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The Dark Lady

Ann Maria Hall

1847





People find it easy enough to laugh at “spirit-stories” in broad daylight, when the sunbeams dance upon the grass, and the deepest forest glades are spotted and checkered only by the tender shadows of leafy trees; when the rugged castle, that looked so mysterious and so stern in the looming night, seems suited for a lady’s bower; when the rushing waterfall sparkles in diamond showers, and the hum of bee and song of bird tune the thoughts to hopes of life and happiness; people may laugh at ghosts then, if they like, but as for me, I never could merely smile at the records of those shadowy visitors. I have large faith in things supernatural, and cannot disbelieve solely on the ground that I lack such evidences as are supplied by the senses; for they, in truth, sustain by palpable proofs so few of the many marvels by which we are surrounded, that I would rather reject them altogether as witnesses, than abide the issue entirely as they suggest.


My great grandmother was a native of the canton of Berne; and at the advanced age of ninety, her memory of “the long ago” was as active as it could have been at fifteen; she looked as if she had just stepped out of a piece of tapestry belonging to a past age, but with warm sympathies for the present. Her English, when she became excited, was very curious — a mingling of French, certainly not Parisian, with here and there scraps of German done into English, literally — so that her observations were at times remarkable for their strength. “The mountains,” she would say, “in her country, went high, high up, until they could look into the heavens, and hear God in the storm.” She never thoroughly comprehended the real beauty of England; but spoke with contempt of the flatness of our island — calling our mountains “inequalities,” nothing more — holding our agriculture “cheap,” saying that the land tilled itself, leaving man nothing to do. She would sing the most amusing patois songs, and tell stories from morning till night, more especially spirit-stories; but the old lady would not tell a tale of that character a second time to an unbeliever; such things, she would say, “are not for make-laugh.” One in particular, I remember, always excited great interest in her young listeners, from its mingling of the real and the romantic; but it can never be told as she told it; there was so much of the picturesque about the old lady — so much to admire in the curious carving of her ebony cane, in the beauty of her point lace, the size and weight of her long ugly earrings, the fashion of her solid silk gown, the singularity of her buckled shoes — her dark-brown wrinkled face, every wrinkle an expression — her broad thoughtful brow, beneath which glittered her bright blue eyes — bright, even when her eyelashes were white with years. All these peculiarities gave impressive effect to her words.


“In my young time,” she told us, “I spent many happy hours with Amelie de Rohean, in her uncle’s castle. He was a fine man — much size, stern, and dark, and full of noise — a strong man, no fear — he had a great heart, and a big head.


“The castle was situated in the midst of the most stupendous Alpine scenery, and yet it was not solitary. There were other dwellings in sight; some very near, but separated by a ravine, through which, at all seasons, a rapid river kept its foaming course. You do not know what torrents are in this country; your torrents are as babies — ours are giants. The one I speak of divided the valley; here and there a rock, round which it sported, or stormed, according to the season. In two of the defiles these rocks were of great value; acting as piers for the support of bridges, the only means of communication with our opposite neighbors. “Monsieur, as we always called the count, was, as I have told you, a dark, stern, violent man. All men are wilful, my dear young ladies,” she would say; “but Monsieur was the most wilful: all men are selfish, but he was the most selfish: all men are tyrants@” Here the old lady was invariably interrupted by her relatives, with “Oh, good Granny!” and, “Oh fie, dear Granny!” and she would bridle up a little and fan herself; then continue — “Yes, my dears, each creature according to its nature — all men are tyrants; and I confess that I do think a Swiss, whose mountain inheritance is nearly coeval with the creation of the mountains, has a right to be tyrannical; I did not intend to blame him for that: I did not, because I had grown used to it. Amelie and I always stood up and when he entered the room, and never sat down until we were desired. He never bestowed a loving word or a kind look upon either of us. We never spoke except when we were spoken to.”


“But when you and Amelie were alone, dear Granny?”


“Oh, why, then we did chatter, I suppose; though then it was in moderation; for monsieur’s influence chilled us even when he was not present; and often she would say, ‘It is hard trying to love him, for he will not let me!’ There is no such beauty in the world now as Amelie’s. I can see her as she used to stand before the richly carved glass in the grave oak-panelled dressing-room; her luxuriant hair combed up from her full round brow; the discreet maidenly cap, covering the back of her head; her brocaded silk, (which she had inherited from her grandmother,) shaded round the bosom by the modest ruffle; her black velvet gorget and bracelets, showing off to perfection the pearly transparency of her skin. She was the loveliest of all creatures, and as good as she was lovely; it seems but as yesterday that we were together — but as yesterday! And yet I lived to see her an old woman; so they called her, but she never seemed old to me! My own dear Amelie!” Ninety years had not dried up the sources of poor Granny’s tears, nor chilled her heart; and she never spoke of Amelie without emotion. “Monsieur was very proud of his niece, because she was part of himself; she added to his consequence, she contributed to his enjoyments; she had grown necessary; she was the one sunbeam of his house.”


“Not the one sunbeam, surely, Granny!” one of us would exclaim; “you were a sunbeam then.”


“I was nothing where Amelie was — nothing but her shadow! The bravest and best in the country would have rejoiced to be to her what I was — her chosen friend; and some would have perilled their lives for one of the sweet smiles which played around her uncle, but never touched his heart. Monsieur never would suffer people to be happy except in his way. He had never married; and he declared Amelie never should. She had, he said, as much enjoyment as he had: she had a castle with a drawbridge; she had a forest for hunting; dogs and horses; servants and serfs; jewels, gold, and gorgeous dresses; a guitar and a harpsichord; a parrot — and a friend! And such an uncle! he believed there was not such another uncle in broad Europe! For many a long day Amelie laughed at this catalogue of advantages — that is, she laughed when her uncle left the room; she never laughed before him. In time, the laugh came not; but in its place, sighs and tears. Monsieur had a great deal to answer for. Amelie was not prevented from seeing the gentry when they came to visit in a formal way, and she met many hawking and hunting; but she never was permitted to invite anyone to the castle, nor to accept an invitation. Monsieur fancied that by shutting her lips, he closed her heart; and boasted such was the advantage of his good training, that Amelie’s mind was fortified against all weaknesses, for she had not the least dread of wandering about the ruined chapel of the castle, where he himself dared not go after dusk. This place was dedicated to the family ghost — the spirit, which for many years had it entirely at its own disposal. It was much attached to its quarters, seldom leaving them, except for the purpose of interfering when anything decidedly wrong was going forward in the castle. ‘La Femme Noir’ had been seen gliding along the unprotected parapet of the bridge, and standing on a pinnacle, before the late master’s death; and many tales were told of her, which in this age of unbelief would not be credited.”


“Granny, did you know why your friend ventured so fearlessly into the ghost’s territories?” inquired my cousin.


“I am not come to that,” was the reply; “and you are one saucy little maid to ask what I do not choose to tell.


•   •   •   •   •


Amelie certainly entertained no fear of the spirit; “La Femme Noir” could have had no angry feelings towards her, for my friend would wander in the ruins, taking no note of daylight, or moonlight, or even darkness. The peasants declared their young lady must have walked over crossed bones, or drank water out of a raven’s skull, or passed nine times round the spectre’s glass on Midsummer eve. She must have done all this, if not more; there could be little doubt that the “Femme Noir” had initiated her into certain mysteries; for they heard at times voices in low, whispering converse, and saw the shadows of two persons cross the old roofless chapel, when “Mamselle” had passed the foot-bridge alone. Monsieur gloried in this fearlessness on the part of his gentle niece; and more than once, when he had revellers in the castle, he sent her forth at midnight to bring him a bough from a tree that only grew beside the altar of the old chapel; and she did his bidding always as willingly, though not as rapidly, as he could desire.


But certainly Amelie’s courage brought no calmness. She became pale; her pillow was often moistened by her tears; her music was neglected; she took no pleasure in the chase; and her chamois not receiving its usual attention, went off into the mountains. She avoided me — her friend! who would have died for her; she made no reply to my prayers, and did not heed my entreaties. One morning, when her eyes were fixed upon a book she did not read, and I sat at my embroidery a little apart, watching the tears stray over her cheek until I was blinded by my own, I heard monsieur’s heavy tramp approaching through the long gallery; some boots creak — but the boots of monsieur! — they growled!


“Save me, oh save me!” she exclaimed wildly. Before I could reply, her uncle crashed open the door, and stood before us like an embodied thunderbolt. He held an open letter in his hand — his eyes glared — his nostrils were distended — he trembled so with rage, that the cabinets and old china shook again.


“Do you,” he said, “know Charles le Maitre?”


Amelie replied, “She did.”


“How did you make acquaintance with the son of my deadliest foe?”


There was no answer. The question was repeated. Amelie said she had met him, and at last confessed it was in the ruined portion of the castle! She threw herself at her uncle’s feet — she clung to his knees; love taught her eloquence. She told him how deeply Charles regretted the long-standing feud; how earnest, and true, and good, he was. Bending low, until her tresses were heaped upon the floor, she confessed, modestly, but firmly, that she loved this young man; that she would rather sacrifice the wealth of the whole world, than forget him.


Monsieur seemed suffocating; he tore off his lace cravat, and scattered its fragments on the floor — still she clung to him. At last he flung her from him; he reproached her with the bread she had eaten, and heaped odium upon her mother’s memory! But though Amelie’s nature was tender and affectionate, the old spirit of the old race roused within her; the slight girl arose, and stood erect before the man of storms.


“Did you think,” she said, “because I bent to you that I am feeble? because I bore with you, have I no thoughts? You gave food to this frame, but you fed not my heart; you gave me not love, nor tenderness, nor sympathy; you showed me to your friends, as you would your horse. If you had by kindness sown the seeds of love within my bosom; if you had been a father to me in tenderness, I would have been to you — a child. I never knew the time when I did not tremble at your footstep; but I will do so no more. I would gladly have loved you, trusted you, cherished you; but I feared to let you know I had a heart, lest you should tear and insult it. Oh, sir, those who expect love where they give none, and confidence where there is no trust, blast the fair time of youth, and lay up for themselves an unhonored old age.” The scene terminated by monsieur’s falling down in a fit, and Amelie’s being conveyed fainting to her chamber. To the reader: this is posted so that you’ll know that someone has stolen this story from another source.


That night the castle was enveloped by storms; they came from all points of the compass — thunder, lightning, hail, and rain! The master lay in his stately bed and was troubled; he could hardly believe that Amelie spoke the words he had heard: cold-hearted and selfish as he was, he was also a clear-seeing man, and it was their truth that struck him. But still his heart was hardened; he had commanded Amelie to be locked into her chamber, and her lover seized and imprisoned when he came to his usual tryste. Monsieur, I have said, lay in his stately bed, the lightning, at intervals, illumining his dark chamber. I had cast myself on the floor outside her door, but could not hear her weep, though I I knew that she was overcome of sorrow. 


As I sat, my head resting against the lintel of the door, a form passed through the solid oak from her chamber, without the bolts being withdrawn. I saw it as plainly as I see your faces now, under the influence of various emotions; nothing opened, but it passed through — a shadowy form, dark and vapory, but perfectly distinct. I knew it was “La Femme Noir,” and I trembled, for she never came from caprice, but always for a purpose. I did not fear for Amelie, for “La Femme Noir” never warred with the high-minded or virtuous. She passed slowly, more slowly than I am speaking, along the corridor, growing taller and taller as she went on, until she entered monsieur’s chamber by the door exactly opposite where I stood. She paused at the foot of the plumed bed, and the lightning, no longer fitful, by its broad flashes kept up a continual illumination. She stood for some time perfectly motionless, though in a loud tone the master demanded whence she came, and what she wanted. At last, during a pause in the storm, she told him that all the power he possessed should not prevent the union of Amelie and Charles. I heard her voice myself; it sounded like the night-wind among fir-trees — cold and shrill, chilling both ear and heart. I turned my eyes away while she spoke, and when I looked again, she was gone! 


The storm continued to increase in violence, and the master’s rage kept pace with the war of elements. The servants were trembling with undefined terror; they feared they knew not what; the dogs added to their apprehension by howling fearfully, and then barking in the highest possible key; the master paced about his chamber, calling in vain on his domestics, stamping and swearing like a maniac. At last, amid flashes of lightning, he made his way to the head of the great staircase, and presently the clang of the alarm-bell mingled with the thunder and the roar of the mountain torrents: this hastened the servants to his presence, though they seemed hardly capable of understanding his words — he insisted on Charles being brought before him. We all trembled, for he was mad and livid with rage. The warden, in whose care the young man was, dared not enter the hall that echoed his loud words and heavy footsteps, for when he went to seek his prisoner, he found every bolt and bar withdrawn, and the iron door wide open: he was gone. 


Monsieur seemed to find relief by his energies being called into action; he ordered instant pursuit, and mounted his favorite charger, despite the storm, despite the fury of the elements. Although the great gates rocked, and the castle shook like an aspen-leaf, he set forth, his path illumined by the lightning; bold and brave as was his horse, he found it almost impossible to get it forward; he dug his spurs deep into the flanks of the noble animal, until the red blood mingled with the rain. At last, it rushed madly down the path to the bridge the young man must cross; and when they reached it, the master discerned the floating cloak of the pursued, a few yards in advance. Again the horse rebelled against his will, the lightning flashed in his eyes, and the torrent seemed a mass of red fire; no sound could be heard but of its roaring waters; the attendants clung as they advanced to the hand rail of the bridge. The youth, unconscious of the pursuit, proceeded rapidly; and again roused, the horse plunged forward. 


On the instant, the form of “La Femme Noir” passed with the blast that rushed down the ravine; the torrent followed in her track, and more than half the bridge was swept away forever. As the master reined back the horse he had so urged forward, he saw the youth kneeling with outstretched arms on the opposite bank — kneeling in gratitude for his deliverance from his double peril. 


All were struck with the piety of the youth, and earnestly rejoiced at his deliverance; though they did not presume to say so, or look as if they thought it. I never saw so changed a person as the master when he reentered the castle gate: his cheek was blanched — his eye quelled — his fierce plume hung broken over his shoulder — his step was unequal, and in the voice of a feeble girl he said — “Bring me a cup of wine.” I was his cupbearer, and for the first time in his life he thanked me graciously, and in the warmth of his gratitude tapped my shoulder; the caress nearly hurled me across the hall. 


What passed in his retiring-room, I know not. Some said the “Femme Noir” visited him again; I cannot tell; I did not see her; I speak of what I saw, not of what I heard. The storm passed away with a clap of thunder, to which the former sounds were but as the rattling of pebbles beneath the swell of a summer wave. The next morning monsieur sent for the pastor. The good man seemed terror-stricken as he entered the hall; but monsieur filled him a quart of gold coins out of a leathern bag, to repair his church, and that quickly; and grasping his hand as he departed, looked him steadily in the face. As he did so, large drops stood like beads upon his brow; his stern, coarse features were strangely moved while he gazed upon the calm, pale minister of peace and love. “You,” he said, “bid God bless the poorest peasant that passes I you on the mountain; have you no blessing to give the master of Rohean?”


“My son,” answered the good man, “I give you the blessing I may give: May God bless you, and may your heart be opened to give and to receive.”


“I know I can give,” replied the proud man; “but what can I receive?”


“Love,” he replied. “All your wealth has not brought you happiness, because you are unloving and unloved!”


The demon returned to his brow, but it did not remain there.


“You shall give me lessons in this thing,” he said; and so the good man went his way.


Amelie continued a close prisoner; but a change came over monsieur. At first he shut himself up in his chamber, and no one was suffered to enter his presence; he took his food with his own hand from the only attendant who ventured to approach his door. He was heard walking up and down the room, day and night. When we were going to sleep, we heard his heavy tramp; at daybreak, there it was again; and those of the household, who awoke at intervals during the night, said it was unceasing.


Monsieur could read. Ah, you may smile; but in those days, and in those mountains, such men as the master did not trouble themselves or others with knowledge; but the master of Rohean read both Latin and Greek, and commanded The Book he had never opened since his childhood to be brought him. It was taken out of its velvet case, and carried in forthwith; and we saw his shadow from without, like the shadow of a giant, bending over The Book; and he read in it for some days; and we greatly hoped it would soften and change his nature — and though I cannot say much for the softening, it certainly affected a great change; he no longer stalked moodily along the corridors, and banged the doors, and swore at the servants; he the rather seemed possessed of a merry devil, roaring out an old song@



Aux bastions de Genève, nos cannons

Sont branquez; S’il y a quelque attaque nous les feront ronfler,

Viva! les cannoniers!






At the Geneva ramparts, our cannons

Are ready; If there is any attack,

 we will make them roar,

Hurrah! for the cannoneers!







and then he would pause, and clang his hands together like a pair of cymbals, and laugh. And once, as I was passing along, he pounced out upon me, and whirled me round in a waltz, roaring at me when he let me down, to practise that and break my embroidery frame. He formed a band of horns and trumpets, and insisted on the goatherds and shepherds sounding reveilles in the mountains, and the village children beating drums; his only idea of joy and happiness was noise. He set all the canton to work to mend the bridge, paying the workmen double wages; and he, who never entered a church before, would go to see how the laborers were getting on nearly every day. He talked and laughed a great deal to himself and in his gaiety of heart would set the mastiffs fighting, and make excursions from home — we knowing not where he went. 


At last, Amelie was summoned to his presence, and he shook her and shouted, then kissed her; and hoping she would be a good girl, told her he had provided a husband for her. Amelie wept and prayed; and the master capered and sung. At last she fainted; and taking advantage of her unconsciousness, he conveyed her to the chapel; and there beside the altar stood the bridegroom — no other than Charles Le Maitre.


They lived many happy years together; and when monsieur was in every respect a better, though still a strange man, “the Femme Noir” appeared again to him — once. She did so with a placid air, on a summer night, with her arm extended towards the heavens.


The next day the muffled bell told the valley that the stormy, proud old master of Rohean had ceased to live.






“Sharpe’s London Magazine” Nov. 1848

writing as Mrs. S. C. Hall





The Ghost


AN EXCERPT FROM

 “THE CHANNINGS”

Ellen Wood

1862





The moon was high in the heavens, lighting up the tower of the cathedral, illuminating its pinnacles, glittering through the elm trees, bringing forth into view even the dark old ivy on the prebendal houses. A fair night — all too fair for the game that was going to be played in it.


When the Helstoneleigh college boys resolved upon what they were pleased to term a “lark” — and, to do them justice, they regarded this, their prospective night’s work, in no graver light — they carried it out artistically, with a completeness, a skill, worthy of a better cause. Several days had they been hatching this — laying their plans, arranging the details; it would be their own bungling fault if it miscarried. But the college boys were no bunglers.


Stripped of its details, the bare plot was to exhibit a “ghost” in the cloisters, and to get Charley Channing, a harmless but timid fellow scholar, to pass through them. The boys had been too wise to let it come to the knowledge of their seniors; and the most difficult part of the business had been old Ketch, the caretaker — but that was managed.


The moonlight shone peacefully on the college, and the conspirators were stealing up, by ones and twos, to their place of meeting round the dark trunks of the elm trees. Fine as it was overhead, it was less so underfoot. The previous day had been a wet one, the night had been wet, and also the forepart of the present day. Schoolboys are not particularly given to reticence, and a few more than the original conspirators had been taken into the plot. They were winding up now, in the weird moonlight, for the hour was approaching.


At this point we must pay a visit to Mr. Ketch in his lodge at his supper hour. Mr. Ketch had changed his hour for that important meal. Growing old with age or with lumbago, he found early rest congenial to his bones, as he informed his friends; so he supped at seven, and retired afterwards. Since the summer he had taken to having his pint of ale brought to him, deeming it more prudent not to leave his lodge and the keys to fetch it. This was known to the boys, and it rendered their plans a little more difficult.


Mr. Ketch, I say, sat in his lodge, having locked up the cloisters about an hour, sneezing and wheezing, for he was suffering from a cold, caught the day previously in the wet. He was spelling over a weekly twopenny newspaper, borrowed from the public-house, by the help of a flaring tallow candle and a pair of spectacles, of which one glass was out. Cynically severe was he over everything he read, for it was in the nature of Mr. Ketch to be. As the three — quarters past six chimed out from the cathedral clock, his door was suddenly opened, and a voice called out “Beer!” Mr. Ketch’s supper ale had arrived.


But the arrival did not give the gentleman pleasure, and he started up in what we might call a fury. Dashing his one-eyed glasses on the table, he attacked the man@


“What d’ye mean with your ‘beer’ at this time o’ the evening? It wants a quarter to seven! Haven’t you got no clock at your place? D’ye think I shall take it in now?”


“Well, it just comes to this,” said the man, who was the brewer at the public — house, and made himself useful at odd jobs in his spare time: “if you don’t like to take it in now, you can’t have it at all, of my bringing. I be a-going up to t’other end of the town, and shan’t be back this side often.”


Mr. Ketch with much groaning and grumbling, took the ale and poured it into a jug of his own — a handsome jug, that had been in the wars and lost its spout and handle — giving back the public house jug to the man. “You serve me such an impertinant trick again as to bring my ale a quarter of an hour aforehand, that’s all!” snarled he.


The man received the jug and went off whistling; he had the pleasure of knowing Mr. Ketch and his temper well. That gentleman shut his door with a bang, and proceeded to get out his customary bread and cheese. Not that he had any great love for a bread-and-cheese supper, as a matter of taste he would very much have preferred something more dainty; only dainties and Mr. Ketch’s pocket didn’t agree.


“They wants to be took down a notch, that public — sending out a man’s supper beer a quarter afore seven, when it ain’t ordered to come till seven strikes. Much they care it if stops a — waiting and a-flattening, and gets undrinkable! Be I a slave that I should be forced to swaller my supper afore my tea have well gone down, just to please them? they have got a sight too much custom, that’s what it is.”


He took a slight draught of the offending ale, and was critically surveying the loaf before applying to it that green-handled knife of his, when a second summons was heard at the door — a very timid one this time.


Mr. Ketch flung down the bread and the knife. “What’s the reason I can’t get a meal in quiet? Who is it?”


There was no response to this, save a second faint tapping.


“Come in!” roared out he. “Pull the string o’ the latch.”


But nobody came in, in spite of this lucid direction; and the timid tapping, which seemed to proceed from very small knuckles, was repeated again. Mr. Ketch was fain to go, grunting, and open it.


A young damsel of eight or so, in a tattered tippet and a large bonnet — probably her mother’s — stood there curtsying. “Please, sir, Mr. Ketch is wanted.”


Mr. Ketch was rather taken aback at this strange address, and surveyed its messenger in astonishment. “Who be you? and who wants him?” growled he.


“Please, sir, it’s a gentleman as is a-waiting at the big green gates,” was the reply. “Mr. Ketch is to go to him this minute — he told me to come and say so; and if you didn’t make haste, he should be gone.”


“Can’t you speak consistent?” snarled Ketch. “Who is the gentleman?”


“Please, sir, I think it is the bishop.”


This put Ketch in a fluster. The “big green gates” could only have reference to the private entrance to the bishop’s garden, which entrance his lordship used when attending the cathedral. That the bishop was in Helstoneleigh Ketch knew. He had arrived that day, after a short absence. What on earth could he want with him? Never doubting, in his hurry, the genuineness of the message, Ketch pulled his door to, and stepped off, the young messenger having already decamped. The green gates were not one minute’s walk from the lodge — though a projecting buttress of the cathedral prevented the one being in sight of the other — and old Ketch gained them and looked around.


Where was the bishop? The iron gates, the garden, the white stones at his feet, the towering cathedral aloft, all lay cold and calm in the moonlight, but of human sound or sight there was none. The gates were locked when he came to try them and he could not see the bishop anywhere.


He was not likely to see him. Steven Bywater, the lad who took upon himself much of the plot’s acting part — of which, to give him his due, he was boldly capable — had been on the watch in the street near the cathedral for a messenger that would suit his purpose. Seeing this young damsel hurrying along with a jug in her hand, possibly to buy beer for her home supper, he waylaid her.


“Little ninepins, would you like to get threepence?” asked he. “You shall have it if you’ll carry a message for me close by.”


“Little ninepins” had probably never had a whole threepenny piece to herself in her young life; she caught at the tempting suggestion, and Bywater drilled into her his instructions, finding her excessively stupid over the process. Perhaps that was all the better. “Now mind, you are not to say who wants Mr. Ketch unless he asks,” repeated he for about the fifth time, as she was departing to do the errand. “If he asks, say you think it’s the bishop.”


So she went and delivered it. But had old Ketch’s temper allowed him to go into minute questioning, he might have discovered the trick. Bywater stealthily followed the child near the lodge, screening himself from observation; and as soon as old Ketch hobbled out of it, he popped in, snatched the cloister keys from their nail, and deposited a piece of paper, folded as a note, on Ketch’s table. Then he made off.


Back came Ketch after a while. He did not quite know what to make of it, but rather inclined to the opinion that the bishop had not waited for him. “He might have wanted me to take an errand round to the deanery,” soliloquised he. And this thought had caused him to tarry about the gate, so that he was absent from his lodge quite ten minutes. The first thing he saw on entering was the bit of paper on the table. He seized and opened it, grumbling aloud that folks used his home just as they pleased, going in and out without reference to his presence or his absence. The note, written in pencil, purported to be from an acquaintance, one Joseph Jenkins. It ran as follows:



My old father is coming up to our place tonight to eat a bit of supper, and he says he should like you to join him, which I and Mrs. J. shall be happy if you will, at seven o’clock. It’s tripe and onions. 


Yours 


J. Jenkins.




Now, if there was one delicacy known to this world more delicious to old Ketch’s palate than another it was tripe, seasoned with plenty of onions. His mouth watered as he read. He was aware that it was — to use the phraseology of Helstoneleigh — “tripe night”. On two nights in the week tripe was sold in the town ready dressed, onions and all. This was one; and Ketch anticipated a glorious treat. In too great a hurry to cast so much as a glance round his lodge (crafty Bywater had been deep), not stopping even to put up the loaf and the cheese and the green-handled knife, only drinking the beer, away hobbled Ketch as fast as his lumbago would allow him, locking safely his door, and not having observed the absence of the keys.


“He ain’t a bad sort, Joe Jenkins,” allowed he, conciliated beyond everything at the prospect the invitation held out, and talking to himself as he limped away towards the street. “He don’t write a bad hand neither! It’s a plain un — not one o’ them new — fangled scrawls that you can’t read. Him and his wife held up their heads a cut above me — oh, yes they have, though, for all Joe’s humbleness. Old Jenkins has always said we’d have a supper together some night, him and me; I suppose this is it.”


The first chimes of the cathedral clock gave notice of the hour seven! Old Ketch broke out all in a heat, and tried to hobble along. Seven o’clock! What if, through being late, his share of the tripe and onions should be eaten!


Peeping out every now and then from the deep shade cast by one of the angles of the cathedral, and as swiftly and cautiously drawn back again, was a trencher, apparently watching Ketch. As soon as that functionary was fairly launched on his way, the trencher came out entirely, and went flying at a swift pace round the college to the Boundaries.


Bywater, by the help of the filched keys, was now safe in the cloisters, absorbed with his companions in the preparation for the grand event of the night. In point of fact, they were getting up Pierce senior. Their precise mode of doing that need not be given. They had requisites in abundance, having disputed among themselves which should be at the honour of the contribution, and the result was an over prodigality.


“That’s seven!” exclaimed Bywater in an agony, as the clock struck. “Make haste, Pierce! The young one was to come out at a quarter-past. If you’re not ready, it will ruin all.”


“I shall be ready and waiting, if you don’t bother,” was the response of Pierce. “I wonder if old Ketch is safely off.”


“What a stunning fright Ketch would be in if he came in here and met the ghost!” exclaimed Hurst. “He’d never think it was anything less than the Old Gentleman come for him.”


A chorus of laughter, which Hurst himself hushed. It would not do for noise to be heard in the cloisters at that hour. There was nothing to which poor Charley Channing was more sensitive than to ridicule on the subject of his unhappy failing — the propensity to fear; and there is no failing to which schoolboys are more intolerant. Of moral courage — that is, of courage in the cause of right — Charles had plenty; of physical courage, little. Apart from the misfortune of having had supernatural terror implanted in him in childhood, he would never have been physically brave. Schoolboys cannot understand that this shrinking from danger (I speak of palpable danger), which they call cowardice, nearly always emanates from a superior intellect. Where the mental powers are of a high order, the imagination unusually awakened, danger is sure to be keenly perceived, and sensitively shrunk from. In proportion will be the shrinking dread of ridicule. Charles Channing possessed this dread in a remarkable degree. You may therefore judge how he felt when he found it mockingly alluded to by Bywater.


On this very day that we are writing of, Bywater caught Charles, and imparted to him in profound confidence an important secret — that a choice few of the boys were about to play old Ketch a trick, obtain the keys, and have a game in the cloisters by moonlight. A place in the play, he said, had been assigned to Charles. Charles hesitated — not because it might be wrong so to cheat Ketch (Ketch was the common enemy of the boys, of Charley as of the rest), but because he had plenty of lessons to do. This was Bywater’s opportunity; he chose to interpret the hesitation differently.


“So you are afraid, Miss Charley! Ho, ho! Do you think the cloisters will be dark? that the moon won’t keep the ghosts away? I say, it can’t be true, what I heard the other day, that you dare not be in the dark, lest ghosts should come and run away with you!”


“Nonsense, Bywater!” returned Charley, changing colour like a conscious girl.


“Well, if you are not afraid, you’ll come and join us,” sarcastically returned Bywater. “We shall have stunning good sport. There’ll be about a dozen of us. Rubbish to your lessons! You need not be away from them more than an hour. It won’t be dark, Miss Channing.”


After this nothing would have kept Charley away, fearing their ridicule. He promised faithfully to be in the cloisters at a quarter-past seven.


Accordingly, the instant tea was over, he got to his lessons. Thus was he engaged when another student, Hamish, entered.


“What sort of night is it, Hamish?” asked Charles thinking of the projected night play.


“Fine,” replied Hamish.


The silence was resumed. Hamish turned himself round to the fire and said no more. Charles’s ears were listening for the quarter — past seven; and the moment it chimed out, he quitted his work, took his trencher coat from the hail, and departed saying nothing to anybody.


He went along whistling past the deanery; it, and the cathedral tower rising above it, looked gray in the moonlight. He picked up a stone and sent it right into one of the elm trees; some of the birds, disturbed from their roost, flew out, croaking, over his head. In the old days of superstition it might have been looked upon as an ill omen, coupled with what was to follow. Ah, Charley if you could but foresee what is before you! If Mrs. Channing, from her far-off sojourn, could but know what grievous ill is about to overtake her boy!


Poor Charley suspected nothing. He was whistling a merry tune, laughing, boy-like, at the discomfiture of the cawing rooks, and anticipating the stolen game he and his friends were about to take part in on forbidden ground.


At that minute he saw a boy come forth from the cloisters, and softly whistle to him, as if in token that he was being waited for. Charley answered the whistle, and set off at a run.


Which of the boys it was he could not tell; the outline of the form and the college cap were visible enough in the moonlight, but not the face. When he gained the cloister entrance he could no longer see him, but supposed the boy had preceded him into the cloisters. On went Charley, groping his way down the narrow passage. “Where are you?” called out he.


There was no answer. Once in the cloisters, a faint light came in from the open windows overlooking the burial-yard — a very faint light, indeed, for the buildings all round it were so high as almost to shut out a view of the sky; you must go close to the window-frame before you could see it.


“I — s-a-a-y!” roared Charley again, at the top of his voice, “where are you all? Is nobody here?”


