienation from each other until the last period of their mortal existence, are all facts. I cannot vouch for the truth of the supernatural solution given to all these mysteries; but I must still consider the story as a fine specimen of Gothic horrors, and can never forget the impression it made on me when I heard it related for the first time among many other thrilling traditions of the same description.


C.R.M.


The tranquillity of the Catholics of Ireland during the disturbed periods of 1715 and 1745, was most commendable, and somewhat extraordinary; to enter into an analysis of their probable motives, is not at all the object of the writer of this tale, as it is pleasanter to state the fact of their honour, than at this distance of time to assign dubious and unsatisfactory reasons for it. Many of them, however, showed a kind of secret disgust at the existing state of affairs, by quitting their family residences and wandering about like persons who were uncertain of their homes, or possibly expecting better from some near and fortunate contingency.


Among the rest was a Jacobite Baronet, who, sick of his uncongenial situation in a Whig neighbourhood, in the north — where he heard of nothing but the heroic defence of Londonderry; the barbarities of the French generals; and the resistless exhortations of the godly Mr Walker, a Presbyterian clergyman, to whom the citizens gave the title of ‘Evangelist’; — quitted his paternal residence, and about the year 1720 hired the Castle of Leixlip for three years (it was then the property of the Connollys, who let it to triennial tenants); and removed thither with his family, which consisted of three daughters — their mother having long been dead.


The Castle of Leixlip, at that period, possessed a character of romantic beauty and feudal grandeur, such as few buildings in Ireland can claim, and which is now, alas, totally effaced by the destruction of its noble woods; on the destroyers of which the writer would wish ‘a minstrel’s malison were said’. — Leixlip, though about seven miles from Dublin, has all the sequestered and picturesque character that imagination could ascribe to a landscape a hundred miles from, not only the metropolis but an inhabited town. After driving a dull mile (an Irish mile)(1) in passing from Lucan to Leixlip, the road — hedged up on one side of the high wall that bounds the demesne of the Veseys, and on the other by low enclosures, over whose rugged tops you have no view at all — at once opens on Leixlip Bridge, at almost a right angle, and displays a luxury of landscape on which the eye that has seen it even in childhood dwells with delighted recollection. — Leixlip Bridge, a rude but solid structure, projects from a high bank of the Liffey, and slopes rapidly to the opposite side, which there lies remarkably low. To the right the plantations of the Vesey’s demesne — no longer obscured by walls — almost mingle their dark woods in its stream, with the opposite ones of Marshfield and St Catherine’s. The river is scarcely visible, overshadowed as it is by the deep, rich and bending foliage of the trees. To the left it bursts out in all the brilliancy of light, washes the garden steps of the houses of Leixlip, wanders round the low walls of its churchyard, plays, with the pleasure-boat moored under the arches on which the summer-house of the Castle is raised, and then loses itself among the rich woods that once skirted those grounds to its very brink. The contrast on the other side, with the luxuriant walks, scattered shrubberies, temples seated on pinnacles, and thickets that conceal from you the sight of the river until you are on its banks, that mark the character of the grounds which are now the property of Colonel Marly, is peculiarly striking.


Visible above the highest roofs of the town, though a quarter of a mile distant from them, are the ruins of Confy Castle, a right good old predatory tower of the stirring times when blood was shed like water; and as you pass the bridge you catch a glimpse of the waterfall (or salmon-leap, as it is called) on whose noon-day lustre, or moonlight beauty, probably the rough livers of that age when Confy Castle was ‘a tower of strength’, never glanced an eye or cast a thought, as they clattered in their harness over Leixlip Bridge, or waded through the stream before that convenience was in existence.


Whether the solitude in which he lived contributed to tranquillize Sir Redmond Blaney’s feelings, or whether they had begun to rust from want of collision with those of others, it is impossible to say, but certain it is, that the good Baronet began gradually to lose his tenacity in political matters; and except when a Jacobite friend came to dine with him, and drink with many a significant ‘nod and beck and smile’, the King over the water — or the parish-priest (good man) spoke of the hopes of better times, and the final success of the right cause, and the old religion–or a Jacobite servant was heard in the solitude of the large mansion whistling ‘Charlie is my darling’, to which Sir Redmond involuntarily responded in a deep bass voice, somewhat the worse for wear, and marked with more emphasis than good discretion — except, as I have said, on such occasions, the Baronet’s politics, like his life, seemed passing away without notice or effort. Domestic calamities, too, pressed sorely on the old gentleman: of his three daughters the youngest, Jane, had disappeared in so extraordinary a manner in her childhood, that though it is but a wild, remote family tradition, I cannot help relating it:–


The girl was of uncommon beauty and intelligence, and was suffered to wander about the neighbourhood of the castle with the daughter of a servant, who was also called Jane, as a nom de caresse. One evening Jane Blaney and her young companion went far and deep into the woods; their absence created no uneasiness at the time, as these excursions were by no means unusual, till her playfellow returned home alone and weeping, at a very late hour. Her account was, that, in passing through a lane at some distance from the castle, an old woman, in the Fingallian dress, (a red petticoat and a long green jacket), suddenly started out of a thicket, and took Jane Blaney by the arm: she had in her hand two rushes, one of which she threw over her shoulder, and giving the other to the child, motioned to her to do the same. Her young companion, terrified at what she saw, was running away, when Jane Blaney called after her — ‘Good-bye, good-bye, it is a long time before you will see me again.’ The girl said they then disappeared, and she found her way home as she could. An indefatigable search was immediately commenced — woods were traversed, thickets were explored, ponds were drained — all in vain. The pursuit and the hope were at length given up. Ten years afterwards, the housekeeper of Sir Redmond, having remembered that she left the key of a closet where sweetmeats were kept, on the kitchen table, returned to fetch it. As she approached the door, she heard a childish voice murmuring — ‘Cold — cold — cold how long it is since I have felt a fire!’ — She advanced, and saw, to her amazement, Jane Blaney, shrunk to half her usual size, and covered with rags, crouching over the embers of the fire. The housekeeper flew in terror from the spot, and roused the servants, but the vision had fled. The child was reported to have been seen several times afterwards, as diminutive in form, as though she had not grown an inch since she was ten years of age, and always crouching over a fire, whether in the turret-room or kitchen, complaining of cold and hunger, and apparently covered with rags. Her existence is still said to be protracted under these dismal circumstances, so unlike those of Lucy Gray in Wordsworth’s beautiful ballad:



Yet some will say, that to this day


She is a living child—


That they have met sweet Lucy Gray


Upon the lonely wild;


O’er rough and smooth she trips along.


And never looks behind;


And hums a solitary song


That whistles in the wind.




The fate of the eldest daughter was more melancholy, though less extraordinary; she was addressed by a gentleman of competent fortune and unexceptionable character: he was a Catholic, moreover; and Sir Redmond Blaney signed the marriage articles, in full satisfaction of the security of his daughter’s soul, as well as of her jointure. The marriage was celebrated at the Castle of Leixlip; and, after the bride and bridegroom had retired, the guests still remained drinking to their future happiness, when suddenly, to the great alarm of Sir Redmond and his friends, loud and piercing cries were heard to issue from the part of the castle in which the bridal chamber was situated.


Some of the more courageous hurried up stairs; it was too late — the wretched bridegroom had burst, on that fatal night, into a sudden and most horrible paroxysm of insanity. The mangled form of the unfortunate and expiring lady bore attestation to the mortal virulence with which the disease had operated on the wretched husband, who died a victim to it himself after the involuntary murder of his bride. The bodies were interred, as soon as decency would permit, and the story hushed up.


Sir Redmond’s hopes of Jane’s recovery were diminishing every day, though he still continued to listen to every wild tale told by the domestics; and all his care was supposed to be now directed towards his only surviving daughter. Anne, living in solitude, and partaking only of the very limited education of Irish females of that period, was left very much to the servants, among whom she increased her taste for superstitious and supernatural horrors, to a degree that had a most disastrous effect on her future life.


Among the numerous menials of the Castle, there was one withered crone, who had been nurse to the late Lady Blaney’s mother, and whose memory was a complete Thesaurus terrorum. The mysterious fate of Jane first encouraged her sister to listen to the wild tales of this hag, who avouched, that at one time she saw the fugitive standing before the portrait of her late mother in one of the apartments of the Castle, and muttering to herself — ‘Woe’s me, woe’s me! how little my mother thought her wee Jane would ever come to be what she is!’ But as Anne grew older she began more ‘seriously to incline’ to the hag’s promises that she could show her her future bridegroom, on the performance of certain ceremonies, which she at first revolted from as horrible and impious; but, finally, at the repeated instigation of the old woman, consented to act a part in. The period fixed upon for the performance of these unhallowed rites, was now approaching — it was near the 31st of October — the eventful night, when such ceremonies were, and still are supposed, in the North of Ireland, to be most potent in their effects. All day long the Crone took care to lower the mind of the young lady to the proper key of submissive and trembling credulity, by every horrible story she could relate; and she told them with frightful and supernatural energy. This woman was called Collogue by the family, a name equivalent to Gossip in England, or Cummer in Scotland (though her real name was Bridget Dease); and she verified the name, by the exercise of an unwearied loquacity, an indefatigable memory, and a rage for communicating, and inflicting terror, that spared no victim in the household, from the groom, whom she sent shivering to his rug,(2) to the Lady of the Castle, over whom she felt she held unbounded sway.


The 31st of October arrived — the Castle was perfectly quiet before eleven o’clock; half an hour afterwards, the Collogue and Anne Blaney were seen gliding along a passage that led to what is called King John’s Tower, where it is said that monarch received the homage of the Irish princes as Lord of Ireland and which was, at all events, the most ancient part of the structure.(3)


The Collogue opened a small door with a key which she had secreted, about her, and urged the young lady to hurry on. Anne advanced to the postern, and stood there irresolute and trembling like a timid swimmer on the bank of an unknown stream. It was a dark autumnal evening; a heavy wind sighed among the woods of the Castle, and bowed the branches of the lower trees almost to the waves of the Liffey, which, swelled by recent rains, struggled and roared amid the stones that obstructed its channel. The steep descent from the Castle lay before her, with its dark avenue of elms; a few lights still burned in the little village of Leixlip — but from the lateness of the hour it was probable they would soon be extinguished.


The lady lingered — ‘And must I go alone?’ said she, foreseeing that the terrors of her fearful journey could be aggravated by her more fearful purpose.


‘Ye must, or all will be spoiled,’ said the hag, shading the miserable light, that did not extend its influence above six inches on the path of the victim. ‘Ye must go alone — and I will watch for you here, dear, till you come back, and then see what will come to you at twelve o’clock.’


The unfortunate girl paused. ‘Oh! Collogue, Collogue, if you would but come with me. Oh! Collogue, come with me, if it be but to the bottom of the castlehill.’


‘If I went with you, dear, we should never reach the top of it alive again, for there are them near that would tear us both in pieces.’


‘Oh! Collogue, Collogue — let me turn back then, and go to my own room — I have advanced too far, and I have done too much.’


‘And that’s what you have, dear, and so you must go further, and do more still, unless, when you return to your own room, you would see the likeness of some one instead of a handsome young bridegroom.’


The young lady looked about her for a moment, terror and wild hope trembling at her heart — then, with a sudden impulse of supernatural courage, she darted like a bird from the terrace of the Castle, the fluttering of her white garments was seen for a few moments, and then the hag who had been shading the flickering light with her hand, bolted the postern, and, placing the candle before a glazed loophole, sat down on a stone seat in the recess of the tower, to watch the event of the spell. It was an hour before the young lady returned; when her face was as pale, and her eyes as fixed, as those of a dead body, but she held in her grasp a dripping garment, a proof that her errand had been performed. She flung it into her companion’s hands, and then stood, panting and gazing wildly about her as if she knew not where she was. The hag herself grew terrified at the insane and breathless state of her victim, and hurried her to her chamber; but here the preparations for the terrible ceremonies of the night were the first objects that struck her, and, shivering at the sight, she covered her eyes with her hands, and stood immovably fixed in the middle of the room.


It needed all the hag’s persuasions (aided even by mysterious menaces), combined with the returning faculties and reviving curiosity of the poor girl, to prevail on her to go through the remaining business of the night. At length she said, as if in desperation, ‘I will go through with it: but be in the next room; and if what I dread should happen, I will ring my father’s little silver bell which I have secured for the night — and as you have a soul to be saved, Collogue, come to me at its first sound.’


The hag promised, gave her last instructions with eager and jealous minuteness, and then retired to her own room, which was adjacent to that of the young lady. Her candle had burned out, but she stirred up the embers of her turf fire, and sat, nodding over them, and smoothing the pallet from time to time, but resolved not to lie down while there was a chance of a sound from the lady’s room, for which she herself, withered as her feelings were, waited with a mingled feeling of anxiety and terror.


It was now long past midnight, and all was silent as the grave throughout the Castle. The hag dozed over the embers till her head touched her knees, then started up as the sound of the bell seemed to tinkle in her ears, then dozed again, and again started as the bell appeared to tinkle more distinctly — suddenly she was roused, not by the bell, but by the most piercing and horrible cries from the neighbouring chamber. The Cologue, aghast for the first time, at the possible consequences of the mischief she might have occasioned, hastened to the room. Anne was in convulsions, and the hag was compelled reluctantly to call up the housekeeper (removing meanwhile the implements of the ceremony), and assist in applying all the specifics known at that day, burnt feathers, etc., to restore her. When they had at length succeeded, the housekeeper was dismissed, the door was bolted, and the Collogue was left alone with Anne; the subject of their conference might have been guessed at, but was not known until many years afterwards; but Anne that night held in her hand, in the shape of a weapon with the use of which neither of them was acquainted, an evidence that her chamber had been visited by a being of no earthly form.


This evidence the hag importuned her to destroy, or to remove: but she persisted with fatal tenacity in keeping it. She locked it up, however, immediately, and seemed to think she had acquired a right, since she had grappled so fearfully with the mysteries of futurity, to know all the secrets of which that weapon might yet lead to the disclosure. But from that night it was observed that her character, her manner, and even her countenance, became altered. She grew stern and solitary, shrunk at the sight of her former associates, and imperatively forbade the slightest allusion to the circumstances which had occasioned this mysterious change.


It was a few days subsequent to this event that Anne, who after dinner had left the Chaplain reading the life of St Francis Xavier to Sir Redmond, and retired to her own room to work, and, perhaps, to muse, was surprised to hear the bell at the outer gate ring loudly and repeatedly — a sound she had never heard since her first residence in the Castle; for the few guests who resorted there came, and departed as noiselessly as humble visitors at the house of a great man generally do. Straightway there rode up the avenue of elms, which we have already mentioned, a stately gentleman, followed by four servants, all mounted, the two former having pistols in their holsters, and the two latter carrying saddle-bags before them: though it was the first week in November, the dinner hour being one o’clock, Anne had light enough to notice all these circumstances. The arrival of the stranger seemed to cause much, though not unwelcome tumult in the Castle; orders were loudly and hastily given for the accommodation of the servants and horses — steps were heard traversing the numerous passages for a full hour — then all was still; and it was said that Sir Redmond had locked with his own hand the door of the room where he and the stranger sat, and desired that no one should dare to approach it. About two hours afterwards, a female servant came with orders from her master, to have a plentiful supper ready by eight o’clock, at which he desired the presence of his daughter. The family establishment was on a handsome scale for an Irish house, and Anne had only to descend to the kitchen to order the roasted chickens to be well strewed with brown sugar according to the unrefined fashion of the day, to inspect the mixing of the bowl of sago with its allowance of a bottle of port wine and a large handful of the richest spices, and to order particularly that the pease pudding should have a huge lump of cold salt butter stuck in its centre; and then, her household cares being over, to retire to her room and array herself in a robe of white damask for the occasion. At eight o’clock she was summoned to the supper-room. She came in, according to the fashion of the times, with the first dish; but as she passed through the anteroom, where the servants were holding lights and bearing the dishes, her sleeve was twitched, and the ghastly face of the Collogue pushed close to hers; while she muttered ‘Did not I say he would come for you, dear?’ Anne’s blood ran cold, but she advanced, saluted her father and the stranger with two low and distinct reverences, and then took her place at the table. Her feelings of awe and perhaps terror at the whisper of her associate, were not diminished by the appearance of the stranger; there was a singular and mute solemnity in his manner during the meal. He ate nothing. Sir Redmond appeared constrained, gloomy and thoughtful. At length, starting, he said (without naming the stranger’s name), ‘You will drink my daughter’s health?’ The stranger intimated his willingness to have that honour, but absently filled his glass with water; Anne put a few drops of wine into hers, and bowed towards him. At that moment, for the first time since they had met, she beheld his face — it was pale as that of a corpse. The deadly whiteness of his cheeks and lips, the hollow and distant sound of his voice, and the strange lustre of his large dark moveless eyes, strongly fixed on her, made her pause and even tremble as she raised the glass to her lips; she set it down, and then with another silent reverence retired to her chamber.


There she found Bridget Dease, busy in collecting the turf that burned on the hearth, for there was no grate in the apartment. ‘Why are you here?’ she said, impatiently.


The hag turned on her, with a ghastly grin of congratulation, ‘Did not I tell you that he would come for you?’


‘I believe he has,’ said the unfortunate girl, sinking into the huge wicker chair by her bedside; ‘for never did I see mortal with such a look.’


‘But is not he a fine stately gentleman?’ pursued the hag.


‘He looks as if he were not of this world,’ said Anne.


‘Of this world, or of the next,’ said the hag, raising her bony fore-finger, ‘mark my words–so sure as the — (here she repeated some of the horrible formularies of the 31st of October) — so sure he will be your bridegroom.’


‘Then I shall be the bride of a corpse,’ said Anne; ‘for he I saw tonight is no living man.’


A fortnight elapsed, and whether Anne became reconciled to the features she had thought so ghastly, by the discovery that they were the handsomest she had ever beheld — and that the voice, whose sound at first was so strange and unearthly, was subdued into a tone of plaintive softness when addressing her or whether it is impossible for two young persons with unoccupied hearts to meet in the country, and meet often, to gaze silently on the same stream, wander under the same trees, and listen together to the wind that waves the branches, without experiencing an assimilation of feeling rapidly succeeding an assimilation of taste; — or whether it was from all these causes combined, but in less than a month Anne heard the declaration of the stranger’s passion with many a blush, though without a sigh. He now avowed his name and rank. He stated himself to be a Scottish Baronet, of the name of Sir Richard Maxwell; family misfortunes had driven him from his country, and forever precluded the possibility of his return: he had transferred his property to Ireland, and purposed to fix his residence there for life. Such was his statement. The courtship of those days was brief and simple. Anne became the wife of Sir Richard, and, I believe, they resided with her father till his death, when they removed to their estate in the North. There they remained for several years, in tranquility and happiness, and had a numerous family. Sir Richard’s conduct was marked by but two peculiarities: he not only shunned the intercourse, but the sight of any of his countrymen, and, if he happened to hear that a Scotsman had arrived in the neighbouring town, he shut himself up till assured of the stranger’s departure. The other was his custom of retiring to his own chamber, and remaining invisible to his family on the anniversary of the 31st of October. The lady, who had her own associations connected with that period, only questioned him once on the subject of this seclusion, and was then solemnly and even sternly enjoined never to repeat her inquiry. Matters stood thus, somewhat mysteriously, but not unhappily, when on a sudden, without any cause assigned or assignable, Sir Richard and Lady Maxwell parted, and never more met in this world, nor was she ever permitted to see one of her children to her dying hour. He continued to live at the family mansion and she fixed her residence with a distant relative in a remote part of the country. So total was the disunion, that the name of either was never heard to pass the other’s lips, from the moment of separation until that of dissolution.


Lady Maxwell survived Sir Richard forty years, living to the great age of ninety-six; and, according to a promise, previously given, disclosed to a descendent with whom she had lived, the following extraordinary circumstances.


She said that on the night of the 31st of October, about seventy-five years before, at the instigation of her ill-advising attendant, she had washed one of her garments in a place where four streams met, and peformed other unhallowed ceremonies under the direction of the Collogue, in the expectation that her future husband would appear to her in her chamber at twelve o’clock that night. The critical moment arrived, but with it no lover-like form. A vision of indescribable horror approached her bed, and flinging at her an iron weapon of a shape and construction unknown to her, bade her ‘recognize her future husband by that.’ The terrors of this visit soon deprived her of her senses; but on her recovery, she persisted, as has been said, in keeping the fearful pledge of the reality of the vision, which, on examination, appeared to be incrusted with blood. It remained concealed in the inmost drawer of her cabinet till the morning of the separation. On that morning, Sir Richard Maxwell rose before daylight to join a hunting party — he wanted a knife for some accidental purpose, and, missing his own, called to Lady Maxwell, who was still in bed, to lend him one. The lady, who was half asleep, answered, that in such a drawer of her cabinet he would find one. He went, however, to another, and the next moment she was fully awakened by seeing her husband present the terrible weapon to her throat, and threaten her with instant death unless she disclosed how she came by it. She supplicated for life, and then, in an agony of horror and contrition, told the tale of that eventful night. He gazed at her for a moment with a countenance which rage, hatred, and despair converted, as she avowed, into a living likeness of the demon-visage she had once beheld (so singularly was the fated resemblance fulfilled), and then exclaiming, ‘You won me by the devil’s aid, but you shall not keep me long,’ left her — to meet no more in this world. Her husband’s secret was not unknown to the lady, though the means by which she became possessed of it were wholly unwarrantable. Her curiosity had been strongly excited by her husband’s aversion to his countrymen, and it was so — stimulated by the arrival of a Scottish gentleman in the neighbourhood some time before, who professed himself formerly acquainted with Sir Richard, and spoke mysteriously of the causes that drove him from his country — that she contrived to procure an interview with him under a feigned name, and obtained from him the knowledge of circumstances which embittered her after-life to its latest hour. His story was this:


Sir Richard Maxwell was at deadly feud with a younger brother; a family feast was proposed to reconcile them, and as the use of knives and forks was then unknown in the Highlands, the company met armed with their dirks for the purpose of carving. They drank deeply; the feast, instead of harmonizing, began to inflame their spirits; the topics of old strife were renewed; hands, that at first touched their weapons in defiance, drew them at last in fury, and in the fray, Sir Richard mortally wounded his brother. His life was with difficulty saved from the vengeance of the clan, and he was hurried towards the seacoast, near which the house stood, and concealed there till a vessel could be procured to convey him to Ireland. He embarked on the night of the 31st of October, and while he was traversing the deck in unutterable agony of spirit, his hand accidentally touched the dirk which he had unconsciously worn ever since the fatal night. He drew it, and, praying ‘that the guilt of his brother’s blood might be as far from his soul, as he could fling that weapon from his body,’ sent it with all his strength into the air. This instrument he found secreted in the lady’s cabinet, and whether he really believed her to have become possessed of it by supernatural means, or whether he feared his wife was a secret witness of his crime, has not been ascertained, but the result was what I have stated.


The separation took place on the discovery: — for the rest,



I know not how the truth may be.


I tell the Tale as ‘twas told to me.








“The Literary Souvenir” 1825


The Grimoire and
 Other Supernatural Stories (1936)





TRANSFORMATION


Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley


1830








Forthwith this frame of mine was wrench’d

With a woeful agony,

Which forced me to begin my tale,

And then it set me free.





Since then, at an uncertain hour,

That agony returns;

And till my ghastly tale is told

This heart within me burns.


—Coleridge’s Ancient Mariner




I have heard it said, that, when any strange, supernatural, and necromantic adventure has occurred to a human being, that being, however desirous he may be to conceal the same, feels at certain periods torn up as it were by an intellectual earthquake, and is forced to bare the inner depths of his spirit to another. I am a witness of the truth of this. I have dearly sworn to myself never to reveal to human ears the horrors to which I once, in excess of fiendly pride, delivered myself over. The holy man who heard my confession, and reconciled me to the Church, is dead. None knows that once—


Why should it not be thus? Why tell a tale of impious tempting of Providence, and soul-subduing humiliation? Why? answer me, ye who are wise in the secrets of human nature! I only know that so it is; and in spite of strong resolve, — of a pride that too much masters me — of shame, and even of fear, so to render myself odious to my species, — I must speak.


Genoa! my birthplace — proud city! looking upon the blue Mediterranean — dost thou remember me in my boyhood, when thy cliffs and promontories, thy bright sky and gay vineyards, were my world? Happy time! when to the young heart the narrow-bounded universe, which leaves, by its very limitation, free scope to the imagination, enchains our physical energies, and, sole period in our lives, innocence and enjoyment are united. Yet, who can look back to childhood, and not remember its sorrows and its harrowing fears? I was born with the most imperious, haughty, tameless spirit. I quailed before my father only; and he, generous and noble, but capricious and tyrannical, at once fostered and checked the wild impetuosity of my character, making obedience necessary, but inspiring no respect for the motives which guided his commands. To be a man, free, independent; or, in better words, insolent and domineering, was the hope and prayer of my rebel heart.


My father had one friend, a wealthy Genoese noble, who in a political tumult was suddenly sentenced to banishment, and his property confiscated. The Marchese Torella went into exile alone. Like my father, he was a widower: he had one child, the almost infant Juliet, who was left under my father’s guardianship. I should certainly have been unkind to the lovely girl, but that I was forced by my position to become her protector. A variety of childish incidents all tended to one point, — to make Juliet see in me a rock of defence; I in her, one who must perish through the soft sensibility of her nature too rudely visited, but for my guardian care. We grew up together. The opening rose in May was not more sweet than this dear girl. An irradiation of beauty was spread over her face. Her form, her step, her voice — my heart weeps even now, to think of all of relying, gentle, loving, and pure, that she enshrined. When I was eleven and Juliet eight years of age, a cousin of mine, much older than either — he seemed to us a man — took great notice of my playmate; he called her his bride, and asked her to marry him. She refused, and he insisted, drawing her unwillingly towards him. With the countenance and emotions of a maniac I threw myself on him — I strove to draw his sword — I clung to his neck with the ferocious resolve to strangle him: he was obliged to call for assistance to disengage himself from me. On that night I led Juliet to the chapel of our house: I made her touch the sacred relics — I harrowed her child’s heart, and profaned her child’s lips with an oath, that she would be mine, and mine only.


Well, those days passed away. Torella returned in a few years, and became wealthier and more prosperous than ever. When I was seventeen, my father died; he had been magnificent to prodigality; Torella rejoiced that my minority would afford an opportunity for repairing my fortunes. Juliet and I had been affianced beside my father’s deathbed — Torella was to be a second parent to me.


I desired to see the world, and I was indulged. I went to Florence, to Rome, to Naples; thence I passed to Toulon, and at length reached what had long been the bourne of my wishes, Paris. There was wild work in Paris then. The poor king, Charles the Sixth, now sane, now mad, now a monarch, now an abject slave, was the very mockery of humanity. The queen, the dauphin, the Duke of Burgundy, alternately friends and foes, — now meeting in prodigal feasts, now shedding blood in rivalry, — were blind to the miserable state of their country, and the dangers that impended over it, and gave themselves wholly up to dissolute enjoyment or savage strife. My character still followed me. I was arrogant and self-willed; I loved display, and above all, I threw off all control. My young friends were eager to foster passions which furnished them with pleasures. I was deemed handsome — I was master of every knightly accomplishment. I was disconnected with any political party. I grew a favourite with all: my presumption and arrogance was pardoned in one so young: I became a spoiled child. Who could control me? not the letters and advice of Torella — only strong necessity visiting me in the abhorred shape of an empty purse. But there were means to refill this void. Acre after acre, estate after estate, I sold. My dress, my jewels, my horses and their caparisons, were almost unrivalled in gorgeous Paris, while the lands of my inheritance passed into possession of others.


The Duke of Orleans was waylaid and murdered by the Duke of Burgundy. Fear and terror possessed all Paris. The dauphin and the queen shut themselves up; every pleasure was suspended. I grew weary of this state of things, and my heart yearned for my boyhood’s haunts. I was nearly a beggar, yet still I would go there, claim my bride, and rebuild my fortunes. A few happy ventures as a merchant would make me rich again. Nevertheless, I would not return in humble guise. My last act was to dispose of my remaining estate near Albaro for half its worth, for ready money. Then I despatched all kinds of artificers, arras, furniture of regal splendour, to fit up the last relic of my inheritance, my palace in Genoa. I lingered a little longer yet, ashamed at the part of the prodigal returned, which I feared I should play. I sent my horses. One matchless Spanish jennet I despatched to my promised bride: its caparisons flamed with jewels and cloth of gold. In every part I caused to be entwined the initials of Juliet and her Guido. My present found favour in hers and in her father’s eyes.


Still to return a proclaimed spendthrift, the mark of impertinent wonder, perhaps of scorn, and to encounter singly the reproaches or taunts of my fellow-citizens, was no alluring prospect. As a shield between me and censure, I invited some few of the most reckless of my comrades to accompany me: thus I went armed against the world, hiding a rankling feeling, half fear and half penitence, by bravado.


I arrived in Genoa. I trod the pavement of my ancestral palace. My proud step was no interpreter of my heart, for I deeply felt that, though surrounded by every luxury, I was a beggar. The first step I took in claiming Juliet must widely declare me such. I read contempt or pity in the looks of all. I fancied that rich and poor, young and old, all regarded me with derision. Torella came not near me. No wonder that my second father should expect a son’s deference from me in waiting first on him. But, galled and stung by a sense of my follies and demerit, I strove to throw the blame on others. We kept nightly orgies in Palazzo Carega. To sleepless, riotous nights followed listless, supine mornings. At the Ave Maria we showed our dainty persons in the streets, scoffing at the sober citizens, casting insolent glances on the shrinking women. Juliet was not among them — no, no; if she had been there, shame would have driven me away, if love had not brought me to her feet.


I grew tired of this. Suddenly I paid the Marchese a visit. He was at his villa, one among the many which deck the suburb of San Pietro d’Arena. It was the month of May, the blossoms of the fruit-trees were fading among thick, green foliage; the vines were shooting forth; the ground strewed with the fallen olive blooms; the firefly was in the myrtle hedge; heaven and earth wore a mantle of surpassing beauty. Torella welcomed me kindly, though seriously; and even his shade of displeasure soon wore away. Some resemblance to my father — some look and tone of youthful ingenuousness, softened the good old man’s heart. He sent for his daughter — he presented me to her as her betrothed. The chamber became hallowed by a holy light as she entered. Hers was that cherub look, those large, soft eyes, full dimpled cheeks, and mouth of infantine sweetness, that expresses the rare union of happiness and love. Admiration first possessed me; she is mine! was the second proud emotion, and my lips curled with haughty triumph. I had not been the enfant gâté of the beauties of France not to have learnt the art of pleasing the soft heart of woman. If towards men I was overbearing, the deference I paid to them was the more in contrast. I commenced my courtship by the display of a thousand gallantries to Juliet, who, vowed to me from infancy, had never admitted the devotion of others; and who, though accustomed to expressions of admiration, was uninitiated in the language of lovers.


For a few days all went well. Torella never alluded to my extravagance; he treated me as a favourite son. But the time came, as we discussed the preliminaries to my union with his daughter, when this fair face of things should be overcast. A contract had been drawn up in my father’s lifetime. I had rendered this, in fact, void by having squandered the whole of the wealth which was to have been shared by Juliet and myself. Torella, in consequence, chose to consider this bond as cancelled, and proposed another, in which, though the wealth he bestowed was immeasurably increased, there were so many restrictions as to the mode of spending it, that I, who saw independence only in free career being given to my own imperious will, taunted him as taking advantage of my situation, and refused utterly to subscribe to his conditions. The old man mildly strove to recall me to reason. Roused pride became the tyrant of my thought: I listened with indignation — I repelled him with disdain.


“Juliet, thou art mine! Did we not interchange vows in our innocent childhood? Are we not one in the sight of God? and shall thy cold-hearted, cold-blooded father divide us? Be generous, my love, be just; take not away a gift, last treasure of thy Guido — retract not thy vows — let us defy the world, and, setting at nought the calculations of age, find in our mutual affection a refuge from every ill.”


Fiend I must have been with such sophistry to endeavour to poison that sanctuary of holy thought and tender love. Juliet shrank from me affrighted. Her father was the best and kindest of men, and she strove to show me how, in obeying him, every good would follow. He would receive my tardy submission with warm affection, and generous pardon would follow my repentance; — profitless words for a young and gentle daughter to use to a man accustomed to make his will law, and to feel in his own heart a despot so terrible and stern that he could yield obedience to nought save his own imperious desires! My resentment grew with resistance; my wild companions were ready to add fuel to the flame. We laid a plan to carry off Juliet. At first it appeared to be crowned with success. Midway, on our return, we were overtaken by the agonized father and his attendants. A conflict ensued. Before the city guard came to decide the victory in favour of our antagonists, two of Torella’s servitors were dangerously wounded.


This portion of my history weighs most heavily with me. Changed man as I am, I abhor myself in the recollection. May none who hear this tale ever have felt as I. A horse driven to fury by a rider armed with barbed spurs was not more a slave than I to the violent tyranny of my temper. A fiend possessed my soul, irritating it to madness. I felt the voice of conscience within me; but if I yielded to it for a brief interval, it was only to be a moment after torn, as by a whirlwind, away — borne along on the stream of desperate rage — the plaything of the storms engendered by pride. I was imprisoned, and, at the instance of Torella, set free. Again I returned to carry off both him and his child to France, which hapless country, then preyed on by freebooters and gangs of lawless soldiery, offered a grateful refuge to a criminal like me. Our plots were discovered. I was sentenced to banishment; and, as my debts were already enormous, my remaining property was put in the hands of commissioners for their payment. Torella again offered his mediation, requiring only my promise not to renew my abortive attempts on himself and his daughter. I spurned his offers, and fancied that I triumphed when I was thrust out from Genoa, a solitary and penniless exile. My companions were gone: they had been dismissed the city some weeks before, and were already in France. I was alone — friendless, with neither sword at my side, nor ducat in my purse.


I wandered along the seashore, a whirlwind of passion possessing and tearing my soul. It was as if a live coal had been set burning in my breast. At first I meditated on what I should do. I would join a band of freebooters. Revenge! — the word seemed balm to me; I hugged it, caressed it, till, like a serpent, it stung me. Then again I would abjure and despise Genoa, that little corner of the world. I would return to Paris, where so many of my friends swarmed; where my services would be eagerly accepted; where I would carve out fortune with my sword, and make my paltry birthplace and the false Torella rue the day when they drove me, a new Coriolanus, from her walls. I would return to Paris — thus on foot — a beggar — and present myself in my poverty to those I had formerly entertained sumptuously? There was gall in the mere thought of it.


The reality of things began to dawn upon my mind, bringing despair in its train. For several months I had been a prisoner: the evils of my dungeon had whipped my soul to madness, but they had subdued my corporeal frame. I was weak and wan. Torella had used a thousand artifices to administer to my comfort; I had detected and scorned them all, and I reaped the harvest of my obduracy. What was to be done? Should I crouch before my foe, and sue for forgiveness? — Die rather ten thousand deaths! — Never should they obtain that victory! Hate — I swore eternal hate! Hate from whom? — to whom? — From a wandering outcast — to a mighty noble! I and my feelings were nothing to them: already had they forgotten one so unworthy. And Juliet! — her angel face and sylph-like form gleamed among the clouds of my despair with vain beauty; for I had lost her — the glory and flower of the world! Another will call her his! — that smile of paradise will bless another!


Even now my heart fails within me when I recur to this rout of grim-visaged ideas. Now subdued almost to tears, now raving in my agony, still I wandered along the rocky shore, which grew at each step wilder and more desolate. Hanging rocks and hoar precipices overlooked the tideless ocean; black caverns yawned; and forever, among the seaworn recesses, murmured and dashed the unfruitful waters. Now my way was almost barred by an abrupt promontory, now rendered nearly impracticable by fragments fallen from the cliff. Evening was at hand, when, seaward, arose, as if on the waving of a wizard’s wand, a murky web of clouds, blotting the late azure sky, and darkening and disturbing the till now placid deep. The clouds had strange, fantastic shapes, and they changed and mingled and seemed to be driven about by a mighty spell. The waves raised their white crests; the thunder first muttered, then roared from across the waste of waters, which took a deep purple dye, flecked with foam. The spot where I stood looked, on one side, to the widespread ocean; on the other, it was barred by a rugged promontory. Round this cape suddenly came, driven by the wind, a vessel. In vain the mariners tried to force a path for her to the open sea — the gale drove her on the rocks. It will perish! — all on board will perish! Would I were among them! And to my young heart the idea of death came for the first time blended with that of joy. It was an awful sight to behold that vessel struggling with her fate. Hardly could I discern the sailors, but I heard them. It was soon all over! A rock, just covered by the tossing waves, and so unperceived, lay in wait for its prey. A crash of thunder broke over my head at the moment that, with a frightful shock, the vessel dashed upon her unseen enemy. In a brief space of time she went to pieces. There I stood in safety; and there were my fellow-creatures battling, how hopelessly, with annihilation. Methought I saw them struggling — too truly did I hear their shrieks, conquering the barking surges in their shrill agony. The dark breakers threw hither and thither the fragments of the wreck: soon it disappeared. I had been fascinated to gaze till the end: at last I sank on my knees — I covered my face with my hands. I again looked up; something was floating on the billows towards the shore. It neared and neared. Was that a human form? It grew more and more distinct; and at last a mighty wave, lifting the whole freight, lodged it upon a rock. A human being bestriding a sea-chest! — a human being! Yet was it one? Surely never such had existed before — a misshapen dwarf, with squinting eyes, distorted features, and body deformed, till it became a horror to behold. My blood, lately warming towards a fellow-being so snatched from a watery tomb, froze in my heart. The dwarf got off his chest; he tossed his straight, struggling hair from his odious visage.


“By St. Beelzebub!” he exclaimed, “I have been well bested.” He looked round and saw me. “Oh, by the fiend! here is another ally of the mighty One. To what saint did you offer prayers, friend — if not to mine? Yet I remember you not on board.”


I shrank from the monster and his blasphemy. Again he questioned me, and I muttered some inaudible reply. He continued: — 


“Your voice is drowned by this dissonant roar. What a noise the big ocean makes! Schoolboys bursting from their prison are not louder than these waves set free to play. They disturb me. I will no more of their ill-timed brawling. Silence, hoary One! — Winds, avaunt! — to your homes! — Clouds, fly to the antipodes, and leave our heaven clear!”


As he spoke, he stretched out his two long, lank arms, that looked like spider’s claws, and seemed to embrace with them the expanse before him. Was it a miracle? The clouds became broken and fled; the azure sky first peeped out, and then was spread a calm field of blue above us; the stormy gale was exchanged to the softly breathing west; the sea grew calm; the waves dwindled to riplets.


“I like obedience even in these stupid elements,” said the dwarf. “How much more in the tameless mind of man! It was a well-got-up storm, you must allow — and all of my own making.”


It was tempting Providence to interchange talk with this magician. But Power, in all its shapes, is respected by man. Awe, curiosity, a clinging fascination, drew me towards him.


“Come, don’t be frightened, friend,” said the wretch: “I am good-humoured when pleased; and something does please me in your well-proportioned body and handsome face, though you look a little woe-begone. You have suffered a land — I, a sea wreck. Perhaps I can allay the tempest of your fortunes as I did my own. Shall we be friends?” — And he held out his hand; I could not touch it. “Well, then, companions — that will do as well. And now, while I rest after the buffeting I underwent just now, tell me why, young and gallant as you seem, you wander thus alone and downcast on this wild seashore.”


The voice of the wretch was screeching and horrid, and his contortions as he spoke were frightful to behold. Yet he did gain a kind of influence over me, which I could not master, and I told him my tale. When it was ended, he laughed long and loud: the rocks echoed back the sound: hell seemed yelling around me.


“Oh, thou cousin of Lucifer!” said he; “so thou too hast fallen through thy pride; and, though bright as the son of Morning, thou art ready to give up thy good looks, thy bride, and thy well-being, rather than submit thee to the tyranny of good. I honour thy choice, by my soul! — So thou hast fled, and yield the day; and mean to starve on these rocks, and to let the birds peck out thy dead eyes, while thy enemy and thy betrothed rejoice in thy ruin. Thy pride is strangely akin to humility, methinks.”


As he spoke, a thousand fanged thoughts stung me to the heart.


“What would you that I should do?” I cried.


“I! — Oh, nothing, but lie down and say your prayers before you die. But, were I you, I know the deed that should be done.”


I drew near him. His supernatural powers made him an oracle in my eyes; yet a strange unearthly thrill quivered through my frame as I said, “Speak! — teach me — what act do you advise?”


“Revenge thyself, man! — humble thy enemies! — set thy foot on the old man’s neck, and possess thyself of his daughter!”


“To the east and west I turn,” cried I, “and see no means! Had I gold, much could I achieve; but, poor and single, I am powerless.”


The dwarf had been seated on his chest as he listened to my story. Now he got off; he touched a spring; it flew open! What a mine of wealth — of blazing jewels, beaming gold, and pale silver — was displayed therein. A mad desire to possess this treasure was born within me.


“Doubtless,” I said, “one so powerful as you could do all things.”


“Nay,” said the monster humbly, “I am less omnipotent than I seem. Some things I possess which you may covet; but I would give them all for a small share, or even for a loan of what is yours.”


“My possessions are at your service,” I replied bitterly — “my poverty, my exile, my disgrace — I make a free gift of them all.”


“Good! I thank you. Add one other thing to your gift, and my treasure is yours.”


“As nothing is my sole inheritance, what besides nothing would you have?”


“Your comely face and well-made limbs.”


I shivered. Would this all-powerful monster murder me? I had no dagger. I forgot to pray — but I grew pale.


“I ask for a loan, not a gift,” said the frightful thing: “lend me your body for three days — you shall have mine to cage your soul the while, and, in payment, my chest. What say you to the bargain? — Three short days.”


We are told that it is dangerous to hold unlawful talk; and well do I prove the same. Tamely written down, it may seem incredible that I should lend any ear to this proposition; but, in spite of his unnatural ugliness, there was something fascinating in a being whose voice could govern earth, air, and sea. I felt a keen desire to comply; for with that chest I could command the worlds. My only hesitation resulted from a fear that he would not be true to his bargain. Then, I thought, I shall soon die here on these lonely sands, and the limbs he covets will be mine no more: — it is worth the chance. And, besides, I knew that, by all the rules of art-magic, there were formula and oaths which none of its practisers dared break. I hesitated to reply; and he went on, now displaying his wealth, now speaking of the petty price he demanded, till it seemed madness to refuse. Thus is it; — place our bark in the current of the stream, and down, over fall and cataract it is hurried; give up our conduct to the wild torrent of passion, and we are away, we know not whither.


He swore many an oath, and I adjured him by many a sacred name; till I saw this wonder of power, this ruler of the elements, shiver like an autumn leaf before my words; and as if the spirit spake unwillingly and perforce within him, at last, he, with broken voice, revealed the spell whereby he might be obliged, did he wish to play me false, to render up the unlawful spoil. Our warm lifeblood must mingle to make and to mar the charm.


Enough of this unholy theme. I was persuaded — the thing was done. The morrow dawned upon me as I lay upon the shingles, and I knew not my own shadow as it fell from me. I felt myself changed to a shape of horror, and cursed my easy faith and blind credulity. The chest was there — there the gold and precious stones for which I had sold the frame of flesh which nature had given me. The sight a little stilled my emotions: three days would soon be gone.


They did pass. The dwarf had supplied me with a plenteous store of food. At first I could hardly walk, so strange and out of joint were all my limbs; and my voice — it was that of the fiend. But I kept silent, and turned my face to the sun, that I might not see my shadow, and counted the hours, and ruminated on my future conduct. To bring Torella to my feet — to possess my Juliet in spite of him — all this my wealth could easily achieve. During dark night I slept, and dreamt of the accomplishment of my desires. Two suns had set — the third dawned. I was agitated, fearful. Oh expectation, what a frightful thing art thou, when kindled more by fear than hope! How dost thou twist thyself round the heart, torturing its pulsations! How dost thou dart unknown pangs all through our feeble mechanism, now seeming to shiver us like broken glass, to nothingness — now giving us a fresh strength, which can do nothing, and so torments us by a sensation, such as the strong man must feel who cannot break his fetters, though they bend in his grasp. Slowly paced the bright, bright orb up the eastern sky; long it lingered in the zenith, and still more slowly wandered down the west: it touched the horizon’s verge — it was lost! Its glories were on the summits of the cliff — they grew dun and grey. The evening star shone bright. He will soon be here.


He came not! — By the living heavens, he came not! — and night dragged out its weary length, and, in its decaying age, “day began to grizzle its dark hair;” and the sun rose again on the most miserable wretch that ever upbraided its light. Three days thus I passed. The jewels and the gold — oh, how I abhorred them!


Well, well — I will not blacken these pages with demoniac ravings. All too terrible were the thoughts, the raging tumult of ideas that filled my soul. At the end of that time I slept; I had not before since the third sunset; and I dreamt that I was at Juliet’s feet, and she smiled, and then she shrieked — for she saw my transformation — and again she smiled, for still her beautiful lover knelt before her. But it was not I — it was he, the fiend, arrayed in my limbs, speaking with my voice, winning her with my looks of love. I strove to warn her, but my tongue refused its office; I strove to tear him from her, but I was rooted to the ground — I awoke with the agony. There were the solitary hoar precipices — there the plashing sea, the quiet strand, and the blue sky over all. What did it mean? was my dream but a mirror of the truth? was he wooing and winning my betrothed? I would on the instant back to Genoa — but I was banished. I laughed — the dwarf’s yell burst from my lips—I banished! Oh no! they had not exiled the foul limbs I wore; I might with these enter, without fear of incurring the threatened penalty of death, my own, my native city.


I began to walk towards Genoa. I was somewhat accustomed to my distorted limbs; none were ever so ill-adapted for a straightforward movement; it was with infinite difficulty that I proceeded. Then, too, I desired to avoid all the hamlets strewed here and there on the sea-beach, for I was unwilling to make a display of my hideousness. I was not quite sure that, if seen, the mere boys would not stone me to death as I passed, for a monster; some ungentle salutations I did receive from the few peasants or fishermen I chanced to meet. But it was dark night before I approached Genoa. The weather was so balmy and sweet that it struck me that the Marchese and his daughter would very probably have quitted the city for their country retreat. It was from Villa Torella that I had attempted to carry off Juliet; I had spent many an hour reconnoitring the spot, and knew each inch of ground in its vicinity. It was beautifully situated, embosomed in trees, on the margin of a stream. As I drew near, it became evident that my conjecture was right; nay, moreover, that the hours were being then devoted to feasting and merriment. For the house was lighted up; strains of soft and gay music were wafted towards me by the breeze. My heart sank within me. Such was the generous kindness of Torella’s heart that I felt sure that he would not have indulged in public manifestations of rejoicing just after my unfortunate banishment, but for a cause I dared not dwell upon.


The country people were all alive and flocking about; it became necessary that I should conceal myself; and yet I longed to address some one, or to hear others discourse, or in any way to gain intelligence of what was really going on. At length, entering the walks that were in immediate vicinity to the mansion, I found one dark enough to veil my excessive frightfulness; and yet others as well as I were loitering in its shade. I soon gathered all I wanted to know — all that first made my very heart die with horror, and then boil with indignation. Tomorrow Juliet was to be given to the penitent, reformed, beloved Guido — tomorrow my bride was to pledge her vows to a fiend from hell! And I did this! — my accursed pride — my demoniac violence and wicked self-idolatry had caused this act. For if I had acted as the wretch who had stolen my form had acted — if, with a mien at once yielding and dignified, I had presented myself to Torella, saying, I have done wrong, forgive me; I am unworthy of your angel-child, but permit me to claim her hereafter, when my altered conduct shall manifest that I abjure my vices, and endeavour to become in some sort worthy of her. I go to serve against the infidels; and when my zeal for religion and my true penitence for the past shall appear to you to cancel my crimes, permit me again to call myself your son. Thus had he spoken; and the penitent was welcomed even as the prodigal son of Scripture: the fatted calf was killed for him; and he, still pursuing the same path, displayed such open-hearted regret for his follies, so humble a concession of all his rights, and so ardent a resolve to reacquire them by a life of contrition and virtue, that he quickly conquered the kind old man; and full pardon, and the gift of his lovely child, followed in swift succession.


Oh, had an angel from Paradise whispered to me to act thus! But now, what would be the innocent Juliet’s fate? Would God permit the foul union — or, some prodigy destroying it, link the dishonoured name of Carega with the worst of crimes? Tomorrow at dawn they were to be married: there was but one way to prevent this — to meet mine enemy, and to enforce the ratification of our agreement. I felt that this could only be done by a mortal struggle. I had no sword — if indeed my distorted arms could wield a soldier’s weapon — but I had a dagger, and in that lay my hope. There was no time for pondering or balancing nicely the question: I might die in the attempt; but besides the burning jealousy and despair of my own heart, honour, mere humanity, demanded that I should fall rather than not destroy the machinations of the fiend.


The guests departed — the lights began to disappear; it was evident that the inhabitants of the villa were seeking repose. I hid myself among the trees — the garden grew desert — the gates were closed — I wandered round and came under a window — ah! well did I know the same! — a soft twilight glimmered in the room — the curtains were half withdrawn. It was the temple of innocence and beauty. Its magnificence was tempered, as it were, by the slight disarrangements occasioned by its being dwelt in, and all the objects scattered around displayed the taste of her who hallowed it by her presence. I saw her enter with a quick light step — I saw her approach the window — she drew back the curtain yet further, and looked out into the night. Its breezy freshness played among her ringlets, and wafted them from the transparent marble of her brow. She clasped her hands, she raised her eyes to heaven. I heard her voice. Guido! she softly murmured — mine own Guido! and then, as if overcome by the fulness of her own heart, she sank on her knees; — her upraised eyes — her graceful attitude — the beaming thankfulness that lighted up her face — oh, these are tame words! Heart of mine, thou imagest ever, though thou canst not portray, the celestial beauty of that child of light and love.


I heard a step — a quick firm step along the shady avenue. Soon I saw a cavalier, richly dressed, young and, methought, graceful to look on, advance. I hid myself yet closer. The youth approached; he paused beneath the window. She arose, and again looking out she saw him, and said — I cannot, no, at this distant time I cannot record her terms of soft silver tenderness; to me they were spoken, but they were replied to by him.


“I will not go,” he cried: “here where you have been, where your memory glides like some heaven-visiting ghost, I will pass the long hours till we meet, never, my Juliet, again, day or night, to part. But do thou, my love, retire; the cold morn and fitful breeze will make thy cheek pale, and fill with languor thy love-lighted eyes. Ah, sweetest! could I press one kiss upon them, I could, methinks, repose.”


And then he approached still nearer, and methought he was about to clamber into her chamber. I had hesitated, not to terrify her; now I was no longer master of myself. I rushed forward — I threw myself on him — I tore him away — I cried, “O loathsome and foul-shaped wretch!”


I need not repeat epithets, all tending, as it appeared, to rail at a person I at present feel some partiality for. A shriek rose from Juliet’s lips. I neither heard nor saw — I felt only mine enemy, whose throat I grasped, and my dagger’s hilt; he struggled, but could not escape. At length hoarsely he breathed these words: “Do! — strike home! destroy this body — you will still live: may your life be long and merry!”


The descending dagger was arrested at the word, and he, feeling my hold relax, extricated himself and drew his sword, while the uproar in the house, and flying of torches from one room to the other, showed that soon we should be separated. In the midst of my frenzy there was much calculation: — fall I might, and so that he did not survive, I cared not for the death-blow I might deal against myself. While still, therefore, he thought I paused, and while I saw the villanous resolve to take advantage of my hesitation, in the sudden thrust he made at me, I threw myself on his sword, and at the same moment plunged my dagger, with a true, desperate aim, in his side. We fell together, rolling over each other, and the tide of blood that flowed from the gaping wound of each mingled on the grass. More I know not — I fainted.


Again I return to life: weak almost to death, I found myself stretched upon a bed — Juliet was kneeling beside it. Strange! my first broken request was for a mirror. I was so wan and ghastly, that my poor girl hesitated, as she told me afterwards; but, by the mass! I thought myself a right proper youth when I saw the dear reflection of my own well-known features. I confess it is a weakness, but I avow it, I do entertain a considerable affection for the countenance and limbs I behold, whenever I look at a glass; and have more mirrors in my house, and consult them oftener, than any beauty in Genoa. Before you too much condemn me, permit me to say that no one better knows than I the value of his own body; no one, probably, except myself, ever having had it stolen from him.


Incoherently I at first talked of the dwarf and his crimes, and reproached Juliet for her too easy admission of his love. She thought me raving, as well she might; and yet it was some time before I could prevail on myself to admit that the Guido whose penitence had won her back for me was myself; and while I cursed bitterly the monstrous dwarf, and blest the well-directed blow that had deprived him of life, I suddenly checked myself when I heard her say, Amen! knowing that him whom she reviled was my very self. A little reflection taught me silence — a little practice enabled me to speak of that frightful night without any very excessive blunder. The wound I had given myself was no mockery of one — it was long before I recovered — and as the benevolent and generous Torella sat beside me, talking such wisdom as might win friends to repentance, and mine own dear Juliet hovered near me, administering to my wants, and cheering me by her smiles, the work of my bodily cure and mental reform went on together. I have never, indeed, wholly recovered my strength — my cheek is paler since — my person a little bent. Juliet sometimes ventures to allude bitterly to the malice that caused this change, but I kiss her on the moment, and tell her all is for the best. I am a fonder and more faithful husband, and true is this — but for that wound, never had I called her mine.


I did not revisit the seashore, nor seek for the fiend’s treasure; yet, while I ponder on the past, I often think, and my confessor was not backward in favouring the idea, that it might be a good rather than an evil spirit, sent by my guardian angel, to show me the folly and misery of pride. So well at least did I learn this lesson, roughly taught as I was, that I am known now by all my friends and fellow-citizens by the name of Guido il Cortese.
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For the most wild, yet most homely narrative which I am about to pen, I neither expect nor solicit belief. Mad indeed would I be to expect it, in a case where my very senses reject their own evidence. Yet, mad am I not – and very surely do I not dream. But tomorrow I die, and today I would unburthen my soul. My immediate purpose is to place before the world, plainly, succinctly, and without comment, a series of mere household events. In their consequences, these events have terrified – have tortured – have destroyed me. Yet I will not attempt to expound them. To me, they have presented little but Horror – to many they will seem less terrible than barroques. Hereafter, perhaps, some intellect may be found which will reduce my phantasm to the commonplace – some intellect more calm, more logical, and far less excitable than my own, which will perceive, in the circumstances I detail with awe, nothing more than an ordinary succession of very natural causes and effects.


From my infancy I was noted for the docility and humanity of my disposition. My tenderness of heart was even so conspicuous as to make me the jest of my companions. I was especially fond of animals, and was indulged by my parents with a great variety of pets. With these I spent most of my time, and never was so happy as when feeding and caressing them. This peculiarity of character grew with my growth, and, in my manhood, I derived from it one of my principal sources of pleasure. To those who have cherished an affection for a faithful and sagacious dog, I need hardly be at the trouble of explaining the nature or the intensity of the gratification thus derivable. There is something in the unselfish and self-sacrificing love of a brute, which goes directly to the heart of him who has had frequent occasion to test the paltry friendship and gossamer fidelity of mere Man.


I married early, and was happy to find in my wife a disposition not uncongenial with my own. Observing my partiality for domestic pets, she lost no opportunity of procuring those of the most agreeable kind. We had birds, goldfish, a fine dog, rabbits, a small monkey, and a cat.


This latter was a remarkably large and beautiful animal, entirely black, and sagacious to an astonishing degree. In speaking of his intelligence, my wife, who at heart was not a little tinctured with superstition, made frequent allusion to the ancient popular notion, which regarded all black cats as witches in disguise. Not that she was ever serious upon this point – and I mention the matter at all for no better reason than that it happens, just now, to be remembered.


Pluto – this was the cat’s name – was my favorite pet and playmate. I alone fed him, and he attended me wherever I went about the house. It was even with difficulty that I could prevent him from following me through the streets.


Our friendship lasted, in this manner, for several years, during which my general temperament and character – through the instrumentality of the Fiend Intemperance – had (I blush to confess it) experienced a radical alteration for the worse. I grew, day by day, more moody, more irritable, more regardless of the feelings of others. I suffered myself to use intemperate language to my wife. At length, I even offered her personal violence. My pets, of course, were made to feel the change in my disposition. I not only neglected, but ill-used them. For Pluto, however, I still retained sufficient regard to restrain me from maltreating him, as I made no scruple of maltreating the rabbits, the monkey, or even the dog, when by accident, or through affection, they came in my way. But my disease grew upon me – for what disease is like Alcohol! – and at length even Pluto, who was now becoming old, and consequently somewhat peevish – even Pluto began to experience the effects of my ill temper.


One night, returning home, much intoxicated, from one of my haunts about town, I fancied that the cat avoided my presence. I seized him; when, in his fright at my violence, he inflicted a slight wound upon my hand with his teeth. The fury of a demon instantly possessed me. I knew myself no longer. My original soul seemed, at once, to take its flight from my body; and a more than fiendish malevolence, gin-nurtured, thrilled every fibre of my frame. I took from my waistcoat-pocket a penknife, opened it, grasped the poor beast by the throat, and deliberately cut one of its eyes from the socket! I blush, I burn, I shudder, while I pen the damnable atrocity.


When reason returned with the morning – when I had slept off the fumes of the night’s debauch – I experienced a sentiment half of horror, half of remorse, for the crime of which I had been guilty; but it was, at best, a feeble and equivocal feeling, and the soul remained untouched. I again plunged into excess, and soon drowned in wine all memory of the deed.


In the meantime the cat slowly recovered. The socket of the lost eye presented, it is true, a frightful appearance, but he no longer appeared to suffer any pain. He went about the house as usual, but, as might be expected, fled in extreme terror at my approach. I had so much of my old heart left, as to be at first grieved by this evident dislike on the part of a creature which had once so loved me. But this feeling soon gave place to irritation. And then came, as if to my final and irrevocable overthrow, the spirit of Perverseness. Of this spirit philosophy takes no account. Yet I am not more sure that my soul lives, than I am that perverseness is one of the primitive impulses of the human heart – one of the indivisible primary faculties, or sentiments, which give direction to the character of Man. Who has not, a hundred times, found himself committing a vile or a silly action, for no other reason than because he knows he should not? Have we not a perpetual inclination, in the teeth of our best judgement, to violate that which is Law, merely because we understand it to be such? This spirit of perverseness, I say, came to my final overthrow. It was this unfathomable longing of the soul to vex itself – to offer violence to its own nature – to do wrong for the wrong’s sake only – that urged me to continue and finally to consummate the injury I had inflicted upon the unoffending brute. One morning, in cool blood, I slipped a noose about its neck and hung it to the limb of a tree; – hung it with the tears streaming from my eyes, and with the bitterest remorse at my heart; – hung it because I knew that it had loved me, and because I felt it had given me no reason of offence; – hung it because I knew that in so doing I was committing a sin – a deadly sin that would so jeopardize my immortal soul as to place it – if such a thing were possible – even beyond the reach of the infinite mercy of the Most Merciful and Most Terrible God.


On the night of the day on which this cruel deed was done, I was aroused from sleep by the cry of fire. The curtains of my bed were in flames. The whole house was blazing. It was with great difficulty that my wife, a servant, and myself, made our escape from the conflagration. The destruction was complete. My entire worldly wealth was swallowed up, and I resigned myself thenceforward to despair.


I am above the weakness of seeking to establish a sequence of cause and effect, between the disaster and the atrocity. But I am detailing a chain of facts – and wish not to leave even a possible link imperfect. On the day succeeding the fire, I visited the ruins. The walls, with one exception, had fallen in. This exception was found in a compartment wall, not very thick, which stood about the middle of the house, and against which had rested the head of my bed. The plastering had here, in great measure, resisted the action of the fire – a fact which I attributed to its having been recently spread. About this wall a dense crowd were collected, and many persons seemed to be examining a particular portion of it with very minute and eager attention. The words “strange!” “singular!” and other similar expressions, excited my curiosity. I approached and saw, as if graven in bas relief upon the white surface, the figure of a gigantic cat. The impression was given with an accuracy truly marvellous. There was a rope about the animal’s neck.


When I first beheld this apparition – for I could scarcely regard it as less – my wonder and my terror were extreme. But at length reflection came to my aid. The cat, I remembered, had been hung in a garden adjacent to the house. Upon the alarm of fire, this garden had been immediately filled by the crowd – by someone of whom the animal must have been cut from the tree and thrown, through an open window, into my chamber. This had probably been done with the view of arousing me from sleep. The falling of other walls had compressed the victim of my cruelty into the substance of the freshly-spread plaster; the lime of which, with the flames, and the ammonia from the carcass, had then accomplished the portraiture as I saw it.


Although I thus readily accounted to my reason, if not altogether to my conscience, for the startling fact just detailed, it did not the less fail to make a deep impression upon my fancy. For months I could not rid myself of the phantasm of the cat; and, during this period, there came back into my spirit a half-sentiment that seemed, but was not, remorse. I went so far as to regret the loss of the animal, and to look about me, among the vile haunts which I now habitually frequented, for another pet of the same species, and of somewhat similar appearance, with which to supply its place.


One night as I sat, half stupified, in a den of more than infamy, my attention was suddenly drawn to some black object, reposing upon the head of one of the immense hogsheads of Gin, or of Rum, which constituted the chief furniture of the apartment. I had been looking steadily at the top of this hogshead for some minutes, and what now caused me surprise was the fact that I had not sooner perceived the object thereupon. I approached it, and touched it with my hand. It was a black cat – a very large one – fully as large as Pluto, and closely resembling him in every respect but one. Pluto had not a white hair upon any portion of his body; but this cat had a large, although indefinite splotch of white, covering nearly the whole region of the breast.


Upon my touching him, he immediately arose, purred loudly, rubbed against my hand, and appeared delighted with my notice. This, then, was the very creature of which I was in search. I at once offered to purchase it of the landlord; but this person made no claim to it – knew nothing of it – had never seen it before.


I continued my caresses, and, when I prepared to go home, the animal evinced a disposition to accompany me. I permitted it to do so; occasionally stooping and patting it as I proceeded. When it reached the house it domesticated itself at once, and became immediately a great favorite with my wife.


For my own part, I soon found a dislike to it arising within me. This was just the reverse of what I had anticipated; but – I know not how or why it was – its evident fondness for myself rather disgusted and annoyed. By slow degrees, these feelings of disgust and annoyance rose into the bitterness of hatred. I avoided the creature; a certain sense of shame, and the remembrance of my former deed of cruelty, preventing me from physically abusing it. I did not, for some weeks, strike, or otherwise violently ill use it; but gradually – very gradually – I came to look upon it with unutterable loathing, and to flee silently from its odious presence, as from the breath of a pestilence.


What added, no doubt, to my hatred of the beast, was the discovery, on the morning after I brought it home, that, like Pluto, it also had been deprived of one of its eyes. This circumstance, however, only endeared it to my wife, who, as I have already said, possessed, in a high degree, that humanity of feeling which had once been my distinguishing trait, and the source of many of my simplest and purest pleasures.


With my aversion to this cat, however, its partiality for myself seemed to increase. It followed my footsteps with a pertinacity which it would be difficult to make the reader comprehend. Whenever I sat, it would crouch beneath my chair, or spring upon my knees, covering me with its loathsome caresses. If I arose to walk it would get between my feet and thus nearly throw me down, or, fastening its long and sharp claws in my dress, clamber, in this manner, to my breast. At such times, although I longed to destroy it with a blow, I was yet withheld from so doing, partly by a memory of my former crime, but chiefly – let me confess it at once – by absolute dread of the beast.


This dread was not exactly a dread of physical evil – and yet I should be at a loss how otherwise to define it. I am almost ashamed to own – yes, even in this felon’s cell, I am almost ashamed to own – that the terror and horror with which the animal inspired me, had been heightened by one of the merest chimaeras it would be possible to conceive. My wife had called my attention, more than once, to the character of the mark of white hair, of which I have spoken, and which constituted the sole visible difference between the strange beast and the one I had destroyed. The reader will remember that this mark, although large, had been originally very indefinite; but, by slow degrees – degrees nearly imperceptible, and which for a long time my Reason struggled to reject as fanciful – it had, at length, assumed a rigorous distinctness of outline. It was now the representation of an object that I shudder to name – and for this, above all, I loathed, and dreaded, and would have rid myself of the monster had I dared – it was now, I say, the image of a hideous – of a ghastly thing – of the Gallows! – oh, mournful and terrible engine of Horror and of Crime – of Agony and of Death!


And now was I indeed wretched beyond the wretchedness of mere Humanity. And a brute beast – whose fellow I had contemptuously destroyed – a brute beast to work out for me – for me a man, fashioned in the image of the High God – so much of insufferable woe! Alas! neither by day nor by night knew I the blessing of Rest any more! During the former the creature left me no moment alone; and, in the latter, I started, hourly, from dreams of unutterable fear, to find the hot breath of the thing upon my face, and its vast weight – an incarnate Nightmare that I had no power to shake off – incumbent eternally upon my heart!


Beneath the pressure of torments such as these, the feeble remnant of the good within me succumbed. Evil thoughts became my sole intimates – the darkest and most evil of thoughts. The moodiness of my usual temper increased to hatred of all things and of all mankind; while, from the sudden, frequent, and ungovernable outbursts of a fury to which I now blindly abandoned myself, my uncomplaining wife, alas! was the most usual and the most patient of sufferers.


One day she accompanied me, upon some household errand, into the cellar of the old building which our poverty compelled us to inhabit. The cat followed me down the steep stairs, and, nearly throwing me headlong, exasperated me to madness. Uplifting an axe, and forgetting, in my wrath, the childish dread which had hitherto stayed my hand, I aimed a blow at the animal which, of course, would have proved instantly fatal had it descended as I wished. But this blow was arrested by the hand of my wife. Goaded, by the interference, into a rage more than demoniacal, I withdrew my arm from her grasp and buried the axe in her brain. She fell dead upon the spot, without a groan.


This hideous murder accomplished, I set myself forthwith, and with entire deliberation, to the task of concealing the body. I knew that I could not remove it from the house, either by day or by night, without the risk of being observed by the neighbors. Many projects entered my mind. At one period I thought of cutting the corpse into minute fragments, and destroying them by fire. At another, I resolved to dig a grave for it in the floor of the cellar. Again, I deliberated about casting it in the well in the yard – about packing it in a box, as if merchandise, with the usual arrangements, and so getting a porter to take it from the house. Finally I hit upon what I considered a far better expedient than either of these. I determined to wall it up in the cellar – as the monks of the middle ages are recorded to have walled up their victims.


For a purpose such as this the cellar was well adapted. Its walls were loosely constructed, and had lately been plastered throughout with a rough plaster, which the dampness of the atmosphere had prevented from hardening. Moreover, in one of the walls was a projection, caused by a false chimney, or fireplace, that had been filled up, and made to resemble the rest of the cellar. I made no doubt that I could readily displace the bricks at this point, insert the corpse, and wall the whole up as before, so that no eye could detect anything suspicious.


And in this calculation I was not deceived. By means of a crowbar I easily dislodged the bricks, and, having carefully deposited the body against the inner wall, I propped it in that position, while, with little trouble, I re-laid the whole structure as it originally stood. Having procured mortar, sand, and hair, with every possible precaution, I prepared a plaster which could not be distinguished from the old, and with this I very carefully went over the new brick-work. When I had finished, I felt satisfied that all was right. The wall did not present the slightest appearance of having been disturbed. The rubbish on the floor was picked up with the minutest care. I looked around triumphantly, and said to myself – “Here at least, then, my labor has not been in vain.”


My next step was to look for the beast which had been the cause of so much wretchedness; for I had, at length, firmly resolved to put it to death. Had I been able to meet with it, at the moment, there could have been no doubt of its fate; but it appeared that the crafty animal had been alarmed at the violence of my previous anger, and forebore to present itself in my present mood. It is impossible to describe, or to imagine, the deep, the blissful sense of relief which the absence of the detested creature occasioned in my bosom. It did not make its appearance during the night – and thus for one night at least, since its introduction into the house, I soundly and tranquilly slept; aye, slept even with the burden of murder upon my soul!


The second and the third day passed, and still my tormentor came not. Once again I breathed as a freeman. The monster, in terror, had fled the premises forever! I should behold it no more! My happiness was supreme! The guilt of my dark deed disturbed me but little. Some few inquiries had been made, but these had been readily answered. Even a search had been instituted – but of course nothing was to be discovered. I looked upon my future felicity as secured.


Upon the fourth day of the assassination, a party of the police came, very unexpectedly, into the house, and proceeded again to make rigorous investigation of the premises. Secure, however, in the inscrutability of my place of concealment, I felt no embarrassment whatever. The officers bade me accompany them in their search. They left no nook or corner unexplored. At length, for the third or fourth time, they descended into the cellar. I quivered not in a muscle. My heart beat calmly as that of one who slumbers in innocence. I walked the cellar from end to end. I folded my arms upon my bosom, and roamed easily to and fro. The police were thoroughly satisfied and prepared to depart. The glee at my heart was too strong to be restrained. I burned to say if but one word, by way of triumph, and to render doubly sure their assurance of my guiltlessness.


“Gentlemen,” I said at last, as the party ascended the steps, “I delight to have allayed your suspicions. I wish you all health, and a little more courtesy. By the bye, gentlemen, this – this is a very well constructed house.” (In the rabid desire to say something easily, I scarcely knew what I uttered at all.) – “I may say an excellently well constructed house. These walls – are you going, gentlemen? – these walls are solidly put together;” and here, through the mere frenzy of bravado, I rapped heavily, with a cane which I held in my hand, upon that very portion of the brick-work behind which stood the corpse of the wife of my bosom.