There came neither response nor sign of it. One faint sound certainly did seem to strike upon his ear from behind; it was like the click of a lock being turned. Charley looked sharply round, but all seemed still again. The low, dark, narrow passage was behind him; the dim cloisters were before him; he was standing at the corner formed by the east and south quadrangles, and the pale burial-ground in their midst, with its damp grass and its gravestones, looked cold and lonesome in the moonlight.


The strange silence — it was not the silence of daylight — struck upon Charles with dismay. “You fellows there!” he called out again in desperation. “What’s the good of playing up this nonsense


The tones of his voice died away in the echoes of the cloisters, but of other answer there was none. At that instant a rook, no doubt disturbed by the sound, came diving down and flopped its wings across the burial-ground. The sight of something moving there nearly startled Charles out of his senses, and the matter was not much mended when he discovered it was only a bird. He turned and flew down the passage to the entrance quicker than he had come up it; but, instead of passing out, he found the iron gate closed. What could have shut it? There was no wind. And if there had been a wind ever so boisterous, it could scarcely have moved that little low gate, for it opened inwards.


Charles seized it to pull it open. It resisted his efforts. He tried to shake it, but little came of that, for the gate was fastened firmly. Bit by bit stole the conviction over his mind that he was locked in.


Then a panic seized him. He was locked in the ghostly cloisters, close to the graves of the dead — on the very spot where, as idle tales went, the monks of bygone ages came out of those recording stones under his feet and showed themselves at midnight. Not a step could he take round the cloisters but his foot must press those stones. To be locked in the cloisters might be nothing for brave, grown, sensible men, but for many a boy it would have been a great deal, and for Charles Channing it was awful.


That he was alone he never doubted. He believed — as fully as belief, or any other feeling could flash into his horrified mind and find a place in it — that Bywater had decoyed him into the cloisters and left him there. All the dread terrors of childhood rose up before him. To say that he was mad in that moment might not be quite correct, but it is certain his mind was not perfectly sane. His whole body, his face, his hair, grew damp in an instant, as does one in mortal agony; and with a smothered cry, which was not like that of a human being, he turned and fled through the cloisters, in the vague hope to find the other gate open.


It may be difficult for some of you to understand this excessive terror, albeit the situation was not a particularly desirable one. A college boy, in these enlightened days, laughs at supernatural tales as the delusions of ignorance in ages past; but for those who have had the misfortune to be imbued in infancy with superstitions, as was Charles Channing, the terror exists still, college boys though they may be. He could not have told (had he been collected enough to tell anything) what his precise dread was as he flew through the cloisters. None can at these moments. A sort of bugbear rises up in the mind, and they shrink from it, though they see not what its exact nature may be; but it is a bugbear that can neither be faced nor borne.


Feeling like one about to die; feeling as if death, in that awful moment, might be a boon rather than the contrary, Charles sped down the east quadrangle and turned into the north. At the extremity of the north side, forming the angle between it and the west, commenced the narrow passage similar to the one he had just traversed, which led to the west gate of egress. A faint glimmering of the white-flagged stones beyond this gate gave a promise it was open. A half-uttered sound of thankfulness escaped him, and he sped on.


Ah, but what was that? What was it that he came upon in the middle of the north quadrangle, standing within the niches? A towering form, with a ghostly face, telling of the dead, a mysterious, supernatural-looking blue flame lighting it up round about. It came out of the niche and advanced slowly upon him.


An awful cry escaped from his heart, and went ringing up to the roof of the cloisters. Oh, that the dean, sitting in his deanery adjacent to the cloisters, could have heard that helpless cry of anguish! No, no; there could be no succour for a place that was supposed to be empty and closed.


Back to the locked gate with perhaps the apparition following him? or forward past IT to the open door of egress? Which was it to be? In these moments there can be no reason to guide the course; but there is instinct; and instinct took that ill — fated child to the open door.


How he got past the sight it is impossible to tell. Had it been right in front of his path he never would have got past it. But it had made a halt when just beyond the niche, not coming out very far. With his poor hands stretched out and his breath leaving him, Charles did get by, and made for the door, the ghost bringing up the rear with a yell; while those old cloister niches when he was fairly gone, grew alive with moving figures, which came out of their dark corners and shrieked aloud with laughter.


Away, he knew not whither — away, like one who is being pursued by an unearthly phantom, deep catchings of his breath, as will follow undue bodily exertion, telling of something not right within; wild, low, abrupt sounds breaking from him at intervals — thus he flew, turning to the left, which took him towards… the river. Anywhere from the dreaded cloisters; anywhere from the old grey ghostly edifice; anywhere in his dread and agony! He dashed past the boathouse, down the steps, turning on to the river pathway, and — Whether the light hanging at the boathouse deceived his sight — whether the slippery mud caused him to lose his footing — whether he was running too quickly and could not stop himself in time — or whether, in his irrepressible fear, he threw himself unconsciously in, to escape what might be behind him, will never be known. Certain it is, the unhappy boy went plunging into the river, another and a last wild cry escaping him as the waters closed over his head…
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Night, and especially Christmas night, is the best time to listen to a ghost story. Throw on the logs! Draw the curtains! Move your chairs nearer the fire and hearken!


Not one among the little group that sat in the snug parlour of Andy Sweeny’s homestead, that wild Christmas of 1843, when Mrs. Sweeny went to the window and drew the snow-white curtains very close, remarking at the same time, “God shelter all poor travellers!” but whose thoughts were as plainly expressed in the general huddling-up which took place as though each one had told his neighbour his particular idea of comfort; and when, in answer to the good woman’s prayer, they joined their voices in one deep, fervent “Amen!” and huddled together in the brave glow of the turf fire, the general sentiment of the party was published by a red-haired, dapper little fellow named “Reddy,” who said, in a rich voice:


“’Tis thanking God we should be for this comfort, not forgetting Mrs. Sweeny!”


Although the Sweenys were known the county over for their hospitality, on this particular night they outdid all their previous efforts at entertaining. The oak table in the middle of the floor was covered from end to end with good things. We say good things, and we mean it so. There were no wafer-like sandwiches on that table, nor cold liquids in colder bottles, nor frail china-ware (no china-ware could stand food so substantial), not fancy salads, nor any of those dainties which as good as say to a hungry man, “Come and eat me; I’m too nice to be lying here,” and which, when he has done them justice, spoil his evening’s enjoyment and cause life to be a burden to him.


No; there were no such insidious edibles on Mrs. Sweeny’s table. To think of that supper is to be hungry. Hills of potatoes, all in their coats on account of the severe weather; lakes of soup, mountains of roast beef, with goose and turkey in the valleys between; pigeons, imprisoned in cells of crust, in which were little slits like loopholes, through which the inmates might peep — indeed, one brave bird that, we daresay, had become alarmed at the great number of diners, was attempting to escape, and actually succeeded in getting a leg through the bars, where he stuck and became discouraged; mounds of bread and butter; the whole Pie family, from plebeian Apple to rich Mrs. Mince, were there in their crusty suits. The table mumbled and groaned. But who cared for the table’s sorrows? In truth, who could think of anything but gladness in that home of light and joy on that frozen night?


Outside, the storm raged. The country around, a bleak stretch of moorland, was buried deep in snow. The winds had been busy, and many were the quaint mansions they had built, and strange and weird were the changes they had wrought. The signpost at the four crossroads — a most commonplace affair in clear weather — was now a terrible monster with four hideous arms, that were thrust out to seize the belated traveller. All traces of the road were lost, and it would have gone hard with a stranger had he been caught in the storm that December night. Derry Goland, in King’s County, Ireland, is so drear and wild that the destroying elements have made it their meeting-place. Here the winds gather and plan their courses. Here they start from, and to this place return. Any winter’s night you may hear them. At first they whisper among themselves as they map out their ways. Then may be heard deep murmurs, angry murmurs, shaking the boughs, as though the Storm King had given out orders which they did not like.


How the Storm King hated Andy Sweeny’s snug home and the cheerful light shining from the windows, throwing a golden pathway into the night!


More turf for the fire! Everyone has a glass of steaming punch in his hand; everyone’s face is lighted with love and radiant with joy; everyone toasts everyone, sings merry songs, dances with his sweetheart, or makes love to her in some shady corner, while the aged everyones make matches for their boys and girls; and the blind fiddler plays away for dear life. The flames grow brighter as the storm without increases in violence. The punch glows a deeper red and sparkles as with delight. The old clock in the corner has a drowsier tick, and is at peace with the world, for the jolly round face on its dial smiles on the scene; and even the table, forgetful of its complaints, has ceased to groan. In short, there never was a happier home; there never were such music and such punch as Mrs. Sweeny’s, nor jollier souls to drink it.


The floor had just been cleared for dancing, and the fun was at its height, when out in the storm, seeming far away, there rose a cry — a terrible cry — a cry that spoke the anguish of a soul. Those within were silent, and listened with blanched faces to that cry without.


“God save us!” cried Andy. “What was that?”


“The Lord bethune us and all harm! It was the banshee’s cry!”


At this name, so fearful to an Irish ear, the children ran to their mothers and buried their little heads. Wives clung to their husbands, sweethearts to their sturdy lovers, and all waited anxiously for a repetition of the cry. Then something happened which caused all hearts to stand still and sent the cold blood rushing down the back. It was a human voice calling aloud for help! Soon after, the crunch of flying feet was heard. They came nearer and nearer.


“Open the door! Fling it wide!” cried Andy.


Willing hands soon had a broad pathway of firelight streaming from the doorway. The storm rushed in and scattered the turf and tore pictures from their places and made sad havoc with everything. But no one cared; no one noticed it. All eyes were watching a man who came flying towards the house; for though it was a blustering night, the moon peeped at intervals through the storm-rift clouds, casting a ghostly light. And now it shone down upon this figure that sped to the door and cried, in a voice made weak by fear and running, “Save me!” then tottered across the threshold and fell prone upon the sanded floor.


Andy Sweeny turned quickly to the door, and, listening, peered long and searchingly into the darkness. At last he cried out:


“Who’s there?”


The only answer was the soughing of the wind across the moor, and a gruesome answer it was.


“Who’s there?” asked Andy again.


“Sure, no wan, avick,” returned his wife. “Shut the door and be aisy.” Andy cast a rueful, backward glance at the door, as Mrs. Sweeny led him away from it.


“Look at the poor man foreninst ye!”


The poor man before the fire was unconscious. One motherly body was chafing his cold hands, another was bathing his forehead with punch she had seized in her hurry instead of water, and yet another forced the steaming liquor between his clenched teeth.


He was a young man — a boy almost — whose age might have been guessed as twenty, and guessed correctly. That he was a stranger in Derry Goland was easily discovered, for the suit he wore was made of fine cloth and cut in the most approved style. Fashionable clothes were as common in Derry Goland as bears, and there wasn’t a bear in the county. A silk-lined cloak, thrown back from his broad shoulders, disclosed a sparkling gem that winked and blinked at the firelight as though the sudden brilliancy was too much to stand. His features, although well formed and regular, had a suggestion of weakness in them, especially the chin and mouth, which lacked firmness, and wore a smiling expression of gentleness more fitted to a woman than a man. The people immediately divined that a gentleman, presumably an Englishman, judging from his dress, had fallen among them, and they went to work on him as though he were the dearest friend of each man who bent over him, or the husband, brother, or sweetheart of each good woman who carried pillows for the weary head and brought a glow of life into the pale face, so numerous were the little offices performed, so heartfelt and deep their solicitude. At length, to the great relief of all, the stranger slowly opened his eyes.


“Here ye are, sir, safe an’ sound!” cried an old woman, cheeringly. “Look up, sir; ’tis wid fri’nds y’ are.”


The young man raised himself up, and asked Andy to assist him to a seat. He trembled violently as he moved with livid face to the chair which Andy had placed near the fire for his use. They stood at a respectful distance from the young man, regarding him with looks of half fear, half wonder. As the moments passed, he seemed to grow stronger; and presently he raised his head from his breast, in which position he had been gazing intently at the fire, and asked whether anyone believed in ghosts.


“Ghosts, your honour?”


“Ghosts.”


“We do, your honour,” chimed in an old woman. “’Tis me well knows we do. Wasn’t there Mary Doolan’s mother — Lord rest her! — dead and gone ten years come next Ash Wednesday — as fine a woman as iver put foot to leather, as I’ve often said, and always will say, please God, if I die for it — an’ I don’t care who knows it — a fine lump of a girl when I first knew her. I knew her mother before her — a dacent body, too, who married Mike Carlin after he’d buried his first wife, and then married Pat Doolan when Mike kicked the bucket — God forgive him for a rascal! Didn’t Mary Doolan — rest her soul! — didn’t she meet a ghost at the crossroads? Didn’t she?”


As no one contradicted, the old woman was preparing to give the story in its entirety, when the stranger interrupted.


“At the crossroads, did you say?”


“Tin years come Ash Wednesday. She@”


“There is a milestone near by” — he appeared to be murmuring to himself, as he kicked the blazing turf with the toe of his riding-boot — “a flat milestone, like a gravestone?”


“The same place, sir. And Mary Doolan — rest her soul! — a dacent, thrifty@”


“Which of you is the landlord of this place?”


“There’s no landlord here,” said Andy Sweeny. “This is my home. These are my friends and neighbours.”


“Will you give me a bed? I’ll see that you are paid for it.”


“You are welcome to my place, sir, without money. I don’t want that,” said Andy, rather sharply.


The young man noticed the touch of anger in Andy’s voice.


“I beg your pardon. I did not mean to hurt you. I hardly know what I am saying.” He buried his face in his hands, leaning his elbows on his knees.


Andy’s guests, who but lately had stood in fear of the young stranger, now looked at him with great pity stamped on their kindly faces; and even the garrulous old woman whom he had interrupted so persistently ventured close to him, saying, in a friendly way:


“Is it on Christmas, sir, ye’d be givin’ way so?”


“Christmas!”


“Av course. What else? Here, Mrs. Sweeny, ma’am, if yez please, a glass o’ punch for his honour!”


The young man had been stony-hearted, indeed, could he have refused the steaming glass which comely Mrs. Sweeny handed to him; hard as granite had he not melted before the expressions of homely sympathy that poured from all sides in a shy manner, as if they feared to offend; for only sufferers, brothers in sorrow, no matter what their station in life may be, know how to comfort sufferers.


The fiddler went to work once more, and played better than ever, too. The punch flowed again. The rough but sonorous voices joined in familiar airs that brought back many a half-forgotten holiday time. Hands were joined in reels and jigs, until it seemed that the storm had at last taken hold of Andy’s cottage and was shaking it to pieces, so lively were the couples who “lathered the flure wid their heels,” as Reddy remarked. The young people who had sought the terpsichorean honours of the evening, “by holding out to tire each other down,” had at last tired themselves, and all sat round the fire, anxious for some other amusement than that which left them fatigued and short of breath. The old lady spoken of before, with the inherent instinct of a gossip — for gossips are born, not made — said to the stranger during a lull in the conversation:


“Did ye see a ghost tonight, sir?”


Andy Sweeny, imagining the old woman was annoying the gentleman, quickly interposed, and begged he would not mind her thoughtless questions.


“I am not offended,” said he. “But I hardly know how to answer.”


“Who was it that chased you when you came running here, screaming for help?”


“Something in black.”


“How did it come to happen? You must pardon the question, sir, but as this is Christmas night, and knowing it is a time for great freedom, I thought you might be good enough to tell us all about it, sir — asking pardon once again, if I’ve offended you.”


Andy Sweeny, like most men of ordinary intelligence and education among the Irish peasantry, had the reputation of being a “foine shpaker” and a “shmart man;” and when he had finished his tentative address, his guests winked and nodded among themselves to express their great admiration, and Reddy even went so far as to say, “There’s for you.”


“It’s all very strange, to be sure,” said the gentleman. Then he added, with a little forced laugh that would hardly come from a person whose nerves were in good condition, “I will tell you all that happened.”


At these words, which promised the glorious entertainment always to be had from a ghost story, more especially when you sit in the midst of friends before a roaring, crackling fire, with a sparkling punch in your hand, listening to the storm that rattles the windows and doors, and hurls the snow down the broad chimney, hissing into the fire, as if it hated to see you so snug, and was determined to extinguish the cheerful blaze. It is then your mind wanders over dolorous, wind-swept moorland, trudges along the bleak path on the hillside, struggles with the storm on the highway, where every white-robed tree is a phantom and every rock a hiding-place of robbers and hideous somethings that await your approach and crouch in readiness to spring upon you.


Now every inoffensive oak is a terrible Briareus, stretching out its gaunt arms to seize you; now you feel certain a thing is dogging your footsteps while you fear to look behind, knowing that you would encounter its awful glance and be struck dead that instant, until the fancy becomes so strong that you break into a trot, from that to a run, and finally, with its footsteps but a few yards behind and gaining with every stride, coming so close you can feel its breath over your shoulder, your run quickens — faster — faster yet, till it ends in a wild flight, while you see nothing, think of nothing but it, and only stay the mad chase when the ruddy lights from some cottage window tell you that men, fellow-creatures, people of flesh and blood, are within hailing distance.


Now the fear, which up to this moment has paralyzed your tongue, comes forth in one scream that startles the quiet villager, and brings him, candle in hand, to his door, where he finds you stretched insensible upon the snow, and whence he carries you to his blazing turf fire, beside which you slowly regain your senses, thanking Providence you are saved. No wonder the cottagers huddled round the fire! So Andy’s guests being Irishmen, and having adamantine faith in the existence of all manner of “uncanny” things, awaited the stranger’s story with breathless interest.


“I may presume,” he began, “that you all know Squire Goodfellow?”


“We do! Long life to his honour!”


•   •   •   •   •


Well, he continued, I was returning from his house to the inn at the village, where at present I am staying. What I had been doing there it is needless to say. The squire, who, as you all well know, is a downright good fel — gentleman, endeavoured to dissuade me from going home afoot in the storm, and invited me to sleep under his roof until morning. I, knowing he already had as many guests as his place could hold with comfort, thanked him for his kind offer, and started out for the inn — and bed, for I have been up — Well, I have been travelling for the past few days. I need not remind you of the weather. Suffice it to say that the snow was blown into my eyes until it blinded me and I wandered from the road. My fingers were stiff and frozen, so that I found it impossible to hold my cloak about me. I could not see an arm’s length before me, the snow fell so thick and fast, the night was so dark. My eyes were growing heavy. I felt sleepy. But, knowing to lie down in the treacherous snow meant death, I made one last, mighty effort and struggled on. At length I got so weak I could only stumble forward, and three or four, maybe ten times I fell. Then I cried out for help — cried, screamed, yelled as I never did before. I called. How lonely, how awfully gravelike the stillness was! My very voice seemed muffled. Then a feeling of rest, a sensation of great calm, came over me. I no longer felt the cold, nor heard the wind, nor knew fear, and I was about to sleep — it would have been my last — when some stories of travellers who had kept themselves awake by self-administered punishment came — most strange to tell — to my mind. The thought of death on that desolate moor, far from the hearts that loved me and awaited my homecoming, was so overpoweringly maddening, I tell you, that I tore my hair and shrieked out:


“I will not die! I will not!”


I pulled open my coat and found my pocket-knife. That saved me. See where my coat is punctured. It’s a mercy I didn’t run it up to the handle into myself in my efforts to stimulate myself. In spite of all my efforts, I was slowly but surely — oh, so surely — sinking, till I cried again in desperation:


“Fool — fool! Why did you venture it? What wouldn’t I give to be back at the squire’s? All — everything! Anything to be saved — anything!”


“I’ll save you!”


My good friends, the voice that uttered these words was so close to my ear that it seemed a whisper from another land, and I thought I was already dead. How was I to reason otherwise? In that moment of death, on that distant moor, the words were like a supernatural answer to my prayer. I trembled. The sound of the winds, the falling snow, brought me to myself. Then the words were repeated:


“I’ll save you!”


I turned and looked at the speaker. His voice had sent a shiver — not like that produced by cold — through my frame, so that I was afraid to meet his gaze, which I know — I can’t tell how — was fastened on me and pierced me through and through. Without venturing to meet his eye, I said:


“Who are you?”


And he answered:


“One who will save you!”


“Are you a farmer hereabouts?” I inquired, at a loss what to say.


“Look and see,” he answered.


As he said this, I fancied he chuckled quietly. Then, though I had no desire to do so, despite my efforts to do otherwise, I felt myself turning to meet him — I felt myself do this, I say, while I endeavoured most strenuously to keep my back to him. Shall I ever forget his eyes? Shall I ever forget the devilish leer on his face? Never, though I live to be a thousand years old. He was a very tall, thin, middle-aged man, dressed all in black, from the beaver, on which, I remarked, not a snowflake fell, to what I could see of his lower parts. I noticed his appearance in a second; and while I glanced at him, he stood grinning at me with the greatest good humour. I dared not speak. I could not speak. It was he who broke the silence, asking me in a very deep, musical voice, whether he resembled a farmer. I admitted that there wasn’t the faintest analogy — wishing deep down in my heart that there had been. You must not think I was frightened, for I wasn’t. The place, the hour, the solitude, his sudden appearance, cast a sort of spell over me, and it was only by the putting forth of all my remaining strength that I had the heart to ask him to put me on the right path for home.


“I will do so with pleasure,” said he.


I thanked him for his kindness, and off we started. He was so very affable, telling humorous stories to shorten our hard tramp; so extremely anxious regarding my comfort; so persistent in his efforts to please, and so polished and gentlemanly withal, that gradually I came to look upon him with less distaste, and before the crossroads were reached, was actually exchanging addresses with him — verbally, of course. We had been speaking of the many ways which men have of amusing themselves, and I confessed that I was partial to card-playing as a pastime. He assured me it was his greatest pleasure. At length we came to the weird-looking post which stands at the crossroads, pointing its long fingers in every direction in a most confusing manner. From that point my road was clear. “Now,” said I to myself, “to bid him good night.” And I proceeded to do so, holding out my hand and saying:


“A thousand thanks for your timely assistance — a safe journey — and good-bye.”


He did not seem to notice my outstretched hand, but looked into my face with a steady, fascinating stare, for all the world like a snake trying to fix its prey.






At this point the auditors gave vent to so many cries of surprise and fear that the narrator was forced to stop and wait until they became calm again.







“We may never see each other again,” I returned, though why I spoke those words is a mystery. They invited conversation, and knowing this, I could have torn out my tongue with rage at my thoughtlessness.


“Oh,” he said, “we shall surely meet once more — where there shall be neither snow nor frost, wind nor rain.”


I proffered my hand a second time, thinking he might not have seen it before — the night being so pitch-black — and I repeated my thanks and adieus.


“Do you really wish to thank me for whatever small service I have been to you?” he asked.


“If it be in my power to do so,” I said.


“The simplest thing in the world,” he answered.


“What is it?” I inquired.


“Do you see this milestone?” said he, pointing towards a white mound.


“I see something,” was my reply.


“It is a milestone;” and as he spoke he brushed away the snow, disclosing the long, flat slab beneath.


“Well?” said I.


“You can thank me by sitting down facing me on that stone and appeasing a craving — a hunger — which tortures me.”


By this time, as you may well suppose, I had grown very suspicious, and feeling certain that I had fallen in with a highwayman, whose dark purpose was to murder me for my money and jewellery, I determined to act with great circumspection — to humour his every whim, until a suitable opportunity of escape presented itself. Accordingly, I sat down on one end of the wet slab, and said to him in a voice which I endeavoured to make cheerful, “Here I am!” His grim words, “Appeasing a craving, a hunger,” kept me from being at all cheerful, for I anticipated being eaten alive. I put the best face I could on the matter, assuring myself that it was better and more manly to die fighting than to sit down and calmly consent to be metamorphosed into a midnight supper for the pleasure of the gentleman in black. And reasoning thus, I felt for my knife — my only means of defence — opened the largest blade, and waited for him. You must remember, my good people, that I thought of all these things in a second, while he advanced to the milestone, on which he presently seated his black self. I clenched my teeth and clutched my knife in readiness for the fight I thought must surely come. But to my surprise, he took from his back pocket a pack of cards, placed them between us on the slab, and said:


“I will play you a few games of forty-fives, at a sovereign a game, before we part.”


“Is this the craving you spoke of — this the hunger you must satisfy?” I asked him, almost too bewildered to articulate.


“This,” he answered, slowly, “is the first tool with which I worked my own ruin. Since I first had being, I have craved to win for myself all things which belong to others. The spirit of gaming was made part of me. It has grown with me, gained strength with years, until now it is all I live for. I began at an early age by wagering with another that the darker cloud of two which went sailing by in the heavens would disappear before the lighter one. He with whom I wagered won. Then, to regain what I had lost, I doubled the amount — I forget the subject of our bet. I lost again. I went on doubling and trebling, losing and winning alternately, until at last I found I was ruined. Then, indeed, I became desperate. Then was my whole mind given to the devising of schemes by which I was to recuperate my losses. I borrowed, I begged, I did everything to secure the necessary means wherewith to gamble. I have since gone on — sometimes living in luxury, sometimes in the most wretched penury; now sipping rich wine, again parching for a draught of clear water; today the guest of princes and lords, tomorrow the companion of filthy mendicants! But why waste time? Why tell you all this? Enough that last night I was lucky. I have money. On the way here you confessed a love of cards. Come; we will play!”


These are his words as well as I can remember them. You may laugh at me when I tell you that, when he had finished speaking, I was seized with a desire to gamble and win the money he had mentioned. And there, on that wet milestone, in the dark night, with the storm raging round us, that and I began to play forty-fives for a sovereign a corner, with all the nonchalance and little amenities on his part which we observe when ladies and gentlemen play a rubber in the snug corner of a well-lighted parlour. I groped for the cards and cut them. He dealt. I picked up my five.


“Look here, sir. I can’t tell what I’m holding. It’s too dark,” I cried.


“Wait,” said he. With that his hand went down into the mysterious black pocket, and shortly afterwards, I heard a rattle as of iron.






“God bless us!” ejaculated the listeners.







Then, continued the young man, I heard a scratching, a light spluttered and hissed; and before I could make out what he was about, a lighted lantern was casting a broad glow of light on the slab and extending a few yards round it until it melted in the blackness beyond. My wonderment was momentary only. My nature seemed to have undergone some startling change, for I thought of nothing, forgot everything — my late suffering, the desolate place, the hour, the cold that had but lately been turning my fingers to stone, my mysterious companion — all save that there was a small heap of gold near the stranger — two golden coins in the middle of the slab — and that I was to gamble and win. The first game I won; the second, too. In the third I was successful. Luck continued to be with me, and I was quickly transferring the heap of gold to my corner of the slab. Up to this neither of us had spoken, but when I had taken all but a few pieces from him he remarked:


“You play a shrewd game.”


“Thank you, sir,” said I.


After that we went on playing in silence. My luck was changing. I lost repeatedly, and when we had played several hands, he succeeded in getting the gold back to his end, with five pounds of mine along with it. This angered me, and I proposed that we should raise the stakes and play for two pounds a side. He was quite agreeable. I lost another five. Then I said we had better play for six pounds each hand. Still I was unsuccessful; still he drew my money to his end, until the last piece of gold having been swept into his pile, we played for half-crowns, then for shillings, then for sixpences, and at last I had only a few coppers at stake. The cards were given out. Eagerly I grasped mine, with the hope of holding the better hand. Alas, it was worthless! He won! Every farthing of two hundred pounds was gone, and I was constrained to tell him I could play no longer.


“Tut, man!” said he; “the game is young.”


“Yes,” I answered, despondently; “but my last penny is lost. There’s nothing left.”


“Then I’ll tell you what I’ll do,” said he. “I’m anything but a bad man, so I’ll give you a chance of getting your money back.”


“You will?” cried I, delighted.


“I will,” he replied. “What would you say if I were to wager all I have here” — he pushed the glittering pieces forward — “and all I have here” — taking a bag from his black pocket and emptying its golden contents on the slab — “that I will be victor in two games out of three?”


“You would be very magnanimous,” I returned, burning to hear the conditions. “But I have absolutely nothing left.”


“You have your word.”


“What do you mean?” I cried.


“I mean that if you will pledge me your word to serve me hereafter at any time I may chance to call upon you, I will wager my gold against your word. If I lose, the gold is yours, all of it, every bright sovereign; and you may take back your vow, too.”


As he spoke, he leaned forward, took the gold in his hand, letting it slip through his fingers in a sheeny, clinking stream. I did not hesitate to consider the import of his dreadful propositions. Gold I must have — not for its own sake, not because I am avaricious — simply because I hungered to gamble.


“It’s a bargain,” I said.


“Then repeat these words after me,” he commanded.


“I swear” — he dictated, and I repeated word after word to the end — “I swear to be the servant of this man from this hour unto the end of time, to renounce all other masters, and to serve him faithfully and well in all that he may command.”


I could hardly wait for him to finish, so eager was I to resume the play. Once more we seated ourselves on the milestone; again the cards were dealt out, and the strangest game that ever men played was begun. I won on the first hand. The cards came round a second time. He won. A game for each. Then I prepared myself for the last — the great struggle. Victory meant riches and freedom; defeat, I know not what. My brain was on fire; my hands trembled so that in picking up the cards he had placed near me — the cards which were to decide for or against me — they fell out of my shaking fingers and dropped on the snow at my feet.


 Here the speaker faltered and appeared reluctant to proceed. 


My good people, when just as my fingers were about to fasten on the cards, my eye saw something that caused my blood to turn as cold as this snow on the ground — something that took from me the power to move, to speak, that petrified me and left me gazing at it like a statue. Think of being alone with that man out on the snow, away from all help, in a place seemingly deserted by its Maker, and shudder to dream of what I saw — of it!


•   •   •   •   •


He shuddered even then — even as he sat in the midst of Andy’s guests — in Andy’s cheerful parlour. But surely he is not to be termed a coward, when we know that the cottagers at this point of the recital turned their heads and cast many uneasy glances towards the door, drawing closer to the fire as they did so.



“I was telling you I was rooted to my seat. No wonder! Before me, with the sickly light from the lantern shining right down upon it, was — a cloven hoof!”


“A cloven hoof! The divil!” cried everybody.


“I closed my eyes, thinking I was dreaming. But no; for when I opened them, there was the cursed hoof before me!”


“Lord save us!”


“Then the awfulness of the compact I had made came to my mind with terrible force. I was bartering my soul for gold. Now I see that Providence watched over me, for it was the thought of what I was doing that caused me to leap to my feet with a cry for help, and run with feet of wind — feet winged with fear — away from that thing! Every moment I expected to feel his hand on my shoulder, to be dragged back to that hellish game of cards at which my soul would be lost to it — to the thing in black. You must have heard my screams, for as I ran I saw — and how I thanked God for it! — I saw a stream of glorious light burst in the blackness! It gave new courage to my heart and new strength to my limbs. After that I remember nothing. I suppose I became unconscious. The rest you already know; and, believe me when I say it, I cannot easily forget your prompt assistance and heartfelt sympathy. I have finished.”


With the stranger’s adventure and all its hideous details fresh within the mind of every man, woman, and child present, the very idea of leaving that hospitable roof was thrilling in itself; so motherly Mrs. Sweeny found resting-places for the women and children, while the men slept on improvised beds of chairs, tables, etc., the greater part of them lying on the floor before the fire. The stranger retired shortly after he had concluded his story, and it was not long until the Sweeny household was asleep and snoring.


•   •   •   •   •


To the reader:


If you doubt any part of this narrative, you may visit Mrs. Sweeny and have it from her lips. Ask anyone in Derry Goland, King’s County, Ireland, the whereabouts of Andy Sweeny’s house, and you will be sure to find it.


There were some cynics who said that the young man had been drinking freely at the squire’s, had lost considerable money at playing cards, had wandered from the squire’s in a maudlin state, had rested on the milestone and dreamed about the man in black, and that the only devil he saw was a creature of his drunken fancy, generally termed a “blue devil.” But Mrs. Sweeny and most of her guests maintain that the gentleman could not have related his adventure, and described it so graphically, too, had he been intoxicated. I give no opinion in the matter. The readers may take what view of it they please.






“South London Press” Dec. 1893





The Demon Spell

Hume Nisbet

1894




It was about the time when spiritualism was all the craze in England, and no party was reckoned complete without a spirit-rapping séance being included amongst the other entertainments.


One night I had been invited to the house of a friend, who was a great believer in the manifestations from the unseen world, and who had asked for my special edification a well-known trance medium. “A pretty as well as a heaven-gifted girl, whom you will be sure to like, I know,” he said as he asked me.


I did not believe much in the return of spirits, yet, thinking to be amused, consented to attend at the hour appointed. At that time I had just returned from a long sojourn abroad, and was in a very delicate state of health, easily impressed by outward influences, and nervous to a most extraordinary extent.


To the hour appointed I found myself at my friend’s house, and was then introduced to the sitters who had assembled to witness the phenomena. Some were strangers like myself to the rules of the table, others who were adepts took their places at once in the order to which they had in former meetings attended. The trance medium had not yet arrived, and while waiting upon her coming we sat down and opened the séance with a hymn.


We had just furnished the second verse when the door opened and the medium glided in, and took her place on a vacant seat by my side, joining with the others in the last verse, after which we all sat motionless with our hands resting upon the table, waiting upon the first manifestation from the unseen world.


Now, although I thought all this performance very ridiculous, there was something in the silence and the dim light, for the gas had been turned low down, and the room seemed filled with shadows; something about the fragile figure at my side, with her drooping head, which thrilled me with a curious sense of fear and icy horror such as I had never felt before.


I am not by nature imaginative or inclined to superstition, but, from the moment that young girl had entered the room, I felt as if a hand had been laid upon my heart, a cold iron hand, that was compressing it, and causing it to stop throbbing. My sense of hearing also had grown more acute and sensitive, so that the beating of the watch in my vest pocket sounded like the thumping of a quartz-crushing machine, and the measured breathing of those about me as loud and nerve-disturbing as the snorting of a steam engine.


Only when I turned to look upon the trance medium did I become soothed; then it seemed as if a cold-air wave had passed through my brain, subduing, for the, time being, those awful sounds.


“She is possessed,” whispered my host on the other side of me. “Wait, and she will speak presently, and tell us whom we have got beside us.”


As we sat and waited the table had moved several times under our hands, while knockings at intervals took place in the table and all round the room, a most weird and blood-curdling, yet ridiculous performance, which made me feel half inclined to run out with fear, and half inclined to sit still and laugh; on the whole, I think, however, that horror had the more complete possession of me.


Presently she raised her head and laid her hand upon mine, beginning to speak in a strange monotonous, far-away voice, “This is my first visit since I passed from earth-life, and you have called me here.”


I shivered as her hand touched mine, but had no strength to withdraw it from her light, soft grasp.


“I am what you would call a lost soul; that is, I am in the lowest sphere. Last week I was in the body, but met my death down Whitechapel way. I was what you call an unfortunate, aye, unfortunate enough. Shall I tell you how it happened?”


The medium’s eyes were closed, and whether it was my distorted imagination or not, she appeared to have grown older and decidedly debauched-looking since she sat down, or rather as if a light, filmy mask of degrading and soddened vice had replaced the former delicate features.


No one spoke, and the trance medium continued :


“I had been out all that day and without any luck or food, so that I was dragging my wearied body along through the slush and mud, for it had been wet all day, and I was drenched to the skin, and miserable, ah, ten thousand times more wretched than I am now, for the earth is a far worse hell for such as I than our hell here.


“I had importuned several passers-by as I went along that night, but none of them spoke to me, for work had been scarce all this winter, and I suppose I did not look so tempting as I have been; only once a man answered me, a dark-faced, middle-sized man, with a soft voice, and much better dressed than my usual companions.


“He asked me where I was going, and then left me, putting a coin into my hand, for which I thanked him. Being just in time for the last public-house, I hurried up, but on going to the bar and looking at my hand, I found it to be a curious foreign coin, with outlandish figures on it, which the landlord would not take, so I went out again to the dark fog and rain without my drink after all.


“There was no use going any further that night. I turned up the court where my lodgings were, intending to go home and get a sleep, since I could get no food, when I felt something touch me softly from behind like as if someone had caught hold of my shawl; then I stopped and turned about to see who it was.


“I was alone, and with no one near me; nothing but fog and the half light from the court lamp. Yet I felt as if something had got hold of me, though I could not see what it was, and that it was gathering about me.


“I tried to scream out, but could not, as this unseen grasp closed upon my throat and choked me, and then I fell down and for a moment forgot everything.


“Next moment I woke up, outside my own poor mutilated body, and stood watching the fell work going on — as you see it now.”


Yes, I saw it all as the medium ceased speaking, a mangled corpse lying on a muddy pavement, and a demoniac, dark, pock-marked face bending over it, with the lean claws outspread, and the dense fog instead of a body, like the half-formed incarnation of muscles.


“That is what did it, and you will know it again,” she said, “I have come for you to find it.”


“Is he an Englishman?” I gasped, as the vision faded away and the room once more became definite.


“It is neither man nor woman, but it lives as I do, it is with me now and may be with you tonight, still if you will have me instead of it, I can keep it back, only you must wish for me with all your might.”


The séance was now becoming too horrible, and by general consent our host turned up the gas, and then I saw for the first time the medium, now relieved from her evil possession, a beautiful girl of about nineteen, with I think the most glorious brown eyes I had ever before looked into.


“Do you believe what you have been speaking about?” I asked her as we were sitting talking together.


“What was that?”


“About the murdered woman.”


“I don’t know anything at all, only that I have been sitting at the table. I never know what my trances are.”


Was she speaking the truth? Her dark eyes looked truth, so that I could not doubt her.


That night when I went to my lodgings I must confess that it was some time before I could make up my mind to go to bed. I was decidedly upset and nervous, and wished that I had never gone to this spirit meeting, making a mental vow, as I threw off my clothes and hastily got into bed, that it was the last unholy gathering I would ever attend.


For the first time in my life I could not put out the gas. I felt as if the room was filled with ghosts, or as if this pair of ghastly spectres, the murderer and his victim, had accompanied me home, and were at that moment disputing the possession of me, so instead, I pulled the bedclothes over my head, it being a cold night and went that fashion off to sleep.


Twelve o’clock! and the anniversary of the day that Christ was born. Yes, I heard it striking from the street spire and counted the strokes, slowly tolled out, listening to the echoes from other steeples, after this one had ceased, as I lay awake in that gas-lit room, feeling as if I was not alone this Christmas morn.


Thus, while I was trying to think what had made me wake so suddenly, I seemed to hear a far off echo cry “Come to me.” At the same time the bedclothes were slowly pulled from the bed, and left in a confused mass on the floor.


“Is that you, Polly?” I cried, remembering the spirit séance, and the name by which the spirit had announced herself when she took possession.


Three distinct knocks resounded on the bedpost at my ear, the signal for “Yes.” “Can you speak to me?”


“Yes,” an echo rather than a voice replied, while I felt my flesh creeping, yet strove to be brave.


“Can I see you?”


“No!”


“Feel you?”


Instantly the feeling of a light cold hand touched my brow and passed over my face.


“In God’s name, what do you want?”


“To save the girl I was in tonight. It is after her and will kill her if you do not come quickly.”


In an instant I was out of the bed, and tumbling my clothes on any way, horrified through it all, yet feeling as if Polly were helping me to dress. There was a Kandian [•] dagger on my table which I had brought from Ceylon, an old dagger which I had bought for its antiquity and design, and this I snatched up as I left the room, with that light unseen hand leading me out of the house and along the deserted snow-covered streets.


[•] The Kingdom of Kandy was a monarchy in the central and eastern portion of Sri Lanka, founded in the 15th century. It was the last independent monarchy on the island, falling to British colonial rule in 1818. Sri Lanka was formerly known as Ceylon.


I did not know where the trance medium lived, but I followed where that light grasp led me, through the wild, blinding snow-drift, round corners and through short cuts, with my head down and the flakes falling thickly about me, until at last I arrived at a silent square and in front of a house, which by some instinct, I knew that I must enter.


Over by the other side of the street I saw a man standing looking up to a dimly-lighted window, but I could not see him very distinctly and I did not pay much attention to him at the time, but rushed instead up the front steps and into the house, that unseen hand still pulling me forward.


How that door opened, or if it did open I could not say, I only know that I got in, as we get into places in a dream, and up the inner stairs, I passed into a bedroom where the light was burning dimly.


It was her bedroom, and she was struggling in the thug-like grasp of those same demon claws, with that demoniac face close to hers, and the rest of it drifting away to nothingness.


I saw it all at a glance, her half-naked form, with the disarranged bedclothes, as the unformed demon of muscles clutched that delicate throat, and then I was at it like a fury with my Kandian dagger, slashing crossways at those cruel claws and that evil face, while blood streaks followed the course of my knife, making ugly stains, until at last it ceased struggling and disappeared like a horrid nightmare, as the half-strangled girl, now released from that fell grip, woke up the house with her screams, while from her relaxing hand dropped a strange coin, which I took possession of.


Thus I left her, feeling that my work was done, going downstairs as I had come up, without impediment or even seemingly, in the slightest degree, attracting the attention of the other inmates of the house, who rushed in their night-dresses towards the bedroom from whence the screams were issuing.


Into the street again, with that coin in one hand and my dagger in the other I rushed, and then I remembered the man whom I had seen looking up at the window. Was he there still? Yes, but on the ground in a confused black mass amongst the white snow as if he had been struck down.


I went over to where he lay and looked at him. Was he dead? Yes. I turned him round and saw that his throat was gashed from ear to ear, and all over his face — the same dark, pallid, pock-marked evil face — and claw-like hands, I saw the dark slashes of my Kandian dagger, while the soft white snow around him was stained with crimson life pools, and as I looked I heard the clock strike one, while from the distance sounded the chant of the coming waits, then I turned and fled blindly into the darkness.






The Haunted Station (1894)





The Lodger

Marie Belloc Lowndes

1911




“There he is at last, and I’m glad of it, Ellen. ’Tain’t a night you would wish a dog to be out in.”


Mr. Bunting’s voice was full of unmistakable relief. He was close to the fire, sitting back in a deep leather armchair — a clean-shaven, dapper man, still in outward appearance what he had been so long, and now no longer was — a self-respecting butler.


“You needn’t feel so nervous about him; Mr. Sleuth can look out for himself, all right.” Mrs. Bunting spoke in a dry, rather tart tone. She was less emotional, better balanced, than was her husband. On her the marks of past servitude were less apparent, but they were there all the same — especially in her neat black stuff dress and scrupulously clean, plain collar and cuffs. Mrs. Bunting, as a single woman, had been for long years what is known as a useful maid.


“I can’t think why he wants to go out in such weather. He did it in last week’s fog, too,” Bunting went on complainingly.


“Well, it’s none of your business — now, is it?”


“No; that’s true enough. Still, ’twould be a very bad thing for us if anything happened to him. This lodger’s the first bit of luck we’ve had for a very long time.”


Mrs. Bunting made no answer to this remark. It was too obviously true to be worth answering. Also she was listening — following in imagination her lodger’s quick, singularly quiet — “stealthy,” she called it to herself — progress through the dark, fog-filled hall and up the staircase.


“It isn’t safe for decent folk to be out in such weather — not unless they have something to do that won’t wait till tomorrow.” Bunting had at last turned round. He was now looking straight into his wife’s narrow, colorless face; he was an obstinate man, and liked to prove himself right. “I read you out the accidents in Lloyd’s yesterday — shocking, they were, and all brought about by the fog! And then, that ’orrid monster at his work again@”


“Monster?” repeated Mrs. Bunting absently. She was trying to hear the lodger’s footsteps overhead; but her husband went on as if there had been no interruption:


“It wouldn’t be very pleasant to run up against such a party as that in the fog, eh?”


“What stuff you do talk!” she said sharply; and then she got up suddenly. Her husband’s remark had disturbed her. She hated to think of such things as the terrible series of murders that were just then horrifying and exciting the nether world of London. Though she enjoyed pathos and sentiment, — Mrs. Bunting would listen with mild amusement to the details of a breach-of-promise action, — she shrank from stories of either immorality or physical violence.


Mrs. Bunting got up from the straight-backed chair on which she had been sitting. It would soon be time for supper.


She moved about the sitting-room, flecking off an imperceptible touch of dust here, straightening a piece of furniture there.


Bunting looked around once or twice. He would have liked to ask Ellen to leave off fidgeting, but he was mild and fond of peace, so he refrained. However, she soon gave over what irritated him of her own accord. But even then Mrs. Bunting did not at once go down to the cold kitchen, where everything was in readiness for her simple cooking. Instead, she opened the door leading into the bedroom behind, and there, closing the door quietly, stepped back into the darkness and stood motionless, listening.


At first she heard nothing, but gradually there came the sound of someone moving about in the room just overhead; try as she might, however, it was impossible for her to guess what her lodger was doing. At last she heard him open the door leading out on the landing. That meant that he would spend the rest of the evening in the rather cheerless room above the drawing-room floor — oddly enough, he liked sitting there best, though the only warmth obtainable was from a gas-stove fed by a shilling-in-the-slot arrangement.


It was indeed true that Mr. Sleuth had brought the Buntings luck, for at the time he had taken their rooms it had been touch and go with them.


After having each separately led the sheltered, impersonal, and, above all, the financially easy existence that is the compensation life offers to those men and women who deliberately take upon themselves the yoke of domestic service, these two, butler and useful maid, had suddenly, in middle age, determined to join their fortunes and savings.


Bunting was a widower; he had one pretty daughter, a girl of seventeen, who now lived, as had been the case ever since the death of her mother, with a prosperous aunt. His second wife had been reared in the Foundling Hospital, but she had gradually worked her way up into the higher ranks of the servant class, and as useful maid she had saved quite a tidy sum of money.


Unluckily, misfortune had dogged Mr. and Mrs. Bunting from the very first. The seaside place where they had begun by taking a lodging-house became the scene of an epidemic. Then had followed a business experiment which had proved disastrous. But before going back into service, either together or separately, they had made up their minds to make one last effort, and, with the little money that remained to them, they had taken over the lease of a small house in the Marylebone Road.


Bunting, whose appearance was very good, had retained a connection with old employers and their friends, so he occasionally got a good job as waiter. During this last month his jobs had perceptibly increased in number and in profit; Mrs. Bunting was not superstitious, but it seemed that in this matter, as in everything else, Mr. Sleuth, their new lodger, had brought them luck.


As she stood there, still listening intently in the darkness of the bedroom, she told herself, not for the first time, what Mr. Sleuth’s departure would mean to her and Bunting. It would almost certainly mean ruin.


Luckily, the lodger seemed entirely pleased both with the rooms and with his landlady. There was really no reason why he should ever leave such nice lodgings. Mrs. Bunting shook off her vague sense of apprehension and unease. She turned round, took a step forward, and, feeling for the handle of the door giving into the passage, she opened it, and went down with light, firm steps into the kitchen.


She lit the gas and put a frying-pan on the stove, and then once more her mind reverted, as if in spite of herself, to her lodger, and there came back to Mrs. Bunting, very vividly, the memory of all that had happened the day Mr. Sleuth had taken her rooms.


The date of this excellent lodger’s coming had been the twenty-ninth of December, and the time late afternoon. She and Bunting had been sitting, gloomily enough, over their small banked-up fire. They had dined in the middle of the day — he on a couple of sausages, she on a little cold ham. They were utterly out of heart, each trying to pluck up courage to tell the other that it was no use trying any more. The two had also had a little tiff on that dreary afternoon. A newspaper-seller had come yelling down the Marylebone Road, shouting out, “’Orrible murder in Whitechapel!” and just because Bunting had an old uncle living in the East End he had gone out and bought a paper, and at a time, too, when every penny, nay, every halfpenny, had its full value! Mrs. Bunting remembered the circumstance because that murder in Whitechapel had been the first of these terrible crimes — there had been four since — which she would never allow Bunting to discuss in her presence, and yet which had of late begun to interest curiously, uncomfortably, even her refined mind.


But, to return to the lodger. It was then, on that dreary afternoon, that suddenly there had come to the front door a tremulous, uncertain double knock.


Bunting ought to have got up, but he had gone on reading the paper; and so Mrs. Bunting, with the woman’s greater courage, had gone out into the passage, turned up the gas, and opened the door to see who it could be. She remembered, as if it were yesterday instead of nigh on a month ago, Mr. Sleuth’s peculiar appearance. Tall, dark, lanky, an old-fashioned top hat concealing his high bald forehead, he had stood there, an odd figure of a man, blinking at her.


“I believe — is it not a fact that you let lodgings?” he had asked in a hesitating, whistling voice, a voice that she had known in a moment to be that of an educated man — of a gentleman. As he had stepped into the hall, she had noticed that in his right hand he held a narrow bag — a quite new bag of strong brown, leather.


Everything had been settled in less than a quarter of an hour. Mr. Sleuth had at once “taken” to the drawing-room floor, and then, as Mrs. Bunting eagerly lit the gas in the front room above, he had looked round him and said, rubbing his hands with a nervous movement, “Capital — capital! This is just what I’ve been looking for!”


The sink had specially pleased him — the sink and the gas-stove. “This is quite first-rate!” he had exclaimed, “for I make all sorts of experiments. I am, you must understand, Mrs. — er — Bunting, a man of science.” Then he had sat down — suddenly. “I’m very tired,” he had said in a low tone, “very tired indeed! I have been walking about all day.”


From the very first the lodger’s manner had been odd, sometimes distant and abrupt, and then, for no reason at all that she could see, confidential and plaintively confiding. But Mrs. Bunting was aware that eccentricity has always been a perquisite, as it were the special luxury, of the well born and well educated. Scholars and such-like are never quite like other people.


And then, this particular gentleman had proved himself so eminently satisfactory as to the one thing that really matters to those who let lodgings. “My name is Sleuth,” he said, “S-l-e-u-t-h. Think of a hound, Mrs. Bunting, and you’ll never forget my name. I could give you references,” he had added, giving her, as she now remembered, a funny sidewise look, “but I prefer to dispense with them. How much did you say? Twenty-three shillings a week, with attendance? Yes, that will suit me perfectly; and I’ll begin by paying my first month’s rent in advance. Now, four times twenty-three shillings is” — he looked at Mrs. Bunting, and for the first time he smiled, a queer, wry smile — “ninety-two shillings.”


He had taken a handful of sovereigns out of his pocket and put them down on the table. “Look here,” he had said, “there’s five pounds; and you can keep the change, for I shall want you to do a little shopping for me tomorrow.”


After he had been in the house about an hour, the bell had rung, and the new lodger had asked Mrs. Bunting if she could oblige him with the loan of a Bible. She brought up to him her best Bible, the one that had been given to her as a wedding present by a lady with whose mother she had lived for several years. This Bible and one other book, of which the odd name was Cruden’s Concordance, formed Mr. Sleuth’s only reading: he spent hours each day poring over the Old Testament and over the volume which Mrs. Bunting had at last decided to be a queer kind of index to the Book.


However, to return to the lodger’s first arrival. He had had no luggage with him, barring the small brown bag, but very soon parcels had begun to arrive addressed to Mr. Sleuth, and it was then that Mrs. Bunting first became curious. These parcels were full of clothes; but it was quite clear to the landlady’s feminine eye that none of those clothes had been made for Mr. Sleuth. They were, in fact, second-hand clothes, bought at good second-hand places, each marked, when marked at all, with a different name. And the really extraordinary thing was that occasionally a complete suit disappeared — became, as it were, obliterated from the lodger’s wardrobe.


As for the bag he had brought with him, Mrs. Bunting had never caught sight of it again. And this also was certainly very strange.


Mrs. Bunting thought a great deal about that bag. She often wondered what had been in it; not a nightshirt and comb and brush, as she had at first supposed, for Mr. Sleuth had asked her to go out and buy him a brush and comb and tooth-brush the morning after his arrival. That fact was specially impressed on her memory, for at the little shop, a barber’s, where she had purchased the brush and comb, the foreigner who had served her had insisted on telling her some of the horrible details of the murder that had taken place the day before in Whitechapel, and it had upset her very much.


As to where the bag was now, it was probably locked up in the lower part of a chiffonnier in the front sitting-room. Mr. Sleuth evidently always carried the key of the little cupboard on his person, for Mrs. Bunting, though she looked well for it, had never been able to find it.


And yet, never was there a more confiding or trusting gentleman. The first four days that he had been with them he had allowed his money — the considerable sum of one hundred and eighty-four pounds in gold — to lie about wrapped up in pieces of paper on his dressing-table. This was a very foolish, indeed a wrong thing to do, as she had allowed herself respectfully to point out to him; but as only answer he had laughed, a loud, discordant shout of laughter.


Mr. Sleuth had many other odd ways; but Mrs. Bunting, a true woman in spite of her prim manner and love of order, had an infinite patience with masculine vagaries.


On the first morning of Mr. Sleuth’s stay in the Buntings’ house, while Mrs. Bunting was out buying things for him, the new lodger had turned most of the pictures and photographs hanging in his sitting-room with their faces to the wall! But this queer action on Mr. Sleuth’s part had not surprised Mrs. Bunting as much as it might have done; it recalled an incident of her long-past youth — something that had happened a matter of twenty years ago, at a time when Mrs. Bunting, then the still youthful Ellen Cottrell, had been maid to an old lady. The old lady had a favorite nephew, a bright, jolly young gentleman who had been learning to paint animals in Paris; and it was he who had had the impudence, early one summer morning, to turn to the wall six beautiful engravings of paintings done by the famous Mr. Landseer! The old lady thought the world of those pictures, but her nephew, as only excuse for the extraordinary thing he had done, had observed that “they put his eye out.”


Mr. Sleuth’s excuse had been much the same; for, when Mrs. Bunting had come into his sitting-room and found all her pictures, or at any rate all those of her pictures that happened to be portraits of ladies, with their faces to the wall, he had offered as only explanation, “Those women’s eyes follow me about.”


Mrs. Bunting had gradually become aware that Mr. Sleuth had a fear and dislike of women. When she was “doing” the staircase and landing, she often heard him reading bits of the Bible aloud to himself, and in the majority of instances the texts he chose contained uncomplimentary reference to her own sex. Only today she had stopped and listened while he uttered threateningly the awful words, “A strange woman is a narrow pit. She also lieth in wait as for a prey, and increaseth the transgressors among men.” There had been a pause, and then had come, in a high singsong, “Her house is the way to hell, going down to the chambers of death.” It had made Mrs. Bunting feel quite queer.


The lodger’s daily habits were also peculiar. He stayed in bed all the morning, and sometimes part of the afternoon, and he never went out before the street lamps were alight. Then, there was his dislike of an open fire; he generally sat in the top front room, and while there he always used the large gas-stove, not only for his experiments, which he carried on at night, but also in the daytime, for warmth.


But there! Where was the use of worrying about the lodger’s funny ways? Of course, Mr. Sleuth was eccentric; if he hadn’t been “just a leetle ‘touched’ upstairs” — as Bunting had once described it — he wouldn’t be their lodger now; he would be living in a quite different sort of way with some of his relations, or with a friend of his own class.


Mrs. Bunting, while these thoughts galloped disconnectedly through her brain, went on with her cooking, doing everything with a certain delicate and cleanly precision.


While in the middle of making the toast on which was to be poured some melted cheese, she suddenly heard a noise, or rather a series of noises. Shuffling, hesitating steps were creaking down the house above. She looked up and listened. Surely Mr. Sleuth was not going out again into the cold, foggy night? But no; for the sounds did not continue down the passage leading to the front door.


The heavy steps were coming slowly down the kitchen stairs. Nearer and nearer came the thudding sounds, and Mrs. Bunting’s heart began to beat as if in response. She put out the gas-stove, unheedful of the fact that the cheese would stiffen and spoil in the cold air; and then she turned and faced the door. There was a fumbling at the handle, and a moment later the door opened and revealed, as she had known it would, her lodger.


Mr. Sleuth was clad in a plaid dressing-gown, and in his hand was a candle. When he saw the lit-up kitchen, and the woman standing in it, he looked inexplicably taken aback, almost aghast.


“Yes, sir? What can I do for you, sir? I hope you didn’t ring, sir?” Mrs. Bunting did not come forward to meet her lodger; instead, she held her ground in front of the stove. Mr. Sleuth had no business to come down like this into her kitchen.


“No, I — I didn’t ring,” he stammered; “I didn’t know you were down Here, Mrs. Bunting. Please excuse my costume. The truth is, my gas-stove has gone wrong, or, rather, that shilling-in-the-slot arrangement has done so. I came down to see if you had a gas-stove. I am going to ask leave to use it tonight for an experiment I want to make.”


Mrs. Bunting felt troubled — oddly, unnaturally troubled. Why couldn’t the lodger’s experiment wait till tomorrow? “Oh, certainly, sir; but you will find it very cold down here.” She looked round her dubiously.


“It seems most pleasantly warm,” he observed, “warm and cozy after my cold room upstairs.”


“Won’t you let me make you a fire?” Mrs. Bunting’s housewifely instincts were roused. “Do let me make you a fire in your bedroom, sir; I’m sure you ought to have one there these cold nights.”


“By no means — I mean, I would prefer not. I do not like an open fire, Mrs. Bunting.” He frowned, and still stood, a strange-looking figure, just inside the kitchen door.


“Do you want to use this stove now, sir? Is there anything I can do to help you?”


“No, not now — thank you all the same, Mrs. Bunting. I shall come down later, altogether later — probably after you and your husband have gone to bed. But I should be much obliged if you would see that the gas people come tomorrow and put my stove in order.”


“Perhaps Bunting could put it right for you, sir. I’ll ask him to go up.”


“No, no — I don’t want anything of that sort done tonight. Besides, he couldn’t put it right. The cause of the trouble is quite simple. The machine is choked up with shillings; a foolish plan, so I have always felt it to be.”


Mr. Sleuth spoke very pettishly, with far more heat than he was wont to speak; but Mrs. Bunting sympathized with him. She had always suspected those slot-machines to be as dishonest as if they were human. It was dreadful, the way they swallowed up the shillings!


As if he were divining her thoughts, Mr. Sleuth, walking forward, stared up at the kitchen slot-machine. “Is it nearly full?” he asked abruptly. “I expect my experiment will take some time, Mrs. Bunting.”


“Oh, no, sir; there’s plenty of room for shillings there still. We don’t use our stove as much as you do yours, sir. I’m never in the kitchen a minute longer than I can help this cold weather.”


And then, with him preceding her, Mrs. Bunting and her lodger made a slow progress to the ground floor. There Mr. Sleuth courteously bade his landlady good night, and proceeded upstairs to his own apartments.


Mrs. Bunting again went down into her kitchen, again she lit the stove, and again she cooked the toasted cheese. But she felt unnerved, afraid of she knew not what. The place seemed to her alive with alien presences, and once she caught herself listening, which was absurd, for of course she could not hope to hear what her lodger was doing two, if not three, flights upstairs. She had never been able to discover what Mr. Sleuth’s experiments really were; all she knew was that they required a very high degree of heat.


The Buntings went to bed early that night. But Mrs. Bunting intended to stay awake. She wanted to know at what hour of the night her lodger would come down into the kitchen, and, above all, she was anxious as to how long he would stay there. But she had had a long day, and presently she fell asleep.


The church clock hard by struck two in the morning, and suddenly Mrs. Bunting awoke. She felt sharply annoyed with herself. How could she have dropped off like that? Mr. Sleuth must have been down and up again hours ago!


Then, gradually, she became aware of a faint acrid odor; elusive, almost intangible, it yet seemed to encompass her and the snoring man by her side almost as a vapor might have done.


Mrs. Bunting sat up in bed and sniffed; and then, in spite of the cold, she quietly crept out of the nice, warm bedclothes and crawled along to the bottom of the bed. There Mr. Sleuth’s landlady did a very curious thing; she leaned over the brass rail and put her face close to the hinge of the door. Yes, it was from there that this strange, horrible odor was coming; the smell must be very strong in the passage. Mrs. Bunting thought she knew now what became of those suits of clothes of Mr. Sleuth’s that disappeared.


As she crept back, shivering, under the bedclothes, she longed to give her sleeping husband a good shake, and in fancy she heard herself saying: “Bunting, get up! There is something strange going on downstairs that we ought to know about.”


But Mr. Sleuth’s landlady, as she lay by her husband’s side, listening with painful intentness, knew very well that she would do nothing of the sort. The lodger had a right to destroy his clothes by burning if the fancy took him. What if he did make a certain amount of mess, a certain amount of smell, in her nice kitchen? Was he not — was he not such a good lodger! If they did anything to upset him, where could they ever hope to get another like him?


Three o’clock struck before Mrs. Bunting heard stow, heavy steps creaking up her kitchen stairs. But Mr. Sleuth did not go straight up to his own quarters, as she expected him to do. Instead, he went to the front door, and, opening it, put it on the chain. At the end of ten minutes or so he closed the front door, and by that time Mrs. Bunting had divined why the lodger had behaved in this strange fashion — it must have been to get the strong acrid smell of burning wool out of the passage. But Mrs. Bunting felt as if she herself would never get rid of the horrible odor. She felt herself to be all smell.


At last the unhappy woman fell into a deep, troubled sleep; and then she dreamed a most terrible and unnatural dream; hoarse voices seemed to be shouting in her ear, “’Orrible murder off the Edgeware Road!” Then three words, indistinctly uttered, followed by “— at his work again! Awful details!”


Even in her dream Mrs. Bunting felt angered and impatient; she knew so well why she was being disturbed by this horrid nightmare, it was because of Bunting — Bunting, who insisted on talking to her of those frightful murders, in which only morbid, vulgar-minded people took any interest. Why, even now, in her dream, she could hear her husband speaking to her about it.


“Ellen,” —so she heard Bunting say in her ear— “Ellen, my dear, I am just going to get up to get a paper. It’s after seven o’clock.”


Mrs. Bunting sat up in bed. The shouting, nay, worse, the sound of tramping, hurrying feet smote on her ears. It had been no nightmare, then, but something, infinitely worse — reality. Why couldn’t Bunting have lain quietly in bed awhile longer, and let his poor wife go on dreaming? The most awful dream would have been easier to bear than this awakening.


She heard her husband go to the front door, and, as he bought the paper, exchange a few excited words with the newspaper boy. Then he came back and began silently moving about the room.


“Well!” she cried. “Why don’t you tell me about it?”


“I thought you’d rather not hear.”


“Of course I like to know what happens close to our own front door!” she snapped out.


And then he read out a piece of the newspaper — only a few lines, after all — telling in brief, unemotional language that the body of a woman, apparently done to death in a peculiarly atrocious fashion some hours before, had been found in a passage leading to a disused warehouse off the Marylebone Road.


“It serves that sort of hussy right!” was Mrs. Bunting’s only comment.


When Mrs. Bunting went down into the kitchen, everything there looked just as she had left it, and there was no trace of. the acrid smell she had expected to find there. Instead, the cavernous whitewashed room was fall of fog, and she noticed that, though the shutters were bolted and barred as she had left them, the windows behind them had been widely opened to the air. She, of course, had left them shut.


She stooped and flung open the oven door of her gas-stove. Yes, it was as she had expected; a fierce heat had been generated there since she had last used the oven, and a mass of black, gluey soot had fallen through to the stone floor below.