But may God shield and deliver me from the fangs of the Arch-Fiend! No sooner had the reverberation of my blows sunk into silence, than I was answered by a voice from within the tomb! – by a cry, at first muffled and broken, like the sobbing of a child, and then quickly swelling into one long, loud, and continuous scream, utterly anomalous and inhuman – a howl – a wailing shriek, half of horror and half of triumph, such as might have arisen only out of hell, conjointly from the throats of the damned in their agony and of the demons that exult in the damnation.


Of my own thoughts it is folly to speak. Swooning, I staggered to the opposite wall. For one instant the party upon the stairs remained motionless, through extremity of terror and of awe. In the next, a dozen stout arms were toiling at the wall. It fell bodily. The corpse, already greatly decayed and clotted with gore, stood erect before the eyes of the spectators. Upon its head, with red extended mouth and solitary eye of fire, sat the hideous beast whose craft had seduced me into murder, and whose informing voice had consigned me to the hangman. I had walled the monster up within the tomb!
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It was in a swampy village on the lagoon river behind the Turner Peninsula that Pollock’s first encounter with the Porroh man occurred. The women of that country are famous for their good looks — they are Gallinas with a dash of European blood that dates from the days of Vasco de Gama and the English slave-traders, and the Porroh man, too, was possibly inspired by a faint Caucasian taint in his composition. (It’s a curious thing to think that some of us may have distant cousins eating men on Sherboro Island or raiding with the Sofas.) At anyrate, the Porroh man stabbed the woman to the heart as though he had been a mere low-class Italian, and very narrowly missed Pollock. But Pollock, using his revolver to parry the lightning stab which was aimed at his deltoid muscle, sent the iron dagger flying, and, firing, hit the man in the hand.


He fired again and missed, knocking a sudden window out of the wall of the hut. The Porroh man stooped in the doorway, glancing under his arm at Pollock. Pollock caught a glimpse of his inverted face in the sunlight, and then the Englishman was alone, sick and trembling with the excitement of the affair, in the twilight of the place. It had all happened in less time than it takes to read about it.


The woman was quite dead, and having ascertained this, Pollock went to the entrance of the hut and looked out. Things outside were dazzling bright. Half a dozen of the porters of the expedition were standing up in a group near the green huts they occupied, and staring towards him, wondering what the shots might signify. Behind the little group of men was the broad stretch of black foetid mud by the river, a green carpet of rafts of papyrus and water-grass, and then the leaden water. The mangroves beyond the stream loomed indistinctly through the blue haze. There were no signs of excitement in the squat village, whose fence was just visible above the cane-grass.


Pollock came out of the hut cautiously and walked towards the river, looking over his shoulder at intervals. But the Porroh man had vanished. Pollock clutched his revolver nervously in his hand.


One of his men came to meet him, and as he came, pointed to the bushes behind the hut in which the Porroh man had disappeared. Pollock had an irritating persuasion of having made an absolute fool of himself; he felt bitter, savage, at the turn things had taken. At the same time, he would have to tell Waterhouse — the moral, exemplary, cautious Waterhouse — who would inevitably take the matter seriously. Pollock cursed bitterly at his luck, at Waterhouse, and especially at the West Coast of Africa. He felt consummately sick of the expedition. And in the back of his mind all the time was a speculative doubt where precisely within the visible horizon the Porroh man might be.


It is perhaps rather shocking, but he was not at all upset by the murder that had just happened. He had seen so much brutality during the last three months, so many dead women, burnt huts, drying skeletons, up the Kittam River in the wake of the Sofa cavalry, that his senses were blunted. What disturbed him was the persuasion that this business was only beginning.


He swore savagely at the black, who ventured to ask a question, and went on into the tent under the orange-trees where Waterhouse was lying, feeling exasperatingly like a boy going into the headmaster’s study.


Waterhouse was still sleeping off the effects of his last dose of chlorodyne, and Pollock sat down on a packing-case beside him, and, lighting his pipe, waited for him to awake. About him were scattered the pots and weapons Waterhouse had collected from the Mendi people, and which he had been repacking for the canoe voyage to Sulyma.


Presently Waterhouse woke up, and after judicial stretching, decided he was all right again. Pollock got him some tea. Over the tea the incidents of the afternoon were described by Pollock, after some preliminary beating about the bush. Waterhouse took the matter even more seriously than Pollock had anticipated. He did not simply disapprove, he scolded, he insulted.


“You’re one of those infernal fools who think a black man isn’t a human being,” he said. “I can’t be ill a day without you must get into some dirty scrape or other. This is the third time in a month that you have come crossways-on with a native, and this time you’re in for it with a vengeance. Porroh, too! They’re down upon you enough as it is, about that idol you wrote your silly name on. And they’re the most vindictive devils on earth! You make a man ashamed of civilisation. To think you come of a decent family! If ever I cumber myself up with a vicious, stupid young lout like you again” — 


“Steady on, now,” snarled Pollock, in the tone that always exasperated Waterhouse; “steady on.”


At that Waterhouse became speechless. He jumped to his feet.


“Look here, Pollock,” he said, after a struggle to control his breath. “You must go home. I won’t have you any longer. I’m ill enough as it is through you” — 


“Keep your hair on,” said Pollock, staring in front of him. “I’m ready enough to go.”


Waterhouse became calmer again. He sat down on the camp-stool. “Very well,” he said. “I don’t want a row, Pollock, you know, but it’s confoundedly annoying to have one’s plans put out by this kind of thing. I’ll come to Sulyma with you, and see you safe aboard” — 


“You needn’t,” said Pollock. “I can go alone. From here.”


“Not far,” said Waterhouse. “You don’t understand this Porroh business.”


“How should I know she belonged to a Porroh man?” said Pollock bitterly.


“Well, she did,” said Waterhouse; “and you can’t undo the thing. Go alone, indeed! I wonder what they’d do to you. You don’t seem to understand that this Porroh hokey-pokey rules this country, is its law, religion, constitution, medicine, magic.... They appoint the chiefs. The Inquisition, at its best, couldn’t hold a candle to these chaps. He will probably set Awajale, the chief here, on to us. It’s lucky our porters are Mendis. We shall have to shift this little settlement of ours.... Confound you, Pollock! And, of course, you must go and miss him.”


He thought, and his thoughts seemed disagreeable. Presently he stood up and took his rifle. “I’d keep close for a bit, if I were you,” he said, over his shoulder, as he went out. “I’m going out to see what I can find out about it.”


Pollock remained sitting in the tent, meditating. “I was meant for a civilised life,” he said to himself, regretfully, as he filled his pipe. “The sooner I get back to London or Paris the better for me.”


His eye fell on the sealed case in which Waterhouse had put the featherless poisoned arrows they had bought in the Mendi country. “I wish I had hit the beggar somewhere vital,” said Pollock viciously.


Waterhouse came back after a long interval. He was not communicative, though Pollock asked him questions enough. The Porroh man, it seems, was a prominent member of that mystical society. The village was interested, but not threatening. No doubt the witch-doctor had gone into the bush. He was a great witch-doctor. “Of course, he’s up to something,” said Waterhouse, and became silent.


“But what can he do?” asked Pollock, unheeded.


“I must get you out of this. There’s something brewing, or things would not be so quiet,” said Waterhouse, after a gap of silence. Pollock wanted to know what the brew might be. “Dancing in a circle of skulls,” said Waterhouse; “brewing a stink in a copper pot.” Pollock wanted particulars. Waterhouse was vague, Pollock pressing. At last Waterhouse lost his temper. “How the devil should I know?” he said to Pollock’s twentieth inquiry what the Porroh man would do. “He tried to kill you off-hand in the hut. Now, I fancy he will try something more elaborate. But you’ll see fast enough. I don’t want to help unnerve you. It’s probably all nonsense.”


That night, as they were sitting at their fire, Pollock again tried to draw Waterhouse out on the subject of Porroh methods. “Better get to sleep,” said Waterhouse, when Pollock’s bent became apparent; “we start early tomorrow. You may want all your nerve about you.”


“But what line will he take?”


“Can’t say. They’re versatile people. They know a lot of rum dodges. You’d better get that copper-devil, Shakespear, to talk.”


There was a flash and a heavy bang out of the darkness behind the huts, and a clay bullet came whistling close to Pollock’s head. This, at least, was crude enough. The blacks and half-breeds sitting and yarning round their own fire jumped up, and someone fired into the dark.


“Better go into one of the huts,” said Waterhouse quietly, still sitting unmoved.


Pollock stood up by the fire and drew his revolver. Fighting, at least, he was not afraid of. But a man in the dark is in the best of armour. Realising the wisdom of Waterhouse’s advice, Pollock went into the tent and lay down there.


What little sleep he had was disturbed by dreams, variegated dreams, but chiefly of the Porroh man’s face, upside down, as he went out of the hut, and looked up under his arm. It was odd that this transitory impression should have stuck so firmly in Pollock’s memory. Moreover, he was troubled by queer pains in his limbs.


In the white haze of the early morning, as they were loading the canoes, a barbed arrow suddenly appeared quivering in the ground close to Pollock’s foot. The boys made a perfunctory effort to clear out the thicket, but it led to no capture.


After these two occurrences, there was a disposition on the part of the expedition to leave Pollock to himself, and Pollock became, for the first time in his life, anxious to mingle with blacks. Waterhouse took one canoe, and Pollock, in spite of a friendly desire to chat with Waterhouse, had to take the other. He was left all alone in the front part of the canoe, and he had the greatest trouble to make the men — who did not love him — keep to the middle of the river, a clear hundred yards or more from either shore. However, he made Shakespear, the Freetown half-breed, come up to his own end of the canoe and tell him about Porroh, which Shakespear, failing in his attempts to leave Pollock alone, presently did with considerable freedom and gusto.


The day passed. The canoe glided swiftly along the ribbon of lagoon water, between the drift of water-figs, fallen trees, papyrus, and palm-wine palms, and with the dark mangrove swamp to the left, through which one could hear now and then the roar of the Atlantic surf. Shakespear told in his soft, blurred English of how the Porroh could cast spells; how men withered up under their malice; how they could send dreams and devils; how they tormented and killed the sons of Ijibu; how they kidnapped a white trader from Sulyma who had maltreated one of the sect, and how his body looked when it was found. And Pollock after each narrative cursed under his breath at the want of missionary enterprise that allowed such things to be, and at the inert British Government that ruled over this dark heathendom of Sierra Leone. In the evening they came to the Kasi Lake, and sent a score of crocodiles lumbering off the island on which the expedition camped for the night.


The next day they reached Sulyma, and smelt the sea breeze, but Pollock had to put up there for five days before he could get on to Freetown. Waterhouse, considering him to be comparatively safe here, and within the pale of Freetown influence, left him and went back with the expedition to Gbemma, and Pollock became very friendly with Perera, the only resident white trader at Sulyma — so friendly, indeed, that he went about with him everywhere. Perera was a little Portuguese Jew, who had lived in England, and he appreciated the Englishman’s friendliness as a great compliment.


For two days nothing happened out of the ordinary; for the most part Pollock and Perera played Nap — the only game they had in common — and Pollock got into debt. Then, on the second evening, Pollock had a disagreeable intimation of the arrival of the Porroh man in Sulyma by getting a flesh-wound in the shoulder from a lump of filed iron. It was a long shot, and the missile had nearly spent its force when it hit him. Still it conveyed its message plainly enough. Pollock sat up in his hammock, revolver in hand, all that night, and next morning confided, to some extent, in the Anglo-Portuguese.


Perera took the matter seriously. He knew the local customs pretty thoroughly. “It is a personal question, you must know. It is revenge. And of course he is hurried by your leaving de country. None of de natives or half-breeds will interfere wid him very much — unless you make it wort deir while. If you come upon him suddenly, you might shoot him. But den he might shoot you.


“Den dere’s dis infernal magic,” said Perera. “Of course, I don’t believe in it — superstition — but still it’s not nice to tink dat wherever you are, dere is a black man, who spends a moonlight night now and den a-dancing about a fire to send you bad dreams.... Had any bad dreams?”


“Rather,” said Pollock. “I keep on seeing the beggar’s head upside down grinning at me and showing all his teeth as he did in the hut, and coming close up to me, and then going ever so far off, and coming back. It’s nothing to be afraid of, but somehow it simply paralyses me with terror in my sleep. Queer things — dreams. I know it’s a dream all the time, and I can’t wake up from it.”


“It’s probably only fancy,” said Perera. “Den my niggers say Porroh men can send snakes. Seen any snakes lately?”


“Only one. I killed him this morning, on the floor near my hammock. Almost trod on him as I got up.”


“Ah!” said Perera, and then, reassuringly, “Of course it is a — coincidence. Still I would keep my eyes open. Den dere’s pains in de bones.”


“I thought they were due to miasma,” said Pollock.


“Probably dey are. When did dey begin?”


Then Pollock remembered that he first noticed them the night after the fight in the hut. “It’s my opinion he don’t want to kill you,” said Perera — “at least not yet. I’ve heard deir idea is to scare and worry a man wid deir spells, and narrow misses, and rheumatic pains, and bad dreams, and all dat, until he’s sick of life. Of course, it’s all talk, you know. You mustn’t worry about it.... But I wonder what he’ll be up to next.”


“I shall have to be up to something first,” said Pollock, staring gloomily at the greasy cards that Perera was putting on the table. “It don’t suit my dignity to be followed about, and shot at, and blighted in this way. I wonder if Porroh hokey-pokey upsets your luck at cards.”


He looked at Perera suspiciously.


“Very likely it does,” said Perera warmly, shuffling. “Dey are wonderful people.”


That afternoon Pollock killed two snakes in his hammock, and there was also an extraordinary increase in the number of red ants that swarmed over the place; and these annoyances put him in a fit temper to talk over business with a certain Mendi rough he had interviewed before. The Mendi rough showed Pollock a little iron dagger, and demonstrated where one struck in the neck, in a way that made Pollock shiver, and in return for certain considerations Pollock promised him a double-barrelled gun with an ornamental lock.


In the evening, as Pollock and Perera were playing cards, the Mendi rough came in through the doorway, carrying something in a blood-soaked piece of native cloth.


“Not here!” said Pollock very hurriedly. “Not here!”


But he was not quick enough to prevent the man, who was anxious to get to Pollock’s side of the bargain, from opening the cloth and throwing the head of the Porroh man upon the table. It bounded from there on to the floor, leaving a red trail on the cards, and rolled into a corner, where it came to rest upside down, but glaring hard at Pollock.


Perera jumped up as the thing fell among the cards, and began in his excitement to gabble in Portuguese. The Mendi was bowing, with the red cloth in his hand. “De gun!” he said. Pollock stared back at the head in the corner. It bore exactly the expression it had in his dreams. Something seemed to snap in his own brain as he looked at it.


Then Perera found his English again.


“You got him killed?” he said. “You did not kill him yourself?”


“Why should I?” said Pollock.


“But he will not be able to take it off now!”


“Take what off?” said Pollock.


“And all dese cards are spoiled!”


“What do you mean by taking off?” said Pollock.


“You must send me a new pack from Freetown. You can buy dem dere.”


“But — ‘take it off’?”


“It is only superstition. I forgot. De niggers say dat if de witches — he was a witch — But it is rubbish.... You must make de Porroh man take it off, or kill him yourself.... It is very silly.”


Pollock swore under his breath, still staring hard at the head in the corner.


“I can’t stand that glare,” he said. Then suddenly he rushed at the thing and kicked it. It rolled some yards or so, and came to rest in the same position as before, upside down, and looking at him.


“He is ugly,” said the Anglo-Portuguese. “Very ugly. Dey do it on deir faces with little knives.”


Pollock would have kicked the head again, but the Mendi man touched him on the arm. “De gun?” he said, looking nervously at the head.


“Two — if you will take that beastly thing away,” said Pollock.


The Mendi shook his head, and intimated that he only wanted one gun now due to him, and for which he would be obliged. Pollock found neither cajolery nor bullying any good with him. Perera had a gun to sell (at a profit of three hundred per cent.), and with that the man presently departed. Then Pollock’s eyes, against his will, were recalled to the thing on the floor.


“It is funny dat his head keeps upside down,” said Perera, with an uneasy laugh. “His brains must be heavy, like de weight in de little images one sees dat keep always upright wid lead in dem. You will take him wiv you when you go presently. You might take him now. De cards are all spoilt. Dere is a man sell dem in Freetown. De room is in a filty mess as it is. You should have killed him yourself.”


Pollock pulled himself together, and went and picked up the head. He would hang it up by the lamp-hook in the middle of the ceiling of his room, and dig a grave for it at once. He was under the impression that he hung it up by the hair, but that must have been wrong, for when he returned for it, it was hanging by the neck upside down.


He buried it before sunset on the north side of the shed he occupied, so that he should not have to pass the grave after dark when he was returning from Perera’s. He killed two snakes before he went to sleep. In the darkest part of the night he awoke with a start, and heard a pattering sound and something scraping on the floor. He sat up noiselessly, and felt under his pillow for his revolver. A mumbling growl followed, and Pollock fired at the sound. There was a yelp, and something dark passed for a moment across the hazy blue of the doorway. “A dog!” said Pollock, lying down again.


In the early dawn he awoke again with a peculiar sense of unrest. The vague pain in his bones had returned. For some time he lay watching the red ants that were swarming over the ceiling, and then, as the light grew brighter, he looked over the edge of his hammock and saw something dark on the floor. He gave such a violent start that the hammock overset and flung him out.


He found himself lying, perhaps, a yard away from the head of the Porroh man. It had been disinterred by the dog, and the nose was grievously battered. Ants and flies swarmed over it. By an odd coincidence, it was still upside down, and with the same diabolical expression in the inverted eyes.


Pollock sat paralysed, and stared at the horror for some time. Then he got up and walked round it — giving it a wide berth — and out of the shed. The clear light of the sunrise, the living stir of vegetation before the breath of the dying land-breeze, and the empty grave with the marks of the dog’s paws, lightened the weight upon his mind a little.


He told Perera of the business as though it was a jest — a jest to be told with white lips. “You should not have frighten de dog,” said Perera, with poorly simulated hilarity.


The next two days, until the steamer came, were spent by Pollock in making a more effectual disposition of his possession. Overcoming his aversion to handling the thing, he went down to the river mouth and threw it into the sea-water, but by some miracle it escaped the crocodiles, and was cast up by the tide on the mud a little way up the river, to be found by an intelligent Arab half-breed, and offered for sale to Pollock and Perera as a curiosity, just on the edge of night. The native hung about in the brief twilight, making lower and lower offers, and at last, getting scared in some way by the evident dread these wise white men had for the thing, went off, and, passing Pollock’s shed, threw his burden in there for Pollock to discover in the morning.


At this Pollock got into a kind of frenzy. He would burn the thing. He went out straightway into the dawn, and had constructed a big pyre of brushwood before the heat of the day. He was interrupted by the hooter of the little paddle steamer from Monrovia to Bathurst, which was coming through the gap in the bar. “Thank Heaven!” said Pollock, with infinite piety, when the meaning of the sound dawned upon him. With trembling hands he lit his pile of wood hastily, threw the head upon it, and went away to pack his portmanteau and make his adieux to Perera.


That afternoon, with a sense of infinite relief, Pollock watched the flat swampy foreshore of Sulyma grow small in the distance. The gap in the long line of white surge became narrower and narrower. It seemed to be closing in and cutting him off from his trouble. The feeling of dread and worry began to slip from him bit by bit. At Sulyma belief in Porroh malignity and Porroh magic had been in the air, his sense of Porroh had been vast, pervading, threatening, dreadful. Now manifestly the domain of Porroh was only a little place, a little black band between the sea and the blue cloudy Mendi uplands.


“Good-bye, Porroh!” said Pollock. “Good-bye — certainly not au revoir.”


The captain of the steamer came and leant over the rail beside him, and wished him good-evening, and spat at the froth of the wake in token of friendly ease.


“I picked up a rummy curio on the beach this go,” said the captain. “It’s a thing I never saw done this side of Indy before.”


“What might that be?” said Pollock.


“Pickled ’ed,” said the captain.


“What?” said Pollock.


“’Ed — smoked. ’Ed of one of these Porroh chaps, all ornamented with knife-cuts. Why! What’s up? Nothing? I shouldn’t have took you for a nervous chap. Green in the face. By gosh! you’re a bad sailor. All right, eh? Lord, how funny you went!... Well, this ’ed I was telling you of is a bit rum in a way. I’ve got it, along with some snakes, in a jar of spirit in my cabin what I keeps for such curios, and I’m hanged if it don’t float upsy down. Hullo!”


Pollock had given an incoherent cry, and had his hands in his hair. He ran towards the paddle-boxes with a half-formed idea of jumping into the sea, and then he realised his position and turned back towards the captain.


“Here!” said the captain. “Jack Philips, just keep him off me! Stand off! No nearer, mister! What’s the matter with you? Are you mad?”


Pollock put his hand to his head. It was no good explaining. “I believe I am pretty nearly mad at times,” he said. “It’s a pain I have here. Comes suddenly. You’ll excuse me, I hope.”


He was white and in a perspiration. He saw suddenly very clearly all the danger he ran of having his sanity doubted. He forced himself to restore the captain’s confidence, by answering his sympathetic inquiries, noting his suggestions, even trying a spoonful of neat brandy in his cheek, and, that matter settled, asking a number of questions about the captain’s private trade in curiosities. The captain described the head in detail. All the while Pollock was struggling to keep under a preposterous persuasion that the ship was as transparent as glass, and that he could distinctly see the inverted face looking at him from the cabin beneath his feet.


Pollock had a worse time almost on the steamer than he had at Sulyma. All day he had to control himself in spite of his intense perception of the imminent presence of that horrible head that was overshadowing his mind. At night his old nightmare returned, until, with a violent effort, he would force himself awake, rigid with the horror of it, and with the ghost of a hoarse scream in his throat.


He left the actual head behind at Bathurst, where he changed ship for Teneriffe, but not his dreams nor the dull ache in his bones. At Teneriffe Pollock transferred to a Cape liner, but the head followed him. He gambled, he tried chess, he even read books, but he knew the danger of drink. Yet whenever a round black shadow, a round black object came into his range, there he looked for the head, and — saw it. He knew clearly enough that his imagination was growing traitor to him, and yet at times it seemed the ship he sailed in, his fellow-passengers, the sailors, the wide sea, was all part of a filmy phantasmagoria that hung, scarcely veiling it, between him and a horrible real world. Then the Porroh man, thrusting his diabolical face through that curtain, was the one real and undeniable thing. At that he would get up and touch things, taste something, gnaw something, burn his hand with a match, or run a needle into himself.


So, struggling grimly and silently with his excited imagination, Pollock reached England. He landed at Southampton, and went on straight from Waterloo to his banker’s in Cornhill in a cab. There he transacted some business with the manager in a private room, and all the while the head hung like an ornament under the black marble mantel and dripped upon the fender. He could hear the drops fall, and see the red on the fender.


“A pretty fern,” said the manager, following his eyes. “But it makes the fender rusty.”


“Very,” said Pollock; “a very pretty fern. And that reminds me. Can you recommend me a physician for mind troubles? I’ve got a little — what is it? — hallucination.”


The head laughed savagely, wildly. Pollock was surprised the manager did not notice it. But the manager only stared at his face.


With the address of a doctor, Pollock presently emerged in Cornhill. There was no cab in sight, and so he went on down to the western end of the street, and essayed the crossing opposite the Mansion House. The crossing is hardly easy even for the expert Londoner; cabs, vans, carriages, mail-carts, omnibuses go by in one incessant stream; to anyone fresh from the malarious solitudes of Sierra Leone it is a boiling, maddening confusion. But when an inverted head suddenly comes bouncing, like an indiarubber ball, between your legs, leaving distinct smears of blood every time it touches the ground, you can scarcely hope to avoid an accident. Pollock lifted his feet convulsively to avoid it, and then kicked at the thing furiously. Then something hit him violently in the back, and a hot pain ran up his arm.


He had been hit by the pole of an omnibus, and three of the fingers of his left hand smashed by the hoof of one of the horses — the very fingers, as it happened, that he shot from the Porroh man. They pulled him out from between the horses’ legs, and found the address of the physician in his crushed hand.


For a couple of days Pollock’s sensations were full of the sweet, pungent smell of chloroform, of painful operations that caused him no pain, of lying still and being given food and drink. Then he had a slight fever, and was very thirsty, and his old nightmare came back. It was only when it returned that he noticed it had left him for a day.


“If my skull had been smashed instead of my fingers, it might have gone altogether,” said Pollock, staring thoughtfully at the dark cushion that had taken on for the time the shape of the head.


Pollock at the first opportunity told the physician of his mind trouble. He knew clearly that he must go mad unless something should intervene to save him. He explained that he had witnessed a decapitation in Dahomey, and was haunted by one of the heads. Naturally, he did not care to state the actual facts. The physician looked grave.


Presently he spoke hesitatingly. “As a child, did you get very much religious training?”


“Very little,” said Pollock.


A shade passed over the physician’s face. “I don’t know if you have heard of the miraculous cures — it may be, of course, they are not miraculous — at Lourdes.”


“Faith-healing will hardly suit me, I am afraid,” said Pollock, with his eye on the dark cushion.


The head distorted its scarred features in an abominable grimace. The physician went upon a new track. “It’s all imagination,” he said, speaking with sudden briskness. “A fair case for faith-healing, anyhow. Your nervous system has run down, you’re in that twilight state of health when the bogles come easiest. The strong impression was too much for you. I must make you up a little mixture that will strengthen your nervous system — especially your brain. And you must take exercise.”


“I’m no good for faith-healing,” said Pollock.


“And therefore we must restore tone. Go in search of stimulating air — Scotland, Norway, the Alps” — 


“Jericho, if you like,” said Pollock — “where Naaman went.”


However, so soon as his fingers would let him, Pollock made a gallant attempt to follow out the doctor’s suggestion. It was now November. He tried football, but to Pollock the game consisted in kicking a furious inverted head about a field. He was no good at the game. He kicked blindly, with a kind of horror, and when they put him back into goal, and the ball came swooping down upon him, he suddenly yelled and got out of its way. The discreditable stories that had driven him from England to wander in the tropics shut him off from any but men’s society, and now his increasingly strange behaviour made even his man friends avoid him. The thing was no longer a thing of the eye merely; it gibbered at him, spoke to him. A horrible fear came upon him that presently, when he took hold of the apparition, it would no longer become some mere article of furniture, but would feel like a real dissevered head. Alone, he would curse at the thing, defy it, entreat it; once or twice, in spite of his grim self-control, he addressed it in the presence of others. He felt the growing suspicion in the eyes of the people that watched him — his landlady, the servant, his man.


One day early in December his cousin Arnold — his next of kin — came to see him and draw him out, and watch his sunken yellow face with narrow eager eyes. And it seemed to Pollock that the hat his cousin carried in his hand was no hat at all, but a Gorgon head that glared at him upside down, and fought with its eyes against his reason. However, he was still resolute to see the matter out. He got a bicycle, and, riding over the frosty road from Wandsworth to Kingston, found the thing rolling along at his side, and leaving a dark trail behind it. He set his teeth and rode faster. Then suddenly, as he came down the hill towards Richmond Park, the apparition rolled in front of him and under his wheel, so quickly that he had no time for thought, and, turning quickly to avoid it, was flung violently against a heap of stones and broke his left wrist.


The end came on Christmas morning. All night he had been in a fever, the bandages encircling his wrist like a band of fire, his dreams more vivid and terrible than ever. In the cold, colourless, uncertain light that came before the sunrise, he sat up in his bed, and saw the head upon the bracket in the place of the bronze jar that had stood there overnight.


“I know that is a bronze jar,” he said, with a chill doubt at his heart. Presently the doubt was irresistible. He got out of bed slowly, shivering, and advanced to the jar with his hand raised. Surely he would see now his imagination had deceived him, recognise the distinctive sheen of bronze. At last, after an age of hesitation, his fingers came down on the patterned cheek of the head. He withdrew them spasmodically. The last stage was reached. His sense of touch had betrayed him.


Trembling, stumbling against the bed, kicking against his shoes with his bare feet, a dark confusion eddying round him, he groped his way to the dressing-table, took his razor from the drawer, and sat down on the bed with this in his hand. In the looking-glass he saw his own face, colourless, haggard, full of the ultimate bitterness of despair.


He beheld in swift succession the incidents in the brief tale of his experience. His wretched home, his still more wretched schooldays, the years of vicious life he had led since then, one act of selfish dishonour leading to another; it was all clear and pitiless now, all its squalid folly, in the cold light of the dawn. He came to the hut, to the fight with the Porroh man, to the retreat down the river to Sulyma, to the Mendi assassin and his red parcel, to his frantic endeavours to destroy the head, to the growth of his hallucination. It was a hallucination! He knew it was. A hallucination merely. For a moment he snatched at hope. He looked away from the glass, and on the bracket, the inverted head grinned and grimaced at him.... With the stiff fingers of his bandaged hand he felt at his neck for the throb of his arteries. The morning was very cold, the steel blade felt like ice.
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The origin of the very sad adventure, which has tinged my life with grief, was that I went by invitation to a séance which was held in a haunted house. Although the owner and his wife had for long been disturbed by horrid shrieks and other unaccountable noises, and although the servants and themselves had occasionally had fleeting “rencontres” with flitting shadowy forms, they had never been able to make out what it was that the ghosts wanted, as these never stopped long enough to be asked. At length, however, it became almost impossible to live in the house, the spirits that inhabited it having developed the unpleasant habit of twitching the bedclothes at night from off the living inhabitants. It was of no use putting them on again, they were twitched off repeatedly. Now, even a worm will turn, and my friends, Mr. Smith and his wife, who had given the spiritual inhabitants of the old Manor House a free rein as long as they had contented themselves with shriekings, tramplings, rattling of chains, and sudden flittings by in the long passages, drew a line at twitching of bedclothes. They therefore determined to obtain the services of the most powerful medium of the day, and, if possible, make the ghosts materialise fully, give an account of themselves, and say what it was they wanted. Smith was a stockbroker, without a scrap of superstition in his nature. He had only bought the Manor House a year or two before, and would not in the least have objected to buying the family ghost also, on account of the air of respectability that it would give the place, had he been told about it. But he had been “done.” Instead of one family ghost there were evidently two or three, and they were, not only not respectable, but distinctly malignant and spiteful spirits.


“I would not mind them much,” said Smith to me, “if only they would treat me fairly; but as they don’t appear inclined to do that, I will be even with them soon by pulling the old house down until the site it occupied is as flat and unrecognisable as the place where stood Babylon of old. I will put the plough over it too, and turn it into an apple orchard,” he added reflectively. “Apples do very well down there. Not much fun they’ll get twitching bedclothes then,” he chuckled vindictively between his teeth. “But I’ll tell them all this at the séance, and give them a chance though. Perhaps when I have made it quite plain to them, that if I have to go they will have to do too, they will be a bit more reasonable, and we may be friends yet. But we’ll have a nice little party at the séance, even if it is the last party we ever have in my house.”


As Smith said, he had a nice little party, but with a view to making the thing a greater success, he had only invited those whom he had heard of as being believers in spiritualism. Some of these he had never even met himself before; thus as a party it was scarcely a congenial one, for very few of those present knew each other, — not that that made much difference to the people, who only went with the object of studying the supernatural.


When Mr. Hawkshaw, the celebrated medium, arrived from town it was eleven o’clock at night. About a dozen of the visitors arrived with him, and as there were several people already assembled we formed quite a large party. When the medium was shown over the house and told to choose a room in which he thought the séance had better be held, he selected a musty old room known as the library. There were not very many books in it, but what there were were large and heavy ones, and there were plenty of chairs, sofas, and settees, quite sufficient, indeed, to accommodate all the guests. As I took my seat on the end of the sofa, I particularly noticed that the chair against it to my right was unoccupied. We determined at first to sit in the dark, so we bound the medium hand and foot and laid him on a sofa, sealed him tight over every knot with many seals, and turned out the lights. No sooner were the lights turned out than a fearful crash was heard behind us on my side of the room. It was the sound of falling books, and as we heard one mighty tome after another being dashed violently on the floor the air became redolent of dust. It was almost stifling.


Suddenly a voice shouted out in an authoritative tone, “You had better all join hands and sing a hymn, there are spirits present.”


I knew the voice to be that of John Roberts, the medium’s controlling spirit. He had been in his lifetime one of the earliest disciples of John Wesley, and had always shown himself to be a religious God-fearing spirit. In accordance with John Roberts’s directions I took hold of the hand of the person on my left, and was leaning across the empty chair on my right to take that of my nearest neighbour, when I found the chair was no longer unoccupied, for a little hand instantly seized mine. I had hardly time for astonishment, indeed only just had time to think that someone must have moved nearer to me, when the din in the room became so terrific that it seemed as if all the powers of hell had broken loose. All the fallen books commenced flying round the room, we were violently lifted up in our seats and shaken, and we could then hear a large table overturned with a smash.


“Strike a light,” roared out John Roberts, “or someone will be killed.”


Instantly half a dozen matches were lighted, just in time for me to see that a heavy bookcase was tottering and about to fall on the heads of several of the people opposite. When the lights were struck, and candles lighted, I was able to see whose hand it was I was grasping on my right. I found it was that of a most beautiful young lady, a brunette, with a perfect figure, splendid black hair, and a pair of lovely and lustrous dark eyes, which were turned somewhat mockingly upon mine.


“Are you frightened,” she asked, smiling somewhat sarcastically. “I should have thought, Mr. Ashburton, you were accustomed to the vagaries of the spirits by this time! But never mind, hold tight on to me, I am smaller than you, but I will protect you all the same. The spirits and I are very good friends.”


I wondered how she knew my name, but giving her hand a responsive grip, I answered, “Well, really, my dear young lady, you make me feel a little ashamed of myself, but I must honestly own I do not like the idea of being hit in the eye by the brass-bound corner of an ancient bible, or of having my head bashed in by a falling bookcase. Still I am glad to find that you are a friend of the spirits,” I added, laughingly, “as, then, quite apart from your generous offer to protect me, you will probably run less risk of being hurt yourself.”


“Hush,” she said, laying a shapely finger on her charming lips, “we must go on with the séance. Don’t you know we have come here to see the ghosts? But we will not go on with the business quite in the dark any longer,” she said. “It is too rough altogether.” Then to my surprise she spoke in an authoritative voice, “John Roberts, we cannot run this séance quite in the dark or there will be accidents. We must have a couple of lamps lit and turned down low, placed at the corners of the room, and you must watch to see that the evil spirits do not overturn them and put them out.”


“Very well, Miss Evelyn,” answered the voice of the controlling spirit. “I think it will be safer for the medium too.”


“Have you any lamps, Mrs. Smith?” said my fair neighbour to our hostess. “If so you had better light them, and place them as I direct.”


Neither Mrs. Smith nor anybody else seemed to have the slightest idea who the young lady was who was thus taking the direction of affairs into her own hands, but she replied, “Oh, certainly Miss — Miss—”


“Miss Evelyn,” interposed the girl.