Mrs. Bunting took the ham and eggs that she had bought the previous day for her own and Bunting’s breakfast, and broiled them over the gas-ring in their sitting-room. Her husband watched her in surprised silence. She had never done such a thing before.


“I couldn’t stay down there,” she said, “it was so cold and foggy. I thought I’d make breakfast up here, just for today.”


“Yes,” he said kindly; “that’s quite right, Ellen. I think you’ve done quite right, my dear.”


But, when it came to the point, his wife could not eat any of the nice breakfast she had got ready; she only had another cup of tea.


“Are you ill?” Bunting asked solicitously.


“No,” she said shortly; “of course I’m not ill. Don’t be silly! The thought of that horrible thing happening so close by has upset me. Just hark to them, now!”


Through their closed windows penetrated the sound of scurrying feet and loud, ribald laughter. A crowd, nay, a mob, hastened to and from the scene of the murder.


Mrs. Bunting made her husband lock the front gate. “I don’t want any of those ghouls in here!” she exclaimed angrily. And then, “What a lot of idle people there must be in the world,” she said.


The coming and going went on all day. Mrs. Bunting stayed indoors; Bunting went out. After all, the ex-butler was human — it was natural that he should feel thrilled and excited. All their neighbors were the same. His wife wasn’t reasonable about such things. She quarreled with him when he didn’t tell her anything, and yet he was sure she would have been angry with him if he had said very much about it.


The lodger’s bell rang about two o’clock, and Mrs. Bunting prepared the simple luncheon that was also his breakfast. As she rested the tray a minute on the drawing-room floor landing, she heard Mr. Sleuth’s high, quavering voice reading aloud the words:


“She saith to him. Stolen waters are sweet, and bread eaten in secret is pleasant. But he knoweth not that the dead are there; and that her guests are in the depths of hell.”


The landlady turned the handle of the door and walked in with the tray. Mr. Sleuth was sitting close by the window, and Mrs. Bunting’s Bible lay open before him. As she came in he hastily closed the Bible and looked down at the crowd walking along the Marylebone Road.


“There seem a great many people out today,” he observed, without looking round.


“Yes, sir, there do.” Mrs. Bunting said nothing more, and offered no other explanation; and the lodger, as he at last turned to his landlady, smiled pleasantly. He had acquired a great liking and respect for this well-behaved, taciturn woman; she was the first person for whom he had felt any such feeling for many years past.


He took a half sovereign out of his waistcoat pocket; Mrs. Bunting noticed that it was not the same waistcoat Mr. Sleuth had been wearing the day before. “Will you please accept this half sovereign for the use of your kitchen last night?” he said. “I made as little mess as I could, but I was carrying on a rather elaborate experiment.”


She held out her hand, hesitated, and then took the coin.


As she walked down the stairs, the winter sun, a yellow ball hanging in the smoky sky, glinted in on Mrs. Bunting, and lent blood-red gleams, or so it seemed to her, to the piece of gold she was holding in her hand.





II


It was a very cold night — so cold, so windy, so snow-laden the atmosphere, that everyone who could do so stayed indoors. Bunting, however, was on his way home from what had proved a very pleasant job; he had been acting as waiter at a young lady’s birthday party, and a remarkable piece of luck had come his way. The young lady had come into a fortune that day, and she had had the gracious, the surprising thought of presenting each of the hired waiters with a sovereign.


This birthday treat had put him in mind of another birthday. His daughter Daisy would be eighteen the following Saturday. Why shouldn’t he send her a postal order for half a sovereign, so that she might come up and spend her birthday in London?


Having Daisy for three or four days would cheer up Ellen. Mr. Bunting, slackening his footsteps, began to think with puzzled concern of how queer his wife had seemed lately. She had become so nervous, so “jumpy,” that he didn’t know what to make of her sometimes. She had never been a really good-tempered woman, — your capable, self-respecting woman seldom is, — but she had never been like what she was now. Of late she sometimes got quite hysterical; he had let fall a sharp word to her the other day, and she had sat down on a chair, thrown her black apron over her face, and burst out sobbing violently.


During the last ten days Ellen had taken to talking in her sleep. “No, no, no!” she had cried out, only the night before. “It isn’t true! I won’t have it said! It’s a lie!” And there had been a wail of horrible fear and revolt in her usually quiet, mincing voice. Yes, it would certainly be a good thing for her to have Daisy’s company for a bit. Whew! it was cold; and Bunting had stupidly forgotten his gloves. He put his hands in his pockets to keep them warm.


Suddenly he became aware that Mr. Sleuth, the lodger who seemed to have “turned their luck,” as it were, was walking along on the opposite side of the solitary street.


Mr. Sleuth’s tall, thin figure was rather bowed, his head bent toward the ground. His right arm was thrust into his long Inverness cape; the other occasionally sawed the air, doubtless in order to help him keep warm. He was walking rather quickly. It was clear that he had not yet become aware of the proximity of his landlord.


Bunting felt pleased to see his lodger; it increased his feeling of general satisfaction. Strange, was it not, that that odd, peculiar-looking figure should have made all the difference to his (Bunting’s) and Mrs, Bunting’s happiness and comfort in life?


Naturally, Bunting saw far less of the lodger than did Mrs. Bunting. Their gentleman had made it very clear that he did not like either the husband or wife to come up to his rooms without being definitely asked to do so, and Bunting had been up there only once since Mr. Sleuth’s arrival five weeks before. This seemed to be a good opportunity for a little genial conversation.


Bunting, still an active man for his years, crossed the road, and, stepping briskly forward, tried to overtake Mr. Sleuth; but the more he hurried, the more the other hastened, and that without even turning to see whose steps he heard echoing behind him on the now freezing pavement.


Mr. Sleuth’s own footsteps were quite inaudible — an odd circumstance, when you came to think of it, as Bunting did think of it later, lying awake by Ellen’s side in the pitch-darkness. What it meant was, of course, that the lodger had rubber soles on his shoes.


The two men, the pursued and the pursuer, at last turned into the Marylebone Road. They were now within a hundred yards of home; and so, plucking up courage. Bunting called out, his voice echoing freshly on the still air:


“Mr. Sleuth, sir! Mr. Sleuth!”


The lodger stopped and turned round. He had been walking so quickly, and he was in so poor a physical condition, that the sweat was pouring down his face.


“Ah! So it’s you, Mr. Bunting? I heard footsteps behind me, and I hurried on. I wish I’d known that it was only you; there are so many queer characters about at night in London.”


“Not on a night like this, sir. Only honest folk who have business out of doors would be out such a night as this. It’s cold, sir!” And then into Bunting’s slow and honest mind there suddenly crept the query as to what Mr. Sleuth’s own business out could be on this cold, bitter night.


“Cold?” the lodger repeated. “I can’t say that I find it cold, Mr. Bunting. When the snow falls the air always becomes milder.”


“Yes, sir; but tonight there’s such a sharp east wind. Why, it freezes the very marrow in one’s bones!”


Bunting noticed that Mr. Sleuth kept his distance in a rather strange way: he walked at the edge of the pavement, leaving the rest of it, on the wall side, to his landlord.


“I lost my way,” he said abruptly. “I’ve been over Primrose Hill to see a friend of mine, and then, coming back, I lost my way.”


Bunting could well believe that, for when he had first noticed Mr. Sleuth he was coming from the east, and not, as he should have done if walking home from Primrose Hill, from the north.


They had now reached the little gate that gave on to the shabby, paved court in front of the house. Mr. Sleuth was walking up the flagged path, when, with a “By your leave, sir,” the ex-butler, stepping aside, slipped in front of his lodger, in order to open the front door for him.


As he passed by Mr. Sleuth, the back of Bunting’s bare left hand brushed lightly against the long Inverness cape the other man was wearing, and, to his surprise, the stretch of cloth against which his hand lay for a moment was not only damp, damp from the flakes of snow that had settled upon it, but wet — wet and gluey.


Bunting thrust his left hand into his pocket; it was with the other that he placed the key in the lock of the door.


The two men passed into the hall together. The house seemed blackly dark in comparison with the lighted up road outside; and then, quite suddenly, there came over Bunting a feeling of mortal terror, an instinctive knowledge that some terrible and immediate danger was near him. A voice — the voice of his first wife, the long-dead girl to whom his mind so seldom reverted nowadays — uttered in his ear the words, “Take care!”


“I’m afraid, Mr. Bunting, that you must have felt something dirty, foul, on my coat? It’s too long a story to tell you now, but I brushed up against a dead animal — a dead rabbit lying across a bench on Primrose Hill.”


Mr. Sleuth spoke in a very quiet voice, almost in a whisper.


“No, sir; no, I didn’t notice nothing. I scarcely touched you, sir.” It seemed as if a power outside himself compelled Bunting to utter these lying words. “And now, sir, I’ll be saying good night to you,” he added.


He waited until the lodger had gone upstairs, and then he turned into his own sitting-room. There he sat down, for he felt very queer. He did not draw his left hand out of his pocket till he heard the other man moving about in the room above. Then he lit the gas and held up his left hand; he put it close to his face. It was flecked, streaked with blood.


He took off his boots, and then, very quietly, he went into the room where his wife lay asleep. Stealthily he walked across to the toilet-table, and dipped his hand into the water-jug.


The next morning Mr. Sleuth’s landlord awoke with a start; he felt curiously heavy about the limbs and tired about the eyes. Drawing his watch from under his pillow, he saw that it was nearly nine o’clock. He and Ellen had overslept. Without waking her, he got out of bed and pulled up the blind. It was snowing heavily, and, as is the way when it snows, even in London, it was strangely, curiously still.


After he had dressed he went out into the passage. A newspaper and a letter were lying on the mat. Fancy having slept through the postman’s knock! He picked them both up and went into the sitting-room; then he carefully shut the door behind him, and, tossing the letter aside, spread the newspaper wide open on the table and bent over it.


As Bunting at last looked up and straightened himself, a look of inexpressible relief shone upon his stolid face. The item of news he had felt certain would be there, printed in big type on the middle sheet, was not there.


He folded the paper and laid it on a chair, and then eagerly took up his letter.





Dear Father [it ran]: I hope this finds you as well as it leaves me. Mrs. Puddle’s youngest child has got scarlet fever, and aunt thinks I had better come away at once, just to stay with you for a few days. Please tell Ellen I won’t give her no trouble.


Your loving daughter,? Daisy.


Bunting felt amazingly light-hearted; and, as he walked into the next room, he smiled broadly.


“Ellen,” he cried out, “here’s news! Daisy’s coming today. There’s scarlet fever in their house, and Martha thinks she had better come away for a few days. She’ll be here for her birthday!”


Mrs. Bunting listened in silence; she did not even open her eyes. “I can’t have the girl here lust now,” she said shortly; “I’ve got just as much as I can manage to do.”


But Bunting felt pugnacious, and so cheerful as to be almost light-headed. Deep down in his heart he looked back to last night with a feeling of shame and self-rebuke. Whatever had made such horrible thoughts and suspicions come into his head?


“Of course Daisy will come here,” he said shortly. “If it comes to that, she’ll be able to help you with the work, and she’ll brisk us both up a bit.”


Rather to his surprise, Mrs. Bunting said nothing in answer to this, and he changed the subject abruptly. “The lodger and me came in together last night,” he observed. “He’s certainly a funny kind of gentleman. It wasn’t the sort of night one would choose to go for a walk over Primrose Hill, and yet that was what he had been doing — so he said.”


It stopped snowing about ten o’clock, and the morning wore itself away.


Just as twelve was striking, a four-wheeler drew up to the gate. It was Daisy — pink-cheeked, excited, laughing-eyed Daisy, a sight to gladden any father’s heart. “Aunt said I was to have a cab if the weather was bad,” she said.


There was a bit of a wrangle over the fare. King’s Cross, as all the world knows, is nothing like two miles from the Marylebone Road, but the man clamored for one-and-sixpence, and hinted darkly that he had done the young lady a favor in bringing her at all.


While he and Bunting were having words, Daisy, leaving them to it, walked up the path to the door where her stepmother was awaiting her.


Suddenly there fell loud shouts on the still air. They sounded strangely eerie, breaking sharply across the muffled, snowy air.


“What’s that?” said Bunting, with a look of startled fear. “Why, whatever’s that?”


The cabman lowered his voice: “Them are crying out that ’orrible affair at King’s Cross. He’s done for two of ’em this time! That’s what I meant when I said I might have got a better fare; I wouldn’t say anything before Missy there, but folk ’ave been coming from all over London — like a fire; plenty of toffs, too. But there — there’s nothing to see now!”


“What! Another woman murdered last night?” Bunting felt and looked convulsed with horror.


The cabman stared at him, surprised. “Two of ’em, I tell yer — within a few yards of one another. He ’ave got a nerve@”


“Have they caught him?” asked Bunting perfunctorily.


“Lord, no! They’ll never catch ’im! It must ’ave happened hours and hours ago — they was both stone-cold. One each end of an archway. That’s why they didn’t see ’em before.”


The hoarse cries were coming nearer and nearer — two news-venders trying to outshout each other.


“’Orrible discovery near King’s Cross!” they yelled exultantly. And as Bunting, with his daughter’s bag in his hand, hurried up the path and passed through his front door, the words pursued him like a dreadful threat.


Angrily he shut out the hoarse, insistent cries. No, he had no wish to buy a paper. That kind of crime wasn’t fit reading for a young girt, such a girl as was his Daisy, brought up as carefully as if she had been a young lady by her strict Methody aunt.


As he stood in his little hall, trying to feel “all right” again, he could hear Daisy’s voice — high, voluble, excited — giving her stepmother a long account of the scarlet-fever case to which she owed her presence in London. But, as Bunting pushed open the door of the sitting-room, there came a note of sharp alarm in his daughter’s voice, and he heard her say;


“Why, Ellen! Whatever is the matter? You do look bad!” and his wife’s muffled answer: “Open the window — do.”


Rushing across the room, Bunting pushed up the sash. The newspaper-sellers were now just outside the house. “Horrible discovery near King’s Cross — a clue to the murderer!” they yelled. And then, helplessly, Mrs. Bunting began to laugh. She laughed and laughed and laughed, rocking herself to and fro as if in an ecstasy of mirth.


“Why, father, whatever’s the matter with her?” Daisy looked quite scared.


“She’s in ’sterics — that’s what it is,” he said shortly. “I’ll just get the water-jug. Wait a minute.”


Bunting felt very put out, and yet glad, too, for this queer seizure of Ellen’s almost made him forget the sick terror with which he had been possessed a moment before. That he and his wife should be obsessed by the same fear, the same terror, never crossed his simple, slow-working mind.


The lodger’s bell rang. That, or the threat of the water-jug, had a magical effect on Mrs. Bunting. She rose to her feet, still trembling, but composed.


As Mrs. Bunting went upstairs she felt her legs trembling under her, and put out a shaking hand to clutch at the bannister for support. She waited a few minutes on the landing, and then knocked at the door of her lodger’s parlor.


But Mr. Sleuth’s voice answered her from the bedroom. “I’m not well,” he called out querulously; “I think I caught a chill going out to see a friend last night. I’ll be obliged if you’ll bring me up a cup of tea and put it outside my door, Mrs. Bunting.”


“Very well, sir.”


Mrs. Bunting went downstairs and made her lodger a cup of tea over the gas-ring. Bunting watching her the while in heavy silence.


During their midday dinner the husband and wife had a little discussion as to where Daisy should sleep. It had already been settled that a bed should be made up for her in the sitting-room, but Bunting saw reason to change this plan. As the two women were clearing away the dishes, he looked up and said shortly: “I think ’twould be better if Daisy were to sleep with you, Ellen, and I were to sleep in the sitting-room.”


Ellen acquiesced quietly.


Daisy was a good-natured girl; she liked London, and wanted to make herself useful to her stepmother. “I’ll wash up; don’t you bother to come downstairs,” she said.


Bunting began to walk up and down the room. His wife gave him a furtive glance; she wondered what he was thinking about.


“Didn’t you get a paper?” she said at last.


“There’s the paper,” he said crossly, “the paper we always do take in, the Telegraph.” His look challenged her to a further question.


“I thought they was shouting something in the street — I mean just before I was took bad.”


But he made no answer; instead, he went to the top of the staircase and called out sharply: “Daisy! Daisy, child, are you there?”


“Yes, father,” she answered from below.


“Better come upstairs out of that cold kitchen.”


He came back into the sitting-room again.


“Ellen, is the lodger in? I haven’t heard him moving about. I don’t want Daisy to be mixed up with him.”


“Mr. Sleuth is not well today,” his wife answered; “he is remaining in bed a bit. Daisy needn’t have anything to do with him. She’ll have her work cut out looking after things down here. That’s where I want her to help me.”


“Agreed,” he said.


When it grew dark, Bunting went out and bought an evening paper. He read it out of doors in the biting cold, standing beneath a street lamp. He wanted to see what was the clue to the murderer.


The clue proved to be a very slender one — merely the imprint in the snowy slush of a half-worn rubber sole; and it was, of course, by no means certain that the sole belonged to the boot or shoe of the murderer of the two doomed women who had met so swift and awful a death in the arch near King’s Cross station. The paper’s special investigator pointed out that there were thousands of such soles being worn in London. Bunting found comfort in that obvious fact. He felt grateful to the special investigator for having stated it so clearly.


As he approached his house, he heard curious sounds coming from the inner side of the low wall that shut off the courtyard from the pavement. Under ordinary circumstances Bunting would have gone at once to drive whoever was there out into the roadway. Now he stayed outside, sick with suspense and anxiety. Was it possible that their place was being watched — already?


But it was only Mr. Sleuth. To Bunting’s astonishment, the lodger suddenly stepped forward from behind the wall on to the flagged path. He was carrying a brown-paper parcel, and, as he walked along, the new boots he was wearing creaked and the tap-tap of wooden heels rang out on the stones.


Bunting, still hidden outside the gate, suddenly understood what his lodger had been doing the other side of the wall. Mr. Sleuth had been out to buy himself a pair of boots, and had gone inside the gate to put them on, placing his old footgear in the paper in which the new boots had been wrapped.


Bunting waited until Mr. Sleuth had let himself into the house; then he also walked up the flagged pathway, and put his latchkey in the door.


In the next three days each of Bunting’s waking hours held its meed of aching fear and suspense. From his point of view, almost any alternative would be preferable to that which to most people would have seemed the only one open to him. He told himself that it would be ruin for him and for his Ellen to be mixed up publicly in such a terrible affair. It would track them to their dying day.


Bunting was also always debating within himself as to whether he should tell Ellen of his frightful suspicion. He could not believe that what had become so plain to himself could long be concealed from all the world, and yet he did not credit his wife with the same intelligence. He did not even notice that, although she waited on Mr. Sleuth as assiduously as ever, Mrs. Bunting never mentioned the lodger.


Mr. Sleuth, meanwhile, kept upstairs; he had given up going out altogether. He still felt, so he assured his landlady, far from well.


Daisy was another complication, the more so that the girl, whom her father longed to send away and whom he would hardly let out of his sight, showed herself inconveniently inquisitive concerning the lodger.


“Whatever does he do with himself all day?” she asked her stepmother.


“Well, just now he’s reading the Bible,” Mrs. Bunting had answered, very shortly and dryly.


“Well, I never! That’s a funny thing for a gentleman to do!” Such had been Daisy’s pert remark, and her stepmother had snubbed her well for it.





III


Daisy’s eighteenth birthday dawned uneventfully. Her father gave her what he had always promised she should have on her eighteenth birthday — a watch. It was a pretty little silver watch, which Bunting had bought secondhand on the last day he had been happy; it seemed a long time ago now.


Mrs. Bunting thought a silver watch a very extravagant present, but she had always had the good sense not to interfere between her husband and his child. Besides, her mind was now full of other things. She was beginning to fear that Bunting suspected something, and she was filled with watchful anxiety and unease. What if he were to do anything silly — mix them up with the police, for instance? It certainly would,be ruination to them both. But there — one never knew, with men! Her husband, however, kept his own counsel absolutely.


Daisy’s birthday was on Saturday. In the middle of the morning Ellen and Daisy went down into the kitchen. Bunting didn’t like the feeling that there was only one flight of stairs between Mr. Sleuth and himself, so he quietly slipped out of the house and went to buy himself an ounce of tobacco.


In the last four days Bunting had avoided his usual haunts. But today the unfortunate man had a curious longing for human companionship — companionship, that is, other than that of Ellen and Daisy. This feeling led him into a small, populous thoroughfare hard by the Edgeware Road. There were more people there than usual, for the housewives of the neighborhood were doing their marketing for Sunday.


Bunting passed the time of day with the tobacconist, and the two fell into desultory talk. To the ex-butler’s surprise, the man said nothing at all to him on the subject of which all the neighborhood must still be talking.


And then, quite suddenly, while still standing by the counter, and before he had paid for the packet of tobacco he held in his hand, Bunting, through the open door, saw, with horrified surprise, that his wife was standing outside a greengrocer’s shop just opposite. Muttering a word of apology, he rushed out of the shop and across the road.


“Ellen!” he gasped hoarsely. “You’ve never gone and left my little girl alone in the house?”


Mrs. Bunting’s face went chalky white. “I thought you were indoors,” she said. “You were indoors. Whatever made you come out for, without first making sure I was there?”


Bunting made no answer; but, as they stared at each other in exasperated silence, each knew that the other knew.


They turned and scurried down the street.


“Don’t run,” he said suddenly; “we shall get there just as quickly if we walk fast. People are noticing you, Ellen. Don’t run.”


He spoke breathlessly, but it was breathlessness induced by fear and excitement, not by the quick pace at which they were walking.


At last they reached their own gate. Bunting pushed past in front of his wife. After all, Daisy was his child — Ellen couldn’t know how he was feeling. He made the path almost in one leap, and fumbled for a moment with his latchkey. The door opened.


“Daisy!” he called out in a wailing voice. “Daisy, my dear, where are you?”


“Here I am, father; what is it?”


“She’s all right!” Bunting turned his gray face to his wife. “She’s all right, Ellen!” Then he waited a moment, leaning against the wall of the passage. “It did give me a turn,” he said; and then, warningly, “Don’t frighten the girl, Ellen.”


Daisy was standing before the fire in the sitting-room, admiring herself in the glass. “Oh, father,” she said, without turning round, “I’ve seen the lodger! He’s quite a nice gentleman — though, to be sure, he does look a cure! He came down to ask Ellen for something, and we had quite a nice little chat. I told him it was my birthday, and he asked me to go to Madame Tussaud’s with him this afternoon.” She laughed a little self-consciously. “Of course I could see he was ’centric, and then at first he spoke so funnily. ‘And who be you?’ he says, threatening-like. And I says to him, ‘I’m Mr. Bunting’s daughter, sir.’ ‘Then you’re a very fortunate girl’ — that’s what he said, Ellen — ‘to ’ave such a nice stepmother as you’ve got. That’s why,’ he says, ‘you look such a good, innocent girl.’ And then he quoted a bit of the prayer-book at me. ‘Keep innocency,’ he says, wagging his head at me. Lor’! It made me feel as if I was with aunt again.”


“I won’t have you going out with the lodger — that’s flat.” Bunting spoke in a muffled, angry tone. He was wiping his forehead with one hand, while with the other he mechanically squeezed the little packet of tobacco, for which, as he now remembered, he had forgotten to pay.


Daisy pouted. “Oh, father, I think you might let me have a treat on my birthday! I told him Saturday wasn’t a very good day — at least, so I’d heard — for Madame Tussaud’s. Then he said we could go early, while the fine folk are still having their dinners. He wants you to come, too.” She turned to her stepmother, then giggled happily. “The lodger has a wonderful fancy for you, Ellen; if I was father, I’d feel quite jealous!”


Her last words were cut across by a loud knock on the door. Bunting and his wife looked at each other apprehensively.


Both felt a curious thrill of relief when they saw that it was only Mr. Sleuth — Mr, Sleuth dressed to go out: the tall hat he had worn when he first came to them was in his hand, and he was wearing a heavy overcoat.


“I saw you had come in,” — he addressed Mrs. Bunting in his high, whistling, hesitating voice, — “and so I’ve come down to ask if you and Miss Bunting will come to Madame Tussaud’s now. I have never seen these famous waxworks, though I’ve heard of the place all my life.”


As Bunting forced himself to look fixedly at his lodger, a sudden doubt, bringing with it a sense of immeasurable relief, came to him. Surely it was inconceivable that this gentle, mild-mannered gentleman could be the monster of cruelty and cunning that Bunting had but a moment ago believed him to be!


“You’re very kind, sir, I’m sure.” He tried to catch his wife’s eye, but Mrs. Bunting was looking away, staring into vacancy. She still, of course, wore the bonnet and cloak in which she had just been out to do her marketing. Daisy was already putting on her hat and coat.


Madame Tussaud’s had hitherto held pleasant memories for Mrs. Bunting. In the days when she and Bunting were courting they often spent part of their “afternoon out” there. The butler had an acquaintance, a man named Hopkins, who was one of the waxworks’ staff, and this man had sometimes given him passes for “self and lady.” But this was the first time Mrs. Bunting had been inside the place since she had come to live almost next door, as it were, to the big building.


The ill-sorted trio walked up the great staircase and into the first gallery; and there Mr. Sleuth suddenly stopped short. The presence of those curious, still figures, suggesting death in life, seemed to surprise and affright him.


Daisy took quick advantage of the lodger’s hesitation and unease,


“Oh, Ellen,” she cried, “do let us begin by going into the Chamber of Horrors! I’ve never been in there. Aunt made father promise he wouldn’t take me, the only time I’ve ever been here. But now that I’m eighteen I can do just as I like; besides, aunt will never know!”


Mr. Sleuth looked down at her.


“Yes,” he said, “let us go into the Chamber of Horrors; that’s a good idea, Miss Bunting.”


They turned into the great room in which the Napoleonic relics are kept, and which leads into the curious, vault-like chamber where waxen effigies of dead criminals stand grouped in wooden docks. Mrs. Bunting was at once disturbed and relieved to see her husband’s old acquaintance, Mr. Hopkins, in charge of the turnstile admitting the public to the Chamber of Horrors.


“Well, you are a stranger,” the man observed genially. “I do believe this is the very first time I’ve seen you in here, Mrs. Bunting, since you married!”


“Yes,” she said; “that is so. And this is my husband’s daughter, Daisy; I expect you’ve heard of her, Mr. Hopkins. And this” — she hesitated a moment — “is our lodger, Mr. Sleuth.”


But Mr. Sleuth frowned and shuffled away Daisy, leaving her stepmother’s side, joined him.


Mrs. Bunting put down three sixpences.


“Wait a minute,” said Hopkins; “you can’t go into the Chamber of Horrors just yet. But you won’t have to wait more than four or five minutes, Mrs. Bunting. It’s this way, you see; our boss is in there, showing a party round.” He lowered his voice. “It’s Sir John Burney — I suppose you know who Sir John Burney is?”


“No,” she answered indifferently; “I don’t know that I ever heard of him.” She felt slightly — oh, slightly — uneasy about Daisy. She would like her stepdaughter to keep well within sight and sound. Mr. Sleuth was taking the girl to the other end of the room.


“Well, I hope you never will know him — not in any personal sense, Mrs. Bunting.” The man chuckled. “He’s the Head Commissioner of Police — that’s what Sir John Burney is. One of the gentlemen he’s showing round our place is the Paris Prefect of Police, whose job is on all fours, so to speak, with Sir John’s. The Frenchy has brought his daughter with him, and there are several other ladies. Ladies always like ’orrors, Mrs. Bunting; that’s our experience here. ‘Oh, take me to the Chamber of ’Orrors!’ — that’s what they say the minute they gets into the building.”


A group of people, all talking and laughing together, were advancing from within toward the turnstile.


Mrs. Bunting stared at them nervously. She wondered which of them was the gentleman with whom Mr. Hopkins had hoped she would never be brought into personal contact. She quickly picked him out. He was a tall, powerful, nice-looking gentleman with a commanding manner. Just now he was smiling down into the face of a young lady. “Monsieur Barberoux is quite right,” he was saying; “the English law is too kind to the criminal, especially to the murderer. If we conducted our trials in the French fashion, the place we have just left would be very much fuller than it is today! A man of whose guilt we are absolutely assured is oftener than not acquitted, and then the public taunt us with ‘another undiscovered crime’!”


“D’you mean, Sir John, that murderers sometimes escape scot-free? Take the man who has been committing all those awful murders this last month. Of course, I don’t know much about it, for father won’t let me read about it, but I can’t help being interested!” Her girlish voice rang out, and Mrs. Bunting heard every word distinctly.


The party gathered round, listening eagerly to Hear what the Head Commissioner would say next.


“Yes.” He spoke very deliberately. “I think we may say — now, don’t give me away to a newspaper fellow, Miss Rose — that we do know perfectly well who the murderer in question is@”


Several of those standing near by uttered expressions of surprise and incredulity.


“Then why don’t you catch him?” cried the girl indignantly.


“I didn’t say we know where he is; I only said we know who he is; or, rather, perhaps I ought to say that we have a very strong suspicion of his identity.”


Sir John’s French colleague looked up quickly. “The Hamburg and Liverpool man?” he said interrogatively.


The other nodded. “Yes; I suppose you’ve had the case turned up?”


Then, speaking very quickly, as if he wished to dismiss the subject from his own mind and from that of his auditors, he went on:


“Two murders of the kind were committed eight years ago — one in Hamburg, the other just afterward in Liverpool, and there were certain peculiarities connected with the crimes which made it clear they were committed by the same hand. The perpetrator was caught, fortunately for us red-handed, just as he was leaving the house of his victim, for in Liverpool the murder was committed in a house. I myself saw the unhappy man — I say unhappy, for there is no doubt at all that he was mad,” — he hesitated, and added in a lower tone, — “suffering from an acute form of religious mania. I myself saw him, at some length. But now comes the really interesting point. Just a month ago this criminal lunatic, as we must regard him, made his escape from the asylum where he was confined. He arranged the whole thing with extraordinary cunning and intelligence, and we should probably have caught him long ago were it not that he managed, when on his way out of the place, to annex a considerable sum of money in gold with which the wages of the staff were about to be paid.”


The Frenchman again spoke. “Why have you not circulated a description?” he asked.


“We did that at once,” — Sir John Burney smiled a little grimly, — “but only among our own people. We dare not circulate the man’s description among the general public. You see, we may be mistaken, after all.”


“That is not very probable!” The Frenchman smiled a satirical little smile.


A moment later the party were walking in Indian file through the turnstile. Sir John Burney leading the way.


Mrs. Bunting looked straight before her. Even had she wished to do so, she had neither time nor power to warn her lodger of his danger.


Daisy and her companion were now coming down the room., bearing straight for the Head Commissioner of Police. In another moment Mr. Sleuth and Sir John Burney would be face to face.


Suddenly Mr. Sleuth swerved to one side. A terrible change came over his pale, narrow face; it became discomposed, livid with rage and terror.


But, to Mrs. Bunting’s relief, — yes, to her inexpressible relief, — Sir John Burney and his friends swept on. They passed by Mr. Sleuth unconcernedly, unaware, or so it seemed to her that there was anyone else in the room but themselves.


“Hurry up, Mrs. Bunting,” said the turnstile-keeper; “you and your friends will have the place all to yourselves.” From an official he had become a man, and it was the man in Mr. Hopkins that gallantly addressed pretty Daisy Bunting. “It seems strange that a young lady like you should want to go in and see all those ’orrible frights,” he said jestingly.


“Mrs. Bunting, may I trouble you to come over here for a moment?” The words were hissed rather than spoken by Mr. Sleuth’s lips.