“Here are some lamps, Miss Evelyn, just outside the door. Where shall we put them?” For everyone recognised the fact that it was just as well that this very self-possessed young lady should be allowed to take the lead, as nobody else seemed to know what to do.


She lit the lamps and placed them in the corners, turned low; then, coming back to her seat next to me to my great satisfaction she once more took possession of my hand in her firm, but dainty grasp. “There,” said she, smiling at me. “Now, Mr. Ashburton, we shall see something.”


“I expect we shall, Miss Evelyn,” I replied. “And if so, it will be entirely due to you.” I only wished I knew Miss Evelyn. Miss Evelyn — what? — but I liked the name Evelyn in itself without any surname.


We had not long to wait. We had scarcely resumed the clasp of hands all round before the medium was suddenly lifted off the sofa, carried across the room over our heads, and placed on the wide top of the bookshelf which had so recently nearly fallen down.


“He will do there nicely,” said Miss Evelyn. “He’s in a trance, and they will probably bring him down again if they want him. If not we can fetch him down ourselves.”


After the medium, the sofa that he had been lying on followed him on to the top of the bookcase. It was placed right over him upside down, but he did not seem in any way annoyed by its weight, or, indeed, aware of its presence. Then the table upon which was one of the lamps was taken violently up, thrown down again and smashed, but the lamp was taken across the room and carefully placed by the other one.


“I saved that lamp,” called out the voice of the “Control,” John Roberts, as if seeking for approbation.


“Yes, John,” said Miss Evelyn, “that was right of you; but all these manifestations are simply rubbish. What we came here for was to see the materialised form of the ghosts that haunt this house, and to find out, if possible, what they want, not to see them play the fool like this.”


“I know that, Miss Evelyn,” answered John, “but they are bad, unruly spirits, who neither know me nor care for me at all.”


“Well, you had better tell them that if they don’t show themselves now they will never get another chance, as Mr. Smith is going to pull the house down over their heads. Are you not, Mr. Smith?”


“Yes, I am,” answered Mr. Smith, staring with astonishment. “But how do you know this?”


Before she could answer a frightful sound of combined scampering and shouting was heard outside coming along the corridor. The library door flew open, and two hideous beasts burst in. They had horrible human heads covered with long grey hair; one was a male and the other female, and their bodies were those of baboons. Their eyes were fierce, and their teeth long and sharp. They rushed round the room, clawing savagely at us as they passed, but stopped suddenly in front of the terrified Smith. Mrs. Smith and another lady fainted just then.


“You want to see us, Smith, do you? Well, here we are. And the reason that we are here is, that we are the Darwinian ancestors of the Smith family. The missing links, in fact. Do you see any resemblance to yourself?” and they gnashed their teeth dreadfully at him. “Now, say, are you going to keep us, or are you going to clear out and leave us and the place to ourselves?” And they made as if they would tear him to pieces. We were all nearly terrified out of our wits at these awful creatures, when the silvery tones of Miss Evelyn’s voice somewhat reassured us.


“You silly people,” she said, “don’t think anybody’s afraid of you, for although you have made such frights of yourselves, you have overdone it so much that a baby could see you are only masquerading. Missing links, indeed! Nonsense! If you really want anything settled, why not appear in your proper forms?”


“She’s too clever for us,” growled the female missing link. “Who is she? Well, perhaps she’s right, so let’s change. I am tired of this ugly form, at any rate. But in spite of what she says, we have nearly frightened a couple of women to death. That’s some satisfaction.”


“Very well, change,” said the male being.


The words were no sooner out of his mouth, when two of the handsomest creatures it has ever been my lot to behold stood before us — a gentleman and a lady clad in the court dress of the time of Charles II. But their faces, if handsome, were very, very evil. The lady swept round in front of me, and making a low curtsey, asked, with a hard sarcastic laugh, if I liked her any better so?


“Certainly, madam,” I replied, “very much better. But now you have assumed your proper and graceful form, will you not kindly tell us your history?”


They related their history, which, to cut it short, was as follows: — 


They had inhabited this house formerly in Charles II.’s days, when the lady had been in the habit of using her beauty to lure the richest gallants of the day under their roof — one at a time. As she had always made absolute secrecy the condition of her favours, when the unfortunate cavaliers had been decoyed by her, and robbed and murdered by the male partner in her guilt, who was her husband, discovery of the whereabouts of the victims when they were missed became almost an impossibility. But the guilty couple had been found out at length and executed, and now they were doomed forever to haunt the spot where they had committed their crimes. What they wished for, therefore, was to be left in undisputed possession of the Manor House. A compromise was come to by the intermediary of the self-possessed and beautiful Miss Evelyn. Smith agreed on the one side to give up to them entirely the oldest wing of the house. They agreed, on the other hand, never again to twitch at the bedclothes, or in any way whatever to annoy the Smith family or their descendants. Smith and the male apparition shook hands on the compact, for the two ghosts were fully materialised for the time being. The lady also insisted upon shaking hands with me, as she was kind enough to say she still had a weakness for good looking young fellows. Personally, I did not at all like shaking hands with even the ghost of a murderess, but I thought it best to comply with a good grace. They then bowed politely to the company, and walking arm in arm out of the room, disappeared forever.


John Roberts and other well-disposed spirits then quietly with unseen hands replaced Mr. Hawkshaw, the medium, and the sofa in their original positions. Hawkshaw was awakened from his trance, and the séance terminated pleasantly. Then we all went down to the dining-room to an excellent supper, of which we stood greatly in need.


During this meal the host and hostess, the latter of whom had quite recovered from her fright, both made a great deal of Miss Evelyn, but imagining, perhaps, that she had come with a friend, they asked her no questions as to her surname, nor how she had chanced to arrive so opportunely on the scene that evening, although I have cause to know that their curiosity about her was very great. But in fact they were just a little afraid of her. For my part, the more I saw of this girl the more I was struck with her beauty; while she continued to glance at me, strange to say, with a look in her grand lustrous eyes which was positively affectionate, and it seemed to me somehow from that look that she wished me to remain near her. It was at the same time a clinging and caressing glance. I did not refuse its unspoken invitation, but kept by her side when we sat down to supper. I found her a most interesting and well-read companion. She seemed to know about everything and everybody, and was just as much at home in Voltaire or Renan as she was in the books of Rider Haggard, or in the ordinary park and society gossip of the day. Supper ended, our host was in somewhat of a quandary. The last train from Kingston, which was the nearest station to the Manor, had gone to town, and he did not quite know how to dispose of all his guests, especially as now he had surrendered one wing to the spirits, he could only offer some of them, Miss Evelarm-chairsyn and myself included, shakedowns upon armchairs and sofas. Miss Evelyn, however, spoke in her quiet decided way: “Thanks, Mr. Smith, do not bother about me at all. I must be up in town very early indeed, and intend to stroll quietly along the river and wait for the first train at Richmond. It is a lovely night for a walk, and I feel that the air would do me good. I am quite capable of taking care of myself, unless, indeed, any gentleman” — and she glanced at me — “is dying for a cigar, and would like to come too.”


I, of course, took the hint, and offered my escort for the seven mile walk, which she accepted.


“Oh! Mr. Smith,” said she, when this was quite settled, “you can, by-the-bye, use tonight without fear the wing you have promised to give up. I can answer for it that you will not be molested at all, for I was responsible for the arrangement being made in the first instance, and I understand the spirits thoroughly. I will, therefore, make myself responsible for them not to take possession until tomorrow night at twelve o’clock.”


Her air of quiet conviction brought great relief to Smith and those who wished for a bed to sleep in, for although no one knew who she was, her face was very truthful, and after the events of the evening it was evident that she indeed knew thoroughly well all about the spirits and their doings.


That was an eventful walk I had with this strange young lady by night along the river bank. The harvest moon shone upon the rippling waters, and all nature seemed at peace. She had taken my arm, and in a short time it seemed to me as if our thoughts and minds were blended together — and I felt that she too was deeply moved by the beauty of the midnight scene. Her arm trembled in mine, and presently she said, answering my unspoken thoughts:


“Yes it is heavenly, but do you not think that it is more beautiful in the spheres where the spirits dwell than it is even here tonight?”


“No,” I answered gazing passionately upon her. “Nothing in this or any world can be more beautiful than this.”


She sighed deeply — then looked up in my face with a sweet smile and said earnestly — “Ah! George Ashburton, that is simply because you think you love me, is it not? You do not even know my name, beyond having heard the spirit of John Roberts call me Evelyn. You do not know where I come from, nor where I go — you have never seen me until four hours ago — and yet now you think in your heart that you love me better than all the world. You would jump into that river for my slightest wish, I verily believe — Say, is it not so?”


“Beautiful Evelyn,” I replied, “you are indeed right. I do not think, but know, that I love you as you say, sufficiently to lay my life down for you if need be. Ah! I verily believe that you have bewitched me.”


“Perhaps I have,” she answered more merrily, “but how do you know that you have not, by some wilful but unforgotten act of your own bewitched me too? I am not in the habit of taking midnight walks with strange gentlemen, you know. How do you know that this is not all a delusion — a dream? What means have you of telling that you are you, or that I am I? After the strange things you have seen tonight, why might not I rather be some vampire or evil spirit, seeking to lure you to destruction for purposes of my own? Do I look anything like an evil spirit?” she asked, looking up at me archly.


“Oh! no,” I exclaimed vehemently, “you are no evil spirit, but some good true woman, some woman whom I have known before somewhere, though I know not when or how, for you remind me of someone I seem to have seen in a dream — but evidently you know me, and know me well. Oh! I must tell you that I adore you first — you can tell me who you are or not as you choose.” And losing all control of myself I wound my arms around the beautiful girl and drew her to my heart. Oh! never, never shall I forget the exquisite sweetness and witchery of that moment when her lovely lips first met mine, — for oh, rapture, she ardently returned my loving embrace. Presently she threw back her shapely head a little, and I observed that there were tears coursing down her now pale cheeks — her great dark eyes were glistening with the pearly drops in the radiant moonlight.


“I, too, love you, George,” she whispered, “love you more than I can tell, with a greater, deeper love than woman ever yet had for man. Were it not so, I should not be here now. But I can tell you nothing now, you will have to take me entirely on trust. Moreover you will have to put up with my involuntary absence from you for thirty-six hours in every week, from every Saturday night until Monday at midday, and ask no questions as to where I go or what I do. Someday, perhaps, you may lose me altogether. If you can endure this — if you can stand this tremendous test, then indeed will your love be proved to be great, noble, and true, and as a reward for the sacrifices you make to comply with my conditions, we may be allowed one or two heavenly years of happiness together, we must not expect more than that. I warn you beforehand. Do not decide now. I will see you tomorrow — you can tell me what you have determined on then. One word more; if you think the conditions I impose are hard, know this, that I am utterly powerless to avoid making them, and this it is as painful to me to impose them as it will be to you to comply with them. Further, I may tell you this, although you cannot remember when or where it was, yet we have met before, and, moreover, I have made the most frightful sacrifices to be enabled to meet you again. Now kiss me, and let us be happy tonight in our love, while leaving this matter of your final decision concerning our future till tomorrow.”


Silently I enfolded her once more in my arms, and as I did so, I felt even more strongly than before that we were one in heart and soul. And I too knew somehow that it was not for the first time on this evening that I had loved her pure spirit, although the beautiful bodily form that veiled it was new to me.


PART II


Evelyn and I arrived at Richmond, shortly after dawn, and after merrily partaking of coffee together amid a crowd of workmen at an itinerant coffee seller’s stall, we took the first train up to London, where I dropped my companion at South Kensington Station as she said she lived close by. She did not say where, and I did not ask. On parting she promised to meet me at the same place late in the afternoon, when she would learn my decision. But she begged me as an especial favour to go to bed, and sleep for an hour or two before thinking about it; I vowed that I was not sleepy and could not, whereupon the graceful girl, saying smilingly — “then I must charm you to sleep, sir,” bent forward and kissed me on both eyes. “Now good-bye, dear one,” she added; “go home at once and dream of me.” And she left me. I felt drowsy at once, and when I got home slept a sound refreshing sleep until past midday. In the afternoon I met her again, when in a pretty summery frock she looked even more beautiful than she had done the day before. She looked up enquiringly when we met.


“I accept your conditions,” I said, “accept them unreservedly.”


She pressed my arm in a confiding grateful manner, while her face was overspread with such a gladsome look of content, that my own happiness became also too great for words.


“Then now that that is settled,” said Evelyn, “we will get married tomorrow, Wednesday” — the séance had been on Monday night — “that will give us three whole days together before I must leave you for the first time. Ah me,” she sighed, “I fear, dear one, that you will find these absences heart-rending, but we must not repine, but remember that since there can be no absolutely unmixed happiness in the world, we must make the best of that which we can get while it lasts. Therefore let us waste no time. You can get a special license for me in the name of Ellen Montgomery, and we will be married at St. Paul’s, Knightsbridge, as you live in that parish.”


For I had a little house close by. It was too big for one, but would do nicely for two. We agreed that I should wire to the Smiths and ask them to come up to the wedding — and also ask Mr. Smith to give the bride away. They were very much surprised, but they were already excessively interested in Miss Evelyn, and suspecting some mystery about her were all the more willing to accede to our request. I got a friend from the Club to act as my best man, the two Miss Smiths were bridesmaids, and we were duly made man and wife. After this quiet wedding we had a delicious and jovial little breakfast at the Albemarle Hotel, where we resolved to pass the three days of our honeymoon. And never has it fallen to the lot of man in this world to pass three days of more complete happiness than did I alone with my wife in that comfortable spot in the centre of London. If I had thought her charming before marriage, I found her an angel after, but not an insipid angel by any means. No, she was the brightest, happiest, most espiègle of girls; as I said before, I never knew such a mind, it was stored with everything.


On the Saturday night, when the time came for our first parting, we drove away from the Albemarle along Piccadilly together. She dropped me at my old home, and then after a long and tender embrace, she went on, giving the hansom-cab driver the vague address of South Kensington.


On the following Monday at twelve o’clock she returned to me, when we met with mutual transports of joy. And thus commenced our married life. The enforced absences only made our meetings all the happier, and for a time it was almost heaven. I kept religiously to my compact and never worried my wife as to her doings during her weekly absences from me, although I must own, that my curiosity as to the cause of her weekly departure was excessive. On one occasion, however, I must plead guilty to having played a trick upon her in the hope of retarding her departure. I contrived to put back all the clocks and also her own watch, for half an hour. To my surprise, however, this made no difference to her leaving at the proper time. Glancing at the drawing-room clock that Saturday night, she noticed that it only marked 11.15, when the hour was really 11.45. She merely remarked, “Oh! that clock is half an hour slow, but I must be going.” Then she looked at her watch and noticed the same thing. Coming across to me smilingly, she kissed me and said, “You silly boy, you have been doing this, but it is, alas! useless, for I know within myself, without any watches, when the time has come for me to go.” I felt ashamed of myself and never tried on anything of the sort again. At last a time came when my dear wife was likely to become a mother. Although I became more and more anxious on her account, this did not make any difference as regards her weekly appearances. She went off all the same, and the months passed by.


I found the Sundays very lonely in her absence, and did not know what to do with myself without her. One Sunday afternoon I went for a solitary walk in Kensington Gardens. Strolling moodily round the corner of some bushes I suddenly came upon an old gentleman and a young lady seated upon a garden seat. My astonishment was very great to recognise in the latter my wife, for she had once volunteered the statement that when she left me she never by any chance remained in town, but always travelled a great distance in the short time. Naturally I went up to her. I noticed that she looked very pale and was crying, and as I approached, I heard the old gentleman speaking to her in angry tones.


“Why, Evelyn, my dear,” I said, “it is a very great surprise to me to find you in town today. But what is the matter with you, darling, why are you crying like this? And why is this gentleman whom I do not know speaking harshly to you? What does it mean, dear? Tell me at once for it goes to my heart to see you thus unhappy.”


I do not know which of the couple looked more astonished when I thus addressed her. Both Evelyn and the old gentleman stared at me in the blankest amazement, Evelyn made not the slightest attempt to recognise me in any way. Indeed she put on an expression as if she really did not know me. There was silence for a moment, and then the old gentleman, turning to my wife, said sternly:


“Evelyn, who is this person who presumes to address you so familiarly.”


She replied with an air of truth — “I do not know him at all, Papa. I have never seen him before in all my life.”


I staggered as if struck at the lie. I had never known her to lie before, and then such a lie! To disown me like this! But I had not time for much reflection before the old man turned furiously upon me.


“By what right, sir, do you dare to address my daughter when she declares she does not know you” — 


“By a very simple right,” I replied, “the right that a husband has to address his wife. She has been my wife for nearly a year.”


“Her husband! Oh! thank God that she is married,” said her father, “then I have been blaming her undeservedly for what I thought her approaching shame. Evelyn, my child, why did you not trust your poor old father, instead of causing all this distress? But why do you disown your husband now you see there is no cause to do so? On the contrary, introduce him to me, and let us all be friends together. What is his name?”


If I had been surprised before, I was much more surprised than ever when Evelyn, instead of complying with her father’s request rose from her seat, and angrily stamping on the ground said, looking me straight in the face — “Married! I am not married. Husband! I have no husband, at any rate if so he is not a husband of this world. I have never even seen this man before, and he is a liar if he says that I am his wife.”


“But I am not a liar,” I retorted. “And I do say distinctly that you are my wife Evelyn, and you have your wedding ring to prove it. Inside that ring is inscribed the date on which you married me at St. Paul’s, Knightsbridge, last year, the 13>th of July—”


“Now although I don’t know how you know my name, I can prove you are a liar,” said Evelyn, pulling off her glove. “See, I have no wedding ring—”


“No,” I answered, “but see, here is the white mark where it has been, and even if for some extraordinary reason you have taken it off, can you deny to me that you are about to become a mother, the mother of my child?”


“Oh! Heavens, this is too much, father. I repeat to you most positively that I do not know him — and yet in some extraordinary way he seems to know all about me, even that I have been in some awful way the victim of some unintelligible misfortune. But he profits on it, and calls me his wife, well knowing it is false. Can it be that he is himself in some way the cause of all this misery?”


There was no mistake about her voice — it was distinctly my wife’s voice.


“What in God’s name does all this mean?” exclaimed the father. “True, she has been away week after week with friends or relatives, and may possibly be married to you as you say, but why does she so persistently deny it?”


“Be good enough to tell me your name, sir,” I said.


“Thomas Montgomery, sir,” he replied — “And yours?”


“George Ashburton is my name, and I insist upon you and my wife here, who is apparently your daughter, accompanying me to St. Paul’s, Knightsbridge, to see the register of marriages.”


He said he would accede to my request, and Evelyn had perforce to accompany us. He saw the register, and his daughter’s name as being married to me. When Evelyn again denied having ever been married there at all, both the clerk and the clergyman who had performed the ceremony told her father they identified her perfectly. After that she became quieted, resigned, and silent, but I insisted upon the father, who was completely dumbfounded, accompanying me to my house, which poor Evelyn declared vehemently she had never seen before. But the servants recognised her without doubt as being their mistress, and her photographs and dresses about the rooms completely convinced the father that she was most undoubtedly my wife. He became perfectly furious with her at length for what he declared to be her double deception, and despite her prayers and entreaties left her with me, saying that I was her husband and her place was with me, and that he washed his hands of her altogether. After he left, the poor girl fainted, and I had to put her in her own bed. She was quite ill and delirious all the afternoon and night, after coming to her senses. At length the doctor who was in the habit of attending her had to be fetched, when he found her declaring that she was not my wife, and that I had no business in her room, and so on — he took me on one side and told me he considered the case most dangerous. There was no doubt, he said, that her mind was completely off its balance.


This was what I feared myself from her extraordinary behaviour. However, although she declared she was perfectly well, and wanted no medicine, he made her take a very powerful opiate, which soon sent her into a trance, like sleep, which lasted until seven next morning. Then she awoke, but alas, no better, for she seemed not to know me in the least, and was perfectly horrified at finding me by her side. She wished to rise and leave the room and the house, and had to be detained by force. At ten o’clock, tired out, she fell asleep again, and at twelve she awoke perfectly cured apparently as far as her brain was concerned, although very weak. She knew me now perfectly, and was most loving in her manner, but asked me how she happened to be in bed, and seemed to know nothing about the day before. Indeed she seemed to think it utterly impossible she could have come to my house on the previous day, until I told her all about the meeting with her father and her strange manner. Then she became very serious, and saying, “I feared something of that sort would happen at last — the end will probably come soon now,” she turned on her side and wept bitterly. But she would tell me nothing as to why she wept.


All that week she was in weak health and early on the Saturday morning she was confined of a boy, and a fine little fellow he was too, bright and intelligent looking, with eyes like his mother’s. As the evening approached Evelyn became very anxious. She asked for her child, and pressed him to her breast, looking at me the while with the deepest love. I saw there was deep anguish in her glance.


“Do you know, George, my darling,” she said, “that this is Saturday, and that I ought to be away as usual at twelve o’clock tonight? But how can I go and leave my sweet young infant, leave him to be nursed by another, who not only will not care for him, but will probably even hate him. And yet what will happen if I do not go, God only knows.”


“You are too weak to go in any case,” I said. “Why you would kill yourself if you tried even to walk across the room, so that must settle the matter for you, dearest.”


“Ah! that would not matter,” she replied, “for since what took place last Sunday, my spirit could go, and yet I could leave my body here as it is now. But it would be somebody else’s soul that would dominate my body, just as it was last Sunday. She would not in the least understand being ill in bed with a baby, and who knows how she might treat the child? She is an unmarried girl, and might even murder it in her despair. It would be different if I could only see her and explain everything to the spirit form that conceals her identity now — but if we meet and talk it will be death to me certainly, perhaps to her too. No, I must not go, I must take all risks and stay here.” And putting her arms around my neck she wept on my heart.


“My darling wife,” I said, “I do not wish to distress you, but do you not think the time has now come to tell me all—”


“Yes,” said she, “it has. I will disclose everything. Listen my love. When you were very young and first of all began to attend spiritualistic séances, you frequently saw a spirit who gave herself the name of Muriel. I am that spirit — Nay, do not interrupt. In the first instance you could only see my face, then by degrees I used to be able to materialise more and more, until at length I came in the fullest materialised form and was for the time being as much flesh and blood as I am now. And we used to converse together for hours — until at length, you, in your mad boyish fashion, fell madly in love with me — Muriel — the spirit. And then one day, in a séance at which you alone were present, with the entranced medium, you persuaded me to allow you to kiss me. When you did so you embraced me so madly, so ardently, and I was so gained by your love, that I returned your kisses with the passion of the human being I was for the time, not with the chaste salute of a spirit. Then, you remember, to your despair I dematerialised in your arms. I scarcely had the time to whisper, ‘Farewell, I love you,’ ere I was gone. And as a punishment, for ten long years I never was allowed to see you again, and with the cares of life you forgot your spirit love completely. However, my love for you had sunk deep into my nature, so much so that when the time came for either my advancement into another and a higher cycle in the spirit world — or else retardation in my former condition for a hundred thousand years, coupled with the temporary possession of you — I chose you, and I thank God, and shall thank God to all eternity that I did so. And this is how it was done. The girl whose earthly form I bear, Evelyn Montgomery, whom I had often met at séances, had lost an earthly lover whom she adored more than life itself. In the world of spirits he made a similar sacrifice to that I have done that he might be allowed to have her with him at times in the spirit. Then it was ordained that while I might assume her earthly form to be near you, she might, for all but thirty-six hours in every week, assume my own spirit form as the ethereal Muriel. But while I, being really a spirit, can find out, if I like, her earthly doings — she, belonging to an inferior order of beings to myself, cannot tell what I do. Hence her distress and astonishment when you forced her, in this my body which is also hers, to accompany you as your wife — also her distress at finding she was about to become a mother. Now tonight, I ought as usual to yield up to her for thirty-six hours this earthly frame, but I am physically unable to do so, and should I and she ever meet and speak of our own free will it has been from the beginning ordained that she — that is also I, in her earthly form will surely die. Not that she would mind; on the contrary, it would be her greatest happiness to join her spirit lover. But to me, my ever-loved darling, it will mean one hundred thousand years of regret to quit my earthly husband. But we shall see what happens tonight. I greatly fear, my husband, my beloved one, that you will lose me in any case — till then lavish upon me all the love of your soul. I will cherish its recollection and yours to all eternity.”


That was all her story, wonderful and sad — but true — too true. Only too well did I now remember my spirit love, Muriel, and now I understood also why I had loved my Evelyn from the first. Between eleven and twelve that night, Evelyn dozed with her infant at her breast. She then woke, and kissing the child, gave it to the nurse, telling her to take it to the next room and close the door. She then threw herself into my arms.


“She is come, George,” she whispered, “see, there is my own spirit shape materialising behind you.”


I turned, and saw the well-known beautiful spirit, Muriel. She spoke musically:


“Since you have not abandoned the form of Evelyn Montgomery tonight, spirit Muriel, I have been obliged to come myself in person and yield up your spirit form to you for the customary thirty-six hours.”


“Alas!” answered my darling wife, “it will not be for thirty-six hours only, but forever, since you have voluntarily spoken to me. Do you forget the ordinance, Evelyn?”


“Ah!” answered the other, “how happy I shall be to regain my own body and die, sister.”


“And how sad I, to give up my husband, for eternity,” whispered now my dying wife, “although I know we, too, shall meet again in the spirit world.”


Even as she spoke the spirit form of the real Evelyn, had de-materialised, and passed into the body of my expiring wife. And then a new Muriel rapidly materialised as the spirit of my wife assumed its own spiritual form, and as the spirit Muriel placed her lips on mine in one last, lingering embrace, the body of Evelyn Montgomery gave up the ghost. And they passed away together.






“North Wales Times” 26 Dec. 1896





A CLOSED DOOR


M. E. Bramston


1900







The reading-room of the Coverley Town Institute was regarded with some dislike by the ladies of the neighbourhood, because it was so attractive to their husbands, and (they said) robbed them of so many of the spare hours that might otherwise have been spent in the society of their lords. And perhaps this was true. It may have been that the masculine mind liked being now and then relieved of the necessity it felt of posing on a universal authority before its feminine admirers, and fell to discussing matters of debate with a quite refreshing implication that there were certain things in the world on which it had not made up its mind: or how else should the following conversation have taken place between the Doctor — an elderly man who had retired from active practice — and the Vicar, who was under forty? We may be quite sure that they would have been far less frank in the company of old Mrs. Doctor and young Mrs. Vicar.


“So poor old Miss Brook has gone,” said the Doctor. “Queer woman, but a great deal of good about her, in spite of her delusions.”


“A great deal of good! I should think so,” said the Vicar. “She was not over gracious to her equals, but the kindness she would show to the tramp and the outcast woman was beyond all telling. She was cheated again and again, but it never seemed to make any difference to her. By the bye, I never could find out what her delusions were. Was she a spiritualist, or what did she hold unlike other people?”


“I can tell you that,” said the Doctor, “for she and I have had various talks over her fancies in past years, and it seems that she wrote out her own story and left orders that it should be sent to me after her death. I got it yesterday, and I have read it through with great interest. There are no conditions about secrecy, but I don’t want the ladies to get hold of the story and gossip over it. If you like to look at it you may, and then you can tell me what you think of it. Of course it is the medical interest in it that is most fetching to me — it is thoroughly interesting to see delusions described at first hand.”


“Well,” said the Vicar, “when I have read it, you shall explain to me as much of the medical point of view as the lay mind can understand.”


“And you shall do the same with the clerical, Vicar!” And they parted, the Doctor chuckling, the Vicar smiling genially.


The MS. which the Doctor sent the Vicar was written in a peculiar handwriting — the pointed “Italian hand” of generations ago, but upright instead of slanting. It was very clear and neat, and the papers were tied together with narrow green ribbon. They were accurately paged, and every error bad been carefully erased with a penknife, the paper polished smooth, and the word rewritten. Evidently the author had spent much pains upon the production of her MS. — in fact, even more than a budding author is wont to do before he sends his first work to his first publisher.


It was entitled The History of my Life, and ran as follows:


“Before I, who am the last of the Brooks of Brook, depart from this world, it seems to me fitting that I should relate, for the sake of others, the sin which I sinned, and the penance which I suffered. Therefore I have written out the history of my life that others may be warned that in yielding to the passion of hatred they may he dividing themselves from the love that is still poured on them from those behind the veil — as I did.


“We Brooks have always been known for our fierce tempers and our implacable hatreds. I suppose that, from within the memory of man, until the time of my great sin, there has never been a time when every Brook was on speaking terms with every other. Sometimes they have had reasons for this — sometimes none. My grandfather and his brother did not speak for years before they died, because of a quarrel about a racehorse at Doncaster. I do not think we ever came within the arm of the law; we Brooks were always respectable, and I fancy most of us thought it right to say we forgave our enemies on our deathbeds, though I doubt if any of us ever proved it by altering our wills.


“When I was young, there were five alive, and settled close by, of the earlier generation of Brooks. My father was Brook of Brook; my uncle George had married Kate Farrar of Greythorpe, who inherited the place and lived there; and my three Brook aunts lived in the village. One visited the poor; one hunted; and the youngest curled her hair and gave herself the airs of youth, and the others called her ‘Selina, child,’ when she was past forty. They were never all on speaking terms at once, and seldom all appeared at meals together. But this did not mean more than that they had some little tiff going on: perhaps the wind was in the east, or the jam had fermented, or the cat kittened in the wardrobe. They had not much, however, to do with my bringing-up, for, though my mother died when I was a child, my father and my aunt Thomasina quarrelled because she said be had not enough mourning coaches at the funeral, after which they did not speak for six months. The only woman of my own rank who mothered me was my aunt at Greythorpe, and my only companions were my cousins there.


“My cousin George was heir to Greythorpe, and my father and uncle made up their minds when we were children that he and I were to marry so that lie should still be Brook of Brook; for the Farrars had not been at Greythorpe more than thirty years, and we had been at Brook for four hundred. I was a strong girl, tall and active, and comely, though not a beauty at my best; and George and I were good comrades in our childhood. I could climb trees as well as he, and throw stones as far, and never feared anything: whereas his sisters Molly and Kitty were tender, weak, timid things, afraid of cows and toads, and loving their needles and their ribbons and their warm seat by the fire. Then he went away to school and college, and when he was twenty and I eighteen, we were engaged to one another, and I loved him with the full love of an ardent foolish child, who knows nothing of the world; and all went well and merrily with us till the day that Miriam Maxwell came to be governess to the little girls at the Rectory.


“Well I remember the day when she first appeared in church — a beautiful young creature, with a rich, fair complexion, black eyebrows and hair, small dainty nose and mouth, and eyes like black diamonds. I remember how her eyes roved this way and that way under her dark eyelashes, while still they seemed so modestly drooped over her hymn-book, as she looked over the edge of the high Rectory pew. I remember that my aunt Thomasina remarked as we walked back from church with my father to the Sunday dinner at Brook, ‘Brother John, mark my words, that young woman is a minx.’ But I was dazzled with the girl’s charm and beauty, and so was my father, and in spite of Aunt Thomasina, before long she was forever running in and out of Brook, sometimes with the children, sometimes without them. And then, one day quite suddenly, she came to us crying, and saying that the Rector and his wife had heard wicked slanders about her, which her enemies in her last situation had set afloat, and had dismissed her with a quarter’s salary; and what was she to do’? Father and Aunt Thomasina were just then not on speaking terms with the Rector or his wife; but Aunt Caroline went down to inquire, and came back to say she believed it was only the Rectory fads, and that the Rector’s wife had been listening to those who were jealous of the girl’s good looks; and the long and the short of it was, that she came to us to teach me music and French. For my education was but backward, my father never having let me have a governess or go to school. I thought I was now going to be perfectly happy, and longed for George to come home from college that I might show him my dear Miriam; for indeed Miriam Maxwell had the gift of fascinating all who came within her reach, men or women — for a time; and I saw nothing for a long time but what she wished me to see. If she did what I should have disapproved in anyone else, I forgot to disapprove it in her. But my eyes were opened — oh, how unwillingly! — when George came home, and she fascinated him.


“I cannot even now dwell upon that time. First I laughed joyously; then a little misgiving crept in and I laughed forcedly; then I laughed no more, for I became aware that she was deliberately stealing his heart away from me, and yet I was too proud to complain. At last I went to pay a visit to a friend at a distance, and while there I wrote to George, setting him free, and to my father to say that I had changed my mind, and had decided that I should not be happy with him, but hoped we should always remain good friends and cousins. I did not wait long to hear the result of my letter. She and George eloped the next clay over the border, and were married in Scotland; and that summer vacation of his turned me from an innocent, unsuspicious girl into a bitter, miserable woman.


“Years went on: Uncle George and his wife died: my father followed: George came to Greythorpe as master, and I lived on at Brook. I made no sign to George, nor he to me. My aunts told me of the gossip that was afloat: how ill George looked: what a bad wife Miriam made him: how she flirted with other men: how — the servants said — she kept private stores of brandy and champagne in her dressing-room, and was not always quite herself. All her children had died except one little boy of four years old — a delicate sickly child, whom his mother neglected, but who was the delight of his father’s heart. Once, when I was driving past Greythorpe, I saw a tall bearded man leading a donkey on which a pale little child was seated on a box-saddle. I should hardly have known George, he was so changed with his stoop and his beard, but that behind the donkey walked old Monson, whom I had known from my earliest childhood. George looked up, and when he saw me his pale face flushed, and he took off his hat with a hurried bow. There was something so broken-down about him that I could not help stopping my pony to speak to him. ‘Is that your little boy?’ I said, and he took him off the donkey and brought him to my pony-chaise. ‘This is my Leonard,’ he said; ‘Leonard, say good-morning to Miss Brook.’ Anti though I had not meant anything of the sort, when I saw the sweet little wistful face I could not take the little bony hand he held out for me to shake, but held out my arms, letting the reins drop, and held him to my breast, kissing him as I doubt if any woman had kissed him before. Then I said, ‘You must bring him over one day to see me and Brook;’ for something went out in my heart towards the little fellow, and I could not even remember that he was Miriam Maxwell’s son.


“George took me at my word. The next time his wife was away — and she was away very often — he wrote and asked if he might bring Leonard to see me and Brook; and I told him to come at the earliest opportunity. So they came to early dinner. George seemed to me to be too much taken up with every movement of the child to think about the past. He was much gentler than he used to be: I had grown harder. He did not mention his wife, except to say that she was coming back in a week, and that he supposed they would spend the autumn at Scarborough, as she liked it better than Greythorpe. ‘I hope the sea-air will be good for the little chap,’ he added.


“Poor little Leonard! hard as I was to all the world I could not be hard to him. I took him on my knee and cuddled him off to sleep, for even the little exertion of dragging round the garden-


walks holding his father’s hand had evidently tired him. George stood and looked at me wistfully, ‘Do you think he looks much more delicate than most children, Hester?’ he said.