His landlady took a doubtful step forward.


“A last word with you, Mrs. Bunting.” The lodger’s face was still distorted with fear and passion. “Do not think to escape the consequences of your hideous treachery. I trusted you, Mrs. Bunting, and you betrayed me! But I am protected by a higher power, for I still have work to do. Your end will be bitter as wormwood and sharp as a two-edged sword. Your feet shall go down to death, and your steps take hold on hell.” Even while Mr. Sleuth was uttering these strange, dreadful words, he was looking around, his eyes glancing this way and that, seeking a way of escape.


At last his eyes became fixed on a small placard placed above a curtain. “Emergency Exit” was written there. Leaving his landlady’s side, he walked over to the turnstile. He fumbled in his pocket for a moment, and then touched the man on the arm. “I feel ill,” he said, speaking very rapidly; “very ill indeed! It’s the atmosphere of this place. I want you to let me out by the quickest way. It would be a pity for me to faint here — especially with ladies about.” His left hand shot put and placed what he had been fumbling for in his pocket on the other’s bare palm. “I see there’s an emergency exit over there. Would it be possible for me to get out that way?”


“Well, yes, sir; I think so.” The man hesitated; he felt a slight, a very slight, feeling of misgiving. He looked at Daisy, flushed and smiling, happy and unconcerned, and then at Mrs. Bunting. She was very pale; but surely her lodger’s sudden seizure was enough to make her feel worried. Hopkins felt the half sovereign pleasantly tickling his palm. The Prefect of Police had given him only half a crown — mean, shabby foreigner!


“Yes, I can let you out that way,” he said at last, “and perhaps when you’re standing out in the air on the iron balcony you’ll feel better. But then, you know, sir, you’ll have to come round to the front if you want to come in again, for those emergency doors only open outward.”


“Yes, yes,” said Mr. Sleuth hurriedly; “I quite understand! If I feel better I’ll come in by the front way, and pay another shilling — that’s only fair.”


“You needn’t do that if you’ll just explain what happened here.”


The man went and pulled the curtain aside, and put his shoulder against the door. It burst open, and the light for a moment blinded Mr. Sleuth. He passed his hand over his eyes.


“Thank you,” he said; “thank you. I shall get all right here.”


Five days later Bunting identified the body of a man found drowned in the Regent’s Canal as that of his late lodger; and, the morning following, a gardener working in the Regent’s Park, found a newspaper in which were wrapped, together with a half-worn pair of rubber-soled shoes, two surgical knives. This fact was not chronicled in any newspaper; but a very pretty and picturesque paragraph went the round of the press, about the same time, concerning a small box filled with sovereigns which had been forwarded anonymously to the Governor of the Foundling Hospital.


Mr. and Mrs. Bunting are now in the service of an old lady, by whom they are feared as well as respected, and whom they make very comfortable.
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From a letter written by Percy Rhodes, under date of November 20, to his friend John Slater:



You must be with us for the fortnight. There is a special reason for making the invitation pressing, — no less than the fact that I may never be able to repeat it. Better take the goods the gods provide, even if there’s only a job lot of them.




From a letter, date November 25, same writer, same recipient:



Business be hanged: you haven’t had a vacation in ten years, and you’ve forgotten what the holiday season means. Come along and grow young again. We’ll give you coasting, sleighing, skating, and snowballing by day, and six blankets by night. All of us are wild to see you, — my mother, my sisters, my maidservant, my manservant, and all the livestock within my gates. I won’t take no for an answer, and neither will they.




From the same to the same, date November 29:



I am full of rejoicing that I have your promise to come to us. All of us are delighted to be able to give some slight token that the family appreciate the many good turns you’ve done me, though we never can repay you for them. Moreover, as was hinted to you in an earlier letter, this is almost surely the last opportunity there’ll be for a reunion at the old place: so the word has gone forth to gather in all the clan and its allies. But don’t let that frighten you: there won’t be a crowd. We’ve been on the downgrade too long for that. Once we were folks, but now we’re just plain people.


As you are to be here, it will be well for you to know something of the situation. The grandfather of our present rising generation had his little ways about him. Since the family’s official opinion of him is on record on his monument, it is not for me to go into details about the old gentleman, although whenever I read his epitaph I can’t help feeling there must be a strain of insanity in the blood. He left the place — it was ‘the old place’ even in his day — and two sons. Nobody doubted how he would divide his property, for my uncle, who, by the way, was the elder son, was bound up in the place and cared for it more than anything be ever had or ever hoped for, while my father had a liking for commerce and was then in a position to use some ready money to great advantage. When the will was read there were fireworks. The testator had bequeathed the homestead to my father, along with a very little cash, and the stocks, bonds, etc., went to my uncle. There was an ingenious clause which tied things up so that the brothers couldn’t swap their inheritances for some years; and when the time was up neither was in a position to make the trade. My uncle lived a disappointed man, handled his capital unwisely, and died poor. My father, who did not survive him long, left his affairs in a tangle his descendants have never been able to unravel. So at last we have decided to get rid of the place, and, in fact, have given an option on it to a man whom we don’t fancy greatly, but who appears to be the only buyer in the market.


I’m afraid our poor little effort at marching out with flying colors will be a failure: but we’ll try to be as jolly as a brewers’ picnic. You’ll meet, besides the family, my cousin Harry, who inherits his father’s disappointment, Dick Redway, who thinks one of the girls an angel but is otherwise sane, and Mr. McBrayer. our expected purchaser. Wire us when to meet you, and the brass band will be at the station.




•   •   •   •   •


A clock as ancient as the house was striking eleven on the night of December 23, as Mr. John Slater dropped contentedly into a big chair in front of the fire in his room at the Rhodes place. A keen wind was sweeping over the snow-clad New England hills, rattling the windows and reminding those within that it was a pleasant, and a wise, and altogether a good thing to be under shelter and close to stout logs that burned merrily as if glad that their destruction should be a matter of cheery crackling and brave flights of glowing sparks.


“Make yourself as comfortable as you can, old man,” advised Slater’s host, perching himself on the arm of a second deep chair. He was a slender, boyish fellow, who looked a dozen years younger than his guest, although their ages differed by hardly half that margin.


“This is more than comfort; it’s luxury,” the elder man replied. “Look at that fire: you don’t see logs like that in town.”


“Oh, it isn’t the fuel that bothers us here, — there’s fifty acres of wood on the place: it’s the food and the raiment and the fur tippet and the sun-bonnet. Try farming in Yankeeland, and you’ll understand our woes and why we plan a migration.”


“Still, one can guess it must be hard to give up a home like this.”


“Not for us. You’ve fed with us and you’ve helped us use up an evening. You have some notion of our likes and dislikes. Did you get any reason to suppose that my mother, or the girls, are fond of being buried here? or do you think I’m cut out to persuade hired men to make their exertions equal to their appetites? Now, there’s Harry, — he’d be delighted to stand in my shoes, but he’s too poor to buy them, and I’m too poor to stick them in his stocking tomorrow night. Of course the old place is delightful, in a way, but we can’t help feeling a sort of repulsion to it, when we think of all the misery it has brought upon us and how the having of it ruined my father’s hopes. Oh, we’re glad enough to go. Our only regret is that Harry can’t succeed us; but that seems hopeless.”


“And so McBrayer will step in?”


“That’s the programme. Nobody else is willing to talk decent figures. So he has an option on the property, house, land, cattle, and mortgage — no old family can do without a mortgage. But you’ve heard enough laments. Good-night.”


When Slater went down to breakfast next morning Percy pounced upon him.


“What kind of a night did you have?” the youth demanded. “Anything disturb you?”


“Nothing. Didn’t open my eyes until eight o’clock. If you want a fellow to toss and turn, why do you make him so cosy?”


“Well, I’m glad you were happy. McBrayer wasn’t, that’s all. He’s appeared this morning full of a fear that when he buys out the Rhodeses he’ll get their ancestors to boot. At least, he says the ghost of one of them was gallivanting about last night and generally misbehaving. Come along and hear his tale.”


The others were already at the table, where the breakfast was receiving hardly the attention due it, the narrative of Mr. McBrayer being still in the freshness of only the third repetition. He was a tall, thin, elderly man, dressed with scrupulous care and nicely exact in the cut of hair and whiskers. His voice had a harsh note, and his eyes were too small, too light, and too closely neighborly, but these were the only objections to his personality likely to be raised on first acquaintance.


“I had been sleeping for perhaps an hour, when something aroused me,” he was recounting when the young men came within earshot. “I am not a heavy sleeper, as a rule, but J must confess my early nap had been unusually sound. The fire had died down until it was merely a bed of coals which threw out just enough light to show dim outlines where objects stood in the room. As I lay there, I could see nothing out of the way, but suddenly I became conscious that there was something or someone back of me and hidden by the headboard of the bed. It was not a pleasant moment.”


He took a sip of water, and then went on:


“An instant’s reflection satisfied me that it was not likely a burglar could have entered, for I had bolted the door, and both the windows, owing to the coldness of the night, were securely fastened. Thus reassured, I raised myself on my elbow and turned my face towards the door. As I did so, a shape rose before me, perhaps half a dozen feet away. For an instant it stood there, and then it began to move, not towards me, but across the room. It passed near the foot of the bed, raised one arm as if to threaten me, and then vanished, either through or under a curtain which partly covers the entrance to what I had supposed to be a closet.”


“Then what did you do?” It was almost a chorus of inquiry.


“I regret to say that, temporarily, I was incapable of motion; but as soon as I had recovered somewhat from my — ah — surprise, I arose and lighted the lamp. The door into the hall was still securely bolted, and evidently had not been opened. Nothing in the room had been disturbed. With some caution, I examined the spot where the figure had disappeared. The curtain of which I have spoken did not touch the door by perhaps two feet. The space behind it, which I had supposed to be a closet, proved to be a passage-way less than a yard deep, leading to a door standing ajar but without lock or bolt. As I pushed open this door, however, I was given evidence that no man could have passed through it, for a mass of spider-webs, torn loose by moving the door, caught on my face when I tried to venture into the room beyond. I am observant of trifles, which often prove important. The inner room was hardly more than a large closet, and was without doors except the one I entered by. Its single small window was fast, and, although I exerted all my strength, I could not budge it.”


“But the ghost? You’re giving us Hamlet with Hamlet left out,” cried Percy. “What did he look like?”


“He was tall,” McBrayer answered, with a shade of reluctance. “So far as I could make out, he resembled an old man with a long white beard; but, you understand, there was very little light, and the outlines were not altogether sharply defined.”


“Didn’t he say something in a ghost of a voice?”


“There was not a sound.”


“This grows interestingly creepy. Mother, which of the ancestors was it?”


Mrs. Rhodes had listened to the story with an expression which blended interest in it and regret that it should be told, and when she was thus appealed to, her reply was given with an evident effort.


“Your grandfather had a long white beard, Percy,” she said, “but I never heard that he haunted the house.”


“’Twould be just like him, though,” said her son. “But I say, Harry, you ought to be able to throw some light on this; you have traditions by heart. Trot out our pet skeleton, that’s a good fellow.”


“It is sheer nonsense, Percy” his cousin answered. “There is an old yarn about grandfather’s ghost, and Mr. McBrayer’s room is one he often occupied. But there the circumstances cease to hitch. The person who years ago declared the old gentleman appeared to her was a nervous, hysterical woman, who must have been half crazy anyway, for she lost her reason soon afterwards and had to be sent to an asylum, while Mr. McBrayer here is as hale and hearty as ever, and is in no danger of going mad, as his cool conduct last night proves. Besides, the story runs that the ghost she saw was dark gray rather than white, except for the beard, which was like snow.”


“Gray!” McBrayer exclaimed. “Why — I don’t think I mentioned anything about color, except in regard to the beard.”


“Well, the lady who saw the ghost was sure of that point. I’ve been told the matter of color caused a good deal of talk in the family at the time.”


“Come, come,” nervously interposed Mrs. Rhodes, “we’ve had enough of horrors, I’m sure. You young people should make the most of this Christmas weather. I shall exercise my authority and forbid any more ghost talk until sundown.”


Long before evening Mr. John Slater felt himself on terms almost of intimacy with his hospitable entertainers, for there are few things better calculated to break down barriers of reserve than clear bracing weather, good ice on the pond and a jolly fire on the bank, with much laughter and chatter and now and then a tumble further to enliven matters. Among the Rhodeses he found a strong resemblance, not only in feature but also in voice, manner, and tastes; and, naturally enough, the strong liking he had for Percy widened its scope to take in Percy’s mother and sisters. The girls were pretty, good-humored, and clever. Madeline, the elder, and the adored of Redway, painted almost as well as her brother, who promised in a few years to make a name for himself as an artist. Margaret, the younger, was a born musician.


As his acquaintance with them ripened, it was easier for Slater to appreciate their willingness, or rather anxiety, to part with the old place, which, beautiful as it was, meant exile from the city and from the things for which they cared most. It was easy, too, to learn the affection their cousin cherished for the estate, to note the thoroughness of his knowledge of it. It was harder to discover the causes of McBrayer’s desire to acquire the property, for, though he appeared to be wealthy enough to indulge in such purchases if he chose, he was not a man of the sort to be attracted by country life or to be satisfied with an establishment several hours by rail from the manufacturing town in which he had gained riches. While he could hardly be classed as an old friend of the Rhodes clan, he evidently had had some acquaintance with two or three generations of them; and, though he was a guest at the house, Slater understood that he was far from welcome. The ingenuous Percy made no secret of his view of the situation.


“I suppose you’re wondering why McBrayer is here,” said he. “You can guess we don’t fancy him, but just why we don’t it’s hard to tell. He’s never done us any harm, so far as I know; he doesn’t want to marry any of us who are eligible for such an honor; in fact, there’s nothing definite against him. Privately, though, I think his conscience is like the vermiform appendix; it takes a surgical operation to get at it.”


“That’s flattering to him.”


“Honor where it belongs! He got his bid here because he hinted he’d like it, and, considering the negotiations going on, there was only one thing to do. Of course we’ll treat him decently. But, I say, old man, according to that yarn of his, the ancestor doesn’t take to the notion of having him in possession.”


“It is a queer piece of business.”


“The ancestor always was a resourceful old gentleman. I’ll say that for him,” Percy responded.


In spite of the very open efforts of Mrs. Rhodes, to whom the subject of ghosts seemed to be particularly distasteful, the talk that evening, when the party gathered in the drawing-room, drifted continually to McBrayer’s experience. On the whole, Slater perceived, the hero of the adventure had been frightened greatly and was full of forebodings of what might happen in the next few hours, although his hostess had insisted that he should be transferred to another room. When the time for retiring came, — it was after midnight, nobody being anxious to miss seeing Christmas eve out and Christmas morning in, — the other men united in escorting McBrayer to his new quarters, at some distance from those he had first occupied.


“You’re right in the middle of the house, Mr. McBrayer,” Percy remarked, “and you’re three doors from the ancestor’s promenade. Still, it’s the height of the spook season, and you’ll have to be careful. If anything happens, sing out, and we’ll come to the rescue. Slater’s next door to you, Redway’s on the other side, Harry’s just around the turn in the east wing, and mother, the girls, and I are in the west one. If you’ve got a rabbit’s foot with you, put it under the pillow. Good-night.”


In the course of the day Slater had made an inspection of the premises. More than one generation had had a hand in the construction of the house, although a common plan could be traced from one end of it to the other. The central part, which dated back almost to the Revolution, was larger than most dwellings, and, as it had received extensions in the days when the family fortunes prospered, the house was now a huge structure, capable of sheltering a score of guests and altogether beyond the usual requirements of its occupants, who, finding the west wing, the most modern part, amply sufficient for their accommodation, seldom made use of the rest of the establishment, except on occasions like the present, when there were several guests. On the second floor a long and rather wide passage extended completely across the building, with a window at each end. By some freak of the architect, it was not ceiled in the usual fashion, but was carried up into a long arch, so high that its upper region seemed totally lost in the shadows. A lamp burned at night in a bracket near the western end, but its light counted for little beyond a radius of a few feet.


Duly cogitating the situation, Slater went to bed. He was not a believer in ghosts, but intuitively he felt that McBrayer was to have another vision; and curiosity served to keep him awake for a time, in spite of the physical weariness a city man acquires in a long day of country sports. He was barely in his first doze when a shriek roused him, and a second and a third cry in quick succession hurried him from his bed. Pulling on his trousers and seizing a coat, he threw open his door and ran into the hall, meeting McBrayer tottering from his room, a ghastly figure in his night-garb, and with a face as white as his raiment.


Others had heard his cries. Redway and Percy came up, and Harry, last of all, hurried down the hall from his end of the house. Sounds of excitement from the west wing gave evidence that the ladies, too, had been roused from their slumbers. The men grouped themselves around McBrayer, who had grasped Slater’s arm and was clinging to it.


“He came — he came again@” he cried, brokenly, “the old man — just as he was last night — in his gray dressing gown — and he stood there — first over across the room — then by the other wall — then I called out — and he was gone.”


“You saw him distinctly, recognized him?” Percy asked.


“Just as he was — in his last year — I recognized the gown — he wore it continually towards the end.”


“But@”


“I couldn’t be mistaken — there was a sort of glare — a stream of light — there he was — right in the midst of it@”


“Well,” Harry broke in, “it’s most curious, certainly. But of course there’s some mistake somewhere. Ghosts are out of date, and it’s freezing here. If you will excuse me, I’ll hasten back to my blankets.”


He ran down the hall, and the blackness towards the east hid his figure; a moment later the door of his room was closed with a slam.


“There’s a philosophy I envy” said Percy. “I don’t believe anything short of a ghost quadrille would keep Harry out of bed. All the same he’s right about the cold. Come to my room, There’s a fire going yet, and something that will hearten us all.”


Leading the way to his quarters, the host tossed a resinous knot upon the coals in his fireplace, and, as it blazed up, his three guests drew chairs close to the hearth. He served out wraps to them, McBrayer drawing the capital prize of the lottery, a long ulster that fell to his heels, and then cheered them with a stiff glass of brandy apiece.


“Now tell us some more about your vision,” he said, when these duties had been done; “give us the details, please.”


“I think you have them,” McBrayer answered. The fire and the brandy, and most of all the presence of companions whose bodily existence was undoubted, began to revive his courage and to recall to his attention the fact that he was old enough to be the father of any of his hearers. “After all, I can tell you little more. First the form appeared on one side of the room, then on the other. I saw it with the utmost distinctness.”


“Had you been asleep?” asked Redway.


“No. I confess I was somewhat apprehensive, after last night’s experience, and I was thoroughly awake. There was no noise; the thing appeared without warning of any kind. Each time it stood before me for perhaps one or two seconds.”


“Had you been looking at your fire?” queried Slater.


“Not for some minutes. Anyway, there was hardly any glow from it, and the room was dark. But the figure was surrounded by bands of light, and I saw its outlines as clearly as I see you now.”


“Ever been troubled this way before?” It was Percy’s turn as cross-examiner.


“Never until last night,” McBrayer answered, in a tune which showed that the question galled him.


“Nerves never played you any tricks?”


“Never. I am not an imaginative person.”


“I believe you,” said Redway; “but don’t you see, Mr. McBrayer, that very fact adds to the mystery? Here you, a clear-headed, practical man of business, tell us that you have seen a ghost; you describe its appearance almost in detail. Have you no theory to account for what you saw?”


McBrayer sprang to his feet. “I wish all three of you would come with me to my room. I want you to examine it. You may be able to strike some clue.”


He seemed himself again as he strode to the door, but as he threw it open he paused until the others had come up with him. After all, he had reason for hesitancy, for the lamp in the bracket had in some way become extinguished, and the long passage was like a vault for gloom.


“Ugh! This is blackness,” said Percy.


“Look! Look! What’s that?” cried McBrayer. They had advanced a few feet along the hall, and their eyes had grown a little more accustomed to the dense darkness. Far before them they had made out a glimmer which they knew to be from the east window, but nearer them something was barring the way, something indefinable, uncertain, a swaying, changing, ghastly screen, evident to them all and yet so tenuous that through it the window still showed in a cold gleam.


“There it is, there! there!” McBrayer repeated. He was gripping Slater’s arm with the desperate energy of a man stricken by overwhelming terror.


“By heavens! there is something there!” exclaimed Redway, in a voice that shook in spite of him. Slater took a step forward, dragging McBrayer with him. By long odds he was the coolest of the four, but his nerve too was beginning to yield to the contagious fear of the man who was clinging to him, and after the single movement he paused involuntarily. A second later he, like the others, was shrinking back. A sheet of light had flashed across the hall, a glistening curtain half dazzling them for the instant it shone before their eyes, and vanishing as suddenly as it had appeared. Yet, swift as had been its coming and its going, all of them had seen, right in the middle of the broad beam, a tall figure, white-bearded and gray-garbed, rising out of the night to loom before them and dispute the passage.


For a moment the four men, huddled together, were speechless. McBrayer, with all his terrors revived, had fallen to his knees, apparently incapable either of flight or of supplication for protection. As for the others, in the shock of their surprise, they were as helpless as he. Slater was the first to gain a semblance of self-control. At his direction Percy brought a lamp, and McBrayer was raised and half led, half carried to young Rhodes’s room, where Redway was detailed to keep him company and guard him, if possible, from further visitations.


“Now, Percy, let’s examine the hall,” Slater said. “That’s the first thing to be done.”


The pair moved cautiously along the corridor until they reached the spot where, as nearly as they could determine, the figure had appeared, but there they failed to discover any clue to the mystery. A little farther on they found a door ajar, but the room behind it was unoccupied.


“Hist! there’s somebody moving,” whispered Percy, as they were about to resume their advance; but their excitement was short-lived ; the somebody proved to be Harry, who came towards them, muttering complaints about the cold and rubbing his eyes as he drew near the light Percy carried.


“I thought I heard a commotion again out here,” he said, sleepily. “What are you fellows prowling about for now? What’s the trouble? Why, Percy, your eyes are popping out of your head.”


“They’ve a right to,” his cousin replied, and briefly he recounted what had happened. Harry, who heard him with a shade of impatience in his manner, contented himself with a safe statement that it was all very curious. He offered, however, to take part in the investigation, and for five minutes aided them in a shivering and resultless search along the draughty corridor. This proceeding ended, he went with them to Percy’s room, where in the mean time Redway had succeeded, by building up a blazing fire and freely dosing his patient with brandy, in restoring McBrayer’s courage to some extent. With the revival of his spirits the elderly man had regained something of his normal stiffness of manner. He no longer talked willingly of his visions, and, in fact, seemed annoyed by the others’ volubility on the topic. It was clear that he felt relief in bidding them good-night, an arrangement having been effected by which he was to share Percy’s quarters until morning; and his associates in the adventure of the hall left him with a growing conviction strong about them that, except when he was frightened out of his wits, he was not a very sociable person.


Christmas day, thus begun at Rhodes House, passed rather uncomfortably. McBrayer, soon after breakfast, pleaded a most transparent excuse for returning to town, and departed in a state of grimly conscious rectitude, leaving behind him a household possessed by anything but the seasonable spirit of rejoicing. Though Mrs. Rhodes struggled to maintain her cheerfulness, Slater could see that she was nervous and ill at ease, more, as he guessed, from dread of further years with the family millstone fast about the family neck than from any inquietude as to the nocturnal prowlings for which the ancestor had suddenly developed an annoying weakness. The girls, Redway, Harry, and Percy, deciding to go to church, started off on the five-mile sleigh-ride the decision involved, and Slater was left free to renew the investigation which had borne so little fruit the night before. As a preliminary, he visited the room in which McBrayer had had his first experience. There the searcher found nothing to reward him for his trouble, nor did the smaller room connected with the bedroom prove a promising field at first. A mass of cobwebs still hung from the edge of the door, just as McBrayer had described them. For want of a better clue, Slater studied them, his eyes running over the maze of dingy lines without much hope of getting any suggestion from the inspection.


“That’s odd,” he said to himself at last. He had partly lifted the tangled threads, and was trying to solve the problem of their attachment to the wood. “I didn’t suppose spiders had natural glue to squander in that fashion.”


A dull opaque spot showed on the edge of the door and marked the place where the webs were supported. Pulling his knife from a pocket, he cut out the bit of wood which bore the spot and carried it to the window.


“Very like a good-sized drop of mucilage,” he soliloquized. “Never heard, though, of ghosts carrying bottles of such stuff. Still, if it is mucilage of this world, there ought to be another drop congealed on the frame of the door-way. By Jove!” he added, as he turned back to the suspicious spot, “here it is, sure enough. The ghost then must have come out of this cubbyhole, put his cobweb seal on the door to baffle pursuers, and then — well, he must have gone somewhere. Where’d he go, though? The window can’t be opened, and of course he didn’t return to the big room. The floor is solid. How about overhead? Why, half the ceiling’s gone!”


Ceilings were unusually lofty in the old house, and this was no exception to the rule. But nailed to the wall were stout cleats, upon which shelves had once rested, the series of them extending so high that the shoulders of a man standing on the topmost rest would be well above the level of the attic floor, the rough boards of which showed in places through the opening in the plastering.


“Ghost or man, that would be an awkward climb,” Slater said, doubtfully. “But I’ll have a look up above, anyway.”


Mrs. Rhodes and the servants were busy downstairs, and he had the upper region to himself. With some difficulty he found the stairway leading to the attic, and, once at the top of the flight of steps, was in that part of the establishment from which he believed the night-walker conducted his campaigns. Over the wings the roof was almost high enough to make a third story, but above the structure connecting them it was so low that he could hardly stand erect. There were no partitions in this part of the attic, which formed a long, low room, with the ridge of the arch over the hall extending the length of it. The flooring between the wings was in very bad repair, and there were great gaps here and there in the planking. Picking his way about the place, Slater found several things to interest him, among them a stout rafter just above the opening in the ceiling of the little room, about which was tied a rope, long enough, as a test showed, to reach almost to the second floor.


“Now.” Slater reflected. “I begin to understand that the ghost didn’t have such a difficult climb after all.”


Yet, for that morning at least, he was fated to get little more light on the mystery, and, though he noticed broken ceilings in several rooms, for the old house was sadly out of order, he came across nothing likely to aid him in solving the problem. As to the apparition in the hall he could hardly form a theory on the basis of his observations in the attic, although he was convinced that human hands had directed the whole performance.


“Beyond any question, Mrs. Rhodes, you may be relieved of the reputation of maintaining ghosts,” he told that lady later in the day. Woman-like, she drew some comfort from the assurance, even while she put little faith in it.


“Indeed, I hope so,” she said. “This had been a terrible experience for me, — you can’t imagine how terrible. Percy has probably given you a hint of our troubles. We are all anxious, so anxious, to dispose of this place, and now I suppose we never can sell it. Mr. McBrayer will never take it. We did not care for him personally. If only Harry had the money we should prefer him a thousand times; but the poor boy cannot scrape together the amount required. He tried to get it, tried and tried again, but to no purpose. I know it almost broke his heart when he heard of the bargain with Mr. McBrayer. They have never been good friends. But after what has happened it doesn’t seem to matter much. Really, Mr. Slater, when I look forward to living here perhaps for years, I can’t help being selfishly wrapped up in our own misfortunes.”


“Possibly the end of them is nearer than you think.”


“I’d like to believe that,” said Percy, who had been listening to the talk; “I’d like to believe it, but I can’t. You don’t appreciate the ancestor, old man. He’s reappeared just to make certain that, after he has kept us tied to this place for lo these many years, the knots are still tight. He was a gentleman of very strong opinions, he was, and the other world hasn’t changed him.”


“Then you are satisfied that it was his shade that we saw in the hall?”


“What else could it be? There he was, plainly enough, yet there was nothing fleshly about him. Why, I seemed to see through him. I dare say McBrayer had been through just the same experience in his room.”


“Undoubtedly. But, Percy, isn’t it conceivable to you that this ghostly incident can be accounted for in a reasonable way? The optical delusion theory won’t explain it, I admit; McBrayer’s visions might be laid to that, but it’s scarcely possible that four of us could be similarly and simultaneously deluded. So we’ll agree that we saw something which existed. My contention is that we may be able to explain its presence in the hall without resorting to the supernatural.”


“You ought to confer with Harry: he’s another sceptic and scoffer. I’ll call him over here to compare notes. He’s the only one, you know, who didn’t have a chance to be scared out of his wits.”


“Yes, bring him along,” said Slater. Ever since his discoveries of the morning he had been evolving a plan, and the thought now struck him that perhaps the moment for putting it into effect had arrived. There was risk in what he proposed, and he might find himself in a most unpleasant position; but, after all, the chance was worth taking. By a process of elimination he had reduced the number of possible human factors in the nocturnal mystery until only one was left in his calculations; and although there was little of evidence and much of speculation in the case he was trying to make out, he was beginning to feel the desire strong within him to convict the defendant he had hit upon.


“Here’s the other scientific doubter,” Percy announced. “Get together, you two, and do your worst. As for me, I stick to the good old way: seeing’s believing. Let me know when you agree. I’ve got to look after some earthly affairs for a few minutes.”


“So, Mr. Slater, you’ve formed a theory?” said Harry. He spoke quietly, and with the air of one who took little interest in the subject.


“In a way, yes, I shall be glad to tell you of it. You may be able to help me out.” “Delighted to do so, I’m sure.”


Slowly, and with eyes fixed upon his hearer’s face, Slater recounted his discoveries in the room McBrayer had occupied on the first night, the curious manner in which the cobwebs were fastened to the door, the cleats against the wall, the hole in the ceiling, and the rope tied to the rafter above it.


“In short,” he added, “I satisfied myself that an active man could easily make his escape after the demonstration in McBrayer’s room, especially as the victim of such a practical joke would, naturally, be too terrified to attempt an immediate investigation. The very fact that McBrayer noticed the webs leads me to believe that he did not make an examination until some time later, probably not till daybreak. A person in a state of intense excitement would hardly be impressed by such a trifling matter. We may assume that McBrayer was cowering under the bedclothes long after his visitant was safely out of the way.”


“It is altogether probable,” the younger man responded. He spoke in the same quiet manner, but Slater saw that his fingers were beginning to pick at the arm of his chair.


“Then I explored the attic, where I found a number of interesting things. In brief, I reached a point where@” The speaker paused for a moment, for he was arriving at the most difficult part of his narrative, and was passing from facts to surmise — “where I decided that my discoveries ought to be laid before you.”


It was a chance shot at the best, but it told. Young Rhodes was startled, plainly enough, but in an instant he had recovered command of himself.


“In view of its results, this ghost-raising is a serious matter,” Slater went on. “The disappointment it has brought upon your aunt@”


Harry interrupted him with a quick gesture.


“You’ve said enough. If you will come with me we may be able to solve the mystery,” he said. He was very pale, and his face had become drawn and haggard.


He led Slater to his room, unlocked a trunk, and drew from the top tray a long white beard. Stepping to the wardrobe, he produced a dressing gown of a dull gray.


“These may assist you in developing your theory,” he said, bitterly. “I wore them the first night. There is an opening from this room to the garret, much like the one you found in McBrayer’s place Knowing every nook and cranny of this house as I do, it was very easy for me even at night to mount overhead, cross the attic, descend into the little room adjoining his, and make my way on into his chamber. I wore the beard, the gown, and felt slippers, which were practically noiseless. When he awoke and saw me he must have fainted from fright, and I had no difficulty in passing under the curtain he described to you and partly closing the door to the inner room. Then I fastened the cobwebs, — it had taken me many hours to arrange these details, and I carried a bottle of prepared glue in the pocket of the gown, while the webs were where I could get at them quickly, — climbed easily to the attic, by the aid of the rope, and went back to my room.”


“But the second night’s operations, — how about them?”


“They were less acrobatic, though they involved the use of a good deal of apparatus. I tried a simple trick, and I am almost surprised that none of you detected it. This was the chief appliance,” — he took a small magic lantern from his trunk: “I have employed it often at home, and can prepare slides. Last night the slide bore a rough portrait of my grandfather. Near the top of the door of the room McBrayer then occupied was a hole just about large enough for my purpose and out of sight of anyone lying on the bed. I could hear him rolling and tossing, and knew that nervousness had him in its clutches. Standing on a footstool outside his door, I flashed the picture first on one wall of his room and then on the other. He saw the beams of light but was too terrified to try to account for them. His shrieks aroused the house, of course, but I had expected something of the sort, and all I did was to run to my own den, with the stool under one arm and the lantern under the other. I had to show myself for a moment, but you will recollect that I didn’t stay long. Afterwards, while you were in Percy’s room, I went to an unoccupied room next to McBrayer’s and prepared the next tableau. That was the one you saw.”


“Exactly; we all saw it. Was it part of your plan that we should?”


“Not at all; there was a miscalculation. I meant it as a finishing touch for McBrayer alone, but when you all came along I had to run the risk. It was simple enough; merely another use of the lantern through a narrow slit. You afterwards found the door ajar.”


“But what was the picture thrown on? Something — we couldn’t make out what — seemed to rise before us in the darkness.”


Young Rhodes smiled with rather sheepish pride.


“A yard or two of fine net, — a piece of an old lace curtain, I imagine, — supported by strings leading up through holes in the arch and then over pulleys and down to my reach, and with shot at the bottom of the stuff to keep it somewhat steady. I had to work quick, for four sets of eyes meant four chances of detection. When I heard exclamations and knew that you had made out the curtain, I turned on the picture for a fraction of a second. Then, before you had recovered from your surprise, I had the net hoisted up into the bend of the arch: when you and Percy came scouting along the hall a little later you walked right under it. But before that — it was when you took McBrayer back to Percy’s room — I had slipped out and was safe in my own place. You met me when I came along to see what all the hubbub was about. An hour or two later, when everything was quiet again, I removed the net and strings. How I came to forget the rope the night before amazes me. It was a great blunder. But, now that I’ve told you all this, what are you going to do about it?”


“I’ll answer frankly,” said Slater. “Just now I don’t know.”


He paced up and down the room for a moment, his hands thrust in his pockets and his head bowed in perplexing thought. What ought he to do? Should he repeat the whole story and let Harry get out of the difficulty as best he could? Mrs. Rhodes surely would never forgive her nephew, and MeBrayer could be relied upon to do something villainously vindictive. Ought he to keep his own counsel and suffer the mystery to remain unsolved, to the lasting discomfort of the household? Could he reveal enough to allay their fears and yet shield the manufacturer of the ghost?. At last, in doubt, he turned to the culprit.


“Look here, young man, what was your motive?” he asked. “You must have had some powerful incentive, to take so much trouble.”


“I suppose you might as well get the whole thing McBrayer was my father’s worst enemy — I never knew why. He was a sort of ward of my grandfather, and, although he lived in dread of the old man, he acquired a certain influence over him, which caused the unexpected division of the property by my grandfather’s will and twisted the fortunes of both branches of the family. McBrayer understored perfectly the intense desire my father had, and I have, to regain the old place, and his only reason for purchasing it was to thwart me. When I found my aunt determined to sell out, I tried my best to raise the money needed. I had a little, but not enough by two thousand dollars to make what she asked as a first payment. I knew that if I could make that payment the next could be arranged, for once in possession here anybody understanding its resources could make the place more than self-supporting.


“At that time I didn’t guess that I had inherited McBrayer’s hatred, and, though he had never been very cordial to me, I decided, as a last resort, to seek a loan from him. He heard what I had to say. Then he opened the gates of wrath. Not only did he refuse me the loan, but he also declared that he would prevent me from getting the money elsewhere; and, as he is one of the financial powers hereabouts, there was no doubt that he could execute his threat. To make assurance doubly sure, he told me he would himself buy the place, keep it as long as he lived, and will it to some charitable society.


“You can imagine my feelings on hearing all this. For days after the interview I sought in vain for some plan of revenge. Finally a clue came to me, — oddly enough, from Redway. He had heard that McBrayer was to take the place, and the news had surprised him


“‘He won’t live there,’ said Redway. ‘It’s not the sort of house for a family of one, especially when the one is a superstitious old man. McBrayer’s single weakness lies that way. How do I know it? I found it out by chance: there isn’t time to tell the story now.’


“The hint was enough. I picked out grandfather’s ghost as most likely to be effective. You know the rest. I must say, though, that terrifying him was the limit of my plan: I didn’t suppose he would abandon the purchase. But before he went away this morning he formally notified my aunt that the bargain was off.”


“The notice has depressed her greatly” Slater observed.


“Indeed it has. After the enemy had fled I began to see what a mess I’d made of it all. Then, when you told me the trail you had started on, I resolved to confess and make a clean breast of things, — at least to you. And now again, sir, what are you going to do about it?”


“Nothing desperate,” Slater answered. “I’ve evolved a little plan which may prove mutually satisfactory. I’ll make a deal with you, Mr. Rhodes. I am not a rich man, but I can lay hands on the amount you mentioned as required to piece out your funds. If you can show me fair security for the loan and explain how you expect to make the place profitable, a check will be in your hands in three days. Incidentally, a pledge that no more ghosts shall walk would be advisable. Do the terms please you?”


“Do they?” cried the young fellow, seizing his companion’s hand. Something rose in his throat and seemed to choke him. “Come downstairs to the library,” he went on, after a little: “you shall see the map of the property, and I’ll tell you how it can be made a moneymaker. But, Mr. Slater, how can I thank you?”


“Don’t try. For your ear alone, I’ll admit that the fright you gave McBrayer atones for a good deal. Mighty unpleasant man, that McBrayer!”


To a well-pleased audience that evening Harry made the announcement that Rhodes House was to change owners and yet remain property of a Rhodes. His conference with Slater had been followed by another with his aunt, which had restored that lady to her normal cheerfulness and assured her nephew that no further obstacles remained in his way.


“Hurrah for us!” Percy exclaimed. “That suits everybody. But, mind you, Harry, the ghost goes with the house. We disown him completely. We don’t want to meet him again: he’s not in our set. — By the way, though, Slater, you haven’t revealed whether you’ve probed the mystery. Tell us, that’s a good chap, what you’ve discovered. We’re as curious as Mrs. Bluebeard before she looked in the closet.”


“Some things can’t be explained,” said Slater. “But rest easy: the ghost isn’t likely to parade by night again.”


“Comforting, but indefinite. At least assure us that what we saw was really there. Can’t you say the apparition was not due to a prevalence of optical delusions in the old house?”


“Certainly I can. Lay the whole thing to — to — well, call it structural peculiarities.”






“Lippincott’s Monthly Magazine” May 1895





The Shadow

 of a Midnight

Maurice Baring

1908




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 someone had shut the door between my room and Braun’s. I felt for the matches. The matchbox 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. This text was stolen from someone who worked hard to get it to you.


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 someone 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. Someone 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. 


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

Half a Minute’s Silence

 and Other Stories (1925)





The Long Chamber

Olivia Howard Dunbar

1914




There was perhaps no warrant for the vaguely swelling disquiet that possessed me from the moment that, late in the sultry August after noon, there arrived the delayed telegram that announced the immediate coming of Beatrice Vesper.


… Beatrice Vesper abruptly on her way to me, and alone — it was the most strangely unlikely news. Yet I had no cause for real concern. She would find ready conveyance over the three steep miles from the railroad — our pleasantly decaying village being unlinked with the contemporary world. And, as the others reminded me, it wasn’t as though the redundant spaciousness of Burleigh House didn’t seem to invite, almost to select and compel, unaccustomed guests; or as though the Long Chamber, our supreme source of pride, hadn’t that morning received the final touches that consecrated it to the utmost hospitality we could offer. As for Beatrice, she would delight in the survival of Burleigh House as unfailingly as she herself would prove its most harmonious ornament. And that matter of ornament wasn’t one that David and I could be said to have taken at all lightly. How prodigally, how passionately, we had spent our love and labor on the precious house, in the months since it had so unexpectedly fallen into our hands — only to admit to each other, at the end of it all, in almost hysterical dismay, that the stately interiors seemed always empty, however vociferously we strove to be at home in them. There were void, waiting spaces that not the sum of all our alien, cheerful presences could fill. We had achieved a background, but a background for brilliant life; and it was as though we, living in terms of the palest prose, defiled past it almost invisibly. The truth was that we had established no spiritual tenancy, I and that we didn’t, ourselves, belong there. But though I was far from guessing with what mysterious tentacles the past would seize her, I knew that Beatrice Vesper would belong.


It was plain enough, however, from the first sight of my old friend, that she had come to me in no unhappy stress. Her secure and unvexed air was for an instant disconcerting; I had, in my panic, so prepared myself for haggard pathos. And indeed it was almost incredible that the hurrying, untender years should not have bruised so delicate a creature. With swiftly relaxing nerves I surrendered to the flattery of her explanation that when, only the day before, her husband had been summoned to Europe by cable — she herself being kept behind by the important final proof-reading of a technical work of Dr. Vesper’s, to be published in the early autumn — she had from all her social resources chosen Burleigh House as her temporary refuge…. So that, after all, it seemed stupid to have taken fright. Beatrice and I had been the closest companions in earlier days. And doubtless I had exaggerated those conditions of her life which, for years past, had led her friends into the way of speaking of her ruefully, reminiscently, almost as if she were dead.


It was in this latter spirit that I had been speaking of her to David, only the day before, picturing her as the only woman I knew whose marriage had been complete self-immolation. Those of us who wore our fetters with a more modern jauntiness had resented, from our ill-informed distance, what seemed to be her slavish submission. She might as well have been chained in a cave — the rest of the world had not a glimpse of her. Dr. Vesper — a mild enough tyrant in appearance — did not care for society, so they had literally no visitors. There prevailed a legend that he was the most miserable of dyspeptics; and that Beatrice devoted most of her time to preparing the unheard-of substances that fed him. His financial concerns — for important mining interests had sprung from the geological work in which he had become famous — kept him in the city throughout the year, and Beatrice had never left him for a day, even in torrid midsummer.


But David, who is sturdily unmodern, refused to be astonished. “Why not, if she’s in love with him?” he asked.


“But she’s not,” I insisted “or — she wasn’t. It’s her husband who’s in love, and with the most unheard-of concentration. He has cared for her ever since she was a child, so the thing hung over her — though I suppose that’s not a romantic way of putting it — for years before they were married. So isn’t it rather extreme for her to relinquish everything else in the world for the sake of the man she merely — likes?”


David may have submitted a discreet version of this to our old friend Anthony Lloyd, who had been with us all that summer, and I imagine that in consequence both men looked to find in Beatrice Vesper the dull, heavy-domestic type. So when, an hour after her arrival, they saw her vivid smile and smooth black hair and her young, slim figure in its mulberry-colored taffeta against the dark panels of our candle-lighted dining-room, they both bore very definite evidence of response to her loveliness. Anthony even betrayed his admiration a shade too markedly, for he had rather an assured way of paying court to women who attracted him. But his advance was deftly and unmistakably cut off. Beatrice Vesper’s wifely attitude remained true, I saw, to its severely classic pattern.


However, pitfalls of this order were easily avoided, teased as we all were by the irresistible topic of our dazzling inheritance. And David was shortly embarked upon his familiar contention that we cared much more for the place than if he had been the direct heir and we had been able to anticipate the glory of ownership.


“Oh, we’re very humble” David conceded, “but we do claim credit as resuscitators. That’s what we’ve really felt ourselves to be doing for months — breathing life into a beautiful thing that had been left for dead. And it has begun to live again, don’t you think, in a feeble way? But it’s as showmen that we’re so shockingly deficient. You see a house that Judge Timothy Burleigh built in 1723 and that was continuously lived in until they deserted it a generation ago, must — well, must have its secrets. But we have to admit we don’t know them!”


“Oh, do you think you can live here without knowing?” Beatrice broke out with an intensity that surprised us all. “You’ll divine them, if you learn them in no other way. Family traditions can never be smothered, you know — they cling too imperishably!”


“But the legend famine has already been relieved,” Anthony announced, “or we assume that it has. At least, we’ve found a group of old trunks, filled with papers, and they’ve all been assigned to me, to dig secrets from. I’m going to begin in the morning.”


“It’s not that Molly and I haven’t longed to dig for ourselves,” David hastily defended us, “but we haven’t had time. And as for divination — our imaginations lack the necessary point of departure because our cousins have kept all the portraits. That’s the really serious gap, you’ll notice, in our conscientious furnishing — that apparently we’ve sprung from the soil, that we haven’t an ancestor. Though of course we have seen the old pictures, long ago, or I have.”


“Oh, what were they@” Beatrice began.


“Mrs. Vesper, need you ask?” Anthony interrupted. “Wigged men with heavy, hawk-nosed faces@”


“And meek-eyed women,” David assented, laughing. “Yes, they do look like that, mostly. The Burleighs were a formidable race and their wives must have been unnaturally submissive.


“But that’s according to the Colonial portrait-painter’s conventions,” Anthony argued. “The very earliest of your portraits must have been painted less than two hundred years ago. Well, that’s time enough for fashions in portraits to change; but do human beings alter essentially? The old Burleighs cannot have been so different, inside their Colonial purple and fine linen, from you and Molly. Your hawk-nosed grandfathers must have enjoyed a joke, now and then, and those meek-eyed Patiences and Charities — mustn’t they have had their emotions?”


“There must be conditions so harsh that emotions remain latent,” I suggested, carelessly.


But Anthony never missed an occasion to dogmatize, after his own fashion: “I admit there are temperaments that cannot love, for instance. But to those that can the opportunity doesn’t fail.”


“But surely,” he roused me to protest, “there is a type of woman who never learns her own capacity, who remains ingenuous, undeveloped@”


“Only until her appointed time,” Anthony extravagantly persisted.


“What you are trying to express,” David flouted, “is the old-fashioned schoolgirlish belief in predestined lovers. And perhaps it has remained for you to explain what happens in case the predestined lover dies?”


“In that case he’ll come back from the dead to teach her!” But this point was made amid a shout of laughter, and we all conceded that the subject had been carried as far as it could be.


Almost immediately after dinner, Beatrice confessing that she was very tired, I rather self-consciously took a pewter candlestick from its stand in the lower hall and guided her upstairs. And I found myself weakly unable to bid her good night without a fond proprietary emphasis on the treasures of the Long Chamber, its ancient oaken chests and still more ancient powdering-table, its carved bed and woven counterpane, even the long mirror, faintly time-blurred, in which we had been told that Anne Burleigh, the first mistress of the house, used once to contemplate her charming face and towering head-dress.


“Then, of course, it contains her image still.” Beatrice’s smiling, confident glance seemed to penetrate with singular ease the delicate clouds with which two centuries had lightly flecked the glass. “I shall see it, of course, after she gets used to me. I wonder if this was her room?”


“That is one of the thousand things we don’t know,” I lamented. “But it may well have been. It is the finest, we think, of all the rooms. Judge Timothy’s lovely young wife should have had it!”


“Don’t you think it’s almost heartless to have preserved her mere possessions,” Beatrice admonished me, “and yet allow the memories of her life to be so scattered? We must gather them up and piece them together!”


“Reconstruction ought not to be too difficult in her case,” I laughed. “I imagine she was a simple creature.”


It was our household custom to breakfast in our rooms, and after that to pursue our independent occupations throughout the greater part of the day. But Beatrice’s proof-sheets and documents, which were of the most inordinate bulk, and which further depressingly renewed themselves by express every few days, often consumed her evenings likewise. It had struck me that we might achieve an arid semblance of friendly intercourse if she would assign to me some clerkly and mechanical part of her labors. But I saw from her look that it was as though I had asked a priestess to delegate to me her hieratic function. Her fealty to her dingy religion of ink and paper and chemical symbols was inflexible. And unreasoning, I thought, since it had cost her the look of freshness and vigor she had worn on coming to us.


The thing was consuming her — her altered face told the story. Two weeks, indeed, after she had come, I realized that we had not yet had a comfortable talk together. What, after all, did I know of this new Beatrice, except that her highly decorative presence justified our otherwise empty splendor, and that for her own part she was working herself into an illness. She had come to us, she said, for rest and country peace and a season of friendship, but it was patent to the point of irony that she was profiting by none of these. And I did confess to myself, I remember, a secret hurt that there were so many days when she was unable, or ostensibly so, to join us at the hour of frank idleness when we took our tea under the oak-tree on the lawn, and when we always, sooner or later, fell to talking of our somewhat shadowy guest.


“Is it I whom Mrs. Vesper is avoiding?” Anthony asked, rather wistfully, one afternoon. “I’ll admit I didn’t seize her tone directly she arrived, but I have it now — completely! She would find me irreproachable if she would only mingle with us a little. How comforting it would be if she had a human liking for tennis and riding!”


“My dear Anthony, I don’t think she knows you are under the same roof, except when she sees you at dinner,” I assured him. “But she’s under the thrall of an inhuman husband who is overworking her from the other end of the world and practically denying us any share in her.”


“Are you so sure it’s overwork,” David demanded, “and not the beginning of typhoid? She does look downright ill, you know. My own impulse would be to send for a doctor. Could there be anything unwholesome about the house — any eighteenth-century germ that has escaped our scourings?”


We all brooded for a moment on the possibility this opened.


“Do you think distraction would help her?” Anthony asked. “Because I have it here!” — he tapped his breast-pocket, triumphantly. “I’ve patched together in the last few days a good part of the history of Burleigh House. I had meant not to tell you yet, but secrecy is consuming me.”


“Dole the stories out to us one at a time,” David lazily suggested, his interest half-paralyzed by the sheer weight of the August atmosphere. “We’ll inaugurate a series of Nights — if not a Thousand and One, then as many as you please. And you’ll begin tonight, of course. Can you go as far back as Judge Timothy?”


 “Yes — if you would rather begin there. Though I hadn’t planned@”


“Then it’s settled,” I interrupted. And this was indeed so precisely I what we had all been thirstily waiting for that I thought it a sufficient pretext for disturbing Beatrice on the spot. Moreover, David’s hints had freshly stimulated my own smoldering anxiety in regard to my friend. I had been too passive — I should have forced her to spare herself. The unnamable fears that I had felt on the day of her arrival recurred and pierced me.


In the Long Chamber I found her rather wearily putting away her I work for the day. She stood by her table, a slender, drooping figure with a sheaf of fluttering papers in her hand, and faced me — still without the look of affectionate welcome I had so missed of late; merely with a sweet patience and courtesy. I should perhaps have approached my end by gentle, gradual arts, but my concern for her abruptly overflowed in unconsidered words. I begged her to admit to me that she wasn’t well, that I might insist on proper care for her. I blamed bitterly my own laxity in allowing her to wear herself out as she had done. The publication of her husband’s book on a certain day could not, I urged, be a matter so imperative that she must sacrifice her youth, her life, to it. By every obligation of our old friendship I implored her to entrust herself to me — and I laid especial stress on my responsibility to her absent husband.


“You were all vigor and loveliness when you came to us,” I reminded her. “And now — now — you are so changed!”


She looked at me in a half-startled fashion as I said this, and a dim, ambiguous smile trembled on her lips.


“Yes — he will find me changed.” She spoke thoughtfully, but quite without emphasis. “But that is something I must face alone.”


If she had said no more than this she would have left me with the impression that the distant Dr. Vesper was a subtler Bluebeard. And indeed a look of secrecy and dread that I now for the first time caught flowing darkly over her candid face was wretchedly that of the wife who has opened the forbidden door and is haunted by the intolerable knowledge that must shortly betray her. Could it, after all, be a worse than physical suffering that was draining her eyes of their look of life? She had begun to move uneasily about, and I felt that she would have been glad to have me leave her. But unable longer to endure the intervening shield, I made a desperate effort to demolish it, to force her reluctant confidence; and with hot cheeks and trembling voice I stammered crude, disconnected sentences on the frequent failure of men to understand women and situations … on the indulgence with which we were forced to regard many masculine traits…


“Oh, you have thought that?” she interrupted me, almost shrilly — “that my husband caused me suffering? Why, Molly, I supposed you knew, that everybody knew, how utterly, stainlessly good he is. It is I, oh, always I, who fall short.” She took my hand gently. “You must not go until I have told you how it is.” And we sat down together.


Much of what she then told me I did indeed already know, but under a different complexion from that with which she now invested it — how at nineteen she had married Edward Vesper almost frivolously, with no sense of sacredness, lightly assuming — though this was, of course, true enough — that she was bestowing a blessing by becoming the wife of the man for whom she felt a merely childlike affection. How, afterward, she had discovered that the marriage had been urged, hurried, by her poor, desperate mother, who, with four younger children, was at the end of everything; and how Dr. Vesper’s money had supported them all ever since….


“Then I saw,” Beatrice slowly went on, after a little, though I saw what the words were costing her, “how narrowly my own foolish ignorance had saved me from baseness. I had married for my own advantage a man who gave me perfect love. Facing this, I saw that from that moment I was bound to give more than I had ever dreamed of giving. And that, if I couldn’t love my husband as he so wonderfully loved me, I must at least offer him the most sedulous counterfeit I could muster. That the least abatement of unremitting devotion would be treachery…. Well, that has been my life, and always, until now, I have known that no woman could do more@”


She would have gone on, the momentum of an impulsive confidence is so great, but at that point the maid came in search of me, announcing dinner. So, after a violent flurry of dressing, Beatrice and I contrived, ten minutes later, to be with the others in the dining-room. The disclosure she had made to me, with its intensely characteristic light on the apparent enigmas of her marriage, seemed for the time to have loosed a painful restraint. She talked with gentle gaiety, exchanging swift jests with the imperturbable Anthony, for whom I knew she had come to have a genuine liking, and seeming humanly at home with all of us, rather than driven, as one could fancy her latterly to have been, by some invisible harriers.


It even seemed natural and expected when, after dinner, Beatrice, who had so often spent her evenings alone, chose to seat herself at the old spinet and coax from it a few dim spectral chords.


“There’s the prelude for your story, Anthony,” David remarked when she had finished.


“It’s a perfect one,” Anthony declared. “Those are, of course, the very sounds with which Anne Burleigh beguiled her solemn days.”


had caught a note in his voice that awed me a little. “Anne Burleigh — you’re to tell us of her! Then it won’t, of course, be a cheerful story. Why is it that it has always been she, rather than any of the others, for whom our hearts have vaguely ached?”


“Cheerful? But of course not,” Anthony rejoined with energy. “It can’t be that you wanted me to discover simple tales of domestic lethargy. That isn’t the sort of thing that leaves its impress on a family — and a house. That wouldn’t be a story.”


Then, as we urged him to begin, he altered his tone and turned to David a serious face. “You’ll have to understand,” he said, “that I’m taking a great liberty — with you and with your ancestors. This story that I’ve made out and that I’ll repeat to you is, as a matter of fact, very largely — inferred. It’s by no means an explicit tradition. But the inference seems to me so plain — and after living here in the house it is, oddly, so credible — and, well, you must forgive me, if, after all, you prefer to leave the inference unformulated.”


None of us spoke; and I let my sewing drop in my lap.


“As you know,” Anthony began, “Judge Timothy Burleigh married Anne Steele when she was seventeen. A year or two afterward, when they were living in this new and splendid Burleigh House, Sophia Steele, the young wife’s sister, came to pay a visit. In this young girl’s diary, which tells so much else, and which I’ve had the astonishing fortune to discover, she records her impression of her sister, who looked ‘very maidenly, though the wife of so great a man and the mistress of so fine a house.’ But I won’t read you her crabbed little sentences — you can see them for yourselves later; I’ll simply try to make a connected story….


“Judge Timothy does not appear to have markedly played the lover to his charming little bride, but Sophia heard him praise her for her obedience, saying that it was the prime virtue in a wife. I had supposed that the housewives of that day had exacting responsibilities, but possibly because it was so fine a thing to be the Judge’s wife, or else because her youth exempted her, little Mistress Burleigh seems to have had abundant leisure. She would play the spinet for hours at a time or she would sit with her baby boy@”


“The boy must have been Colonel Jonathan,” David, who has always been rather too fond of facts, interposed. “Anne Burleigh had but one child.”


“You see her, don’t you, as I do,” Anthony went on, “forlorn little Maeterlinckian heroine, treated as a child by her husband and practising rigidly the submission he exacted of her? It must have been a dull household, in spite of the splendid entertaining that took place at intervals, or sister Sophia wouldn’t have had so much leisure to write in her diary. And it must have been an unnatural one, or — the climax wouldn’t have flamed so suddenly. Something had to happen in such a house — and it did happen, as I make out, when a young relative of the Burleighs from Virginia came North to seek advancement in the law through his distinguished relative, the Judge. This young man, Brian Calvert, was asked to Burleigh House as a guest. It is very plain that he was keenly admired from the first by little sister Sophia, who meticulously describes his height and beauty and ‘merry manners.’ The Judge, I imagine, did not diffuse much merriment through the house. But the Virginian probably didn’t see little Sophia; his attention was too completely and frankly absorbed. So she stayed apart, a sad, involuntary little spy, not critical or even fully comprehending, but vaguely and innocently envious, I gather, of an unknown mysterious thing with which the air about her had suddenly become surcharged. Anne Burleigh herself, poor child, was doubtless almost as far from understanding what had befallen her. At all events, there seems to have been no concealment. Anne and Calvert spent long days together, sitting under the trees in the garden. No one knows whether he said a word of love to her — I could almost believe that he did not. But the young, innocent creatures were none the less firmly in the grasp of the elemental force that was about to shatter them. It may have been love of the kind that absolutely cannot yield to reason, and that could never adapt itself to a slow cooling and decline@”


“Of course, they had to die,” Beatrice Vesper broke in. “One cannot love like that — and live.”


Her voice held somber secrets. It was as though she were speaking of something intimately real. I tried to see her face, but the shadow veiled it.


Anthony paused for a moment as though he, too, were amazed at her interruption. “Yes,” he said, “there had to be a tragic issue…. The happenings of a certain day were told long after, but vaguely, in Sophia’s journal. Perhaps the child herself only suspected … One day Brian Calvert was ill and remained in his room. When evening came Anne suggested taking some supper to him. The Judge reminded her, and rather ungently, that such an errand was for a servant to perform…. An hour later she burst into her sister’s bedroom in a passion of fear. She had for the first time eluded and disobeyed her husband, taking to Calvert’s room a porringer of gruel that she had made herself. The Judge, whom she doubtless supposed busy with his books, heard her step, followed her, and, entering the room a moment later, discovered her in Calvert’s arms. I am sure they had never kissed before, but to her husband this was no extenuation. The Judge forced Anne from the room. Listening outside, she heard the sound of swords — and more — and worse…. Brian Calvert was never seen again. Anne Burleigh herself fell ill, and a few months later she died.”


I felt that we had heard as much as we could bear, but David did not understand my signal, and advanced his literal and perfectly reasonable inquiry:


“Are you sure that Calvert was killed?”


“Entirely sure,” Anthony said, a little dryly, “though there isn’t a shadow of proof. Can you imagine such a husband hesitating or failing of his purpose?”


“You believe that they fought each other in this house?” David went on, in his solemn effort to realize the thing. “And there is no record of it? But where can it have been? You don’t know that, of course?”


“Yes, I know,” Anthony admitted, slowly. “It was in the guest-room. They called it the Long Chamber.”


“The Long Chamber!” David repeated. And he turned toward Beatrice his honest, unperceiving eyes.


Beatrice had been sitting motionless. Now she rose hastily. “Why should you feel it tragic that he died?” she demanded, almost with brusqueness, but without looking at any one of us. “He would have chosen it. It was no unwilling death — that much I know.” Her voice, usually so calm, was roughened with agitation. “I have stayed too long,” she added. “I am very tired and should have gone earlier. But the story held us so.”


She was gone before I had found words to detain her, and we all sat silent. Then Anthony said:


“I felt it before I had half finished the story. I know it now. She has seen Calvert’s ghost!”


“That’s preposterous!” David exclaimed.


“Because you haven’t seen it yourself’?” our friend inquired, quietly. “But, my dear David, have you ever slept in that room? And in any case what would the ghost of that young lover have to say to you?”


“Or to Beatrice Vesper, for that matter?” I added.


Anthony shrugged his shoulders. “Who knows?” he said. “I admit that if it were the usual family specter, I can’t conceive her risking a second encounter. But Calvert’s apparition — that might perhaps be less formidable…. Still, it’s all much queerer than I like — and I’m not even sure I want her to tell.”


David began to be troubled. “Molly, you know her. We don’t. Is she so infernally secretive? Could she see a ghost in our house without telling us? And why shouldn’t she tell?”


I sat brooding, conscious that I was trembling a response to every lightest breath of air. There were secrets about; the troubled atmosphere was heavy with them. Something had happened to Beatrice, as anyone but my dear dull David could have seen. But since we three were so blindly in the dark, how and whence could it have come? Anthony was, of course, uncommonly astute, yet I had no curiosity as to the guesses I saw him shrewdly elaborating. He did not know Beatrice’s sound, unassailable simplicity as I knew it.


We were all, indeed, unnaturally alert, tensely awaiting we knew not what, so that when the door-bell rang we all started as though the sound had some portentous significance — holding our breath, fairly, until the maid came in with an envelope which she said was for Mrs. Vesper. 


“It’s a cable,” I said. “I’ll take it up to her.”


A half-hour must have passed since she had gone upstairs, yet when I knocked she came to her door fully dressed. When she saw the envelope she asked me to stay until she had read the message — which was, she told me, a moment later, from her husband. He was sailing and would arrive in a week.


With a sense of relief that was almost disloyal I welcomed this definite, prosaic event. At least it would dissipate the vapors that had gathered. “Can’t we send for him to come directly here?” I suggested. “Must you meet him in New York when it is so hot and you’re not really well?” 


She laid her hand gently on my arm, instinctively trying to soften the harsh abruptness of what she was about to say.


“Why shouldn’t I tell you? I shall never see him again.”


The words sounded so unreasoning that I felt myself growing literally cold. “But, dear Beatrice — it was such a little time ago — in this very room — that you told me@”


“Of his goodness and his love. And of the obligations they imposed on me. But now — if I can’t fully meet them — if I’m not the same@”


Her phrases were still without meaning to me. I tried vaguely to protest. “But your courage@” 


“Oh, I had courage — for a lifetime. But I was mercifully blindfolded. Now, when I know@”


Anthony’s confident statement recurred to me, precipitating dim suspicions, intimations, of my own.


“Beatrice, what is it that you have learned to know?” I demanded, firmly. “What is it that you have — seen?”


She cast a quick glance toward the old mirror, dull-rimmed, garlanded, in which she had gaily told me that she expected to see Anne Burleigh’s child — like face. “Seen?” she repeated. “Oh, dear Molly, it’s not alone what I have seen…. But there is something that lives on here, in this room, of which I merely knew the name…. I have felt it almost from the first moment. And there have been hours when I have so shared in it — when I have lived with an intensity I had never dreamed of@”


“Beatrice,” — I pressed her for something more definite — “you have seen Anne Burleigh?”


“Oh, it’s not she who has left the deathless element,” Beatrice said. “It’s the man who loved her, who loved so well that he did not need to live. You see his love was so complete that it gained an earthly immortality of its own. It is here — now. I did not know such things could be. And, oh, Molly, I have tried not to know! You have seen how I have struggled to fill up my time and thought with work. I have not welcomed this other new thing, I have shrunk from it. But it has seized me and stripped my eyes and dazzled them — and I know what love can be.”