“I made some common-place remark, I forget what, and then they went away. George talked of coming over again, but when his wife returned nothing more was said of it. By and by Greythorpe was filled with people — not George’s equals, for they would. not visit Mrs. George Brook — but a rough, flashy, drinking set, and it began to be reported that George had taken to drink as well as his wife. Greythorpe was no respectable house now. It hardly came as a surprise to anyone when it was announced that Mrs. George Brook had eloped with a captain of dragoons, and that George Brook had challenged him to a duel at Ostend, in which the challenger, though not killed, was mortally wounded. He lived a few weeks, leaving Leonard to my guardianship, and then died — murdered by the woman who had robbed his heart from me.


“Then began a few years which to me were full of all the sweetest hopes and fears of motherhood. Leonard came to me: I was his nurse, his teacher, almost I may say his mother: certainly far more of a mother than the woman who had borne him and deserted him. He was a sweet, intelligent child. The only trouble he gave me was the extreme fragility of his health; and I loved him with a truer and purer love than I had ever felt for any other human being. I hoped that he might be Brook of Brook, and that the happy family love which fate had denied to me might be his in abundant measure. But it was not to be. When he was ten years old he caught diphtheria. I nursed him day and night. On the fourth day he died, and I was myself between life and death from the same disease when his body was carried to the vault in Brook church, where all the Brooks, except poor George, have been buried for generations, and where I shall soon lie myself.


“However, I did not die: we Brooks are too strong to die easily: but I was long in recover ing, and should have been thankful not to recover. The world seemed but little worth returning to when Leonard’s sweet little face was hidden, and his loving voice silent. But I returned to life at last: and here, after this long prelude, I will give the narrative for the sake of which I began to write: — 


“I was sitting in the arbour one sunny June morning, trying to draw a spray of Virginia-creeper just unfolding its tender springing curves which hung down from the roof before me. My hand, however, was somewhat unsteady from weakness, and by and by I leant back in my chair still holding my pencil lightly with its point resting upon the paper. Suddenly I felt a curious tingling in my hand and arm, and at the same time I found that my pencil was slowly moving over the paper. I was almost absolutely still; hut every time I breathed, some slight movement of the pencil took place. At first I thought my hand was unconsciously drawing; but soon I found it was writing. First, a looped small 1, then a smaller one — no, it was an e; then the pencil went round and round several times to form an o; then followed n, a, r, and a capital D with a twist at the top, and a long straight line to the end of the paper: ‘leonardD was unmistakably clear upon the paper before me.


“I do not suppose any of my acquaintances, who knew me as ‘poor Hester Brook,’ and pitied me for my queer unsociable temper, which had evidently fitted me for nothing but to be a dour old maid, as my aunts were before me, would ever have believed how that beloved name thrilled me through and through. It was a pleasure to me only to trace it with my fingers, but I was surprised at the involuntariness with which they had traced it. I took up the pencil again, keeping the joint of the elbow loose, so as to give free play to every involuntary motion, and letters again began to appear. I shut my eyes, determined not to spell out the beginning of the words, and guess the end. The pencil went on moving, until a long straight hue touched the edge of the paper, and I opened my eyes and read, ‘leonarD is writing.’


“Was it — could it be — that the little spirit I loved so much was here, communicating through my hand? The bare hope made me eager to experiment further. I proceeded to ask questions verbally, and they were answered through the pencil. The sort of questions and answers were these: — 


“‘Are you really Leonard?’ — ’ Yes, I am just the same as I was with you, only quite well.’ ‘Are you happy?’ — ‘Yes, I am happy; we are all happy here: but you must be happy too.’ ‘How can I be happy now that I have lost you?’ — ‘You haven’t lost me, I am with you all the same: but when you cry it makes me sad.’ ‘Is there anything that I can do to make you happier?’ — ‘You can help people to be good, that is what you are left in the earth-life for; if not, you would have passed out with me. When you make other people glad all the spirits are glad, and I am glad too.’


“This was the beginning of my spirit-writing, as I called it to myself. I have heard that ‘automatic writing’ is the name learned men give to it. It was a great solace to me while it lasted, and it did me a great deal of good. I roused myself from my selfish grief, and interested myself in my neighbours, rich and poor, as I had never done before; more than once I was able to bind up broken hearts, who had lost those they loved, with my own certainty that the veil was very thin between us and them. I was quite happy in the company of my little spirit-child, and never so happy as when alone sometimes there seemed to he other forms of communication. Now and then I heard a gentle tapping. Sometimes I thought I saw soft small globes of blue light floating about the room: sometimes I seemed to feel a presence near me only in thought, without visible manifestation. I felt that I had attained to a higher region through Leonard’s death, and did not know how much in me, though buried for the time, had to be exhumed and consumed before my soul was cured of hatred and bitterness.


“For there was one recess of my soul where this still harboured, and the object of it was Miriam Brook. I heard nothing of her for sometime: at last there occurred a celebrated divorce case in which she was the principal figure, and then I heard nothing of her for years. I did not even think of her much: any casual association with her in the past struck rue with a sense of loathing and horror. She seemed to me to represent a visible incarnation of all that was evil and foul, and I hated her with all the vindictive hatred of the Brooks reinforced by my moral loathing of her character and actions. Perhaps I did not quite realize where one ended and another began.


“One day I had gone for a long walk, and came round by the village. During that walk little Leonard had been very close to me, bringing the sense of warmth and sweetness to my dry heart which he might have done if lie had been in physical fact my child and George’s. It was an October day, chilly when the sun went down behind the moors, in spite of the sweet warmth of the windless afternoon. I came down from the moors into the cold white fog of the village, and there full in the road, with the grey light on her ghastly painted face, stood Miriam Brook. When she saw me she advanced to meet me with would-be assurance, as if nothing had happened.


I looked at her and passed upon the other side. She followed me and touched me, changing her tone to entreaty. I shook myself free and passed on. On through the village I went without looking behind: when I reached Brook I stopped for a few minutes to speak to the woman at the lodge-gate, whose mother was ill. Then I went on through the park till just as I was within sight of my own house, hurrying footsteps came behind me, and a sobbing voice cried, ‘Hester, Hester!’ I walked on, but the footsteps came so fast that I could not move without running. I turned round, and at the sight of Miriam all the pent-up hatred of years seemed to find its way to the surface of my soul.


“‘Hester, Hester, I am starving!’ cried the miserable woman.


“‘I am glad of it,’ I said grimly. ‘You have made others suffer, now it is for you to suffer in your turn. Who murdered her husband, and brought shame upon her innocent child? You shall have no help from me.


“‘But I have not tasted food since yesterday morning. I shall die if you will not help me. I have been a wicked woman, Hester. I have wronged you — but if you had wronged me as I have wronged you, I would not refuse you bread or shelter for this night. I shall die before long in any case.


“‘You always knew how to excite interest for yourself,’ I said with a little sneer. ‘Have you forgotten how you came crying here when you were turned away from the Rectory, and we believed you and were kind to you, and how you rewarded us? Probably if the truth were known you are truly thankful that neither husband nor child live to reproach you.’


“‘No, no!’ she said indignantly, ‘not Leonard! I’m not so heartless as that! Hester, Hester, believe me! I have wronged you, but I have suffered too.’


“I was walking on, and she came running by my side, with weak uncertain steps, crying and entreating. I turned round sharply and looked into her face, feeling as if something flashed out of my eyes and struck her. ‘Begone!’ I said. She cowered, and turned slowly away; and I went on into the house.


“I was very ill at ease — far too perturbed to have any communication with my little spirit- companion. I went to bed early, but I could not sleep. At night the wind rose and shrieked all round the house, and it seemed to me as if I beard a child’s sobs, now and then, borne in upon the blast. Once I fell into a disturbed sleep and heard Miriam’s gasping entreaties, and felt her clinging cold hand like ice, and again the child’s sobs. I woke and found that by some sudden movement I had upset the glass of water which stood on a bracket at the head of my bed, and that my hand was touching the wet sheet. But I could not go to sleep again, and lay and tossed till morning came.


“My butler came in to wait on me at breakfast next morning with that look of subdued importance servants have when anything tragic has happened that they wish to tell. Then he told me that a woman — a lady, he would say — had fallen into the river last night, near by Soken bridge—


‘and folks do say,’ he added, ‘it’s Mrs. George that was. They say she was seen in the village yesterday evening — some say she had had too much, and some that she was clemmed with hunger and not herself that way — anyhow, poor thing, she got into the river somehow in the night.’


“And which of these three surmises was true no one ever knew: perhaps, in a way, all: but to me the tragedy that struck the neighbourhood seemed to be far less tragic than my own share in it. For surely, if anyone had driven Miriam to her suicide — I knew it was suicide — I had been that woman. But my punishment was sharp and bitter.


“For from that day onwards the power of spirit-writing departed from me. I tried in vain to resume the companionship that had been so dear and sacred to me: I might hold the pencil for hours, but nothing came but unmeaning marks, or if any letters were formed, I could never tell but that I myself was forming them and inventing the letters which spelt out the messages for which I craved. I might sit for hours in the dark — no sign of any presence came to me. Little by little I came to understand that my own cold and cruel inhumanity to a fellow-creature had shut the door between me and my little Leonard’s spirit. I might cry out in the darkness, I might moan with as bitter entreaties as the starving woman I had repulsed: nothing but darkness and silence answered me, nor has from that day to this.


“But nevertheless I have not chosen to sit and moan outside the closed door. The world is full of sadness and sorrow, and I have felt that I might even yet do something to lessen its sadness and lighten its sorrow. This is why I have always felt it my duty to welcome the lowest outcasts and to devote myself to their help, if thus I might atone a little for my cruelty to Miriam Brook. I do not know whether in that strange life beyond death which will soon be familiar to me I shall ever have the opportunity of asking pardon of my enemy. But if I may, neither labour nor suffering shall prevent me from reaching her and falling at her feet to ask her forgiveness. Then perhaps I may be worthy to look upon Leonard’s sweet face and feel his dear presence again.”


“Well, what do you make of it?” said the Doctor as the Vicar returned the MS. to him.


“There is no doubt that she believed her own theory,” said the Vicar.


“None whatever. It’s a curious psychological study, though. She was in a weak nervous condition after the diphtheria, and the scribblings her pencil makes on the paper look like letters, when they are simply the mechanical vibrations of her own weak muscles — she gets L-e- and then guesses the child’s name, writes it herself, and thinks some unknown power moves the pencil. Then all the rest of the delusion grows and flourishes till she drives off the boy’s mother and hears of her suicide — and that brings on another nervous crisis which dissipates the delusion.”


“Then you put it all down as a matter of nerves?”


“Entirely.”


“But surely there was a very remarkable phenomenon behind the nerves, if so. Her moral growth—”


“Well, I think she was morally at her best when she was devoting herself to those poor creatures, and her nerves were normal. But I told you to give me your clerical explanation.”


“I haven’t one,” said the Vicar, “except that I should say that what you call the delusion she was under had a very valuable training effect upon her moral and spiritual nature. I cannot believe that pure delusion, with nothing at the back of it, could do that. Moral and spiritual actions must have causes and effects which touch the spiritual world.”


“I don’t understand anything about the spiritual world,” said the Doctor, “the physical is enough for me.”






The Professional and 
 Other Psychic Stories (1900)





THE GRAY CAT


A. C. Benson


1903







The knight Sir James Leigh lived in a remote valley of the Welsh Hills. The manor house, of rough grey stone, with thick walls and mullioned windows, stood on a rising ground; at its foot ran a little river, through great boulders. There were woods all about; but above the woods, the bare green hills ran smoothly up, so high, that in the winter the sun only peeped above the ridge for an hour or two; beyond the house, the valley wound away into the heart of the hills, and at the end a black peak looked over. The place was very sparsely inhabited; within a close of ancient yew trees stood a little stone church, and a small parsonage smothered in ivy, where an old priest, a cousin of the knight, lived. There were but three farms in the valley, and a rough track led over the hills, little used, except by drovers. At the top of the pass stood a stone cross; and from this point you could see the dark scarred face of the peak to the left, streaked with snow, which did not melt until the summer was far advanced.


Sir James was a silent sad man, in ill-health; he spoke little and bore his troubles bitterly; he was much impoverished, through his own early carelessness, and now so feeble in body that he had small hope of repairing the fortune he had lost. His wife was a wise and loving woman, who, though she found it hard to live happily in so lonely a place with a sickly husband, met her sorrows with a cheerful face, visited her poorer neighbours, and was like a ray of sunlight in the gloomy valley. They had one son, a boy Roderick, now about fifteen; he was a bright and eager child, who was happy enough, taking his life as he found it — and indeed he had known no other. He was taught a little by the priest; but he had no other schooling, for Sir James would spend no money except when he was obliged to do so. Roderick had no playmates, but he never found the time to be heavy; he was fond of long solitary rambles on the hills, being light of foot and strong.


One day he had gone out to fish in the stream, but it was bright and still, and he could catch nothing; so at last he laid his rod aside in a hollow place beneath the bank, and wandered without any certain aim along the stream. Higher and higher he went, till he found, looking about him, that he was as high as the pass; and then it came into his mind to track the stream to its source. The Manor was now out of sight, and there was nothing round him but the high green hills, with here and there a sheep feeding. Once a kite came out and circled slowly in the sun, pouncing like a plummet far down the glen; and still Roderick went onwards till he saw that he was at the top of the lower hills, and that the only thing higher than him was the peak itself. He saw now that the stream ran out of a still black pool some way in front of him, that lay under the very shadow of the dark precipice, and was fed by the snows that melted from the face. It was surrounded by rocks that lay piled in confusion. But the whole place wore an air that was more than desolate; the peak itself had a cruel look, and there was an intent silence, which was only broken, as he gazed, by the sound of rocks falling loudly from the face of the hill and thundering down. The sun warned him that he had gone far enough; and he determined to go homewards, half pleased at his discovery, and half relieved to quit so lonely and grim a spot.


That evening, when he sate with his father and mother at their simple meal, he began to say where he had been. His father heard him with little attention, but when Roderick described the dark pool and the sharp front of the peak he asked him abruptly how near he had gone to the pool. Roderick said that he had seen it from a distance, and then Sir James said somewhat sharply that he must not wander so far, and that he was not to go near that place again. Roderick was surprised at this, for his father as a rule interfered little with what he did; but he did not ask his father the reason, for there was something peevish, even harsh, in his tone. But afterwards, when he went out with his mother, leaving the knight to his own gloomy thoughts, as his will and custom was, his mother said with some urgency, “Roderick, promise me not to go to the pool again; it has an evil name, and is better left to itself.” Roderick was eager to know the story of the place, but his mother would not tell him — only she would have him promise; so he promised, but complained that he would rather have had a reason given for his promise; but his mother, smiling and holding his hand, said that it should be enough for him to please her by doing her will. So Roderick gave his promise again, but was not satisfied.


The next day Roderick was walking in the valley and met one of the farmers, a young good-humoured man, who had always been friendly with the boy, and had often been to fish with him; Roderick walked beside him, and told him that he had followed the stream nearly to the pool, when the young farmer, with some seriousness, asked him how near he had been to the water. Roderick was surprised at the same question that his father had asked him being asked again, and told him that he had but seen it from a hilltop near, adding, “But what is amiss with the place, for my father and mother have made me promise not to go there again?”


The young farmer said nothing for a moment, but seemed to reflect; then he said that there were stories about the place, stories that perhaps it was foolish to believe, but he went on to say that it was better to be on the safe side in all things, and that the place had an evil fame. Then Roderick with childish eagerness asked him what the stories were; and little by little the farmer told him. He said that something dwelt near or in the pool, it was not known what, that had an enmity to the life of man; that twice since he was a boy a strange thing had happened there; a young shepherd had come by his death at the pool, and was found lying in the water, strangely battered; that, he said, was long before Roderick was born; then he added, “You remember old Richard the shepherd?” “What!” said Roderick, “the old strange man that used to go about muttering to himself, that the boys threw stones at?” “Yes,” said the farmer, “the very same. Well, he was not always so — I remember him a strong and cheerful man; but once when the sheep had got lost in the hills, he would go to the pool because he thought he heard them calling there, though we prayed him not to go. He came back, indeed, bringing no sheep, but an altered and broken man, as he was thenceforth and as you knew him; he had seen something by the pool, he could not say what, and had had a sore strife to get away.” “But what sort of a thing is this?” said Roderick. “Is it a beast or a man, or what?”


“Neither,” said the farmer very gravely. “You have heard them read in the church of the evil spirits who dwelt with men, and entered their bodies, and it was sore work even for the Lord Christ to cast them forth; I think it is one of these who has wandered thither; they say he goes not far from the pool, for he cannot abide the cross on the pass, and the church bell gives him pains.” And then the farmer looked at Roderick and said, “You know that they ring the bell all night on the feast of All Souls?” “Yes,” said Roderick, “I have heard it ring.” “Well, on that night alone,” said the farmer, “they say that spirits have power upon men, and come abroad to do them hurt; and so they ring the bell, which the spirits cannot listen to — but, young master, it is ill to talk of these things, and Christian men should not even think of them; but as I said, though Satan has but little power over the baptized soul, yet even so, says the priest, he can enter in, if the soul be willing to admit him, — and so I say, avoid the place! it may be that these are silly stories to affright folk, but it is ill to touch pitch; and no good can be got by going to the pool, and perhaps evil; — and now I think I have told you enough and more than enough.” For Roderick was looking at him pale and with wide open eyes.


Is it strange that from that day the thing that Roderick most desired was to see the pool and what dwelt there? I think not; when hearts are young and before trouble has laid its heavy hand upon them, the hard and cruel things of life, wounds, blows, agonies, terrors, seen only in the mirrors of another spirit, are but as a curious and lively spectacle that feeds the mind with wonder. The stories to which Roderick had listened in church of men that were haunted by demons seemed to him but as dim and distant experiences on which he would fain look; and the fainter the thought of his promise grew, the stronger grew his desire to see for himself.


In the month of June, when the heart is light, and the smell of the woods is fresh and sharp, Roderick’s father and mother were called to go on a journey, to see an ancient friend who was thought to be dying. The night before they set off Roderick had a strange dream; it seemed to him that he wandered over bare hillsides, and came at last to the pool; the peak rose sharp and clear, and the water was very black and still; while he gazed upon it, it seemed to be troubled; the water began to spin round and round, and bubbling waves rose and broke on the surface. Suddenly a hand emerged from the water, and then a head, bright and unwetted, as though the water had no power to touch it. Roderick saw that it was a man of youthful aspect and commanding mien; he waded out to the shore and stood for a moment looking round him; then he beckoned Roderick to approach, looking at him kindly, and spoke to him gently, saying that he had waited for him long. They walked together to the crag, and then, in some way that Roderick could not clearly see, the man opened a door into the mountain, and Roderick saw a glimmering passage within. The air came out laden with a rich and heavy fragrance, and there was a faint sound of distant music in the hill. The man turned and looked upon Roderick as though inviting him to enter; but Roderick shook his head and refused, saying that he was not ready; at which the man stepped inside with a smile, half of pity, and the door was shut.


Then Roderick woke with a start and wished that he had been bold enough to go within the door; the light came in serenely through the window, and he heard the faint piping of awakening birds in the dewy trees. He could not sleep, and presently dressed himself and went down. Soon the household was awake, for the knight was to start betimes; Roderick sate at the early meal with his father and mother. His father was cumbered with the thought of the troublesome journey, and asked many questions about the baggage; so Roderick said little, but felt his mother’s eyes dwell on his face with love. Soon after they rode away; Roderick stood at the door to see them go, and there was so eager and bright a look in his face that his mother was somehow troubled, and almost called him to her to make him repeat his promise, but she feared that he would feel that she did not trust him, and therefore put the thought aside; and so they rode away, his mother waving her hand till they turned the corner by the wood and were out of sight.


Then Roderick began to consider how he would spend the day, with a half-formed design in his mind; when suddenly the temptation to visit the pool came upon him with a force that he had neither strength nor inclination to resist. So he took his rod, which might seem to be an excuse, and set off rapidly up the stream. He was surprised to find how swiftly the hills rose all about him, and how easily he went; very soon he came to the top; and there lay the pool in front of him, within the shadow of the peak, that rose behind it very clear and sharp. He hesitated no longer, but ran lightly down the slope, and next moment he was on the brink of the pool. It lay before him very bright and pure, like a jewel of sapphire, the water being of a deep azure blue; he went all round it. There was no sign of life in the water; at the end nearest the cliff he found a little cool runnel of water that bubbled into the pool from the cliffs. No grass grew round about it, and he could see the stones sloping down and becoming more beautiful the deeper they lay, from the pure tint of the water.


He looked all around him; the moorland quivered in the bright hot air, and he could see far away the hills lie like a map, with blue mountains on the horizon, and small green valleys where men dwelt. He sate down by the pool, and he had a thought of bathing in the water; but his courage did not rise to this, because he felt still as though something sate in the depths that would not show itself, but might come forth and drag him down; so he sate at last by the pool, and presently he fell asleep.


When he woke he felt somewhat chilly; the shadow of the peak had come round, and fell on the water; the place was still as calm as ever, but looking upon the pool he had an obscure sense as though he were being watched by an unclosing eye; but he was thirsting with the heat; so he drew up, in his closed hands, some of the water, which was very cool and sweet; and his drowsiness came upon him, and again he slept.


When next he woke it was with a sense of delicious ease, and the thought that some one who loved him was near him stroking his hand. He looked up, and there close to his side sate very quietly what gave him a shock of surprise. It was a great gray cat, with soft abundant fur, which turned its yellow eyes upon him lazily, purred, and licked his hand; he caressed the cat, which arched its back and seemed pleased to be with him, and presently leapt upon his knee. The soft warmth of the fur against his hands, and the welcoming caresses of this fearless wild creature pleased him greatly; and he sate long in quiet thought, taking care not to disturb the cat, which, whenever he took his hand away, rubbed against him as though to show that it was pleased at his touch. But at last he thought that he must go homewards, for the day began to turn to the west. So he put the cat off his knee and began to walk to the top of the pass, as it was quicker to follow the road. For awhile the cat accompanied him, sometimes rubbing against his leg and sometimes walking in front, but looking round from time to time as though to consult his pleasure.


Roderick began to hope that it would accompany him home, but at a certain place the cat stopped, and would go no farther. Roderick lifted it up, but it leapt from him as if displeased, and at last he left it reluctantly. In a moment he came within sight of the cross in the hilltop, so that he saw the road was near. Often he looked round and saw the great cat regarding him as though it were sorry to be left; till at last he could see it no more.


He went home well pleased, his head full of happy thoughts; he had gone half expecting to see some dreadful thing, but had found instead a creature who seemed to love him.


The next day he went again; and this time he found the cat sitting by the pool; as soon as it saw him, it ran to him with a glad and yearning cry, as though it had feared he would not return; today it seemed brighter and larger to look upon; and he was pleased that when he returned by the stream it followed him much farther, leaping lightly from stone to stone; but at a certain place, where the valley began to turn eastward, just before the little church came in sight, it sate down as before and took its leave of him.


The third day he began to go up the valley again; but while he rested in a little wood that came down to the stream, to his surprise and delight the cat sprang out of a bush, and seemed more than ever glad of his presence. While he sate fondling it, he heard the sound of footsteps coming up the path; but the cat heard the sound too, and as he rose to see who was coming, the cat sprang lightly into a tree beside him and was hidden from his sight. It was the old priest on his way to an upland farm, who spoke fondly to Roderick, and asked him of his father and mother. Roderick told him that they were to return that night, and said that it was too bright to remain indoors and yet too bright to fish; the priest agreed, and after a little more talk rose to go, and as his manner was, holding Roderick by the hand, he blessed him, saying that he was growing a tall boy. When he was gone — and Roderick was ashamed to find how eager he was that the priest should go — he called low to the cat to come back; but the cat came not, and though Roderick searched the tree into which it had sprung, he could find no sign of it, and supposed that it had crept into the wood.


That evening the travellers returned, the knight seeming cheerful, because the vexatious journey was over; but Roderick was half ashamed to think that his mind had been so full of his new plaything that he was hardly glad to see his parents return. Presently his mother said, “You look very bright and happy, dear child,” and Roderick, knowing that he spoke falsely, said that he was glad to see them again; his mother smiled and asked him what he had been doing, and he said that he had wandered on the hills, for it was too bright to fish; his mother looked at him for a moment, and he knew in his heart that she wondered if he had kept his promise; but he thought of his secret, and looked at her so straight and full that she asked him no further questions.


The next day he woke feeling sad, because he knew that there would be no chance to go to the pool. He went to and fro with his mother, for she had many little duties to attend to. At last she said, “What are you thinking of, Roderick? You seem to have little to say to me.” She said it laughingly; and Roderick was ashamed, but said that he was only thinking; and so bestirred himself to talk. But late in the day he went a little alone through the wood, and reaching the end of it, looked up to the hill, kissing his hand towards the pool as a greeting to his friend; and as he turned, the cat came swiftly and lovingly out of the wood to him; and he caught it up in his arms and clasped it close, where it lay as if contented.


Then he thought that he would carry it to the house, and say nothing as to where he had found it; but hardly had he moved a step when the cat leapt from him and stood as though angry. And it came into Roderick’s mind that the cat was his secret friend, and that their friendship must somehow be unknown; but he loved it even the better for that.


In the weeks that followed, the knight was ill and the lady much at home; from time to time Roderick saw the cat; he could never tell when it would visit him; it came and went unexpectedly, and always in some lonely and secret place. But gradually Roderick began to care for nothing else; his fishing and his riding were forgotten, and he began to plan how he might be alone, so that the cat would come to him. He began to lose his spirits and to be dull without it, and to hate the hours when he could not see it; and all the time it grew or seemed to grow stronger and sleeker; his mother soon began to notice that he was not well; he became thin and listless, but his eyes were large and bright; she asked him more than once if he were well, but he only laughed. Once indeed he had a fright; he had been asleep under a hawthorn in the glen on a hot July day; and waking saw the cat close to him, watching him intently with yellow eyes, as though it were about to spring upon him; but seeing him awake, it came wheedling and fondling him as often before; but he could not forget the look in its eyes, and felt grave and sad.


Then he began to be troubled with dreams; the man whom he had seen in his former dream rising from the pool was often with him — sometimes he led him to pleasant places; but one dream he had, that he was bathing in the pool, and caught his foot between the rocks and could not draw it out. Then he heard a rushing sound, and looking round saw that a great stream of water was plunging heavily into the pool, so that it rose every moment, and was soon up to his chin. Then he saw in his dream that the man sate on the edge of the pool and looked at him with a cold smile, but did not offer to help; till at last when the water touched his lips, the man rose and held up his hand; and the stream ceased to run, and presently his foot came out of the rock easily, and he swam ashore but saw no one.


Then it came to the autumn, and the days grew colder and shorter, and he could not be so much abroad; he felt, too, less and less disposed to stir out, and it now began to be on his mind that he had broken his promise to his mother; and for a week he saw nothing of the cat, though he longed to see it. But one night, as he went to bed, when he had put out his light, he saw that the moon was very bright; and he opened the window and looked out, and saw the gleaming stream and the grey valley; he was turning away, when he heard a light sound of the scratching of claws, and presently the cat sprang upon the window-sill and entered the room. It was now cold and he got into bed, and the cat sprang upon his pillow; and Roderick was so glad that the cat had returned that while he caressed it he talked to it in low tones. Suddenly came a step at the door, and a light beneath it, and his mother with a candle entered the room. She stood for a moment looking, and Roderick became aware that the cat was gone. Then his mother came near, thinking that he was asleep, and he sate up. She said to him, “Dear child, I heard you speaking, and wondered whether you were in a dream,” and she looked at him with an anxious gaze. And he said, “Was I speaking, mother? I was asleep and must have spoken in a dream.” Then she said, “Roderick, you are not old enough yet to sleep so uneasily — is all well, dear child?” and Roderick, hating to deceive his mother, said, “How should not all be well?” So she kissed him and went quietly away, but Roderick heard her sighing.


Then it came at last to All Souls’ Day; and Roderick, going to his bed that night, had a strange dizziness and cried out, and found the room swim round him. Then he got up into his bed, for he thought that he must be ill, and soon fell asleep; and in his sleep he dreamed a dreadful dream. He thought that he lay on the hills beside the pool; and yet he was out of the body, for he could see himself lying there. The pool was very dark, and a cold wind ruffled the waves. And again the water was troubled, and the man stepped out; but behind him came another man, like a hunchback, very swarthy of face, with long thin arms, that looked both strong and evil. Then it seemed as if the first man pointed to Roderick where he lay and said, “You can take him hence, for he is mine now, and I have need of him,” adding, “Who could have thought it would be so easy?” and then he smiled very bitterly. And the hunchback went towards himself; and he tried to cry out in warning, and straining woke; and in the chilly dawn he saw the cat sit in his room, but very different from what it had been. It was gaunt and famished, and the fur was all marred; its yellow eyes gleamed horribly, and Roderick saw that it hated him, he knew not why; and such fear came upon him that he screamed out, and as he screamed the cat rose as if furious, twitching its tail and opening its mouth; but he heard steps without, and screamed again, and his mother came in haste into the room, and the cat was gone in a moment, and Roderick held out his hands to his mother, and she soothed and quieted him, and presently with many sobs he told her all the story.


She did not reproach him, nor say a word of his disobedience, the fear was too urgent upon her; she tried to think for a little that it was the sight of some real creature lingering in a mind that was wrought upon by illness; but those were not the days when men preferred to call the strange afflictions of body and spirit, the sad scars that stain the fair works of God, by reasonable names. She did not doubt that by some dreadful hap her own child had somehow crept within the circle of darkness, and she only thought of how to help and rescue him; that he was sorry and that he did not wholly consent was her hope.


So she merely kissed and quieted him, and then she told him that she would return anon and he must rest quietly; but he would not let her leave him, so she stood in the door and called a servant softly. Sir James was long abed, for he had been in ill-health that day, and she gave word that some one must be found at once and go to call the priest, saying that Roderick was ill and she was uneasy. Then she came back to the bed, and holding Roderick’s hand she said, that he must try to sleep. Roderick said to her, “Mother, say that you forgive me.” To which she only replied, “Dear child, do I not love you better than all the world? Do not think of me now, only ask help of God.” So she sate with his hand in both of her own, and presently he fell asleep; but she saw that he was troubled in his dreams, for he groaned and cried out often; and now through the window she heard the soft tolling of the bell of the church, and she knew that a contest must be fought out that night over the child; but after a sore passage of misery, and a bitter questioning as to why one so young and innocent should thus be bound with evil bonds, she found strength to leave the matter in the Father’s hands, and to pray with an eager hopefulness.


But the time passed heavily and still the priest did not arrive; and the ghostly terror was so sore on the child that she could bear it no longer and awakened him. And he told her in broken words of the terrible things that had oppressed him; sore fightings and struggles, and a voice in his ear that it was too late, and that he had yielded himself to the evil. And at last there came a quiet footfall on the stair, and the old priest himself entered the room, looking anxious, yet calm, and seeming to bring a holy peace with him.


Then she bade the priest sit down; and so the two sate by the bedside, with the solitary lamp burning in the chamber; and she would have had Roderick tell the tale, but he covered his face with his hands and could not. So she told the tale herself to the priest, saying, “Correct me, Roderick, if I am wrong;” and once or twice the boy corrected her, and added a few words to make the story plain, and then they sate awhile in silence, while the terrified looks of the mother and her son dwelt on the old priest’s strongly lined face; yet they found comfort in the smile with which he met them.


At length he said, “Yes, dear lady and dear Roderick, the case is plain enough — the child has yielded himself to some evil power, but not too far, I think; and now must we meet the foe with all our might. I will abide here with the boy; and, dear lady, you were better in your own chamber, for we know not what will pass; if there were need I would call you.” Then the lady said, “I will do as you direct me, Father, but I would fain stay.” Then he said, “Nay, but there are things on which a Christian should not look, lest they should daunt his faith — so go, dear lady, and help us with your prayers.” Then she said, “I will be below; and if you beat your foot thrice upon the floor, I will come. Roderick, I shall be close at hand; only be strong, and all shall be well.” Then she went softly away.


Then the priest said to Roderick, “And now, dear son, confess your sin and let me shrive you.” So Roderick made confession, and the priest blessed him: but while he blessed him there came the angry crying of a cat from somewhere in the room, so that Roderick shuddered in his bed. Then the priest drew from his robe a little holy book, and with a reverence laid it under Roderick’s hand; and he himself took his book of prayers and said, “Sleep now, dear son, fear not.” So Roderick closed his eyes, and being very weary slept. And the old priest in a low whisper said the blessed psalms. And it came near to midnight; and the place that the priest read was, Thou shalt not be afraid for any terror by night, nor for the arrow that flieth by day; for the pestilence that walketh in darkness, nor for the sickness that destroyeth in the noonday; and suddenly there ran as it were a shiver through his bones, and he knew that the time was come. He looked at Roderick, who slept wearily on his bed, and it seemed to him as though suddenly a small and shadowy thing, like a bird, leapt from the boy’s mouth and on to the bed; it was like a wren, only white, with dusky spots upon it; and the priest held his breath: for now he knew that the soul was out of the body, and that unless it could return uninjured into the limbs of the child, nothing could avail the boy; and then he said quietly in his heart to God that if He so willed He should take the boy’s life, if only his soul could be saved.


Then the priest was aware of a strange and horrible thing; there sprang softly on to the bed the form of the great gray cat, very lean and angry, which stood there, as though ready to spring upon the bird, which hopped hither and thither, as though careless of what might be. The priest cast a glance upon the boy, who lay rigid and pale, his eyes shut, and hardly seeming to breathe, as though dead and prepared for burial. Then the priest signed the cross and said “In Nomine“; and as the holy words fell on the air, the cat looked fiercely at the bird, but seemed to shrink into itself; and then it slipped away.


Then the priest’s fear was that the bird might stray further outside of his care; and yet he dared not try and wake the boy, for he knew that this was death, if the soul was thrust apart from the body, and if he broke the unseen chain that bound them; so he waited and prayed. And the bird hopped upon the floor; and then presently the priest saw the cat draw near again, and in a stealthy way; and now the priest himself was feeling weary of the strain, for he seemed to be wrestling in spirit with something that was strong and strongly armed. But he signed the cross again and said faintly “In Nomine“; and the cat again withdrew.


Then a dreadful drowsiness fell upon the priest, and he thought that he must sleep. Something heavy, leaden-handed, and powerful seemed to be busy in his brain. Meanwhile the bird hopped upon the window-sill and stood as if preparing its wings for a flight. Then the priest beat with his foot upon the floor, for he could no longer battle. In a moment the lady glided in, and seemed as though scared to find the scene of so fierce an encounter so still and quiet. She would have spoken, but the priest signed her to be silent, and pointed to the boy and to the bird; and then she partly understood. So they stood in silence, but the priest’s brain grew more numb; though he was aware of a creeping blackness that seemed to overshadow the bird, in the midst of which glared two bright eyes. So with a sudden effort he signed the cross, and said “In Nomine” again; and at the same moment the lady held out her hand; and the priest sank down on the floor; but he saw the bird raise its wings for a flight, and just as the dark thing rose, and, as it were, struck open-mouthed, the bird sailed softly through the air, alighted on the lady’s hand, and then with a light flutter of wings on to the bed and to the boy’s face, and was seen no more; at the same moment the bells stopped in the church and left a sweet silence. The black form shrank and slipped aside, and seemed to fall on the ground; and outside there was a shrill and bitter cry which echoed horribly on the air; and the boy opened his eyes, and smiled; and his mother fell on his neck and kissed him. Then the priest said, “Give God the glory!” and blessed them, and was gone so softly that they knew not when he went; for he had other work to do. Then mother and son had great joy together.