“Brian Calvert has taught you!” I could not help the words. And, in spite of me, they sounded like an accusation.


“If it were only a lesson I could unlearn,” she answered, quietly. “If I could only forget the sweet terror of it all.”


“The terror of dreams and visions? But, dear Beatrice, that fades and vanishes.”


“It is already vanished. But not before it has changed me past all helping. You can see how, after this, I can never — pretend to love.”


I did not try to press her further, for I hoped that the next day, when Anthony’s story would be less vivid to us all, I could prevail on the desperation of her attitude. I did insist, however, that she should not spend the night alone, and she consented, after a little, that I should sleep with her. Or so, at least, we termed it. But my patient vigil told me plainly enough that poor Beatrice slept no more than I. It is true that I assumed — though how could I be sure? — that I had dispelled her disturbing phantasms. I did not, though I lay there expectant at her side, feel the clutch at my own heart of Brian Calvert’s strangely inextinguishable love; and though in the first few pale moments of dawn I saw Beatrice’s strained eyes bent steadily on Anne Burleigh’s garlanded mirror, to me its unrevealing surface presented merely a reticent blur.


It did not surprise me when, an hour later, Beatrice told me that she must leave Burleigh House that morning. And indeed it seemed that to let her go — out of the reach of the ghostliness that had so preyed upon her sensitive spirit — was, at that critical moment, the best that I could do for her. Yet, strangely, even after all that she had told me, I did not guess into what utter darkness she was going. Immune as I then believed myself to spectral invasions of my own serenity, I did not know at that time, nor until long after, how the reverberations of spent lives may sometimes sound so loud as to muffle the merely human cry. All that Beatrice Vesper saw and felt as she sat in the Long Chamber and battled ineffectually with the insistent presence, or presences, that may have abided within the distances of the dim, garlanded mirror, is still, I know, beyond my vain conjecture. And there are certain bare and almost intolerable facts that seem indeed to close the door on such imaginings…. For Edward Vesper never saw his wife again, and a month after Beatrice’s going word came to me that she was dead. We have closed the Long Chamber for all time.
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Chadwick bought the desirable semi-detached residences, Nos. 75 and 77, Herald Crescent, Willingborough, to fulfill the ideal of middle-class retirement; a house to live in and another to pay rates and taxes and the coal bill. He was not a man to buy a pig in a poke, or a house in a strange town in a hurry; he held strict inquest on the birth and death rates of the locality, and on the drains of his prospective purchase, its damp courses, and the character of the immediate neighbourhood. He welcomed a two days’ downpour that triumphantly vindicated the water-tightness of the buildings, and he found that the pair were the only ones to let in the Crescent.


What else, within the limits of the normal Three Dimensions, could a man have done further?


On March 25 he, with his family consisting of Mrs Chadwick and their two daughters, moved into No. 75. On the 26th he consorted with his next-door neighbour and learnt the worst.


“It was really nobody’s affair,” the next-door neighbour protested. “How could anybody warn you? Of course you might,” he added, as the aggrieved Chadwick breathed threats relating to the ex-landlord of his new demesne and the house agent. “Still, I must remind you it’s a penal offence to kill people, even if they have landed you with one of the most notorious haunted houses in England.”


It was bad enough, the worst. No. 77 — under an alias for the law of libel’s sake — had figured five times in the pages of a certain psychic review, and times innumerable in magazines of a sensational tendency. It had been let twelve times in eight years; no tenant stayed out his term. The first one paid up to avoid trouble, and reimbursed himself by spreading information concerning his experiences. He stayed a month. The second, at the end of a week, wanted to horsewhip the landlord for letting in his wife for nervous breakdown. So the tale went on, the last occupants had left at the half-quarter before Chadwick acquired the treasure; they had refused to pay for the remainder of the year they had agreed on, and had dared the landlord to sue them and embellish the reputation the place already owned. So there had been nothing left for the landlord to do but to sell to some stranger while he removed to a far city.


Local house-agents, consulted, confirmed the tale. They said they would try to get a tenant, but mentioned, pessimistically, that No. 79 was let at thirty per cent below the regular rent in the road because only the detaching tradesmen’s entrances divided from No. 77. Yes, the Psychic Society had investigated, they had even taken up the flooring in the noted front room. And they had found no explanation.


Chadwick was no coward; he spent that evening in the front room of No. 77. At 3 a.m. he stumbled into his own parlour in the throes of panic. Next day he repaired to London to seek aid from Lester Stukeley.


Stukeley and Chadwick were old schoolfellows. Chadwick at fifty was a retired merchant, with gardening for his hobby; Stukeley, at near the same age, still adorned the Civil Service, and had taken to psychic investigation.


“It was utterly beastly, Stukeley,” said Chadwick, mopping his ample bald brow at the recollection.


“We will go into it systematically,” said his friend. “To begin, the house is of modern construction!”


“Built twenty years ago.”


“Of new materials, if you know?”


“I know. Yes. Why, Stukeley?”


“Because I’ve known things happen in modern houses built out of the debris of old ones. You say twelve tenants have lived there in eight years, that leaves twelve since the building of the place to be accounted for.”


“It was in the hands of two tenants; neither complained of any disturbance; the first stayed his full term of five years, the second, by renewals, stayed for seven in all.”


“So it was after the departure of this second tenant that the trouble began? That looks suspicious.”


“I know his address. He is an old Frenchman, and by the house-agents’ accounts most harmless and aboveboard. He declared, when questioned, that he never noticed anything wrong, nor did his family.”


“There’s always the possibility that they were merely of a solid and unsusceptible nature. Still, I’ll remember this Frenchman. It is somewhat unusual to encounter occult manifestations in a house of such recent construction with no sinister tale attached to it. Has anyone died in it?”


“It happens no death has so far taken place in it.”


“This increases the mystery. Now, if you know, Chadwick, what was the site like before the building took place?”


“My communicative neighbour remembers it; it was a meadow.”


“Were there any knolls that had to be levelled for the building — if you know?”


“My informant describes it as perfectly flat.”


“I must congratulate you, Chadwick, on your foresight in procuring such exhaustive information. I confess I thought a burial barrow might have been disturbed for the builders’ benefit. You watched last night?”


Chadwick got scarlet, then blurted out, “I watched for a while. Then — then I bolted. It was just what all the other people described — the unutterably abominable smell — faugh! — and I knew I’d be compelled to turn out the light in a minute — I just hurled myself through the doorway.”


“To turn out the light?” repeated Stukeley inquiringly.


“Yes,” Chadwick answered explosively. “Everybody agreed about that. It can’t be seen in the dark distinctly, and it can’t be seen at all in full light, a faint light is what suits it. You feel it’s there, and you smell it — heavens, that’s the horrible part of it! Not strong, you’ll understand, but beastly — viscid — and — and — a sort of pale yellow-green, sticky stench.”


“I understand. A strongly developed colour sense is useful in description. And what is seen?”


“I didn’t see. I knew it would give me the horrors. But the people who saw it because they hadn’t gumption to run away all agreed. ’Pon my word, Stukeley, it sounds absurd, but I thought the description of the first feeling absurd, too, before I’d experienced it, and now I’ve experienced that, and know how utterly loathsome it is, I can believe the rest is as bad.”


“One moment,” said Stukeley, with the air of one struck by a sudden thought. “Do not tell me what is said about the ocular manifestation. Let me try with an open mind, and see if what I see agrees with the other accounts. Will you watch with me?”


“Will you draw the protective thing, the what d’ye call it?” Chadwick hesitated.


“The pentacle? Most certainly I will erect it. With no reason for occult manifestations to be found there is always room for hoaxing, but it is well to take precautions.”


“I’ll watch then — inside the pentacle. I don’t believe it is hoaxing, Stukeley, but as nobody has received bodily harm, beyond shock, so far, I feared you would not trouble with the pentacle.”


“I know, Chadwick, that one can never tell when occult manifestations may become dangerous to life. Tomorrow night, then, I hope it will prove a hoax.” 


“Tomorrow night,” Chadwick repeated. “We’ll have the house to ourselves. Mary and the girls got hold of the tale soon enough. The servants we brought left this morning, they’d heard it, too, and we are staying at the nearest hotel while I decide what is to be done. They all drew the line at even being next door to the thing.”


•   •   •   •   •


When Stukeley unloaded his bag from the cab next evening and took a look up and down Herald Crescent, nothing could have presented a more reassuring appearance. The place shouted of respectability, leisure, and fish-and-soup-course-dinners. The kind of place where occult manifestations were the very last things that might be expected to happen. Two rows of three-storey, semi-detached residences sloped before his gaze to a quiet twilight sky, every house a replica of its fellows, white-curtained, brass-plated, trim and commonplace.


No. 77 was only singled out from its neighbours because it was the only one to let, and was plus a brace of notice boards and minus plate and curtains.


In the dining-room of No. 75 the table awaited the dinner for two which a nearby restaurant was to furnish in an hour, the brave charwoman who had agreed to stop till sunset and return at sunrise to see to the wants of the two men was in attendance, and Chadwick was ready for a preliminary daylight inspection of the scene of forthcoming vigil.


Under Chadwick’s key the front door of No. 77 swung open with a reassuring squeak.


Stukeley and his aide went through to the back and inspected the garden. Then they locked and sealed the back door, and set out on an exhaustive tour of the house, leaving the front room to the last, and making a species of drive down to it from the garret.


As each room was overhauled the door was shut, locked, and sealed behind them until of all the apartments in the house only the front one was open. The windows even were closed and sealed, and narrow strips of paper sealed in a network across the register of every chimney.


Chadwick stood nervously by the open door as Stukeley went round the front room.


The occultist raised the blinds, flooding the place with harsh reflected sunset light from the windows opposite.


The apartment was the largest in the house, measuring some twenty feet by thirty, the ceiling was high, the walls painted dull olive-green, the floor oak-stained and polished. Stukeley went round several times, tapping walls and floor questingly, peered up the chimney, then nodded gravely.


“Once we have locked ourselves in this bare room, nothing outside of the Fourth Dimension could get us without our knowledge,” he commented.


“Lock ourselves in?” Chadwick repeated, without relish.


“Within the pentacle, old chap. Now what is the spot at which the manifestations begin?”


“Between the chimney and the west wall,” Chadwick answered.


The room was bounded at one side by the entry-lobby, the wall opposite was conterminous with the passage of the tradesmen’s entrance outside, the east wall contained the large bay window, the west one separated it from the next room.


Stukeley stamped and tapped the flooring at the indicated spot, but elicited no more signs of hollowness than the ventilation space beneath would justify. They then returned to No. 75, locking the front door of No. 77 carefully behind them.


Dinner put more heart into Chadwick. At eleven, the charwoman having long departed, they locked No. 75 up and adjourned to No. 77 again.


Gas was laid on. Stukeley went all over again, ascertaining that the seals were unbroken before opening each door. Satisfying himself that nobody had been in, he lit the gas all over the place, and repeated the drive of the earlier hour, leaving the light on full cock in each room and the doors open, and seeing that the chimneys and windows were well sealed.


With the blaze of light Chadwick’s courage was augmented. The front room was furnished with an incandescent burner in a hanging chandelier set in the centre of the ceiling. When it was lit the whole apartment was plain and bare to the view. Chadwick shuddered a little as the door was closed. Stukeley laid his bag in the middle of the floor together with a pair of camp stools.


“Now, we will stay here while I make my arrangements,” he said, and Chadwick felt emboldened as he watched the said arrangements.


Producing a little bundle of twigs from the bag, the occultist swept the floor in a circle, extending nearly to the walls, keeping himself within the limit of it. Then, in the same way he drew a pentacle with charcoal within the bounds of the swept space.


“It’s charred rowan wood,” he explained over his shoulder, as he traced with a continuous line the five-pointed figure. “Now just remember, Chadwick, that if either of us should step outside the line, or even touch it sufficiently to break the continuity of it, the pentacle will lose its protective power. Should danger threaten safety lies within this line. But if even a match should fall across it linking the space within to the space without, the virtue of the pentacle is gone.”


In the five points of the star he placed five crusts, each wrapped in a slip of linen, and between, in the five angles, five pinches of white powder.


“Bread and salt, with charcoal, are great protective influences,” he said, standing up. “I’ll guarantee that within this we will be safe from all molestation.”


They established themselves on the camp stools, full in the light of the gas, and waited. Chadwick’s courage oozed. Herald Crescent is a quiet thoroughfare, and before midnight traffic in it practically ceased.


Silence settled down; with it Chadwick knew that darkness — wholesome, respectable darkness — also came to the other houses, with drawn blinds and extinguished lights. Now and then a chance cab rattled past, clattering eerily over the wood-paving between the hushes that followed and preceded its progress.


A couple of strayed revellers fared homewards, none too steadily, their footsteps ringing irregularly; the policeman, who had been apprised of the reason for the lights in No. 77, passed by with a slow tramp of ample boots.


An hour passed. Stukeley sat quiet. Chadwick copied him outwardly, and inwardly quaked. His imagination shudderingly played with the fancy that they were sitting in an island of light in the dark street; it felt as though everybody else in the world were dead; there was no help to be had if help were needed.


A rogue horror, a muddle-headed sense of the bounds of matter, began to grip him. He tried to reassure himself by thoughts of the nearness of his kind. It was a failure.


Looking before him at the brightly illuminated wall, he told himself that beyond the wall was a narrow passage, an open passage full of the blessed free air of heaven, then another wall, and beyond that the merry family of children who, with a jolly father and cheery mother, lived in No. 79. The thought was of no use, the family would not be in the room beyond the dividing passage now, but upstairs, ever so many walls away, and that boundary passage full of open air — it was a terrible place, with no bound between it and the stars, and the void beyond the stars. It was a continuation of space, it was an immeasurable sundering gap between himself in the haunted room and his kind, as represented by the jolly family in the next house.


Chadwick shuddered and tried another tack. His back was to the door, but if he slewed round there would be nothing but the room wall, the width of the passage, and another wall to divide him from the refuge of No. 75.


Nothing but two walls and the passage — a thousand miles would be no more barrier — he could not leap through solid walls if the need for refuge came when the lights had to be lowered. He must open the door of the room, traverse the passage, open the front door — heavens! It was a tremendous way to go if need pressed and something was after him.


New Zealand came into his mind. It seemed within nearer reach, for all the hours of train journeying and half a world of sea between, than his own home next door, with but the six-foot width of passage and two walls between.


He came to himself with a little cry and sat bristling. By his side Stukeley turned with a little cool nod.


“Do you feel it?” Chadwick gasped.


Stukeley nodded again, holding up a hand for silence. Chadwick braced himself and steadied his quivering under-jaw.


“My God, don’t you taste it?” he cried suddenly.


Stukeley made no answer. A faint, thin viscid flavour in the air was but too perceptible to him. He sat with his eyes turned to the front of him. Chadwick followed his gaze to the floor, and sat tense with expectation. The burner high above and somewhat behind the men cast the shadows before them. The shadows were clear-cut, reflected light from the walls lit them to a dark transparency. In them the lines where the floor-boards met were defined blackly. Stukeley’s extended the farthest, nearly to the wall by the fireplace, it went over that side of the pentacle, a sharp cut patch of clear dark.


Within the span of this cast shadow one of the angles and half a point of the pentacle were included, the intersecting charcoal lines clear black, the little heap of salt in the angle dusky grey, half the wrapped crust in the point in shadow, a dirty, white little mass, the other half dazzling white against the lit boards beyond the shadow edge.


Chadwick looked at these details until his gaze swam, then his senses woke and his scalp drew together, chilled and twitching. He had become aware of another bit of darkness on the floor, a flood of black that was creeping steadily forward towards them across Stukeley’s shadow.


It began, clear cut, as the edge of the shadow, and was spreading in a little stream, about a hand-breadth in width, progressing with the lazy, rolling deliberation of spilt ink. For several moments the men sat immovable. Stukeley speculated, clear-brained, as to its origin. Where could it come from, starting, as it apparently did, at the edge of his shadow?


As they watched it languidly split into two irregular branches and so continued on its way.


“It will touch our feet!” Chadwick screamed, springing up and retreating a pace.


Stukeley got up more quietly to join him. The move brought them immediately beneath the gas, and their shadows were concentrated under their feet. The floor around was all in light, no sign of the creeping shadow stream was visible. Chadwick trembled violently.


“Do you hear it?” he quavered.


Stukeley’s eyes searched the floor. “A little hissing and bubbling near the fireplace,” he said gravely.


“And the — the stench?” gulped his companion. “Blood — and — corruption@”


“No, new blood,” said Stukeley. “It is like the scent of the drain pit in a Dakhma I examined near Bombay.”


“A Dakhma?”


“Tower of Silence. A Parsee, corpse-exposing building.”


The occultist stepped forward; his shadow ran over the floor to its old place. The creeping stain appeared as before, further advanced to them.


“It is only visible in the dark,” he commented.


“Come before it touches us,” Chadwick mouthed.


“Stay in the pentacle,” Stukeley commanded sternly. “It is our safety — see!” Chadwick, half-frantic with horror, glanced along his indicating finger. The stream touched the point of the pentacle, turned as though it had encountered a wall, and ran along outside against the charcoal mark. In its flow it met the pile of salt and laved it without penetrating the absorbent stuff. It continued to spread itself along against the charcoal line. Chadwick understood, and felt less dread: it could not penetrate the pentacle.


Stukeley stepped forward, keeping his shadow crosswise over the mystic one, and advancing parallel to it. As he advanced the edge of his shadow still remained the edge of the other. At last the shadow of his head was low on the wall by the fireplace and that of his shoulders on the floor beneath.


And right in the middle of the shadowed left shoulder was the beginning of the dark stream — a rectangular spot that hissed softly and gave forth bubbles of shadow which rose from it and broke sibilantly.


He moved his shadow away, and the bubbling stream was gone; he moved the shadow back and it reappeared. Behind him Chadwick suddenly cried out in a shrill tone, “Stukeley, there’s something over the stream! It will be on us! I can’t stand it — invisible! I must see it!”


He snatched upwards and turned the gas low. From both men came a gasp. Over the bubbling stream, now clearly defined in the gloom, lay a figure.


It was stretched apparently on the floor, some ten feet from them; they saw it clearly; it was solid to view, yet they could not exactly define details. To each it appeared as though he was wearing spectacles unsuited to his eyes. The figure, naked and flaccid, was half-corpse, half-skeleton. In parts the bones protruded, but the head was untouched; a handsome young head, a face young behind its ashiness, hollow-cheeked and unshaven. As they looked it slowly rose in the air almost as high as the ceiling, then swept down again to the floor.


Again it rose, canted at a different angle, and descended at another tilt, so that for several seconds it seemed to stand upright before them, the jaw dropping with a jerk. Then it went up and turned so that it appeared to stand head down with its back to them.


A dozen times these gyrations were repeated, and at each repetition the form was displayed at a slightly varying angle; the movements were accomplished with a horrible lazy deliberation, then with a jar the figure stopped in mid-air, level with their eyes, and was jerked double, so that it appeared to be sitting up bent forward from the hips, the head almost butting on its knees.


“It will fall on us!” screamed Chadwick. He turned for the door, but Stukeley caught him.


“Stay in the pentacle!” he shouted. Chadwick looked over his shoulder. The figure had risen and was almost over them and almost flat against the ceiling, face up. He gave a little whimpering cry, and fainted.


•   •   •   •   •


Chadwick issued from his swoon all sore and cramped.


He was lying full-length within the limits of the pentacle; Stukeley’s folded coat was under his head, and his friend was sitting on a stool beside him, chin on palm and eyes full of thought. Daylight was striking in through the chinks of the blinds; the room was bare and empty of anything outside the five-pointed star.


He sat up and stared, terrified, towards the fireplace. Walls, floor, and ceiling were plain and prosaic. Meeting his eyes, Stukeley stepped out of the pentacle and stamped questingly on the very boards whence the horror had issued.


“I’d advise you to have this up, Chadwick,” he advised.


His masterful tone was a tonic. Chadwick scrambled up, shuddering.


“Let’s get out of this,” he shivered.


As he opened the front door Stukeley pointed to the unbroken seals. The rose and amber sunrise was billowing over the houses opposite; Chadwick stood by the gate basking in the clean morning air while Stukeley went over the house, putting out the lights.


“No seal disturbed,” reported the occultist.


“I can’t stand four walls at present,” Chadwick groaned.


They passed into the back garden of 75 and paced up and down between the laurels.


“That’s just what all the tenants said,” Chadwick burst out suddenly. “A decayed corpse that sprang up and down, and threatened to topple over on you — ugh!”


“It was not decayed, and it did not spring up and down,” Stukeley corrected.


“Eh?”


“I watched it until at the first streak of daylight the bubbling ceased and it vanished. It was not decayed at all.”


“Eh? The scent@”


“Scent of death, but of new death.”


“The bones@”


“The flesh had been purposely removed.”


“Mangled by beasts or birds?”


“No. Cut off neatly. Partly dissected, in a word.”


“What do you make of it, then?”


“I’m nonplussed.”


“Well, it jumped up and down,” Chadwick said ruminatively.


“No. It swayed and dipped with the exact motion a ship in a heaving sea would display.”


“By George@”


“It was just as though the thing was lying on the deck of a vessel, invisible to us, that swayed and jerked it about.”


“But, Stukeley, what connection could that house have with a ship?” “I don’t know. What I say is — have the floor up.”


•   •   •   •   •


They had the workmen in that very morning, but with no more result than the Psychic Society had achieved before them. At two or three places by the walls, including the spot where the bubbling rose, the planking had been repaired; mouse-holes beneath explained that, however. Below was the innocuous ventilation space, and below they found virgin earth that revealed nothing though they dug it up for some depth.


“Chadwick, one thing struck me,” said Stukeley, as they sat at lunch. “Did you notice any connection between the bubbling and the figure?”


“No. Truth is I was too frightened to notice much.”


“You are not used to these investigations, as I am,” the occultist replied charitably. “Wherever the figure moved, a band of something like vapour rose, fanlike, from the bubbling, and always touched it. There should have been something under the floor.” He seemed quite annoyed at the lack. “I wonder where the second tenant, the Frenchman, lives?”


“My neighbour, who knew him well, might know.”


The neighbour, questioned, had lost touch with Monsieur Duhamel, but knew that he was an occasional contributor to The One Weekly.


That same afternoon saw Stukeley, fresh from a brief interview with the editor of The One Weekly, en route for Balham and the modest abode of M. Auguste Duhamel.


M. Duhamel was reassuring; a fat, genial old gentleman, prosy and cheery.


“Indeed, I regret the distress of the good M. Chadwick,” he asseverated. “Ourselves, we never used the front room, so saw nothing.”


“If I am not trenching on the impertinent, M. Duhamel, it seems strange that you did not use the large front room.”


“I will explain. My late respected father was a collector of curiosities, and all of them he left to me. They were of value, but ugly; African witch-masks, mummy cases — le bon Dieu alone knows what! There was no inducement to live with them; the front room was the only one large enough to hold all, therefore we put them there. You understand, monsieur? We put them there in order that our friends might come to see them sometimes, but — tiens! — they are ugly, ugly as le diable — our friends preferred to glance at them by day, and our servant washed and dusted them by day likewise.”


“Curios?” And Stukeley pricked up his ears.


“Oui, monsieur. Curiosities. My father loved them. I do not. This year I have sold all to a museum. I was nursing them for years while prices went up. That was all the good of them in my eyes.” M. Duhamel made a gesture of large scorn. “However, I kept the room in good repair, the landlord repaired the outside, the tenant the inside; that is the rule. When the mice ate holes in the flooring I mended it; I myself mended it. I am a great amateur carpenter.”


“You mended the place by the fire? And you found nothing when you worked?” asked Stukeley eagerly.


M. Duhamel shook his head decisively, and Stukeley added, “It was from there the apparition rose.”


“En passant, M. Stukeley, I have heard much about this apparition, but never have I had a good description of it. May I ask?”


Stukeley gave a sketch of his experience of the previous night. He came out of absorption in his own recital to find the Frenchman gaping with dawning enlightenment in his eyes.


“Monsieur,” said Duhamel, “I myself am a man of rational cast of mind, but you who believe in the spirit world, you hold that the blood is the very vehicle of life and the soul, is it not? And that with blood many marvellous feats can be performed? I have read even that from the emanations of fresh blood spirit forms can be conjured.”


“Some belief of the kind is current with certain people. And what, monsieur@”


“Mr Stukeley, is it possible that old blood may have strange properties? Power, for instance, to show to living eyes what it once was?”


Stukeley answered affirmatively. The Frenchman slapped his thigh.


“Then, m’sieur, I will tell you. In my father’s collection were many things whose bone fides it would be difficult to prove. Pieces of wood or stone from famous or infamous erections, for instance. As I care nothing for curios, and knew that it would be impossible to sell things of this species, I did not scruple to make practical use of them. It is said, monsieur, that in the famed Chicago pork-canning factories nothing of the pig is wasted but the squeak. I am more economical than that; I would make use of the squeak by calling in all the neighbours’ little ones to enjoy the sound@”


He paused to laugh. Stukeley quivered, all impatience.


“Ah, M. Stukeley, the stone that forms so good a foundation for the little rockery in the back garden of our friend No. 77 is from the old Bastille. But who could have proved it? Who would have bought? The same with pieces of wood. When the mice ate holes in the floor I mended it, and I said to myself, ‘I will make that certain piece of wood in the cabinet of use.’ That piece cut down to a suitable size to fit the place by the fire, the chips from it went into our stove that same day. Now in the piece of wood a stain was deeply sunk, and my father held that it was blood@”


“Where from? What from?” demanded the Englishman, as the narrator paused.


“In a moment, monsieur. I mended it well. I am a good amateur carpenter. Undoubtedly it is the piece from whence your mysterious bubbling came.”


“Where was that piece of wood from?” demanded Stukeley hoarsely.


“From the raft of the Medusa, monsieur.”


•   •   •   •   •


That evening, directly he had returned from the metropolis to Willingborough, Stukeley took Chadwick into the dismembered room and hunted amidst the scattered planks. It was easy to identify the piece that had mended the part by the fireplace; it was small, thick, and was of a different colour to the larger planks. From the oak stain on top through half its thickness was a deeper tint than that of the lower half.


“It’s my opinion that the thing remained quiescent until it was insulted by being put to a practical use,” said Stukeley. “When I’ve destroyed it — reverently — Chadwick, I’ve every hope your house will become marketable property again.”


In the back garden he kindled a fire, feeding it to a good heat with shavings, and planted the piece of wood on it. He further scratched a pentacle round the blaze. The wood burnt slowly; Chadwick thought he detected a curious acrid odour in the smoke from it.


“’Requiescat in pace’,” muttered Stukeley. “So a collector of ghastly relics is to be blamed for it all! By Jove, one certainly never knows what the final reflex of one’s actions may be!”


Chadwick looked puzzled.


“But Stukeley, I do not understand. What was the Medusa? And the raft? I seem to recollect the name vaguely, but nothing about it.”


“You might recollect it through Géricault’s famous picture of it — a monument of ill-taste. The Medusa, Chadwick, was a French vessel, and she happened to be wrecked, decades and decades ago. The survivors made a raft, and on it knocked about the open sea until — it’s a horrible tale, Chadwick, need I tell it all? Can’t you piece it together? They were starving — think of the wood with the indelible stain on it — and the man with a lot of flesh hacked off him — that’s what a relic of the Medusa’s raft meant!”
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Sir Arthur Hirries, Baronet, of Hirriehugh, in a northern county, came to the decision to sell his timber, in that state of mind — common during the war — which may be called patrio-profiteering. Like newspaper proprietors, writers on strategy, shipbuilders, owners of factories, makers of arms and the rest of the working classes at large, his mood was: “Let me serve my country, and if thereby my profits are increased, let me put up with it, and invest in National Bonds.”


With an encumbered estate and some of the best coverts in that northern county, it had not become practical politics to sell his timber till the Government wanted it at all costs. To let his shooting had been more profitable, until now, when a patriotic action and a stroke of business had become synonymous. A man of sixty-five, but not yet grey, with a reddish tinge in his moustache, cheeks, lips and eyelids, slightly knock-kneed, and with large, rather spreading feet, he moved in the best circles in a somewhat embarrassed manner. At the enhanced price, the timber at Hirriehugh would enfranchise him for the remainder of his days. He sold it therefore one day of April when the war news was bad, to a Government official on the spot. He sold it at half-past five in the afternoon, practically for cash down, and drank a stiff whisky and soda to wash away the taste of the transaction; for, though no sentimentalist, his great-great-grandfather had planted most of it, and his grandfather the rest. Royalty, too, had shot there in its time and he himself (never much of a sportsman) had missed more birds in the rides and hollows of his fine coverts than he cared to remember. But the country was in need, and the price considerable. Bidding the Government official good-bye, he lighted a cigar, and went across the park to take a farewell stroll among his timber.


He entered the home covert by a path leading through a group of pear-trees just coming into bloom. Smoking cigars and drinking whisky in the afternoon in preference to tea, Sir Arthur Hirries had not much sense of natural beauty. But those pear-trees impressed him, greenish white against blue sky and fleecy thick clouds which looked as if they had snow in them. They were deuced pretty, and promised a good year for fruit, if they escaped the late frosts, though it certainly looked like freezing tonight! He paused a moment at the wicket gate to glance back at those scantily clothed white maidens posing on the outskirts of his timber. Such was not the vision of Sir Arthur Hirries, who was considering how he should invest the balance of the cash down after paying off his mortgages. National Bonds — the country was in need!


Passing through the gate he entered the ride of the home covert. Variety lay like colour on his woods. They stretched for miles, and his ancestors had planted almost every kind of tree — beech, oak, birch, sycamore, ash, elm, hazel, holly, pine; a lime-tree and a hornbeam here and there, and further in among the winding coverts, spinneys and belts of larch. The evening air was sharp, and sleet showers came whirling from those bright clouds; he walked briskly, drawing at his richly fragrant cigar, the whisky still warm within him. He walked thinking, with a gentle melancholy slowly turning a little sulky, that he would never again be pointing out with his shooting stick to such or such a guest where he was to stand to get the best birds over him. The pheasants had been let down during the war, but he put up two or three old cocks, who went clattering and whirring out to left and right; and rabbits crossed the rides quietly to and fro, within easy shot. He came to where Royalty had stood fifteen years ago during the last drive. He remembered Royalty saying: “Very pretty shooting at that last stand, Hirries; birds just about as high as I like them.” The ground indeed rose rather steeply there, and the timber was oak and ash, with a few dark pines sprinkled into the bare greyish twiggery of the oaks, always costive in spring, and the just greening feather of the ashes.