But the priest walked swiftly and sternly through the wood, and to the church; and he dipped a vessel in the stoup of holy water, turning his eyes aside, and wrapped it in a veil of linen. Then he took a lantern in his hand, and with a grave and fixed look on his face he walked sadly up the valley, putting one foot before another, like a man who forced himself to go unwilling. There were strange sounds on the hillside, the crying of sad birds, and the beating of wings, and sometimes a hollow groaning seemed to come down the stream. But the priest took no heed, but went on heavily till he reached the stone cross, where the wind whistled dry in the grass. Then he struck off across the moorland. Presently he came to a rise in the ground; and here, though it was dark, he seemed to see a blacker darkness in the air, where the peak lay.


But beneath the peak he saw a strange sight; for the pool shone with a faint white light, that showed the rocks about it. The priest never turned his head, but walked thither, with his head bent, repeating words to himself, but hardly knowing what he said.


Then he came to the brink; and there he saw a dreadful sight. In the water writhed large and luminous worms, that came sometimes up to the surface, as though to breathe, and sank again. The priest knew well enough that it was a device of Satan’s to frighten him; so he delayed not; but setting the lantern down on the ground, he stood. In a moment the lantern was obscured as by the rush of bat-like wings. But the priest took the veil off the vessel; and holding it up in the air, he let the water fall in the pool, saying softly, “Lord, let them be bound!”


But when the holy water touched the lake, there was a strange sight; for the bright worms quivered and fell to the depth of the pool; and a shiver passed over the surface, and the light went out like a flickering lamp. Then there came a foul yelling from the stones; and with a roar like thunder, rocks fell crashing from the face of the peak; and then all was still.


Then the priest sate down and covered his face with his hands, for he was sore spent; but he rose at length, and with grievous pain made his slow way down the valley, and reached the parsonage house at last.


Roderick lay long between life and death; and youth and a quiet mind prevailed.


Long years have passed since that day; all those that I have spoken of are dust. But in the window of the old church hangs a picture in glass which shows Christ standing, with one lying at his feet from whom he had cast out a devil; and on a scroll are the words, DE ABYSSIS • TERRAE • ITERUM • REDUXISTI • ME, the which may be written in English, Yea, and broughtest me from the deep of the earth again.
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It was nine o’clock in the evening. Sasha, the maid, had brought in the samovar and placed it at the head of the long table. Marie Nikolaevna, our hostess, poured out the tea. Her husband was playing Vindt with his daughter, the doctor, and his son-in-law in another corner of the room. And Jameson, who had just finished his Russian lesson — he was working for the Civil Service examination — was reading the last number of the Rouskoe Slovo.


“Have you found anything interesting, Frantz Frantzovitch?” said Marie Nikolaevna to Jameson, as she handed him a glass of tea.


“Yes, I have,” answered the Englishman, looking up. His eyes had a clear dreaminess about them, which generally belongs only to fanatics or visionaries, and I had no reason to believe that Jameson, who seemed to be common sense personified, was either one or the other. “At least,” he continued, “it interests me. And it’s odd — very odd.”


“What is it?” asked Marie Nikolaevna.


“Well, to tell you what it is would mean a long story which you wouldn’t believe,” said Jameson; “only it’s odd — very odd.”


“Tell us the story,” I said.


“As you won’t believe a word of it,” Jameson repeated, “it’s not much use my telling it.”


We insisted on hearing the story, so Jameson lit a cigarette, and began: — 


“Two years ago,” he said, “I was at Heidelberg, at the University, and I made friends with a young fellow called Braun. His parents were German, but he had lived five or six years in America, and he was practically an American. I made his acquaintance by chance at a lecture, when I first arrived, and he helped me in a number of ways. He was an energetic and kind-hearted fellow, and we became great friends. He was a student, but he did not belong to any Korps or Bursenschaft, he was working hard then. Afterwards he became an engineer. When the summer Semester came to an end, we both stayed on at Heidelberg. One day Braun suggested that we should go for a walking tour and explore the country. I was only too pleased, and we started. It was glorious weather, and we enjoyed ourselves hugely. On the third night after we had started we arrived at a village called Salzheim. It was a picturesque little place, and there was a curious old church in it with some interesting tombs and relics of the Thirty Years War. But the inn where we put up for the night was even more picturesque than the church. It had been a convent for nuns, only the greater part of it had been burnt, and only a quaint gabled house, and a kind of tower covered with ivy, which I suppose had once been the belfry, remained. We had an excellent supper and went to bed early. We had been given two bedrooms, which were airy and clean, and altogether we were satisfied. My bedroom opened into Braun’s, which was beyond it, and had no other door of its own. It was a hot night in July, and Braun asked me to leave the door open. I did — we opened both the windows. Braun went to bed and fell asleep almost directly, for very soon I heard his snores.


“I had imagined that I was longing for sleep, but no sooner had I got into bed than all my sleepiness left me. This was odd, because we had walked a good many miles, and it had been a blazing hot day, and up till then I had slept like a log the moment I got into bed. I lit a candle and began reading a small volume of Heine I carried with me. I heard the clock strike ten, and then eleven, and still I felt that sleep was out of the question. I said to myself: ‘I will read till twelve and then I will stop.’ My watch was on a chair by my bedside, and when the clock struck eleven I noticed that it was five minutes slow, and set it right. I could see the church tower from my window, and every time the clock struck — and it struck the quarters — the noise boomed through the room.


“When the clock struck a quarter to twelve I yawned for the first time, and I felt thankful that sleep seemed at last to be coming to me. I left off reading, and taking my watch in my hand I waited for midnight to strike. This quarter of an hour seemed an eternity. At last the hands of my watch showed that it was one minute to twelve. I put out my candle and began counting sixty, waiting for the clock to strike. I had counted a hundred and sixty, and still the clock had not struck. I counted up to four hundred; then I thought I must have made a mistake. I lit my candle again, and looked at my watch: it was two minutes past twelve. And still the clock had not struck!


“A curious uncomfortable feeling came over me, and I sat up in bed with my watch in my hand and longed to call Braun, who was peacefully snoring, but I did not like to. I sat like this till a quarter past twelve; the clock struck the quarter as usual. I made up my mind that the clock must have struck twelve, and that I must have slept for a minute — at the same time I knew I had not slept — and I put out my candle. I must have fallen asleep almost directly.


“The next thing I remember was waking with a start. It seemed to me that some one had shut the door between my room and Braun’s. I felt for the matches. The match-box was empty. Up to that moment — I cannot tell why — something — an unaccountable dread — had prevented me looking at the door. I made an effort and looked. It was shut, and through the cracks and through the keyhole I saw the glimmer of a light. Braun had lit his candle. I called him, not very loudly: there was no answer. I called again more loudly: there was still no answer.


“Then I got out of bed and walked to the door. As I went, it was gently and slightly opened, just enough to show me a thin streak of light. At that moment I felt that some one was looking at me. Then it was instantly shut once more, as softly as it had been opened. There was not a sound to be heard. I walked on tiptoe towards the door, but it seemed to me that I had taken a hundred years to cross the room. And when at last I reached the door I felt I could not open it. I was simply paralysed with fear. And still I saw the glimmer through the keyhole and the cracks.


“Suddenly, as I was standing transfixed with fright in front of the door, I heard sounds coming from Braun’s room, a shuffle of footsteps, and voices talking low but distinctly in a language I could not understand. It was not Italian, Spanish, nor French. The voices grew all at once louder; I heard the noise of a struggle and a cry which ended in a stifled groan, very painful and horrible to hear. Then, whether I regained my self-control, or whether it was excess of fright which prompted me, I don’t know, but I flew to the door and tried to open it. Some one or something was pressing with all its might against it. Then I screamed at the top of my voice, and as I screamed I heard the cock crow.


“The door gave, and I almost fell into Braun’s room. It was quite dark. But Braun was waked by my screams and quietly lit a match. He asked me gently what on earth was the matter. The room was empty and everything was in its place. Outside the first greyness of dawn was in the sky.


“I said I had had a nightmare, and asked him if he had not had one as well; but Braun said he had never slept better in his life.


“The next day we went on with our walking tour, and when we got back to Heidelberg Braun sailed for America. I never saw him again, although we corresponded frequently, and only last week I had a letter from him, dated Nijni Novgorod, saying he would be at Moscow before the end of the month.


“And now I suppose you are all wondering what this can have to do with anything that’s in the newspaper. Well, listen,” and he read out the following paragraph from the Rouskoe Slovo: — 



“Samara, II, ix. In the centre of the town, in the Hotel — , a band of armed swindlers attacked a German engineer named Braun and demanded money. On his refusal one of the robbers stabbed Braun with a knife. The robbers, taking the money which was on him, amounting to 500 roubles, got away. Braun called for assistance, but died of his wounds in the night. It appears that he had met the swindlers at a restaurant.”




“Since I have been in Russia,” Jameson added, “I have often thought that I knew what language it was that was talked behind the door that night in the inn at Salzheim, but now I know it was Russian.”






“The Morning Post” 06 Oct. 1908
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THE SHELL OF SENSE


Olivia Howard Dunbar
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It was intolerably unchanged, the dim, dark-toned room. In an agony of recognition my glance ran from one to another of the comfortable, familiar things that my earthly life had been passed among. Incredibly distant from it all as I essentially was. I noted sharply that the very gaps that I myself had left in my bookshelves still stood unfilled; that the delicate fingers of the ferns that I had tended were still stretched futilely toward the light; that the soft agreeable chuckle of my own little clock, like some elderly woman with whom conversation has become automatic, was undiminished.


Unchanged — or so it seemed at first. But there were certain trivial differences that shortly smote me. The windows were closed too tightly; for I had always kept the house very cool, although I had known that Theresa preferred warm rooms. And my work-basket was in disorder; it was preposterous that so small a thing should hurt me so. Then, for this was my first experience of the shadow-folded transition, the odd alteration of my emotions bewildered me. For at one moment the place seemed so humanly familiar, so distinctly my own proper envelope, that for love of it I could have laid my cheek against the wall; while in the next I was miserably conscious of strange new shrillnesses. How could they be endured — and had I ever endured them? — those harsh influences that I now perceived at the window; light and color so blinding that they obscured the form of the wind, tumult so discordant that one could scarcely hear the roses open in the garden below?


But Theresa did not seem to mind any of these things. Disorder, it is true, the dear child had never minded. She was sitting all this time at my desk — at my desk — occupied, I could only too easily surmise how. In the light of my own habits of precision it was plain that that sombre correspondence should have been attended to before; but I believe that I did not really reproach Theresa, for I knew that her notes, when she did write them, were perhaps less perfunctory than mine. She finished the last one as I watched her, and added it to the heap of black-bordered envelopes that lay on the desk. Poor girl! I saw now that they had cost her tears. Yet, living beside her day after day, year after year, I had never discovered what deep tenderness my sister possessed. Toward each other it had been our habit to display only a temperate affection, and I remember having always thought it distinctly fortunate for Theresa, since she was denied my happiness, that she could live so easily and pleasantly without emotions of the devastating sort…. And now, for the first time, I was really to behold her…. Could it be Theresa, after all, this tangle of subdued turbulences? Let no one suppose that it is an easy thing to bear, the relentlessly lucid understanding that I then first exercised; or that, in its first enfranchisement, the timid vision does not yearn for its old screens and mists.


Suddenly, as Theresa sat there, her head, filled with its tender thoughts of me, held in her gentle hands, I felt Allan’s step on the carpeted stair outside. Theresa felt it, too, — but how? for it was not audible. She gave a start, swept the black envelopes out of sight, and pretended to be writing in a little book. Then I forgot to watch her any longer in my absorption in Allan’s coming. It was he, of course, that I was awaiting. It was for him that I had made this first lonely, frightened effort to return, to recover…. It was not that I had supposed he would allow himself to recognize my presence, for I had long been sufficiently familiar with his hard and fast denials of the invisible. He was so reasonable always, so sane — so blindfolded. But I had hoped that because of his very rejection of the ether that now contained me I could perhaps all the more safely, the more secretly, watch him, linger near him. He was near now, very near, — but why did Theresa, sitting there in the room that had never belonged to her, appropriate for herself his coming? It was so manifestly I who had drawn him, I whom he had come to seek.


The door was ajar. He knocked softly at it “Are you there, Theresa?” he called. He expected to find her, then, there in my room? I shrank back, fearing, almost, to stay.


“I shall have finished in a moment,” Theresa told him, and he sat down to wait for her.


No spirit still unreleased can understand the pang that I felt with Allan sitting almost within my touch. Almost irresistibly the wish beset me to let him for an instant feel my nearness. Then I checked myself, remembering — oh, absurd, piteous human fears! — that my too unguarded closeness might alarm him. It was not so remote a time that I myself had known them, those blind, uncouth timidities. I came, therefore, somewhat nearer — but I did not touch him. I merely leaned toward him and with incredible softness whispered his name. That much I could not have forborne; the spell of life was still too strong in me.


But it gave him no comfort, no delight. “Theresa!” he called, in a voice dreadful with alarm — and in that instant the last veil fell, and desperately, scarce believingly, I beheld how it stood between them, those two.


She turned to him that gentle look of hers.


“Forgive me,” came from him hoarsely. “But I had suddenly the most — unaccountable sensation. Can there be too many windows open? There is such a — chill — about.”


“There are no windows open,” Theresa assured him. “I took care to shut out the chill. You are not well, Allan!”


“Perhaps not.” He embraced the suggestion. “And yet I feel no illness apart from this abominable sensation that persists — persists…. Theresa, you must tell me: do I fancy it, or do you, too, feel — something — strange here?”


“Oh, there is something very strange here,” she half sobbed. “There always will be.”


“Good heavens, child, I didn’t mean that!” He rose and stood looking about him. “I know, of course, that you have your beliefs, and I respect them, but you know equally well that I have nothing of the sort! So — don’t let us conjure up anything inexplicable.”


I stayed impalpably, imponderably near him. Wretched and bereft though I was, I could not have left him while he stood denying me.


“What I mean,” he went on, in his low, distinct voice, “is a special, an almost ominous sense of cold. Upon my soul, Theresa,” — he paused — “if I were superstitious, if I were a woman, I should probably imagine it to seem — a presence!”


He spoke the last word very faintly, but Theresa shrank from it nevertheless.


“Don’t say that, Allan!” she cried out. “Don’t think it, I beg of you! I’ve tried so hard myself not to think it — and you must help me. You know it is only perturbed, uneasy spirits that wander. With her it is quite different. She has always been so happy — she must still be.”


I listened, stunned, to Theresa’s sweet dogmatism. From what blind distances came her confident misapprehensions, how dense, both for her and for Allan, was the separating vapor!


Allan frowned. “Don’t take me literally, Theresa,” he explained; and I, who a moment before had almost touched him, now held myself aloof and heard him with a strange untried pity, new born in me. “I’m not speaking of what you call — spirits. It’s something much more terrible.” He allowed his head to sink heavily on his chest. “If I did not positively know that I had never done her any harm, I should suppose myself to be suffering from guilt, from remorse…. Theresa, you know better than I, perhaps. Was she content, always? Did she believe in me?”


“Believe in you? — when she knew you to be so good! — when you adored her!”


“She thought that? She said it? Then what in Heaven’s name ails me? — unless it is all as you believe, Theresa, and she knows now what she didn’t know then, poor dear, and minds—”


“Minds what? What do you mean, Allan?”


I, who with my perhaps illegitimate advantage saw so clear, knew that he had not meant to tell her: I did him that justice, even in my first jealousy. If I had not tortured him so by clinging near him, he would not have told her. But the moment came, and overflowed, and he did tell her — passionate, tumultuous story that it was. During all our life together, Allan’s and mine, he had spared me, had kept me wrapped in the white cloak of an unblemished loyalty. But it would have been kinder, I now bitterly thought, if, like many husbands, he had years ago found for the story he now poured forth some clandestine listener; I should not have known. But he was faithful and good, and so he waited till I, mute and chained, was there to hear him. So well did I know him, as I thought, so thoroughly had he once been mine, that I saw it in his eyes, heard it in his voice, before the words came. And yet, when it came, it lashed me with the whips of an unbearable humiliation. For I, his wife, had not known how greatly he could love.


And that Theresa, soft little traitor, should, in her still way, have cared too! Where was the iron in her, I moaned within my stricken spirit, where the steadfastness? From the moment he bade her, she turned her soft little petals up to him — and my last delusion was spent. It was intolerable; and none the less so that in another moment she had, prompted by some belated thought of me, renounced him. Allan was hers, yet she put him from her; and it was my part to watch them both.


Then in the anguish of it all I remembered, awkward, untutored spirit that I was, that I now had the Great Recourse. Whatever human things were unbearable, I had no need to bear. I ceased, therefore, to make the effort that kept me with them. The pitiless poignancy was dulled, the sounds and the light ceased, the lovers faded from me, and again I was mercifully drawn into the dim, infinite spaces.


•   •   •   •   •


There followed a period whose length I cannot measure and during which I was able to make no progress in the difficult, dizzying experience of release. “Earth-bound” my jealousy relentlessly kept me. Though my two dear ones had forsworn each other, I could not trust them, for theirs seemed to me an affectation of a more than mortal magnanimity. Without a ghostly sentinel to prick them with sharp fears and recollections, who could believe that they would keep to it? Of the efficacy of my own vigilance, so long as I might choose to exercise it, I could have no doubt, for I had by this time come to have a dreadful exultation in the new power that lived in me. Repeated delicate experiment had taught me how a touch or a breath, a wish or a whisper, could control Allan’s acts, could keep him from Theresa. I could manifest myself as palely, as transiently, as a thought. I could produce the merest necessary flicker, like the shadow of a just-opened leaf, on his trembling, tortured consciousness. And these unrealized perceptions of me he interpreted, as I had known that he would, as his soul’s inevitable penance. He had come to believe that he had done evil in silently loving Theresa all these years, and it was my vengeance to allow him to believe this, to prod him ever to believe it afresh.


I am conscious that this frame of mind was not continuous in me. For I remember, too, that when Allan and Theresa were safely apart and sufficiently miserable I loved them as dearly as I ever had, more dearly perhaps. For it was impossible that I should not perceive, in my new emancipation, that they were, each of them, something more and greater than the two beings I had once ignorantly pictured them. For years they had practiced a selflessness of which I could once scarcely have conceived, and which even now I could only admire without entering into its mystery. While I had lived solely for myself, these two divine creatures had lived exquisitely for me. They had granted me everything, themselves nothing. For my undeserving sake their lives had been a constant torment of renunciation — a torment they had not sought to alleviate by the exchange of a single glance of understanding. There were even marvelous moments when, from the depths of my newly informed heart, I pitied them — poor creatures, who, withheld from the infinite solaces that I had come to know, were still utterly within that



Shell of sense


So frail, so piteously contrived for pain.




Within it, yes; yet exercising qualities that so sublimely transcended it. Yet the shy, hesitating compassion that thus had birth in me was far from being able to defeat the earlier, earthlier emotion. The two, I recognized, were in a sort of conflict; and I, regarding it, assumed that the conflict would never end; that for years, as Allan and Theresa reckoned time, I should be obliged to withhold myself from the great spaces and linger suffering, grudging, shamed, where they lingered.


•   •   •   •   •


It can never have been explained, I suppose, what, to devitalized perception such as mine, the contact of mortal beings with each other appears to be. Once to have exercised this sense-freed perception is to realize that the gift of prophecy, although the subject of such frequent marvel, is no longer mysterious. The merest glance of our sensitive and uncloyed vision can detect the strength of the relation between two beings, and therefore instantly calculate its duration. If you see a heavy weight suspended from a slender string, you can know, without any wizardry, that in a few moments the string will snap; well, such, if you admit the analogy, is prophecy, is foreknowledge. And it was thus that I saw it with Theresa and Allan. For it was perfectly visible to me that they would very little longer have the strength to preserve, near each other, the denuded impersonal relation that they, and that I, behind them, insisted on; and that they would have to separate. It was my sister, perhaps the more sensitive, who first realized this. It had now become possible for me to observe them almost constantly, the effort necessary to visit them had so greatly diminished; so that I watched her, poor, anguished girl, prepare to leave him. I saw each reluctant movement that she made. I saw her eyes, worn from self-searching; I heard her step grown timid from inexplicable fears; I entered her very heart and heard its pitiful, wild beating. And still I did not interfere.


For at this time I had a wonderful, almost demoniacal sense of disposing of matters to suit my own selfish will. At any moment I could have checked their miseries, could have restored happiness and peace. Yet it gave me, and I could weep to admit it, a monstrous joy to know that Theresa thought she was leaving Allan of her own free intention, when it was I who was contriving, arranging, insisting…. And yet she wretchedly felt my presence near her; I am certain of that.


A few days before the time of her intended departure my sister told Allan that she must speak with him after dinner. Our beautiful old house branched out from a circular hall with great arched doors at either end; and it was through the rear doorway that always in summer, after dinner, we passed out into the garden adjoining. As usual, therefore, when the hour came, Theresa led the way. That dreadful daytime brilliance that in my present state I found so hard to endure was now becoming softer. A delicate, capricious twilight breeze danced inconsequently through languidly whispering leaves. Lovely pale flowers blossomed like little moons in the dusk, and over them the breath of mignonette hung heavily. It was a perfect place — and it had so long been ours, Allan’s and mine. It made me restless and a little wicked that those two should be there together now.


For a little they walked about together, speaking of common, daily things. Then suddenly Theresa burst out:


“I am going away, Allan. I have stayed to do everything that needed to be done. Now your mother will be here to care for you, and it is time for me to go.”


He stared at her and stood still. Theresa had been there so long, she so definitely, to his mind, belonged there. And she was, as I also had jealously known, so lovely there, the small, dark, dainty creature, in the old hall, on the wide staircases, in the garden…. Life there without Theresa, even the intentionally remote, the perpetually renounced Theresa — he had not dreamed of it, he could not, so suddenly, conceive of it.


“Sit here,” he said, and drew her down beside him on a bench, “and tell me what it means, why you are going. Is it because of something that I have been — have done?”


She hesitated. I wondered if she would dare tell him. She looked out and away from him, and he waited long for her to speak.


The pale stars were sliding into their places. The whispering of the leaves was almost hushed. All about them it was still and shadowy and sweet. It was that wonderful moment when, for lack of a visible horizon, the not yet darkened world seems infinitely greater — a moment when anything can happen, anything be believed in. To me, watching, listening, hovering, there came a dreadful purpose and a dreadful courage. Suppose for one moment, Theresa should not only feel, but see me — would she dare to tell him then?


There came a brief space of terrible effort, all my fluttering, uncertain forces strained to the utmost. The instant of my struggle was endlessly long and the transition seemed to take place outside me — as one sitting in a train, motionless, sees the leagues of earth float by. And then, in a bright, terrible flash I knew I had achieved it — I had attained visibility. Shuddering, insubstantial, but luminously apparent, I stood there before them. And for the instant that I maintained the visible state I looked straight into Theresa’s soul.


She gave a cry. And then, thing of silly, cruel impulses that I was, I saw what I had done. The very thing that I wished to avert I had precipitated. For Allan, in his sudden terror and pity, had bent and caught her in his arms. For the first time they were together; and it was I who had brought them.


Then, to his whispered urging to tell the reason of her cry, Theresa said:


“Frances was here. You did not see her, standing there, under the lilacs, with no smile on her face?”


“My dear, my dear!” was all that Allan said. I had so long now lived invisibly with them, he knew that she was right.


“I suppose you know what it means?” she asked him, calmly.


“Dear Theresa,” Allan said, slowly, “if you and I should go away somewhere, could we not evade all this ghostliness? And will you come with me?”


“Distance would not banish her,” my sister confidently asserted. And then she said, softly: “Have you thought what a lonely, awesome thing it must be to be so newly dead? Pity her, Allan. We who are warm and alive should pity her. She loves you still, — that is the meaning of it all, you know — and she wants us to understand that for that reason we must keep apart. Oh, it was so plain in her white face as she stood there. And you did not see her?”


“It was your face that I saw,” Allan solemnly told her — oh, how different he had grown from the Allan that I had known! — “and yours is the only face that I shall ever see.” And again he drew her to him.


She sprang from him. “You are defying her, Allan!” she cried. “And you must not. It is her right to keep us apart, if she wishes. It must be as she insists. I shall go, as I told you. And, Allan, I beg of you, leave me the courage to do as she demands!”


They stood facing each other in the deep dusk, and the wounds that I had dealt them gaped red and accusing. “We must pity her,” Theresa had said. And as I remembered that extraordinary speech, and saw the agony in her face, and the greater agony in Allan’s, there came the great irreparable cleavage between mortality and me. In a swift, merciful flame the last of my mortal emotions — gross and tenacious they must have been — was consumed. My cold grasp of Allan loosened and a new unearthly love of him bloomed in my heart.


I was now, however, in a difficulty with which my experience in the newer state was scarcely sufficient to deal. How could I make it plain to Allan and Theresa that I wished to bring them together, to heal the wounds that I had made?


Pityingly, remorsefully, I lingered near them all that night and the next day. And by that time had brought myself to the point of a great determination. In the little time that was left, before Theresa should be gone and Allan bereft and desolate, I saw the one way that lay open to me to convince them of my acquiescence in their destiny.


In the deepest darkness and silence of the next night I made a greater effort than it will ever be necessary for me to make again. When they think of me, Allan and Theresa, I pray now that they will recall what I did that night, and that my thousand frustrations and selfishnesses may shrivel and be blown from their indulgent memories.


Yet the following morning, as she had planned, Theresa appeared at breakfast dressed for her journey. Above in her room there were the sounds of departure. They spoke little during the brief meal, but when it was ended Allan said:


“Theresa, there is half an hour before you go. Will you come upstairs with me? I had a dream that I must tell you of.”


“Allan!” She looked at him, frightened, but went with him. “It was of Frances you dreamed,” she said, quietly, as they entered the library together.


“Did I say it was a dream? But I was awake — thoroughly awake. I had not been sleeping well, and I heard, twice, the striking of the clock. And as I lay there, looking out at the stars, and thinking — thinking of you, Theresa, — she came to me, stood there before me, in my room. It was no sheeted specter, you understand; it was Frances, literally she. In some inexplicable fashion I seemed to be aware that she wanted to make me know something, and I waited, watching her face. After a few moments it came. She did not speak, precisely. That is, I am sure I heard no sound. Yet the words that came from her were definite enough. She said: ‘Don’t let Theresa leave you. Take her and keep her.’ Then she went away. Was that a dream?”


“I had not meant to tell you,” Theresa eagerly answered, “but now I must. It is too wonderful. What time did your clock strike, Allan?”


“One, the last time.”


“Yes; it was then that I awoke. And she had been with me. I had not seen her, but her arm had been about me and her kiss was on my cheek. Oh. I knew; it was unmistakable. And the sound of her voice was with me.”


“Then she bade you, too—”


“Yes, to stay with you. I am glad we told each other.” She smiled tearfully and began to fasten her wrap.


“But you are not going—now!” Allan cried. “You know that you cannot, now that she has asked you to stay.”


“Then you believe, as I do, that it was she?” Theresa demanded.


“I can never understand, but I know,” he answered her. “And now you will not go?”


•   •   •   •   •


I am freed. There will be no further semblance of me in my old home, no sound of my voice, no dimmest echo of my earthly self. They have no further need of me, the two that I have brought together. Theirs is the fullest joy that the dwellers in the shell of sense can know. Mine is the transcendent joy of the unseen spaces.
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“Ah! Us calls un coot-throat farm,” said my driver.


“But why?” I asked nervously.


“Yew’ll see whoy when yew gets there.” And this was all the information I could get from him. So, finding excuse for the driver’s ill-temper in the sodden weather, I shielded my strained eyes from the onslaught of the rain and relapsed into silence.


For two miles or thereabouts after leaving Mawdsley we had followed a decent road, but now we were jerking warily down a rutted lane that appeared, so far as I could see through the blur of rain, to creep downwards into a dark, tree-clad valley, the depths of which were obscured in a mass of soaked, depressing verdure. Still the track fell and fell, and on my left I could see a dark slope of trees rising higher and higher above me — a slope that, seen thus dimly, appeared gigantic, overpowering. Then the lane plunged, dipping ever more steeply, into a black wood, and I clung to the side of the swaying cart, expecting catastrophe every moment. I tried desperately to combat the gloom that was overpowering me; I repeated to myself that this was England, that I was within a hundred miles of London, that I was going to spend a delightful summer at the “Valley Farm”; but, despite my efforts, a horror of the place gripped me; I found myself absurdly muttering “The Valley of the Shadow of Death.”


The wood ended abruptly, and we came out on the very keel of the valley. “That’s un,” muttered my driver with a nod; and, shaking the rain from my cap, I discerned a hunched, lopsided house that crouched in a clearing at the foot of the opposite slope. I pictured it as having slid down the interminable wave of trees that reared its dim crest into the sky beyond, as having slid till brought to a too sudden standstill in the place where it now remained, dislocated, a confusion.


Such was my coming, my first sight of “Cut-throat Farm.” If my subsequent experience seems morbid and unaccountable, my final cowardice indefensible, excuse must be found in that first impression which tinged my mind with a gloom and foreboding I could not afterwards throw off.


It was at starveling place. The stock was meagre: a single cow, whose bones were too prominent even for an Alderney, a scatter of ragged, long-legged fowls, three draggled ducks, an old loose-skinned black sow. This was all, save for “my little pig,” as I learned fondly to call him, the one bright, cheerful thing in all the valley; a whimsical creature of quaint moods, full of an odd humour that had in it some quality of sadness. Looking back, I see now that his fun was an attempt, largely successful, to make what he could of his short life, to jest in the face of death…. My host and his wife were an awe-inspiring couple. He was short and swarthy, the hairiest man I have ever seen, bearded to the cheek bones, with hair low down over his strip of forehead, and great woolly eyebrows. His wife was tall, predatory, with a high-bridged, bony nose and wistfully hungry eyes; she was thinner, more angular even than the emaciated cow: that hastily covered skeleton who stood mournfully ruminant in the dirty yard. My first morning at the Valley Farm was marked by an incident, not in itself unduly disconcerting, but typical, an incident surcharged, as I see now, with warning. I had had breakfast. I remember that at the time I considered it scanty (later, it became a memory of plenty) and insufficient even for the standard of thirty shillings a week, a sum that covered the whole cost of my entertainment. I considered this price very reasonable when I answered the advertisement.


After breakfast I stood by the window, which was open at the bottom, the top sash being fixed. Outside were clustered the half-dozen gawky chickens, clamorous and excited, straining their stringy necks to look into the room over the low sill.


“The poor brutes are hungry,” I muttered with some feeling, and I fetched a fragment of crust and threw it to them. Lord! how they fought for those few crumbs! I turned back into the room to get the remainder of the bread left from my breakfast, and, as I turned, a lanky young cockerel, inflamed by a desperate courage, hopped over the sill and followed me. I heard him come, and, interested to note to what lengths he would go, I retreated further into the room. In an instant he was on the table and had seized the chunk of bread from the platter; then, with a frightened squawk, he was out and off across the yard, sprinting away with impetuous, leaping strides, outstretching his fellows, who had immediately set off after him in hot pursuit. On his way he had to pass my little pig (my first sight of him, and how typical), who was sauntering casually in the direction of the yard gate. An inveterate jester, my little pig; he slewed round suddenly as the straining bird came up to him and made a well-timed snap which startled the rooster, intent only upon the hungry crowd behind, into dropping his booty, a morsel something too large for his gaping beak. I can still see the merry twinkle in my little pig’s eyes as he ate that piece of bread. It seemed to me that he was unduly deliberate in the doing of it; maybe he chaffed the resentful but intimidated young cockerel, in some Esperanto of the farmyard, as he ate.


•   •   •   •   •


Nothing else of any account happened that morning; I remember I saw the farmer sharpening his knife, and wondered what he could find to kill with it…


•   •   •   •   •


The next morning the young cockerel was not among the expectant group of five that waited under my window; but I met him again at dinner, and as I essayed to gather nourishment from his ill-covered bones, I smiled again over my recollection of his encounter with my little black pig. He is such a neat, quaint little creature, that pig; we have become friends over a few scraps of food, though he allows no liberties as yet….


Among my notes of that stay at the Valley Farm I have found the following; they seem to me so full of suggestion that I append them just as they stand:


•   •   •   •   •


“The stock is disappearing; only one old fowl left — the one that has twice provided me with an egg, or so I judge from her ululations. I suppose she will be kept to the last…. I was right; there are only two ducks this morning…  The ducks are all finished at last (thank Heaven!), but I have a horrible fear upon me.


The cow has disappeared! The farmer’s wife says they have sold her. Did she buy the suspiciously lean and stringy beef I now live on with the price of her?… The sow has gone, and the farmer’s wife has bought pork with the money obtained. I may be wrong in thus associating the meat I am given with those vanished animals. Can it be possible that there is some superstition or sentimental affection in buying the flesh of animals similar to those they have just sold? I see points about this theory, but why is the farmer always sharpening his knife?… I cannot believe it! He is not there this morning, and yet, surely, no Spanish Conquistadore of the sixteenth century could have had the brutality to kill my little pig, my whimsical, wayward, humorous little companion, the one living thing in all this accursed valley that could smile in the face of doom…. More pork! It must be the remains of the old sow; but why has she become so suddenly tender ? How is it that she has furnished me with the first satisfying meal I have had for  weeks ?


I cannot believe it, and I dare not ask the farmer’s wife. I will not believe it until the pork is finished. He must have been sold. I am convinced of it. I hope he has found a happier, less hungry home, poor little chap…. I had an egg this morning that went off with a pop when I cracked it. I had a curious sensation when it happened. I have not hitherto been a believer in metempsychosis, but an intuition came to me at that moment that the soul of my little pig had entered into that egg. It would have been so like his whimsical, joking way to go off pop. And I was so hungry…. I have been writing a story of two men cast away in an open boat, with very striking patches of what one may call local colour. They suffered horribly from hunger. … The old hen has gone at last, and the farmer is still sharpening his knife. Why? Is he going to cut vegetables for me ?


I don’t know where he will find them. In my story of the men in the open boat, one of them, driven to desperation…  Bread and cheese for dinner. Is this the lull before the storm? I surprised a curious expression in the farmer’s eye this afternoon. He was sizing me up with an appraising look. I can’t help feeling that he was mentally going through the process I described in my story after the stronger man had…. The farmer brought me my breakfast of bread and butter this morning. He says his wife is ill, that she is not getting up, that — I don’t know what he said.


No!


Definitely and finally, I cannot, I will not….”


(My notes  end here.)


•   •   •   •   •


After that last breakfast I went for a stroll in the yard, and in an outhouse I saw the farmer sharpening his knife. With an assumed nonchalance worthy of my little pig, I strolled carelessly to the gate; then, with tediously idle steps I sauntered towards the wood. And then — I ran. God, how I ran!






“The Westminster Gazette” 04 Aug. 1909
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Spring was once more in the world. As she sang to herself in the faraway woodlands her voice reached even the ears of the city, weary with the long winter. Daffodils flowered at the entrances to the Subway, furniture removing vans blocked the side streets, children clustered like blossoms on the doorsteps, the open cars were running, and the cry of the “cash clo’” man was once more heard in the land.


Yes, it was the spring, and the city dreamed wistfully of lilacs and the dewy piping of birds in gnarled old apple-trees, of dogwood lighting up with sudden silver the thickening woods, of water-plants unfolding their glossy scrolls in pools of morning freshness.


On Sunday mornings, the outbound trains were thronged with eager pilgrims, hastening out of the city, to behold once more the ancient marvel of the spring; and, on Sunday evenings, the railway termini were a-flower with banners of blossom from rifled woodland and orchard carried in the hands of the returning pilgrims, whose eyes still shone with the spring magic, in whose ears still sang the fairy music.


And as I beheld these signs of the vernal equinox I knew that I, too, must follow the music, forsake awhile the beautiful siren we call the city, and in the green silences meet once more my sweetheart Solitude.


As the train drew out of the Grand Central, I hummed to myself,



“I’ve a neater, sweeter maiden, in a greener, cleaner land”




and so I said good-bye to the city, and went forth with beating heart to meet the spring.


I had been told of an almost forgotten corner on the south coast of Connecticut, where the spring and I could live in an inviolate loneliness — a place uninhabited save by birds and blossoms, woods and thick grass, and an occasional silent farmer, and pervaded by the breath and shimmer of the Sound.


Nor had rumour lied, for when the train set me down at my destination I stepped out into the most wonderful green hush, a leafy Sabbath silence through which the very train, as it went farther on its way, seemed to steal as noiselessly as possible for fear of breaking the spell.


After a winter in the town, to be dropped thus suddenly into the intense quiet of the countryside makes an almost ghostly impression upon one, as of an enchanted silence, a silence that listens and watches but never speaks, finger on lip. There is a spectral quality about everything upon which the eye falls: the woods, like great green clouds, the wayside flowers, the still farmhouses half lost in orchard bloom — all seem to exist in a dream. Everything is so still, everything so supernaturally green. Nothing moves or talks, except the gentle susurrus of the spring wind swaying the young buds high up in the quiet sky, or a bird now and again, or a little brook singing softly to itself among the crowding rushes.


Though, from the houses one notes here and there, there are evidently human inhabitants of this green silence, none are to be seen. I have often wondered where the country-folk hide themselves, as I have walked hour after hour, past farm and croft and lonely dooryards, and never caught sight of a human face. If you should want to ask the way, a farmer is as shy as a squirrel, and if you knock at a farmhouse door, all is as silent as a rabbit-warren.


As I walked along in the enchanted stillness, I came at length to a quaint old farmhouse — “old Colonial” in its architecture — embowered in white lilacs, and surrounded by an orchard of ancient apple-trees which cast a rich shade on the deep spring grass. The orchard had the impressiveness of those old religious groves, dedicated to the strange worship of sylvan gods, gods to be found now only in Horace or Catullus, and in the hearts of young poets to whom the beautiful antique Latin is still dear.


The old house seemed already the abode of Solitude. As I lifted the latch of the white gate and walked across the forgotten grass, and up on to the veranda already festooned with wisteria, and looked into the window, I saw Solitude sitting by an old piano, on which no composer later than Bach had ever been played.


In other words, the house was empty; and going round to the back, where old barns and stables leaned together as if falling asleep, I found a broken pane, and so climbed in and walked through the echoing rooms. The house was very lonely. Evidently no one had lived in it for a long time. Yet it was all ready for some occupant, for whom it seemed to be waiting. Quaint old four-poster bedsteads stood in three rooms — dimity curtains and spotless linen — old oak chests and mahogany presses; and, opening drawers in Chippendale sideboards, I came upon beautiful frail old silver and exquisite china that set me thinking of a beautiful grandmother of mine, made out of old lace and laughing wrinkles and mischievous old blue eyes.


There was one little room that particularly interested me, a tiny bedroom all white, and at the window the red roses were already in bud. But what caught my eye with peculiar sympathy was a small bookcase, in which were some twenty or thirty volumes, wearing the same forgotten expression — forgotten and yet cared for — which lay like a kind of memorial charm upon everything in the old house. Yes, everything seemed forgotten and yet everything, curiously — even religiously — remembered. I took out book after book from the shelves, once or twice flowers fell out from the pages — and I caught sight of a delicate handwriting here and there and frail markings. It was evidently the little intimate library of a young girl. What surprised me most was to find that quite half the books were in French — French poets and French romancers: a charming, very rare edition of Ronsard, a beautifully printed edition of Alfred de Musset, and a copy of Théophile Gautier’s Mademoiselle de Maupin. How did these exotic books come to be there alone in a deserted New England farmhouse?


This question was to be answered later in a strange way. Meanwhile I had fallen in love with the sad, old, silent place, and as I closed the white gate and was once more on the road, I looked about for someone who could tell me whether or not this house of ghosts might be rented for the summer by a comparatively living man.


I was referred to a fine old New England farmhouse shining white through the trees a quarter of a mile away. There I met an ancient couple, a typical New England farmer and his wife; the old man, lean, chin-bearded, with keen grey eyes flickering occasionally with a shrewd humour, the old lady with a kindly old face of the withered-apple type and ruddy. They were evidently prosperous people, but their minds — for some reason I could not at the moment divine — seemed to be divided between their New England desire to drive a hard bargain and their disinclination to let the house at all.


Over and over again they spoke of the loneliness of the place. They feared I would find it very lonely. No one had lived in it for a long time, and so on. It seemed to me that afterwards I understood their curious hesitation, but at the moment only regarded it as a part of the circuitous New England method of bargaining. At all events, the rent I offered finally overcame their disinclination, whatever its cause, and so I came into possession — for four months — of that silent old house, with the white lilacs, and the drowsy barns, and the old piano, and the strange orchard; and, as the summer came on, and the year changed its name from May to June, I used to lie under the apple-trees in the afternoons, dreamily reading some old book, and through half-sleepy eyelids watching the silken shimmer of the Sound.


I had lived in the old house for about a month, when one afternoon a strange thing happened to me. I remember the date well. It was the afternoon of Tuesday, June 13th. I was reading, or rather dipping here and there, in Burton’s Anatomy of Melancholy. As I read, I remember that a little unripe apple, with a petal or two of blossom still clinging to it, fell upon the old yellow page. Then I suppose I must have fallen into a dream, though it seemed to me that both my eyes and my ears were wide open, for I suddenly became aware of a beautiful young voice singing very softly somewhere among the leaves. The singing was very frail, almost imperceptible, as though it came out of the air. It came and went fitfully, like the elusive fragrance of sweetbrier — as though a girl was walking to and fro, dreamily humming to herself in the still afternoon. Yet there was no one to be seen. The orchard had never seemed more lonely. And another fact that struck me as strange was that the words that floated to me out of the aerial music were French, half sad, half gay snatches of some long-dead singer of old France, I looked about for the origin of the sweet sounds, but in vain. Could it be the birds that were singing in French in this strange orchard? Presently the voice seemed to come quite close to me, so near that it might have been the voice of a dryad singing to me out of the tree against which I was leaning. And this time I distinctly caught the words of the sad little song:



“Chante, rossignol, chante,

Toi qui as le coeur gai;

Tu as le coeur à rire,

Moi, je l’ai-t-à pleurer.”




But, though the voice was at my shoulder, I could see no one, and then the singing stopped with what sounded like a sob; and a moment or two later I seemed to hear a sound of sobbing far down the orchard. Then there followed silence, and I was left to ponder on the strange occurrence. Naturally, I decided that it was just a daydream between sleeping and waking over the pages of an old book; yet when next day and the day after the invisible singer was in the orchard again, I could not be satisfied with such mere matter-of-fact explanation.



“A la claire fontaine,”




went the voice to and fro through the thick orchard boughs,



“M’en allant promener,

J’ai trouvé l’eau si belle

Que je m’y suis baigné,

Lui y a longtemps que je t’aime,

Jamais je ne t’oubliai.”




It was certainly uncanny to hear that voice going to and fro the orchard, there somewhere amid the bright sun-dazzled boughs — yet not a human creature to be seen — not another house even within half a mile. The most materialistic mind could hardly but conclude that here was something “not dreamed of in our philosophy.” It seemed to me that the only reasonable explanation was the entirely irrational one — that my orchard was haunted: haunted by some beautiful young spirit, with some sorrow of lost joy that would not let her sleep quietly in her grave.


And next day I had a curious confirmation of my theory. Once more I was lying under my favourite apple-tree, half reading and half watching the Sound, lulled into a dream by the whir of insects and the spices called up from the earth by the hot sun. As I bent over the page, I suddenly had the startling impression that someone was leaning over my shoulder and reading with me, and that a girl’s long hair was falling over me down on to the page. The book was the Ronsard I had found in the little bedroom. I turned, but again there was nothing there. Yet this time I knew that I had not been dreaming, and I cried out:


“Poor child! tell me of your grief — that I may help your sorrowing heart to rest.”


But, of course, there was no answer; yet that night I dreamed a strange dream. I thought I was in the orchard again in the afternoon and once again heard the strange singing — but this time, as I looked up, the singer was no longer invisible. Coming toward me was a young girl with wonderful blue eyes filled with tears and gold hair that fell to her waist. She wore a straight, white robe that might have been a shroud or a bridal dress. She appeared not to see me, though she came directly to the tree where I was sitting. And there she knelt and buried her face in the grass and sobbed as if her heart would break. Her long hair fell over her like a mantle, and in my dream I stroked it pityingly and murmured words of comfort for a sorrow I did not understand…. Then I woke suddenly as one does from dreams. The moon was shining brightly into the room. Rising from my bed, I looked out into the orchard. It was almost as bright as day. I could plainly see the tree of which I had been dreaming, and then a fantastic notion possessed me. Slipping on my clothes, I went out into one of the old barns and found a spade. Then I went to the tree where I had seen the girl weeping in my dream and dug down at its foot.


I had dug little more than a foot when my spade struck upon some hard substance, and in a few more moments I had uncovered and exhumed a small box, which, on examination, proved to be one of those pretty old-fashioned Chippendale work-boxes used by our grandmothers to keep their thimbles and needles in, their reels of cotton and skeins of silk. After smoothing down the little grave in which I had found it, I carried the box into the house, and under the lamplight examined its contents.


Then at once I understood why that sad young spirit went to and fro the orchard singing those little French songs — for the treasure-trove I had found under the apple-tree, the buried treasure of an unquiet, suffering soul, proved to be a number of love-letters written mostly in French in a very picturesque hand — letters, too, written but some five or six years before. Perhaps I should not have read them — yet I read them with such reverence for the beautiful, impassioned love that animated them, and literally made them “smell sweet and blossom in the dust,” that I felt I had the sanction of the dead to make myself the confidant of their story. Among the letters were little songs, two of which I had heard the strange young voice singing in the orchard, and, of course, there were many withered flowers and such like remembrances of bygone rapture.


Not that night could I make out all the story, though it was not difficult to define its essential tragedy, and later on a gossip in the neighbourhood and a headstone in the churchyard told me the rest. The unquiet young soul that had sung so wistfully to and fro the orchard was my landlord’s daughter. She was the only child of her parents, a beautiful, willful girl, exotically unlike those from whom she was sprung and among whom she lived with a disdainful air of exile. She was, as a child, a little creature of fairy fancies, and as she grew up it was plain to her father and mother that she had come from another world than theirs. To them she seemed like a child in an old fairytale strangely found on his hearth by some shepherd as he returns from the fields at evening — a little fairy girl swaddled in fine linen, and dowered with a mysterious bag of gold.


Soon she developed delicate spiritual needs to which her simple parents were strangers. From long truancies in the woods she would come home laden with mysterious flowers, and soon she came to ask for books and pictures and music, of which the poor souls that had given her birth had never heard. Finally she had her way, and went to study at a certain fashionable college; and there the brief romance of her life began. There she met a romantic young Frenchman who had read Ronsard to her and written her those picturesque letters I had found in the old mahogany work-box. And after a while the young Frenchman had gone back to France, and the letters had ceased. Month by month went by, and at length one day, as she sat wistful at the window, looking out at the foolish sunlit road, a message came. He was dead. That headstone in the village churchyard tells the rest. She was very young to die — scarcely nineteen years; and the dead who have died young, with all their hopes and dreams still like unfolded buds within their hearts, do not rest so quietly in the grave as those who have gone through the long day from morning until evening and are only too glad to sleep.


•   •   •


Next day I took the little box to a quiet corner of the orchard, and made a little pyre of fragrant boughs — for so I interpreted the wish of that young, unquiet spirit — and the beautiful words are now safe, taken up again into the aerial spaces from which they came.


But since then the birds sing no more little French songs in my old orchard.






“Harper’s Monthly” Jan. 1912
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The bride gave a sudden exclamation as the automobile surmounted the crest of the hill, disclosing an embowered glimpse of the house and the riot of its neglected gardens. Only the wildly yawing wheel of the little car prevented her laying an arresting hand upon that of her husband.


“My goodness!” she gasped. “How could that ever have been a workhouse? Why, it’s a playhouse — a sublime, adorable playhouse! No wonder the town gave it up. It’s too ridiculous — everybody would want to be a pauper!”


The words were jerked from her spasmodically as their car bucked over the ruts that had once been a road.


“It’ll cost something to put this confounded boulevard into navigable shape,” said her husband, trying hard to be practical in the face of the allurement of the just-glimpsed residence.


“It’s only a short quarter-mile,” said the lady of his heart.


They halted before the entrance, and she jumped out. With clasped hands and shining eyes she stood admiring the gate — a wrought-iron delight, swinging invitingly ajar between two columns of brick surmounted by somewhat tipsy urns. To right and left the ornate fence swept gracefully, half lost in creepers, vines, and waves of pink climbing roses, which, unrestrained by the pruning-shears, inundated the road and paths with a spraying foam of petals. What had once been a brick walk was now a mottled bed of moss and hardy pinks. Larkspurs, with blue spikes five feet high, pushed back the advancing hollyhock armies. All the old-fashioned flowers of a hardy garden had made the lawns a battleground for floral supremacy, surging about the house, swarming at the windows, meeting the hosts of roses and honeysuckle that fell from roof and balcony.


The bride and the groom stood hand in hand, gazing wide-eyed at the scene before them. It was almost too wonderful, too perfect. A house of dreams — the painted backdrop of a fairy play that might at any moment roll up into the heavens and be lost to reality.


“I don’t care what it’s like inside,” she whispered, as if afraid to break the spell. “We’ve got to have it!”


A breeze swept through the garden. The flowers bent in unison, as if in obeisance to a new mistress.


“See!” she laughed. “They are bowing to me.”


“It’ll take two gardeners,” said her spouse dryly.


“Oh, well,” said the bride, “we’ll economize on cut flowers.”


“It isn’t always June,” he retorted.


They relapsed into silence as they walked on and paused before the front door. He fumbled in his pocket for the key that the selectman had given him; but the bride pressed a slender hand on the panels and it swung softly, almost gaily, open. The sunlight, running ahead of them, gold-flecked the dust that the incoming breeze tossed from the inlaid floor.


“They really ought to keep a caretaker here,” she said. “Just think, the house all open like that! Why, tramps might be living here and set the place on fire.”


He laughed.


“Nonsense! The place is too far out of the way. Why, we’d never have heard of it if it hadn’t been for the Follensbees losing their way and blundering over it.”


“I don’t care,” she repeated. “There ought to be a caretaker. It’s a shame to leave a house like this all alone. I’m sure all the hardware’s been stolen and the plumbing.”


“Knobs are on the doors, anyway,” he answered, and turned the nearest one.


Even with closed blinds and bare walls, the room they entered was merry. A great colonial fireplace still sheltered a pair of brass andirons, and the half-burned remains of a backlog suggested the glow of fire.


“It’s perfectly ducky!” cried the bride, dancing on happy feet across the polished floor. “Just think of this with dove-colored taffeta curtains with little yellow fringes, old settees between the windows, a pair of powder-blue Chinese vases on the mantel, a big chaise-longue in front, and a refectory table back—”


“Hold on there, girly!” objected the groom. “You didn’t marry a millionaire, you know.”


“Oh, well,” she pouted, “we’ll do it a little at a time. Of course, with the whole house to furnish, we couldn’t expect to go so fast; but with two gardeners, as you said, and a chauffeur who’d help generally, and a couple — Japanese, I think — a man and wife, and they’ll wear their own kimono clothes — they’ll look so picturesque, you know! And then we’ll put a truck body on Lizette de Fer Blanc, and use her for service, and get a new little car for just us two, and fix up the road for a half-mile or so as you suggested. Don’t you think we ought to be able to take possession in two or three weeks?”


She stopped, breathless. He was gravely considering.


“If the rent wasn’t so small, it would be out of the question; and we ought to take it on a long lease, anyhow, to make it worth our while. It isn’t of any use to the township. Somebody gave it to them for a workhouse, and they got into it before they saw how unpractical it was. They were awfully out of pocket trying to run it. The matron and the supervisor simply threw money away. But as a renting proposition it isn’t any good, either — too far from the station, and no neighbors. Lots of people don’t like that.”


“Ah, but we do!” said the bride, slipping her arm through his and rubbing her cheek on his shoulder.


He kissed her enthusiastically, then dutifully dug into his wallet for the typewritten description of the premises.


“Let’s see — six master’s bedrooms, three baths, three servants’ bedrooms and bath, chauffeur’s apartment over garage, room for three cars, two box-”


“Splendid!” she interrupted. “We can keep a couple of ponies, and ride.”


“Wouldn’t you like kennels, too?” he inquired scathingly.


“Oh, no,” she regretfully declined. “I’ll just bring my two Pekingese. We couldn’t afford a kennel-maid — yet.”


She had raised a window and was busy with the catch of the shutters. A moment later the casement framed a picture of garden beauty. The fresh morning light, as if glad of the chance, flashed into the long-darkened room, bringing out the details of moldings and pilasters, delicately carved with sumptuous simplicity.


“I don’t feel,” she cried rapturously, “that I ever want to go anywhere again! I want to stay here — right now. I don’t want to leave. I think I’ll take the cushions out of Lizette’s back and let you go to the village and sign the lease, and bring back a pound of coffee, a loaf of bread, one dozen eggs, some sugar — there’s pepper and salt and tea in the motor kit — and two pillows and a couple of blankets.”


“Let’s get the water turned on first, my dear,” he suggested; “and let’s look over the lighting system. The telephone is in, but it’s disconnected. And don’t you think that you, as the lady of the house, ought to investigate the kitchen?”


“This house couldn’t have just a kitchen — a mere kitchen!” exclaimed the bride. “A cooking parlor it shall be, with lovely copper and aluminum, all glass and enamel and tile, shiny and clean. Won’t it be fun? And I’ll put the cook out and get your early breakfast for you myself — oh, yes, I will,” she insisted, anticipating her husband’s refusal of such menial service.


He only smiled, but with undisconcerted ardor she continued:


“Dearest angel, do you realize that we’ve been standing here hours, and we’ve been in just one room? We’ve got to visit it all. Let’s see, the plan said, ‘A drawing-room, a dining-room, a music-room’—”


“I know this is the music-room. I can hear dance-music, and just feel this floor! Tra-la-la!” she trilled, and, thrusting her husband’s arm around her waist, she urged him off down the room.


She was right; the room responded to its appointed destiny. The whole house seemed to hum with music, as a shell holds the sound of the sea. The floor sent back a spring of living wood to the quick young tread of the lovers who glided over it. At the door she stopped.


“The dining-room now,” she whispered in his ear. “I’m sure we shall find a banquet. There’ll be the ghost of a sideboard — and cold chicken, stuffed mangoes, and a decanter of sherry; and there’ll be little biscuits and a big Virginia ham—”


“If you don’t stop,” said the groom, his mouth watering, “I shan’t be satisfied with your imaginary lunch, and we’ve only got tongue sandwiches, so let’s take in the sitting-room instead.”


They turned around, their arms still about each other, and faced the wraith of a little worn, gray man. He came noiselessly from the door opposite, and his wistful, washed-out eyes sought their faces with compassion, and yet with a certain glittering hardness.


II


The bride and the groom stood speechless, like children caught trespassing. Anything more out of key with the joyousness of the place it would be hard to imagine. If this was its familiar spirit, its manifestation was strangely at variance with the surroundings. No wreck of humanity stranded on a park bench in some livid dawn could be more worn, more hopeless-looking, more dreary-eyed.


Panic seized them both. The bride gripped her husband’s shoulder convulsively, and with a sense of protection totally uncalled for he swiftly drew her behind him. In a flash the instinctive fear passed. Of what had they been afraid? Of a little old man, diffident, deprecating, and compassionate?


“You came to see the house?”


The voice was broken and old, deprecating and diffident, the perfect expression of the dejected little figure. The intruders found footing on the instant, and the groom’s reply sounded loud and important in the echoing hall.


“Yes, Selectman Williams gave me the key and a plan of the house. We were talking of leasing it for a term of years. Who are you?” He added as an afterthought, “the caretaker?”


“I thought,” observed the bride wisely, thrusting back a copper-colored curl under her lavender motor-veil, “that they really couldn’t have left the place with no one in charge. My husband was just wondering about the water-supply — perhaps you could tell him about it?”


A grim smile drew up the corners of the old man’s withered mouth.


“I could, of course,” he replied. “There isn’t a thing about the place that I don’t know; but it isn’t worth while to go into all that. You aren’t going to take it.”


It was said with such finality that the young people stared at him, for the moment dumb. Then the husband flushed angrily.


“The caretaker’s job must be a soft one for you to be so high-handed,” he remarked with a sneer. “However, we needn’t involve you in our plans. Come, Trudy, we’ll investigate the rest of the house.”


“You will find it all charming, literally charming,” said the soft, gray voice. “There isn’t a room that won’t attract you; there isn’t an outlook that won’t appeal to you. But, just the same, you can’t stay here.”


The sheer impertinence shocked the home-seekers into silence. The groom reddened, but the bride went pale. Something like the distant warning tinkle of a spirit-bell thrilled through her sensitive being.


“You aren’t the caretaker!” she said suddenly. “Why do you say we mustn’t stay? Who are you?”


The derelict met her gaze with tragic earnestness.


“I’m Morton Ford, if that means anything to you.”


She looked blank, but her husband swung around, astonishment written large on his handsome face.


“Morton Ford!” he exclaimed. “That’s the name of the donor. I saw it in the selectman’s office — the man who gave the town this property for a poorhouse.”


“Yes,” said Morton Ford quietly.


“Why,” the young man continued as one bewildered, “I thought, of course, you were dead! Who would give away such a place as this — and for such a purpose? It — it’s incredible!”


“In a sense, I am dead.” Ford addressed the bride directly, as if of the two she were the more likely to understand him. “And, as you say, I gave the house for a purpose. The town has not seen fit to continue to use the house as I intended. I did not give it to them to augment the town revenues; it is expressly stated so in my deed of gift. Therefore, if you make it necessary, I shall have to contest the lease.”


“But why be a dog in the manger?” the would-be tenant objected. “They can’t afford to run it as a workhouse. They told me so. The place involved the whole township in debt. If they can make something on it, why not let them? They’re badly in the hole as it is.”


“In the first place,” said the former owner grimly, “I intend to punish this house. I intend to cripple it utterly; but, beyond that, I will not expose you or any other honest people to its cunning. I tell you this house is a devil — a living devil. It’s a siren, a vampire, a blood-sucking, soul-destroying thing. Oh, I know her! She’s not a thing of stones and mortar, wood and plaster. She’s got a sort of evil life. She’d wreck you, as she wrecked me and my happiness, as she destroyed the man who made her.”


He was shaking with excitement. His pale face was streaked with sudden red, his bony hands were clenched.


“He’s mad,” thought the husband, and again sought to draw his wife behind him. He had not spoken, but his wife read his thoughts.


“No,” she said steadily, “he isn’t. Please, Mr. Ford, explain it, will you? We just don’t seem to understand. It’s strange, you see. We thought the house so lovely. It’s so sunny, so gay. Why, anyone should be happy here. It’s — it’s heavenly!”


“Will you come?” With a quivering finger Morton Ford pointed up the graceful stairway to the wide landing above. “Perhaps, if I show you the place, you will understand.”


He led the way to the floor above, and steadied himself for a moment with his palm against the yellow-paneled wall. Then, with a quick gesture of determination, he threw open the door of a large, cheerful bedroom. A long mirror was set in the bathroom door, and reflected the tracery of climbing roses at the unshuttered window. A heavy four-poster bed stood facing them. There was no other furniture.


“What a beautiful room!” ejaculated the bride.


“Of course you’d think so,” their guide muttered grimly; “but it was there, right in front of that looking-glass, that he shot himself.”


“Shot himself? Who shot himself?” demanded the groom.


“Madison, the man who built the house.”


“But why?” gasped the bride.


“He was a bank cashier,” Ford answered, his voice again colorless. “A bank cashier, and married to a dear little woman — it wasn’t her fault. She loved him, she’d have been happy with him anywhere; but he would come here, he would build. Someone — his bitterest enemy, I guess — had given him a set of plans. He had a little money. It seemed all right at first; but then the house developed its soul. It’s the soul of a courtesan. She is the three daughters of the horse-leech in one. She cries: ‘Give, give!’ Oh, you don’t know! Poor Madison! He became infatuated with the house — infatuated utterly, his wife told me. It was like a madness. He couldn’t resist its demands. Nothing was good enough for its beauty; nothing was rare enough. Everything that belonged to the house must be cared for and pampered — yes, pampered. Its gardens, its stables, everything — like a king’s mistress, groomed and perfumed and bedecked, bejeweled and garlanded. Oh, yes, I know; but it wasn’t until the malady had fallen upon me that I hunted her out — little Mrs. Madison — and found her stunned and prematurely old, living in poverty and under another name, because of her husband’s theft. For he stole — of course he stole — who wouldn’t? He robbed the bank for his mistress — this shameless, laughing, merry house — and then he shot himself before that mirror. And does the house care? Not at all! She was looking for her next victim before her lover’s body was cold. She drank his blood into her very self, and she gives no hint of tragedy. And so I found her.”


“You bought it — after that?” whispered the bride.


The old man nodded.


“Yes, and I thought I was lucky. I knew what had happened; but, like everybody else, I didn’t take it to myself. Somebody else’s martyrdom, somebody else’s tragedy — and for that reason I could buy it cheap, just as it stood, with all its furniture. Yes, I bought the trollop, with all her gauds and her trappings and her frills and laces. I bought it for the woman I loved — for my wife. She’d had so little in her life. I was older than she, and I loved her so much that I wanted to give her the best, the loveliest, the happiest things. The house laughed and made us welcome — oh, it knows how to welcome you and envelop you in a sense of well-being. Charm, charm — that’s the very cornerstone and roof-tree.


“And then the creature, that is this house, cried: ‘Give, give!’ and I gave and gave; but it wasn’t for me alone that she spread her net — oh, no! My wife was young, my wife was pretty, my wife was gay. She filled the house with music, and the house loved her. Come, I will show you her room, the lovely room that looks out on the water-garden — it is only a pond now, but it was a water-garden then. I’ll show you the little boudoir she had done in saffron and rose, like the inside of a shell. I had them put the most pestilential pauper of all in that room!”


Obediently the young people followed the halting steps. Something of the enchantment of the Ancient Mariner held them attentive and breathless.


III


Throwing open a double door a few paces farther down the hall, Morton Ford ushered them into a long, low-ceilinged apartment. The whole of one side was composed of casement windows that went clear to the floor. Beyond was a balcony of lacy wrought-iron, and below was the lily-covered surface of a pond. Irises bloomed beside it, and azaleas crowded toward it. A willow-tree hung above, and stroked its silver surface with long, silken fingers. On the ceiling of the room the reflection of the ripples ran in sequences of shadowy gold. A breath of perfume seemed still to cling to its rosy walls.


The bathroom beyond glittered. Small squares of inlaid glass made a diamond light above the creamy luster of the tiles. On the other side, the open door gave a glimpse of another room — doubtless the boudoir, “like a shell.”


There was silence. The three visitors stood motionless. The old man’s head was bent. He did not try to hide his pain; like a child he wept. The bride put out her hand and touched his sleeve.


“What happened?” she asked softly. “The house loved her, you say. Then it wouldn’t harm her, it wouldn’t let her destroy herself for it. What happened?”


“The house, the — why do I call it a house? It is not a house. It is an evil, living thing! It taught her all its cunning, all its ways to win, to cajole, to beg, to demand. Oh, she was an apt pupil! But I was to blame, for I should not have placed her where her soul could be poisoned, Yet how could I know?”


After a momentary pause he went on.


“Together they grew in extravagance. They must be matched in perfection. And I was blind. I thought my wife the wonder of the world. Who but she could make such marvels out of a bit of lace and a scrap of linen, and hang the windows with such curtains and such draperies? The house taught her. For nothing — so I thought — she picked up priceless things, and I was proud of her cleverness and her knowledge. And all the while the devilish house was teaching her luxury, extravagance, display, opulence. At last she outdid her teacher. She wanted to put her two hands into the world’s coffers and scatter its gold profligately.


“As the house increased in beauty, it made her more beautiful. As the house grew more charming, she learned the charm, of Satan himself. Now, as I look back, I seem to see them vie with each other — the beautiful house and the lovely woman. And then — the world of the house, my house, grew too small, and just as heartlessly, just as lightly as the house had slain, she deserted it — and me — for greater extravagance, greater luxury, greater display. In my hour of despair the house would have taken vengeance on me because she had deserted it. The house would have made me follow in the footsteps of poor Madison; but I was not to be deceived. It tried to make me go into that room and kill myself, as the other had. The house would have sucked my blood and cast me aside, and then it would have waited, treacherously smiling and welcoming, for the next victim; but I knew its devilish soul too well.


“I determined to be revenged; so I thought of the thing most likely to infuriate the house. Poverty, age, illness, all the things the house hated — these the house should have. You begin to understand now, don’t you, why I gave the property to the town for a poorhouse, for a workhouse, where day after day, year after year these walls would have to shelter the lame and the halt and the blind, the creatures of poverty, clad in ugliness, eating the mean fare of charity, lorded over by others little better than themselves? Oh, I can feel the loathing in every stick and stone, the repugnance in every minutest detail of refinement!


“Can’t you imagine the stairs creaking with shame at the lumbering and shuffling? Can’t you feel the paneling drawing away from such a company? Can’t you fancy how this room — this room, most of all — felt when they installed here old John Broad, the palsied, foul-mouthed drunkard? Can’t you imagine the immaculate kitchen blowing back the fumes of cabbage and cheap stews? Can’t you understand the hatred of the gardens as wheelchairs plowed through them, and the weeds invaded them without let or hindrance?


“Oh, I had my vengeance on the house; but she was too clever for me. I couldn’t be here to watch her, to checkmate her cunning. She even drove these cattle to extravagance — at least, to what was extravagance for them.


“A year, two, three, five, and the house expelled the inmates she loathed. She spewed them out at last, and then smoothed herself, and smiled and furbished up again each tarnished wile. She called to her charm, to her gaiety and her flowers, to the breezes and the sunlight, to the whispering, suggestive silence of her rooms, to the promise of her wide hearths, to the resonance of laughter and music that she holds in the hollow of her heart. She cast out the memories of the sounds and scents of the poor she hated, and she waited — waited for you. She would have welcomed you and infolded you and drawn you in, and you would have gone down her ruinous way of extravagance and luxury; but she reckoned without me.


“When I heard what had happened, I came back. When I caught the house smiling and beckoning through her desertion, I watched and waited, too. I wondered whether she was strong enough to draw fresh victims to her cruel embrace. And she is, for you came. And now you know. You think she’s nothing but a house; but I know she is a devil, a vampire, a destroyer of body and soul!”


The bride shuddered, and her husband looked down at her, amused. He felt it incumbent upon him to be amused, for he was shaken.


“Well,” he said, “that’s very interesting, and in a way I think you’re right. The house is far too large for us.”


The old man smiled. They did not speak again for many minutes.


On the veranda, as they took their leave, the groom condescended to speak more graciously to the old man.


“Of course, sir, I’m greatly obliged for your warning, but really, you know, there wasn’t any danger of our taking the place. It’s charming, as you say, but — well, quite beyond our means.”


The bride looked up gravely and held out her hand.


“Thank you ever so much,” she said simply. “You’re quite right, and I’m very grateful. We must be going. Can we give you a lift — take you anywhere?”


Ford shook his head.


“No, I thank you. I’m not the caretaker, you see, though I am a watchman. Good-bye, my dear. God keep you!”


•   •   •   •   •   •


The bride looked over her shoulder as they topped the hill. Below them lay the tangled garden, the shimmer of the pond, the inviting expanse of the house, cream-white in its setting of green. On the steps was a splotch of gray — the huddled figure of the watcher.


“Bughouse, poor old boy!” said the groom. “But, after all, there’s something in what he says about biting off more than one can chew. Considerable of a yarn, that. Wonder if there’s any basis of truth for it — all that about the suicide, and his wife eloping, I mean.”


The bride did not answer. For the first time since the all-important ceremony she was totally oblivious of the words of her lord and master. To her eyes the vision of home had suddenly shown itself a whited sepulcher, and more — a vampire, reaching out to seize her. And because she was a woman, and, therefore, subconsciously aware of many things, she shuddered as with cold and drew her veil more closely about her.


“Oh, what an escape!” she murmured, “what an escape!”


Her husband laughed. “You weren’t afraid of him, were you? Why, the poor old chap was perfectly harmless.”
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THE SANCTUARY
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1934







Francis Elton was spending a fortnight’s holiday one January in the Engadine, when he received the telegram announcing the death of his uncle, Horace Elton, and his own succession to a very agreeable property: the telegram added that the cremation of the remains was to take place that day, and it was therefore impossible for him to attend, and there was no reason for his hurrying home.


In the solicitor’s letter that reached him two days later Mr. Angus gave fuller details: the estate consisted of sound securities to the value of about £80,000, and there was as well Mr. Elton’s property just outside the small country town of Wedderburn in Hampshire. This consisted of a charming house and garden and a small acreage of building land. Everything had been left to Francis, but the estate was saddled with a charge of £500 a year in favour of the Reverend Owen Barton.


Francis knew very little of his uncle, who for a long time had been much of a recluse; indeed he had not seen him for nearly four years, when he had spent three days with him at this house at Wedderburn. He had vague but slightly uneasy memories of those days, and now on his journey home, as he lay in his berth in the rocking train, his brain, rummaging drowsily among its buried recollections, began to disinter these. There was nothing very definite about them: they consisted of suggestions and sidelights and oblique impressions, things observed, so to speak, out of the corner of his eye, and never examined in direct focus.


He had only been a boy at the time, having just left school, and it was in the summer holidays, hot sultry weather of August, he remembered, that he had paid him this visit, before he went to a crammer’s in London to learn French and German.


There was his Uncle Horace, first of all, and of him he had vivid images. A grey-haired man of middle age, large and extremely stout with a cushion of jowl overlapping his collar, but in spite of this obesity, he was nimble and light in movement, and with a merry blue eye that was equally alert, and seemed constantly to be watching him. Then there were two women there, a mother and daughter, and, as he recalled them, their names occurred to him, too: they were Mrs. Isabel Ray and Judith. Judith, he supposed, was a year or two older than himself, and on the first evening had taken him for a stroll in the garden after dinner. She had treated him at once as if they were old friends, had walked with her arm round his neck, had asked him many questions about his school, and whether there was any girl he was keen on. All very friendly, but rather embarrassing. When they came in from the garden, certainly some questioning signal had passed between the mother and the girl, and Judith had shrugged her shoulders in reply.


Then the mother had taken him in hand; she made him sit with her in the window-seat, and talked to him about the crammer’s he was going to: he would have much more liberty, she supposed, than he had at school, and he looked the sort of boy who would make good use of it. She tried him in French and found he could speak it very decently, and told him that she had a book which she had just finished, which she would lend him. It was by that exquisite stylist Huysman and was called Là-Bas. She would not tell him what it was about: he must find out for himself. All the time those narrow grey eyes were fixed on him, and when she went to bed, she took him up to her room to give him the book. Judith was there, too: she had read it, and laughed at the memory of it. “Read it, darling Francis,” she said, “and then go to sleep immediately, and you will tell me tomorrow what you dreamed about, unless it would shock me.”


The vibrating rhythm of the train made Francis drowsy, but his mind went on disinterring these fragments. There had been another man there, his uncle’s secretary, a young fellow, perhaps twenty-five years old, clean-shaven and slim and with just the same gaiety about him as the rest. Everyone treated him with an odd sort of deference, hard to define but easy to perceive. He sat next to Francis at dinner that night, and kept filling his wine-glass for him whether he wanted it or not, and next morning he had come into his room in pyjamas, sat on his bed, looked at him with odd questioning eyes, had asked him how he got on with his book, and then taken him to bathe in the swimming-pool behind the belt of trees at the bottom of the garden… No bathing-costume, he said, was necessary, and they raced up and down the pool and lay basking in the sun afterwards. Then from the belt of trees emerged Judith and her mother, and Francis, much embarrassed, draped himself in a towel. How they all laughed at his delightful prudery… And what was the man’s name? Why, of course, it was Owen Barton, the same who had been mentioned in Mr. Angus’s letter as the Reverend Owen Barton. But why “reverend,” Francis wondered. Perhaps he had taken Orders afterwards.


All day they had flattered him for his good looks, and his swimming and his lawn-tennis: he had never been made so much of, and all their eyes were on him, inviting and beckoning. In the afternoon his uncle had claimed him: he must come upstairs with him and see some of his treasures. He took him into his bedroom, and opened a great wardrobe full of magnificent vestments. There were gold-embroidered copes, there were stoles and chasubles with panels of needlework enriched with pearls, and jewelled gloves, and the use of them was to make glorious the priests who offered prayer and praise to the Lord of all things visible and invisible. Then he brought out a scarlet cassock of thick shimmering silk, and a cotta of finest muslin trimmed round the neck and the lower hem with Irish lace of the sixteenth century. These were for the vesting of the boy who served at the Mass, and Francis, at his uncle’s bidding, stripped off his coat and arrayed himself, and took off his shoes and put on the noiseless scarlet slippers which were called sanctuary shoes. Then Owen Barton entered, and Francis heard him whisper to his uncle, “God! What a server!” and then he put on one of those gorgeous copes and told him to kneel.


The boy had been utterly bewildered. What were they playing at, he wondered. Was it charades of some sort? There was Barton, his face solemn and eager, raising his left hand as if in blessing: more astonishing was his uncle, licking his lips and swallowing in his throat, as if his mouth watered. There was something below all this dressing-up, which meant nothing to him, but had some hidden significance for the two men. It was uncomfortable: it disquieted him, and he wouldn’t kneel, but disrobed himself of the cotta and cassock. “I don’t know what it’s about,” he said: and again, as between Judith and her mother, he saw question and answer pass between them. Somehow his lack of interest had disappointed them, but he felt no interest at all: just a vague repulsion.


The diversions of the day were renewed: there was more tennis and bathing, but they all seemed to have lost the edge of their keenness about him. That evening he was dressed rather earlier than the others, and was sitting in a deep window-seat of the drawing-room, reading the book Mrs. Ray had lent him. He was not getting on with it; it was puzzling, and the French was difficult: he thought he would return it to her, saying that it was beyond him. Just then she and his uncle entered: they were talking together, and did not perceive him.


“No, it’s no use, Isabel,” said his uncle. “He’s got no curiosity, no leanings: it would only disgust him and put him off. That’s not the way to win souls. Owen thinks so, too. And he’s too innocent: why when I was his age… Why, there’s Francis. What’s the boy reading? Ah, I see! What do you make of it?”


Francis closed the book.


“I give it up,” he said. “I can’t get on with it.”


Mrs. Ray laughed.


“I agree, too, Horace,” she said. “But what a pity!”


Somehow Francis got the impression, he remembered, that they had been talking about him. But, if so, what was it for which he had no leanings?


He had gone to bed rather early that night, encouraged, he thought, to do so, leaving the rest at a game of Bridge. He soon slept, but awoke, thinking he heard the sound of chanting. Then came three strokes of a bell, and a pause and three more. He was too sleepy to care what it was about.


•••


Such, as the train rushed through the night, was the sum of his impressions about his visit to the man whose substance he had now inherited, subject to the charge of £500 a year to the Reverend Owen Barton. He was astonished to find how vivid and how vaguely disquieting were these memories, which now for four years had been buried in his mind. As he sank into sounder sleep they faded again, and he thought little more of them in the morning.


He went to see Mr. Angus as soon as he got to London. Certain securities would have to be sold in order to pay death duties, but the administration of the estate was a simple matter. Francis wanted to know more about his benefactor, but Mr. Angus could tell him very little. Horace Elton had, for some years, lived an extremely sequestered life down at Wedderburn, and his only intimate associate was his secretary, this Mr. Owen Barton. Beyond him, there were two ladies who used often to stay with him for long periods. Their names? – and he paused, searching his memory.


“Mrs. Isabel Ray and her daughter Judith?” suggested Francis.


“Exactly. They were often there. And, not infrequently, a number of people used to arrive rather late in the evening, eleven o’clock or even later, stay for an hour or two and then be off again. A little mysterious. Only a week or so before Mr. Elton died, there had been quite a congregation of them, fifteen or twenty, I believe.”


Francis was silent for a moment: it was as if pieces of jig-saw puzzle were calling for their due location. But their shapes were too fantastic…


“And about my uncle’s illness and death,” he said. “The cremation of his body was on the same day as that on which he died; at least so I understood from your telegram.”


“Yes: that was so,” said Mr. Angus.


“But why? I should instantly have come back to England in order to be present. Was it not unusual?”


“Yes, Mr. Elton, it was unusual. But there were reasons for it.”


“I should like to hear them,” he said. “I was his heir, and it would have been only proper that I should have been there. Why?”


Angus hesitated a moment.


“That is a reasonable question,” he said, “and I feel bound to answer it. I must begin a little way back… Your Uncle was in excellent physical health apparently, till about a week before his death. Very stout, but very alert and active. Then the trouble began. It took the form at first of some grievous mental and spiritual disturbance. He thought for some reason that he was going to die very soon, and the idea of death produced in him an abnormal panic terror. He telegraphed for me, for he wanted to make some alteration in his will. I was away and could not get down till the next day, and by the time I arrived he was too desperately ill to give any sort of coherent instructions. But his intention, I think, was to cut Mr. Owen Barton out of it.”


Again the lawyer paused.


“I found,” he said, “that on the morning of the day I got down to Wedderburn, he had sent for the parson of his parish, and had made a confession to him. What that was I have not, of course, the slightest idea. Till then he had been in this panic fear of death, but was physically himself. Immediately afterwards some very horrible disease invaded him. Just that: invasion. The doctors who were summoned from London and Bournemouth had no idea what it was. Some unknown microbe, they supposed, which made the most swift and frightful havoc of skin and tissue and bone. It was like some putrefying internal corruption. It was as if he was dead already… Really, I don’t know what good it will do to tell you this.”


“I want to know,” said Francis.


“Well: this corruption. Living organisms came out as from a dead body. His nurses used to be sick. And the room was always swarming with flies; great fat flies, crawling over the walls and the bed. He was quite conscious, and there persisted this frantic terror of death, when you would have thought that a man’s soul would have been only too thankful to be quit of such a habitation.”


“And was Mr. Owen Barton with him?” asked Francis.


“From the moment that Mr. Elton made his confession, he refused to see him. Once he came into the room, and there was a shocking scene. The dying man screamed and yelled with terror. Nor would he see the two ladies we have mentioned: why they continued to stop in the house I can’t imagine. Then on the last morning of his life – he could not speak now – he traced a word or two on a piece of paper, and it seemed that he wanted to receive the Holy Communion. So the parson was sent for.”


The old lawyer paused again: Francis saw that his hand was shaking.


“Then very dreadful things happened,” he said. “I was in the room, for he signed to me to be near him, and I saw them with my own eyes. The parson had poured the wine into the chalice, and had put the bread on the paten, and was about to consecrate the elements, when a cloud of those flies, of which I have told you, came about him. They filled the chalice like a swarm of bees, they settled in their unclean thousands on the paten, and in a couple of minutes the chalice was dry and empty and they had devoured the bread. Then like drilled hosts, you may say, they swarmed on to your uncle’s face, so that you could see nothing of it. He choked and he gasped: there was one writhing convulsion, and, thank God, it was all over.”


“And then?” asked Francis.


“There were no flies. Nothing. But it was necessary to have the body cremated at once and the bedding with it. Very shocking indeed! I would not have told you, if you had not pressed me.”


“And the ashes?” asked he.


“You will see that there is a clause in his will, directing that his remains should be buried at the foot of the Judas-tree beside the swimming pool in the garden at Wedderburn. That was done.”


•••


Francis was a very unimaginative young man, free from superstitious twitterings and unprofitable speculations, and this story, suggestive though it was, of ghastly sub-currents, did not take hold of his mind at all or lead to the fashioning of uneasy fancies. It was all very horrible, but it was over. He went down to Wedderburn for Easter with a widowed sister of his and her small boy, aged eleven, and they all fairly fell in love with the place. It was soon settled that Sybil Marsham should let her house in London for the summer months, and establish herself here. Dickie, who was a delicate boy, rather queer and elfin, would thus have the benefit of country air, and Francis the benefit of having the place run by his sister and occupied and in commission whenever he was able to get away from his work.


The house was of brick and timber, with accommodation for half a dozen folk, and stood on high ground above the little town. Francis made a tour of it, as soon as he arrived, rather astonished to find how the sight of it rubbed up to clearness in the minutest details his memory of it. There was the sitting-room with its tall bookcases and its deep window-seats overlooking the garden, where he had sat unobserved when his uncle and Mrs. Ray came in talking together. Above was his uncle’s panelled bedroom, which he proposed to occupy himself, with the big wardrobe containing vestments. He opened it: they were under their covering sheets of tissue paper, shimmering with scarlet and gold and finest lawn foamed with Irish lace: a faint smell of incense hung about them. Next to that was his uncle’s sitting-room, and beyond that the room which he had slept in before, and was now appropriated to Dickie. These rooms lay on the front of the house, looking westwards over the garden, and he went out to renew acquaintance with it. Flower-beds gay with spring blossoms ran below the windows: then came the lawn, and beyond the belt of trees that enclosed the swimming pool. He passed along the path that threaded it between tapestries of primrose and anemone, and came out into the clearing that surrounded the water. The bathing shed stood at the deep end of it by the sluice that splashed riotously into the channel below, for the stream that supplied the pool was running full with the rains of March. In front of the copse on the far side stood a Judas-tree decked gloriously with flowers, and the reflection of it was cast waveringly on the rippled surface of the water. Somewhere below those red-blossoming boughs, there was buried a casket of ashes. He strolled round the pool: it was quite sheltered here from the April breeze, and bees were busy in the red blossoms. Bees, and large fat flies, a quantity of them.


He and Sybil were sitting in the drawing-room with the deep window-seats as dusk began to fall. A servant came in to say that Mr. Owen Barton had called. Certainly they were at home, and he entered, and was introduced to Sybil.


“You will hardly remember me, Mr. Elton,” he said, “but I was here when you paid a visit to your uncle: four years ago it must have been.”


“But I remember you perfectly,” he said. “We bathed together, we played tennis: you were very kind to a shy boy. And are you living here still?”


“Yes: I took a house in Wedderburn after your uncle’s death. I spent six very happy years with him as his secretary, and I got much attached to the country. My house stands just outside your garden palings opposite the latched gate leading into the wood round the pool.”


The door opened and Dickie came in. He caught sight of the stranger and stopped.


“Say ‘how do you do’ to Mr. Barton, Dickie,” said his mother.


Dickie performed this duty with due politeness and stood regarding him. He was a shy boy usually; but, after this inspection, he advanced close to him, and laid his hands on his knees.


“I like you,” he said confidently, and leant up against him.


“Don’t bother Mr. Barton, Dickie,” she said rather sharply.


“But indeed he’s doing nothing of the kind,” said Barton, and he drew the boy towards him so that he stood clipped between his knees.


Sybil got up.


“Come, Dick,” she said. “We’ll have a walk round the garden before it gets dark.”


“Is he coming, too?” asked the boy.


“No: he’s going to stop and talk to Uncle Francis.”


When the two men were alone Barton said a word or two about Horace Elton, who had always been so generous a friend to him. The end, mercifully short, had been terrible, and terrible to him personally had been the dying man’s refusal to see him during the last two days of his life.


“His mind, I think, must have been affected,” he said, “by his awful sufferings. It happens like that sometimes: people turn against those with whom they have been most intimate. I have often mourned over that, and deeply regretted it… And I owe you a certain word of explanation, Mr. Elton. No doubt you were puzzled to find in your uncle’s will that I was entitled ‘the Reverend.’ It is quite true, though I do not call myself so. Certain spiritual doubts and difficulties caused me to give up my orders, but your uncle always held that if a man is once a priest he is always a priest. He was very strong about that, and no doubt he was right.”


“I didn’t know my uncle took any interest in ecclesiastical affairs,” said Francis. “Ah, I had forgotten about his vestments. Perhaps that was only an artistic taste.”


“By no means. He regarded them as sacred things, consecrated to holy uses… And may I ask you what happened to his remains? I remember he once expressed a wish to be buried by the swimming pool.”


“His body was cremated,” said Francis, “and the ashes were buried there.”


Barton stayed but little longer, and Sybil on her return was frankly relieved to find he had gone. Simply, she didn’t like him. There was something queer, something sinister about him. Francis laughed at her: quite a good fellow, he thought.


Dreams, of course, are a mere hash-up of recent mental images and associations, and a very vivid dream that came to Francis that night could easily have arisen from such topics. He thought he was swimming in the bathing pool with Owen Barton, and that his uncle, stout and florid, was standing underneath the Judas-tree watching them. That seemed quite natural, as is the way of dreams: merely he was not dead at all. When they came out of the water, he looked for his clothes, but found that there was laid out for him a scarlet cassock and a white lace-trimmed cotta. This again was quite natural; so, too, was the fact that Barton put on a gold cope.


His uncle, very merry and licking his lips, joined them, and each of them took an arm of his and they walked back to the house together singing a hymn. As they went the daylight died, and by the time they crossed the lawn it was black night, and the windows of the house were lit. They walked upstairs, still singing, into his uncle’s bedroom which was now his own. There was an open door, which he had never noticed before opposite his bed, and there came a very bright light from it. Then the sense of nightmare began, for his two companions, gripping him tightly, pulled him along towards it, and he struggled with them knowing there was something terrible within. But step by step they dragged him, violently resisting, and now out of the door there came a swarm of large fat flies that buzzed and settled on him. Thicker and thicker they streamed out, covering his face, and crawling into his eyes, and entering his mouth as he panted for breath. The horror grew to breaking-point, and he woke sweating with a hammering heart. He switched on the light, and there was the quiet room and the dawn beginning to be luminous outside, and the birds just tuning up.


•••


Francis’s few days of holiday passed quickly. He went down to the village to see Barton’s house, and found it a most pleasant little dwelling, and its owner an exceedingly pleasant fellow. Barton dined with them one evening, and Sybil went so far as to admit that her first judgment of him was hasty. He was charming with Dickie, too, and that disposed her in his favour, and the boy adored him. Soon it was necessary to find some tutor for him, and Barton readily agreed to undertake his education, and every morning Dickie trotted across the garden and through the wood where the swimming pool lay to Barton’s house. His ill-health had made him rather backward in his studies, but he was now eager to learn and to please his instructor, and he got on quickly.


II


It was now that I first met Francis, and during the next few months in London we became close friends. He told me that he had lately inherited this place at Wedderburn from his uncle, but for the present I knew no more than that of the previous history which I have just recorded. Sometime during July he told me he was intending to spend the month of August there. His sister, who kept house for him, and her small boy would be away for the first week or two, for she had taken him off to the seaside. Would I then come and share his solitude, and get on there, uninterrupted, with some work I had on hand. That seemed a very attractive plan, and we motored down together one very hot afternoon early in August, that promised thunder. Owen Barton, he told me, who had been his uncle’s secretary was coming to dine with us that night.


It wanted an hour or so yet to dinner-time when we arrived, and Francis directed me, if I cared for a dip, to the bathing pool among the trees beyond the lawn. He had various household businesses to look into himself, so I went off alone. It was an enchanting place, the water still and very clear, mirroring the sky and the full-foliaged trees, and I stripped and plunged in. I lay and floated in the cool water, I swam and dived again, and then I saw, walking close to the far bank of the pool, a man of something more than middle-age, and extremely stout. He was in dress clothes, dinner-jacket and black tie, and instantly it struck me that this must be Mr. Barton coming up from the village to dine with us. It must therefore be later than I thought, and I swam back to the shed where my clothes were. As I climbed out of the water, I glanced round. There was no one there.


It was a slight shock, but very slight. It was odd that he should have come so unexpectedly out of the wood and disappeared again so suddenly, but it did not concern me much. I hurried home, changed quickly and came down, expecting to find Francis and his guest in the drawing-room. But I need not have been in such haste for now my watch told me that there was still a quarter of an hour before dinner-time. As for the others, I supposed that Mr. Barton was upstairs with Francis in his sitting-room. So I picked up a chance book to beguile the time, and read for a while, but the room grew rather dark, and, rising to switch on the electric light, I saw standing outside the French window into the garden the figure of a man, outlined against the last of a stormy sunset, looking into the room.


There was no doubt whatever in my mind that he was the same person as I had seen when I was bathing, and the switching on of the light made this clear, for it shone full on his face. No doubt then Mr. Barton finding he was too early was strolling about the garden till the dinner-hour. But now I did not look forward at all to this evening: I had had a good look at him and there was something horrible about him. Was he human, was he earthly at all? Then he quietly moved away, and immediately afterwards there came a knock at the front door just outside the room, and I heard Francis coming downstairs. He went to the door himself: there was a word of greeting, and he came into the room accompanied by a tall, slim fellow whom he introduced to me.


We had a very pleasant evening: Barton talked fluently and agreeably, and more than once he spoke of his friend and pupil Dickie. About eleven he rose to go, and Francis suggested to him that he should walk back across the garden which gave him a short cut to his house. The threatening storm still held off, but it was very dark overhead, as we stood together outside the French window. Barton was soon swallowed up in the blackness. Then there came a bright flash of lightning, and in that moment of illumination I saw that there was standing in the middle of the lawn, as if waiting for him, the figure I had seen twice already. “Who is that?” was on the tip of my tongue, but instantly I perceived that Francis had seen nothing of it, and so I was silent, for I knew now what I had already half-guessed that this was no living man of flesh and blood whom I had seen. A few heavy drops of rain plopped on the flagged walk, and, as we moved indoors, Francis called out “Good night, Barton!” and the cheery voice answered.


Before long we went up to bed, and he took me into his room as we passed, a big panelled chamber with a great wardrobe by the bed. Close to it hung an oil-portrait of kit-cat size.


“I’ll show you what’s in that wardrobe tomorrow,” he said. “Rather wonderful things… That’s a picture of my uncle.”


I had seen that face before this evening.


•••


For the next two or three days I had no further glimpse of that dreadful visitant, but never for a moment was I at ease, for I was aware that he was about. What instinct or what sense perceived that, I have no idea: perhaps it was merely the dread I had of seeing him again that gave rise to the conviction. I thought of telling Francis that I must get back to London; what prevented me from so doing was the desire to know more, and that made me fight this cold fear. Then very soon I perceived that Francis was no more at ease than I was. Sometimes as we sat together in the evening he was oddly alert: he would pause in the middle of a sentence as if some sound had attracted his attention, or he would look up from our game of bezique and focus his eyes for a second on some corner of the room or, more often, on the dark oblong of the open French window. Had he, I wondered, been seeing something invisible to me, and, like myself, feared to speak of it?


These impressions were momentary and infrequent, but they kept alive in me the feeling that there was something astir, and that something, coming out of the dark and the unknown, was growing in force. It had come into the house, and was present everywhere… And then one awoke again to a morning of heavenly brightness and sunshine, and surely one was disquieting oneself in vain.


I had been there about a week when something occurred which precipitated what followed. I slept in the room which Dickie usually occupied, and awoke one night feeling uncomfortably hot. I tugged at a blanket to remove it, but it was tucked very tightly in between the mattresses on the side of the bed next to the wall. Eventually I got it free, and as I did so I heard something drop with a flutter on to the floor. In the morning I remembered that, and found underneath the bed a little paper notebook. I opened it idly enough, and within were a dozen pages written over in a round childish handwriting, and these words struck my eye:


“Thursday, July 11th. I saw great-uncle Horace again this morning in the wood. He told me something about myself which I didn’t understand, but he said I should like it when I got older. I mustn’t tell anybody that he’s here, nor what he told me, except Mr. Barton.”


I did not care one jot whether I was reading a boy’s private diary. That was no longer a consideration worth thinking about. I turned over the page and found another entry.


“Sunday, July 21st. I saw Uncle Horace again. I said I had told Mr. Barton what he had told me, and Mr. Barton had told me some more things, and that he was pleased, and said I was getting on and that he would take me to prayers some day soon.”


I cannot describe the thrill of horror that these entries woke in me. They made the apparition which I had seen infinitely more real and more sinister. It was a spirit corrupt and malign and intent on corruption that haunted the place. But what was I to do? How could I, without any lead from Francis, tell him that the spirit of his uncle – of whom at present I knew nothing – had been seen not by me only, but by his nephew, and that he was at work on the boy’s mind? Then there was the mention of Barton. Certainly that could not be left as it was. He was collaborating in that damnable task. A cult of corruption (or was I being too fantastic?) began to outline itself. Then what did that sentence about taking him to prayers mean? But Dickie was away, thank goodness, for the present, and there was time to think it over. As for that pitiful little notebook, I put it into a locked despatch case.


The day, as far as outward and visible signs were concerned, passed pleasantly. For me there was a morning’s work, and for both of us an afternoon on the golf-links. But below there was something heavy; my knowledge of that diary kept intervening with mental telephone-calls asking “What are you going to do?” Francis, on his side, was troubled; there were sub-currents, and I did not know what they were. Silences fell, not the natural unobserved silences between those who are intimate, which are only a symbol of their intimacy, but the silences between those who have something on their minds of which they fear to speak. These had got more stringent all day: there was a growing tenseness: all common topics were banal, for they only cloaked a certain topic.


We sat out on the lawn before dinner on that sultry evening, and breaking one of these silent intervals, he pointed at the front of the house.


“There’s an odd thing,” he said. “Look! There are three rooms aren’t there on the ground floor: dining-room, drawing-room, and the little study where you write. Now look above. There are three rooms there: your bedroom, my bedroom, and my sitting-room. I’ve measured them. There are twelve feet missing. Looks as if there was a sealed-up room somewhere.”


Here, at any rate, was something to talk about.


“Exciting,” I said. “Mayn’t we explore?”


“We will. We’ll explore as soon as we’ve dined. Then there’s another thing: quite off the point. You remember those vestments I showed you the other day? I opened the wardrobe, where they are kept, an hour ago, and a lot of big fat flies came buzzing out. A row like a dozen aeroplanes overhead. Remote but loud, if you know what I mean. And then there weren’t any.”


Somehow I felt that what we had been silent about was coming out into the open. It might be ill to look upon…


He jumped from his chair.


“Let’s have done with these silences,” he cried. “He’s here, my uncle, I mean. I haven’t told you yet, but he died in a swarm of flies. He asked for the Sacrament, but before the wine was consecrated the chalice was choked with them. And I know he’s here. It sounds damned rot, but he is.”


“I know that, too,” I said. “I’ve seen him.”


“Why didn’t you tell me?”


“Because I thought you would laugh at me.”


“I should have a few days ago,” said he. “But I don’t now. Go on.”


“The first evening I was here I saw him at the bathing pool. That same night, when we were seeing Owen Barton off, a flash of lightning came, and he was there again standing on the lawn.”


“But how did you know it was he?” asked Francis.


“I knew it when you showed me the portrait of him in your bedroom that same night. Have you seen him?”


“No; but he’s here. Anything more?”


This was the opportunity not only natural but inevitable.


“Yes, much more,” I said. “Dickie has seen him too.”


“That child? Impossible.”


The door out of the drawing-room opened, and Francis’s parlourmaid came out with the sherry on a tray. She put the decanter and glasses down on the wicker table between us, and I asked her to bring out the despatch case from my room. I took the paper notebook out of it.


“This slipped out from between my mattresses last night. It’s Dickie’s diary. Listen:” and I read him the first extract.


Francis gave one of those swift disconcerting glances over his shoulder.


“But we’re dreaming,” he said. “It’s a nightmare. God, there’s something awful here! And what about Dickie not telling anybody except Barton what he told him? Anything more?”


“Yes. ‘Sunday, July 21st. I saw Uncle Horace again. I said I had told Mr. Barton what he told me, and Mr. Barton told me some more things, and that he was pleased and said I was getting on, and that he would take me to prayers some day soon. I don’t know what that means.’”


Francis sprang out of his chair.


“What?” he cried. “Take him to prayers? Wait a minute. Let me remember about my first visit here. I was a boy of nineteen, and frightfully, absurdly innocent for my age. A woman staying here gave me a book to read called Là-Bas. I didn’t get far in it then, but I know what it’s about now.”


“Black Mass,” said I. “Satan worshippers.”


“Yes. Then one day my uncle dressed me up in a scarlet cassock, and Barton came in and put on a cope and said something about my being a server. He used to be a priest, did you know that? And one night I awoke and heard the sound of chanting and a bell rang. By the way, Barton’s coming to dine tomorrow…”


“What are you going to do?”


“About him? I can’t tell yet. But we’ve got something to do tonight. Horrors have happened here in this house. There must be some room where they held their Mass, a chapel. Why, there’s that missing space I spoke of just now.”


After dinner we set to work. Somewhere on the first floor on the garden front of the house there was this space unaccounted for by the dimensions of the rooms there. We turned on the electric light in all of them, and then going out into the garden we saw that the windows in Francis’s bedroom and in his sitting-room next door were far more widely spaced than they should have been. Somewhere, then, between them lay the area to which there was no apparent access and we went upstairs. The wall of his sitting-room seemed solid, it was of brick and timber, and large beams ran through it at narrow intervals. But the wall of his bedroom was panelled, and when we tapped on it, no sound came through into the other room beyond.


We began to examine it.


The servants had gone to bed, and the house was silent, but as we moved about from garden to house and from one room to another there was some presence watching and following us. We had shut the door into his bedroom from the passage, but now as we peered and felt about the panelling, the door swung open and closed again, and something entered, brushing my shoulder as it passed.


“What’s that?” I said. “Someone came in.”


“Never mind that,” he said. “Look what I’ve found.”


In the border of one of the panels was a black stud like an ebony bell-push. He pressed it and pulled, and a section of the panelling slid sideways, disclosing a red curtain cloaking a doorway. He drew it aside with a clash of metal rings. It was dark within, and out of the darkness came a smell of stale incense. I felt with my hand along the frame of the doorway and found a switch, and the blackness was flooded with a dazzling light.


Within was a chapel. There was no window, and at the West end of it (not the East) there stood an altar. Above it was a picture, evidently of some early Italian school. It was on the lines of the Fra Angelico picture of the Annunciation. The Virgin sat in an open loggia, and on the flowery space outside the angel made his salutation. His spreading wings were the wings of a bat, and his black head and neck were those of a raven. He had his left hand, not his right, raised in blessing. The virgin’s robe of thinnest red muslin was trimmed with revolting symbols, and her face was that of a panting dog with tongue protruding.


There were two niches at the East end, in which were marble statues of naked men, with the inscriptions “St. Judas” and “St. Gilles de Raies.” One was picking up pieces of silver that lay at his feet, the other looked down leering and laughing at the prone figure of a mutilated boy. The place was lit by a chandelier from the ceiling: this was of the shape of a crown of thorns and electric bulbs nestled among the woven silver twigs. A bell hung from the roof, close beside the altar.


For the moment, as I looked on these obscene blasphemies, I felt that they were merely grotesque and no more to be regarded seriously than the dirty inscriptions written upon empty wall-spaces in the street. That indifference swiftly passed, and a horrified consciousness of the devotion of those who had fashioned and assembled these decorations took its place. Skilled painters and artificers had wrought them and they were here for the service of all that is evil; that spirit of adoration lived in them dynamic and active. And the place was throbbing with the exultant joy of those who had worshipped here.


“And look here!” called Francis. He pointed to a little table standing against the wall just outside the altar-rails.


There were photographs on it, one of a boy standing on the header-board at the bathing pool about to plunge.


“That’s me,” he said. “Barton took it. And what’s written underneath it? ‘Ora pro Francisco Elton.’ And that’s Mrs. Ray, and that’s my uncle, and that’s Barton in a cope. Pray for him, too, please. But it’s childish!”


He suddenly burst into a shout of laughter. The roof of the chapel was vaulted and the echo that came from it was loud and surprising, the place rang with it. His laughter ceased, but not so the echo. There was someone else laughing. But where? Who? Except for us the chapel was empty of all visible presences.


On and on the laughter went, and we stared at each other with panic stirring. The brilliant light from the chandelier began to fade, dusk gathered, and in the dusk there was brewing some hellish and deadly force. And through the dimness I saw, hanging in the air, and oscillating slightly as if in a draught the laughing face of Horace Elton. Francis saw it too.


“Fight it! Withstand it!” he cried as he pointed to it. “Desecrate all that it holds sanctified! God, do you smell the incense and the corruption?”


We tore the photographs, we smashed the table on which they stood. We plucked the frontal from the altar and spat on the accursed table: we tugged at it till it toppled over and the marble slab split in half. We hauled from the niches the two statues that stood there, and crash they went on to the paved floor. Then appalled at the riot of our iconoclasm we paused. The laughter had ceased and no oscillating face dangled in the dimness. Then we left the chapel and pulled across the doorway the panel that closed it.


Francis came to sleep in my room, and we talked long, laying our plans for next day. We had forgotten the picture over the altar in our destruction, but now it worked in with what we proposed to do. Then we slept, and the night passed without disturbance. At the least we had broken up the apparatus that was hallowed to unhallowed uses, and that was something. But there was grim work ahead yet, and the issue was unconjecturable.


Barton came to dine that next evening, and there hung on the wall opposite his place the picture from the chapel upstairs. He did not notice it at first, for the room was rather dark, but not dark enough yet to need artificial light. He was gay and lively as usual, spoke amusingly and wittily, and asked when his friend Dickie was to return. Towards the end of dinner the lights were switched on, and then he saw the picture. I was watching him, and the sweat started out on his face that had grown clay-coloured in a moment. Then he pulled himself together.


“That’s a strange picture,” he said. “Was it here before? Surely not.”


“No: it was in a room upstairs,” said Francis. “About Dickie? I don’t know for certain when he’ll come back. We have found his diary, and presently we must speak about that.”


“Dickie’s diary? Indeed!” said Barton, and he moistened his lips with his tongue.


I think he guessed then that there was something desperate ahead, and I pictured a man condemned to be hanged waiting in his cell with his warders for the imminent hour, as Barton waited then. He sat with an elbow on the table and his hand propping his forehead. Immediately almost the servant brought in our coffee and left us.


“Dickie’s diary,” said Francis quietly. “Your name figures in it. Also my uncle’s. Dickie saw him more than once. But, of course, you know that.”


Barton drank off his glass of brandy.


“Are you telling me a ghost story?” he said. “Pray go on.”


“Yes, it’s partly a ghost story, but not entirely. My uncle – his ghost if you like – told him certain stories and said he must keep them secret except from you. And you told him more. And you said he should come to prayers with you some day soon. Where was that to be? In the room just above us?”


The brandy had given the condemned man a momentary courage.


“A pack of lies, Mr. Elton,” he said. “That boy has got a corrupt mind. He told me things that no boy of his age should know: he giggled and laughed at them. Perhaps I ought to have told his mother.”


“It’s too late to think of that now,” said Francis. “The diary I spoke of will be in the hands of the police at ten o’clock tomorrow morning. They will also inspect the room upstairs where you have been in the habit of celebrating the Black Mass.”


Barton leant forward towards him.


“No, no,” he cried. “Don’t do that! I beg and implore you! I will confess the truth to you. I will conceal nothing. My life has been a blasphemy. But I’m sorry: I repent. I abjure all those abominations from henceforth: I renounce them all in the name of Almighty God.”


“Too late,” said Francis.


And then the horror that haunts me still began to manifest itself. The wretched man threw himself back in his chair, and there dropped from his forehead on to his white shirt-front a long grey worm that lay and wriggled there. At that moment there came from overhead the sound of a bell, and he sprang to his feet.


“No!” he cried again. “I retract all I said. I abjure nothing. And my Lord is waiting for me in the sanctuary. I must be quick and make my humble confession to him.”


With the movement of a slinking animal he slid from the room, and we heard his steps going swiftly upstairs.


“Did you see?” I whispered. “And what’s to be done? Is the man sane?”


“It’s beyond us now,” said Francis.


There was a thump on the ceiling overhead as if someone had fallen, and without a word we ran upstairs into Francis’s bedroom. The door of the wardrobe where the vestments were kept was open, some lay on the floor. The panel was open, too, but within it was dark. In terror at what might meet our eyes, I felt for the switch and turned the light on.


The bell which had sounded a few minutes ago was still swinging gently, though speaking no more. Barton, clad in the gold-embroidered cope, lay in front of the overturned altar, with his face twitching. Then that ceased, the rattle of death creaked in his throat, and his mouth fell open. Great flies, swarms of them, coming from nowhere, settled on it.
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