“They’ll be cutting those pines first,” he thought — strapping trees, straight as the lines of Euclid, and free of branches, save at their tops. In the brisk wind those tops swayed a little and gave forth soft complaint. “Three times my age,” he thought; “prime timber.” The ride wound sharply and entered a belt of larch, whose steep rise entirely barred off the rather sinister sunset — a dark and wistful wood, delicate dun and grey, whose green shoots and crimson tips would have perfumed the evening coolness, but for the cigar smoke in his nostrils. “They’ll have this spinney for pit props,” he thought; and, taking a cross ride through it, he emerged in a heathery glen of birch-trees. No forester, he wondered if they would make anything of those whitened, glistening shapes. His cigar had gone out now, and he leaned against one of the satin-smooth stems, under the lacery of twig and bud, sheltering the flame of a relighting match. A hare lopped away among the bilberry shoots; a jay, painted like a fan, squawked and flustered past him up the glen. Interested in birds, and wanting just one more jay to complete a fine stuffed group of them, Sir Arthur, though devoid of a gun, followed, to see where the beggar’s’ nest was. The glen dipped rapidly, and the character of the timber changed, assuming greater girth and solidity. There was a lot of beech here — a bit he did not know, for though taken-in by the beaters, no guns could be stationed there because of the lack of undergrowth. The jay had vanished, and light had begun to fail. “Must get back,” he thought, “or I shall be late for dinner.” For a moment he debated whether to retrace his steps, or cut across the beeches and regain the home covert by a loop. The jay, reappearing to the left, decided him to cross the beech grove. He did so, and took a narrow ride up through a dark bit of mixed timber with heavy undergrowth. The ride, after favouring the left for a little, bent away to the right; Sir Arthur followed it hurriedly, conscious that twilight was gathering fast. It must bend again to the left in a minute! It did, and then to the right, and, the undergrowth remaining thick, he could only follow on, or else retrace his steps. He followed on, beginning to get hot in spite of a sleet shower falling through the dusk. He was not framed by Nature for swift travelling — his knees turning in and his toes turning out — but he went at a good bat, uncomfortably aware that the ride was still taking him away from home, and expecting it at any minute to turn left again. It did not, and hot, out of breath, a little bewildered, he stood still in three-quarter darkness, to listen. Not a sound, save that of wind in the tops of the trees, and a faint creaking of timber, where two stems had grown athwart and were touching.


The path was a regular will o” the wisp. He must make a bee line of it through the undergrowth into another ride! He had never before been amongst his timber in the dusk, and he found the shapes of the confounded trees more weird, and as if menacing, that he had ever dreamed of. He stumbled quickly on in and out of them among the undergrowth, without coming to a ride.


“Here I am stuck in this damned wood!” he thought. To call these formidably encircling shapes “a wood” gave him relief. After all, it was his wood, and nothing very untoward could happen to a man in his own wood, however dark it might get; he could not be more than a mile and a half at the outside from his dining-room! He looked at his watch, whose hands he could just see — nearly half-past seven! The sleet had become snow, but it hardly fell on him, so thick was the timber just here. But he had no overcoat, and suddenly he felt that first sickening little drop in his chest which presages alarm. Nobody knew he was in this damned wood! And in a quarter of an hour it would be black as your hat! He must get on and out! The trees amongst which he was stumbling produced quite a sick feeling now in one who hitherto had never taken trees seriously. What monstrous growths they were! The thought that seeds, tiny seeds or saplings, planted by his ancestors, could attain such huge impending and imprisoning bulk — the ghostly great growths, mounting up to heaven and shutting off this world, exasperated and unnerved him. He began to run, caught his foot in a root, and fell flat on his face. The cursed trees seemed to have a down on him! Rubbing elbows and forehead with his snow-wetted hands, he leaned against a trunk to get his breath, and summon the sense of direction to his brain. Once as a young man he had been “bushed” at night in Vancouver Island; quite a scary business! But he had come out all right, though his camp had been the only civilised spot within a radius of twenty miles. And here he was, on his own estate, within a mile or two of home, getting into a funk. It was childish! And he laughed. The wind answered, sighing and threshing in the tree tops. There must be a regular blizzard blowing now, and, to judge by the cold, from the north — but whether north-east or north-west was the question. Besides, how keep definite direction without a compass in the dark? The timber, too, with its thick trunks, diverted the wind into keen, directionless draughts. He looked up, but could make nothing of the two or three stars that he could see. It was a mess! And he lighted a second cigar with some difficulty, for he had begun to shiver. The wind in this blasted wood cut through his Norfolk jacket and crawled about his body, which had become hot from his exertions, and now felt clammy and half-frozen. This would mean pneumonia, if he didn’t look out! And, half feeling his way from trunk to trunk, he started on again, but for all he could tell he might be going round in a circle, might even be crossing rides without realising, and again that sickening drop occurred in his chest. He stood still and shouted. He had the feeling of shouting into walls of timber, dark and heavy, which threw the sound back at him.


“Curse you!” he thought. “Wish I’d sold you six months ago!” The wind fleered and mowed in the tree tops; and he started off again at a run in that dark wilderness; till, hitting his head against a low branch, he fell, stunned. He lay several minutes unconscious, came to himself deadly cold, and struggled up on to his feet.


“By Jove!” he thought, with a sort of stammer in his brain; “this is a bad business! I may be out here all night!” For an unimaginative man, it was extraordinary what vivid images he had just then. He saw the face of the Government official who had bought his timber, and the slight grimace with which he had agreed to the price. He saw his butler, after the gong had gone, standing like a stuck pig by the sideboard, waiting for him to come down. What would they do when he didn’t come? Would they have the nous to imagine that he might have lost his way in the coverts, and take lanterns and search for him? Far more likely they would think he had walked over to Greenlands or Berrymoor, and stayed there to dinner. And, suddenly, he saw himself slowly freezing out here, in the snowy night, among this cursed timber. With a vigorous shake, he butted again into the darkness among the tree trunks. He was angry now — with himself, with the night, with the trees; so angry that he actually let out with his fist at a trunk against which he had stumbled, and scored his knuckles. It was humiliating; and Sir Arthur Hirries was not accustomed to humiliation. In anybody else’s wood — yes; but to be lost like this in one’s own coverts! Well, if he had to walk all night, he would get out! And he plunged on doggedly in the darkness.


He was fighting with his timber now, as if the thing were alive and each tree an enemy. In the interminable stumbling exertion of that groping progress his angry mood gave place to half-comatose philosophy. Trees! His great-great-grandfather had planted them! His own was the fifth man’s life, but the trees were almost as young as ever; they made nothing of a man’s life! He sniggered: and a man made nothing of theirs! Did they know they were going to be cut down? All the better if they did, and were sweating in their shoes. He pinched himself — his thoughts were becoming so queer! He remembered that once, when his liver was out of order, trees had seemed to him like solid, tall diseases — bulbous, scarred, cavernous, witch-armed, fungoid emanations of the earth. Well, so they were! And he was among them, on a snowy pitch-black night, engaged in this death-struggle! The occurrence of the word death in his thoughts brought him up all standing. Why couldn’t he concentrate his mind on getting out; why was he mooning about the life and nature of trees instead of trying to remember the conformation of his coverts, so as to rekindle in himself some sense of general direction? He struck a number of matches, to get a sight of his watch again. Great heaven! He had been walking nearly two hours since he last looked at it; and in what direction? They said a man in a fog went round and round because of some kink in his brain! He began now to feel the trees, searching for a hollow trunk. A hollow would be some protection from the cold — his first conscious confession of exhaustion. He was not in training, and he was sixty-five. The thought: “Can’t keep this up much longer,” caused a second explosion of sullen anger. Damnation! Here he was — for all he could tell — standing where he had sat perhaps a dozen times on his spread shooting stick; watching sunlight on bare twigs, or the nose of his spaniel twitching beside him, listening to the tap of the beaters’ sticks, and the shrill, drawn-out: “Marrk! Cock over!” Would they let the dogs out, to pick up his tracks? No! ten to one they would assume he was staying the night at the Summertons, or at Lady Mary’s, as he had done before now, after dining there. And suddenly his strained heart leaped. He had struck a ride again! His mind slipped back into place like an elastic let-go, relaxed, quivering gratefully. He had only to follow this ride, and somewhere, somehow, he would come out. And be hanged if he would let them know what a fool he had made of himself! Right or left — which way? He turned so that the flying snow came on his back, hurrying forward between the denser darkness on either hand, where the timber stood in walls, moving his arms across and across his body, as if dragging a concertina to full stretch, to make sure that he was keeping in the path. He went what seemed an interminable way like this, till he was brought up all standing by trees, and could find no outlet, no continuation. Turning in his tracks, with the snow in his face now, he retraced his steps till once more he was brought up short by trees. He stood panting. It was ghastly — ghastly! And in a panic he dived this way and that to find the bend, the turning, the way on. The sleet stung his eyes, the wind fleered and whistled, the boughs sloughed and moaned. He struck matches, trying to shade them with his cold, wet hands, but one by one they went out, and still he found no turning. The ride must be blind-alley at either end, the turning be down the side somewhere! Hope revived in him. Never say die! He began a second retracing of his steps, feeling the trunks along one side, to find a gap. His breath came with difficulty. What would old Brodley say if he could see him, soaked, sweating, frozen, tired to death, stumbling along in the darkness among this cursed timber — old Brodley who had told him his heart was in poor case! … A gap? Ah! No trunks — a ride at last! He turned, felt a sharp pain in his knee and pitched forward. He could not rise — the knee dislocated six years ago was out again. Sir Arthur Hirries clenched his teeth. Nothing more could happen to him! But after a minute — blank and bitter — he began to crawl along the new ride. Oddly he felt less discouraged and alarmed on hands and knee — for he could use but one. It was a relief to have his eyes fixed on the ground, not peering at the tree trunks; or perhaps there was less strain for the moment on his heart. He crawled, stopping every minute or so, to renew his strength. He crawled mechanically, waiting for his heart, his knee, his lungs to stop him. The earth was snowed over, and he could feel its cold wetness as he scraped along. Good tracks to follow, if anybody struck them! But in this dark forest — ! In one of his halts, drying his hands as best he could, he struck a match, and sheltering it desperately, fumbled out his watch. Past ten o’clock. He wound the watch, and put it back against his heart. If only he could wind his heart! And squatting there he counted his matches — four! He thought grimly: “I won’t light them to show me my blasted trees. I’ve got a cigar left; I’ll keep them for that!” And he crawled on again. He must keep going while he could!


He crawled till his heart and lungs and knee struck work; and, leaning his back against a tree, sat huddled together, so exhausted that he felt nothing save a sort of bitter heartache. He even dropped asleep, waking with a shudder, dragged from a dream armchair at the Club into this cold, wet darkness and the blizzard moaning in the trees. He tried to crawl again, but could not, and for some minutes stayed motionless, hugging his body with his arms. “Well,” he thought vaguely, “I have done it!” His mind was in such lethargy that he could not even pity himself. His matches: could he make a fire? But he was no woodsman, and, though he groped around, could find no fuel that was not soaking wet. He scraped a hole and with what papers he had in his pockets tried to kindle the wet wood. No good! He had only two matches left now, and he remembered his cigar. He took it out, bit the end off, and began with infinite precautions to prepare for lighting it. The first burned, and the cigar drew. He had one match left, in case he dozed and let the thing go out. Looking up through the blackness he could see a star. He fixed his eyes on it, and leaning against the trunk drew the smoke down into his lungs. With his arms crossed tightly on his breast he smoked very slowly. When it was finished — what? Cold, and the wind in the trees until the morning! Halfway through the cigar, he dozed off, slept a long time, and woke up so cold that he could barely summon vitality enough to strike his last match. By some miracle it burned, and he got his cigar to draw again. This time he smoked it nearly to its end, without mentality, almost without feeling, except the physical sense of bitter cold. Once with a sudden clearing of the brain, he thought faintly: “Thank God, I sold the — trees, and they’ll all come down!” The thought drifted away in frozen incoherence, drifted out like his cigar smoke into the sleet; and with a faint grin on his lips he dozed off again….


An under-keeper found him at ten o’clock next morning, blue from cold, under a tall elm-tree, within a mile of his bed, one leg stretched out, the other hunched up toward his chest, with its foot dug into the undergrowth for warmth, his head huddled into the collar of his coat, his arms crossed on his breast. They said he must have been dead at least five hours. Along one side snow had drifted against him; but the trunk had saved his back and other side. Above him, the spindly top boughs of that tall tree were covered with green-gold clusters of tiny crinkled elm flowers, against a deep blue sky — gay as a song of perfect praise. The wind had dropped, and after the cold of the night the birds were singing their clearest in the sunshine.


They did not cut down the elm-tree under which they found his body, with the rest of the sold timber, but put a little iron fence round it, and a little tablet on its trunk.
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“You say that all the tales of Corsican vendettas are just the same old story over again,” Gobert, a retired sea captain, remarked to his friend Captain Michel. “Well, you’re wrong. I know one story that is so terrible that it makes all the others seem mere child’s play. It even sent a chill up my hardened spine.”


“Yes?” Michel was sceptical. His was the scepticism of a man who, believing himself to have known the most thrilling adventures, does not take stock in other men’s tales. “Yes,” he went on, “another case of a couple of bullets in the back, I suppose. But go ahead, let’s hear it. We haven’t anything better to do.”


With this last shot, he ordered another round of drinks, and the party of old sea-dogs, who gathered every evening in the Café of the Sea at Toulon to spin their yarns, settled themselves to listen.


“First of all,” Gobert began, ““my story hasn’t anything to do with guns, and secondly, you’ve never heard of a Corsican vendetta like mine unless, of course, you happened to have been at Bonifacio about thirty years ago, as I was. In that case you would have had your fill of the story because the whole town was agog with it.”


He looked around inquiringly, but none of the men present had ever touched at Bonifacio during their many voyages.


“Well, I’m not surprised,” Gobert went on. “It’s not a port of importance, but it is one of the most picturesque towns in Corsica. You’ve all seen it, probably, on your way to the Orient. A lovely spot with its old fortress, the turreted battlements, and time-stained walls. The fortress juts out over the crags like an eagle’s nest…”


“Lay off the descriptions and give us the story,” the others exclaimed impatiently.


“All right, here it is.




•   •   •   •   •


I was in command of a small destroyer forming part of the squadron escorting the Secretary of the Navy on a tour of inspection in Corsica. At that time they were considering the fortification of several ports. In fact, they even thought for a while of turning Porto Vecchio, which is as large as Brest, into a regular naval base.


The Secretary of the Navy went first to Calvi and Bastia, from where we returned to Ajaccio to wait for him while he crossed the island by train, passing by Vizzavona, where he was met with great ceremony by a delegation of bandits who had left the wilds of the interior that very morning to present their respects to him.


The famous Bella Coscia himself commanded the squad that fired the salute. The Secretary of the Navy was much impressed with his imposing bearing, his rifle whose carved stock had a nick in it for every man he had killed, and his famous knife — the dagger given to him by Edmond About with the request never to leave it in the wound!






“There you are, the same old stories,” Captain Michel interrupted peevishly. “just a lot of old wives’ tales.”


“You’re right, old chap; these are just stories, but if you hold your horses, you’ll hear something more important.”







We left Ajaccio and arrived in Bonifacio at night. The larger ships continued to Porto Vecchio, but I was among those detailed to escort the Secretary ashore. It was a gala night, of course. A big dinner was followed by a grand reception at the Town Hall.


Bonifacio, situated as it was opposite Magdalena, wanted fortifications, and its citizens had turned out in great style to make a good impression. They produced the best of everything they had — flowers, finery, and beautiful women, and you know how beautiful Corsican women can be! At dinner there were some striking beauties and I remarked about it enthusiastically to my neighbour, Pietro Santo, a charming fellow of a frank, good-natured appearance, who was then Town Clerk.


“Wait until you have seen the woman with the velvet collar,” he said seriously in answer to my remark.


“Is she more beautiful than these?” I asked with a smile.


“Yes,” he replied without smiling, “yes, she is more beautiful, but it is not the same kind of beauty …”


In the meantime our conversation drifted to the customs of the country. My head was still ringing with all the brigand stories I had just been hearing from my comrades on their return from escorting the Secretary to Vizzavona, and their account of the spectacular reception by Bella Coscia had seemed to me like a scene from a musical comedy. I thought it was rather polite on my part to doubt the dangerous character of these outlaws. After all, Corsica was as civilised as certain parts of France itself at that time.


“The custom of the vendetta,” Santo explained to me after I had spoken, “continues to be a part of the code of honour here in the same way that duelling is with you. Your revenge accomplished, you automatically find yourself an outlaw. But what can be done about it? It’s too bad, of course, but we have to put up with existing facts. I myself am an easygoing man. I was brought up in an antique dealer’s shop and I’m sorry to see how savage some of my compatriots still can be when their family honour, as they call it, is in danger.”


“You surprise me,” I exclaimed, pointing out to him the jolly, good-natured faces around the banquet table.


He shook his head. “Don’t trust them,” he warned, and his face grew dark. “A laugh changes very quickly to a diabolical grin on their lips. All these dark eyes are sparkling with frankness and merriment tonight. Tomorrow they may flash black with thoughts of hate and revenge. And all those slender, delicate hands clasping each other in good fellowship never cease toying with hidden arms.”


“I thought those customs had died out in the cities and only existed in the little villages of the interior,” I said.


“The first husband of the lady with the velvet collar was mayor of Bonifacio, sir.”


I did not understand the allusion and was on the verge of asking for an explanation of this somewhat enigmatical remark when I was stopped by a call for silence. The speeches were about to begin. At their conclusion we withdrew to the drawing-room, and it was there that I first saw the woman with the velvet collar. Nor did I need Pietro Santo to point her out to me. There was no mistaking that strange funereal beauty and the velvet ribbon, which circled the base of her neck making a wide, black strip against the whiteness of her skin. This velvet collar was worn very low at the rise of the shoulders and emphasised her long and slender neck. She carried her head very proudly; always holding it in a straight, upright position. Her face was classic in its beauty but so pale that one would have believed it chiselled in marble had it not been for two flashing eyes of strange brilliancy.


As she passed through the room they all bowed to her with lowered eyes and I caught a general atmosphere of fear and instinctive recoil which roused my curiosity to full pitch. Her beautiful body was draped in black velvet and as she came forward, slipping in and out of the crowd, with her proud head and tragically pale face, I had the impression of seeing the dignified ghost of some dead and martyred queen. When she had gone, I turned to my new friend and voiced my feelings about this uncanny woman.


“There is nothing strange about that,” he answered seriously. “She was guillotined!”


I looked at him in astonishment. “What do you mean?” I stammered.


But he could not answer me immediately. The “woman with the velvet band”, having greeted the Secretary of the Navy, came down the room towards us, stopped and held out her hand to my friend.


“Good evening, Pietro Santo,” she said, and I noticed that her head never moved from its rigid position.


He mumbled something and bowed, and she went on. All the eyes in the room were focused on her and a deep silence had fallen. I noticed then that she was escorted by a handsome, well-built fellow of about thirty. His face had the fine profile often found on old Greek coins. These delicate features are frequently seen among the Corsicans and sometimes give them a family resemblance with the great emperor.


“He’s her second husband,” Pietro Santo whispered, noticing my gaze.


The couple disappeared at this moment, and I was conscious of a sigh of relief rising throughout the room, while an old man in a corner crossed himself, muttering a prayer.


“They never stay very long,” Pietro Santo explained, “because they’re not on very good terms with the present Mayor, Ascoli. Angeluccia — that is her name — has always been proud and ambitious and she wanted her second husband, Giuseppe Girgenti, to be Mayor like her first one. But they were defeated at the last elections and I think they always will be because of the guillotine affair.”


I started and caught my friend by the arm. He smiled.


“Oh,” he exclaimed, “you’d like to know the story … I hear the Mayor telling it to the Secretary this minute; but he doesn’t know it as well as I do … You see Captain, I was a member of the household and I saw everything even to the bottom of the basket!”


“Have a cigar, Santo?” I offered. “You’ve never smoked any as good as these.”


Pietro Santo took a cigar and I fumed with impatience while he chatted with the man who had interrupted us. Afterwards I suggested he come aboard my ship, for I was determined to know the rest of the story before I left Bonifacio.


·   ·   ·   ·   ·


“And so,” I began with a laugh, as soon as we were installed in my cabin, “you say that woman was guillotined?”


“You do wrong to laugh, sir,” he replied, extremely serious. “She was guillotined and it happened before the eyes of almost all the people you saw this evening. If you noticed, they all crossed themselves when she came into the room.”


I stared at him in wide-eyed amazement and he went on simply: “That’s why she always wears that velvet band: to hide the scar!”


“Mr. Santo, you’re making fun of me. I’m going to call on Angeluccia and ask her to take off the band before my eyes. I should like to see that scar.”


The man shook his head. “She wouldn’t take it off, sir. We all know that if she did, her head would fall off.”


And so saying, he too made the sign of the cross. I studied him by the light of the little swinging lamp. With his curly hair and slight figure, he looked like a timid angel frightened at the sight of the devil. I could not help smiling.


•   •   •   •   •



And yet Antonio Macci, Angeluccia’s first husband, was the best of men, he sighed. Who would ever suspect such a thing of him? I loved him, sir. He had been very good to me. He was an antique dealer and had brought me up in his shop. He was famous all through Corsica and known to many tourists to whom he sold souvenirs of Napoleon and the imperial family. He manufactured these curios, because the rage for them was such that the authentic pieces had long been sold and there were no more to be had. He made a fortune in this business, and the tourists were quite happy with their purchases, which they were firmly convinced were authentic. Antonio, however, never lost an opportunity to buy any revolutionary articles when the occasion offered. He was able to sell them at a good price to the English and Americans, who never left the island without first paying him a little visit.


From time to time he made short trips to France to renew our stock, and I went with him the last time he went to Toulon. He had read in the papers that there were some very interesting pieces to be sold at auction and he was anxious to acquire them for his shop.


We made a number of purchases that day. We bought a Bastille relief for 425 francs, General Moreau’s bed for 215 francs, Mirabeau’s death mask for 1,000 francs, a bezel ring with some locks of Louis XVI’s hair for 1,200 francs, and last the famous guillotine which, it seems, Samson himself, the famous executioner, had used. This cost us 921 francs. And we returned home very well pleased with ourselves and our purchases.


We found Angeluccia and her cousin Giuseppe waiting for us on the dock. The Deputy Mayor and a delegation from the Town Council were also waiting for us because Antonio, through his successful business, had become one of the most important men in the town and had been elected Mayor. He was about forty years old at the time and his wife twenty, but this great difference in age did not keep Angeluccia from loving her husband ardently. Giuseppe, however, who was about her age, obviously adored his cousin. Anyone could see it merely by the manner in which he looked at her. But be that as it may, I must add that I for my part had never seen anything in the behaviour of the two to justify the slightest suspicion in the husband. Angeluccia herself was too honest and too upright in her actions to give poor Giuseppe any chance to forget her marital duties. And I never believed that he would have had the daring to attempt such an enterprise. He loved Angeluccia. That was all. And my master knew it as well as the rest of us. Perfectly sure of his wife, he used to joke with her sometimes about it.


Angeluccia, who was kind by nature, asked him to spare her poor cousin and not make too much fun of him because Antonio would never find his equal in imitating and redoing furniture of the Empire and Louis XVI. Giuseppe, in fact, was a real artist. Besides, he knew all of Antonio’s business secrets, which was probably why the dealer tolerated a workman who looked at his wife with such eloquent eyes.


Giuseppe’s forlorn love made him rather melancholy; but Angeluccia was always gay. She had not yet become the funereal beauty you saw today. She laughed often and was affectionate and happy with her husband like any good little wife who has nothing on her conscience.


Our return was well celebrated. Angeluccia had prepared an excellent luncheon and had invited a few friends to share it with us. Everyone was anxious to hear of the new and sensational purchases and everyone wanted to see them.


“Does the guillotine still work?” one of the guests asked.


“Would you like to try it?” the master of the house answered with a laugh.


During the meal, Antonio, next to whom I was seated, accidentally dropped his napkin and bent over to pick it up. But I had already seen it slide to the floor and my head was under the table at the same time that his was. I straightened up and returned him his napkin. Then with a hurried excuse I left the room, bewildered.


I stumbled into the shop and sank into a chair. My discovery had momentarily stunned me, but as my wits returned to me my first question was: had Antonio seen? No, my sudden movement and the position of my head under the table must have made that impossible. Besides, the very calmness with which he had straightened up and received the napkin from me and the quiet way in which he had resumed conversation should have reassured me.


I returned to the dining-room, where the meal was finishing gaily. The Deputy Mayor, who is the Mayor today, was insisting on being shown the guillotine immediately. Antonio, however, answered that he must wait until the instrument of death had been put in working order. “I know my Americans,” he added with a laugh; “they won’t buy it unless it works perfectly!”


Shortly afterwards, the guests took leave of their hosts, and during the rest of the day I could not keep my eyes off Angeluccia, who kissed her husband a hundred times if she kissed him once during the afternoon. It made me shiver to watch her. I did not imagine that such deceit was possible in so young and apparently frank a person.


You see, Captain, when I bent under the table at luncheon I had seen Angeluccia’s little foot tightly and amorously pressed between Giuseppe’s! Her very movement in releasing her foot had proved the crime to me.


·   ·   ·   ·   ·


As the days passed, life at the shop went on as usual. A few foreign customers came for the famous guillotine, but the master answered that there were still some necessary repairs and that he would not sell it until it was in perfect working condition. In fact, we were working on it secretly in the basement and had taken it down and put it together several times. It was badly worm-eaten and out of joint and we were trying to balance it properly so that the knife would run smoothly in its grooves. This work revolted me, but it seemed on the contrary to please Antonio.


Angeluccia’s birthday and the Pentecost fell on the same date, and as it was customary for the Mayor to give a party of some sort on the day of Pentecost, Antonio announced that he had decided to give a costume ball. This would be an excellent opportunity to show his guillotine. No one had seen it yet and it was to be the crowning event of the evening.


Bonifacio is very fond of this sort of amusement, historical reconstructions and pageants, and when Angeluccia heard the plan she flung herself on her husband’s neck like a happy child. She herself suggested that she go as Marie Antoinette.


“We’ll make it very realistic and guillotine you at the end of the party,” Antonio said with a laugh.


“Why not?” Angeluccia answered. “It would be fun.”


·   ·   ·   ·   ·


When the town knew what sort of a party the Mayor was planning, everyone wanted to go, and the next fifteen days before Pentecost were filled with preparations. The shop was full from morning to night with people running in and out, asking advice and studying old prints. Antonio was to represent Fouquier-Tinville, the terrible public accuser. Giuseppe was to be Samson, the executioner, and I was to fill the humble role of his aide.


The great day arrived. Early in the morning we emptied the shop of all the odds and ends with which it was filled and put up the guillotine. Giuseppe had made a knife of cardboard covered with silver paper, so that Angeluccia’s desire to play the guillotine scene to the end could be carried out, and we tried the machine several times to make sure it worked.


We danced all afternoon and at night there was a big ball at the Town Hall. Everyone drank toast after toast enthusiastically to the Mayor and his beautiful wife. Angeluccia was dressed in the costume worn by Marie Antoinette during her imprisonment, and this simple dress, well in keeping with the feelings of a poor woman destined for so tragic an end, suited her marvellously. I shall never forget the sight of Angeluccia’s beautiful white neck rising proudly from the delicately crossed kerchief, and Giuseppe devoured her with his eyes. Catching the too apparent flame of desire in his look I could not help glancing from time to time at Antonio, who seemed almost wildly gay.


At the end of the dinner, it was he who gave the signal for the start of the horrible play. In a well-prepared speech, he informed the guests that he and some friends of his had planned a little surprise, which consisted in presenting to them the most tragic hours of the revolution; Bonifacio having the great fortune of possessing a guillotine, they were going to make use of it to decapitate Marie Antoinette.


At these words the people laughed and cheered, giving a merry ovation to Angeluccia, who rose from her seat and declared that she would know how to die courageously as befitted a queen of France.


A roll of drums suddenly beat in the streets, and we ran to the windows. A miserable cart drawn by a dilapidated horse stood there surrounded by guards and officers of the guillotine all wearing the bonnet of the revolution. A group of horrible knitting-women danced and sang in the streets, calling loudly for the death of the Austrian, dethroned queen of France. One might very easily have imagined oneself back in the days of 1793!


We had all taken part in his game without seeing any harm in it, and it wasn’t until Angeluccia had stepped into the cart with her hands tied behind her back, and the procession had started to the sinister beat of her funeral drums, that more than one felt a shiver steal up his spine and realised that such a masquerade might well touch upon sacrilege.


The whole scene was horribly effective. Night had fallen, and the flickering light of the torches gave a deathlike beauty to Angeluccia’s face. And she played her part well. Holding herself proudly erect, she seemed to be braving the populace with her cold stare, and her face with its changeless severity of expression might well have been carved in stone.


·   ·   ·   ·   ·


We reached Antonio’s house, and there the gay laughs broke out anew. Antonio was already in the shop, where he had seated a chosen group of people who were to watch the mock execution. The mob was thickly packed in, and everyone was in a state of extreme excitement at finally seeing the famous guillotine at such a close range. My master asked for silence and began by making a little speech on the good points of his instrument of death. He mentioned all the noble necks which, he claimed, had rested on the headboards, and he ended by exhibiting the real knife which he had bought at the same time.


“I had the paper knife up there made so that you could see just how the thing worked,” he explained; then, turning to Giuseppe, “Are you ready, Samson?”


Samson replied that he was ready.


“Bring forth the Austrian,” Antonio ordered in a deep voice.


Giuseppe and I placed Marie Antoinette — Angeluccia — on the plank, and Antonio himself lowered the board that held her head in position.


The laughter in the room suddenly ceased and an uneasy feeling swept over the crowd. The sight of the lovely body stretched out on the plank brought to the minds of even the hardened men present the memory of all the unfortunates who had really lain there to die. The joke had been carried too far. The merriment was revived for the moment, however, by the sight of Angeluccia’s amused face as she looked here and there at the guests while her husband finished his lecture on the machine, showing the basket which received the body and that into which the head fell.


But suddenly, as we watched Angeluccia an awful change came over her face. Wild terror was written there. Her eyes had widened horribly and her mouth opened as though to let out a cry which stuck in her throat.


Giuseppe was at the back and had seen nothing of this; but I, who was at the side, was struck with a nameless fear as the others had been. We were looking at the sight of one who really knew she was going to be decapitated. The laughter had died out and some of the people even shrank back as though struck by an invincible terror.


As for me, I came closer, for I had suddenly noticed that Angeluccia’s horror-stricken eyes were staring at something in the bottom of the basket which was to receive the head. I looked into this basket, which Antonio had opened only a moment before, and I too read what Angeluccia had read — I too read the little placard fastened to the bottom:



Pray to the Virgin Mary, Angeluccia, 

wife of Antonio,

 mistress of Giuseppe,

 for you are about to die!




I uttered a hollow cry and turned like a madman to stop Giuseppe, who, at a motion from Antonio, had seized the rope. Alas! I was too late. The knife fell, and what followed was horrible, too horrible for words. The unfortunate woman let out a scream which ended in an abrupt gurgle — a scream which will echo in my ears to my dying day — and then her blood spouted out over the audience, who let out sickening cries and made a desperate fight for the door. I fainted.”




•   •   •   •   •


Here Pietro Santo stopped and grew so pale at the memory of the awful scene that I feared he was going to be ill. I restored some of his strength with a glass of old grappa brandy.


But in spite of all that,” I said to him, “Angeluccia was not killed. I saw her myself and she certainly was alive.”


He sighed and lifted his head.


•   •   •   •   •



Are you sure she really is alive? he asked. There isn’t a soul in Bonifacio who passes her in the street without crossing himself. Seeing her never look to the right nor to the left, always holding her head rigid, they firmly believe that her head is held to her neck by some supernatural miracle. That is how the legend of the velvet collar grew. Besides, she looks like a ghost, and when she shakes hands with me the touch of her icy skin makes me tremble.


Yes, I know it’s childish, but the whole affair was such a strange one you must excuse the fantastic tales which our peasant folk have created. The truth of the matter is, I suppose, that Antonio planned his blow badly, that the machine was too old and did not work properly, and that Angeluccia’s head was pushed too far through the opening, in such a way that the knife struck her at the rise of the shoulders. This is not the first time that such an accident has occurred with the guillotine. We have heard of cases where it took five tries to cut the head off. Giuseppe was the only one present when the doctor, whom he himself had fetched, saw her, and he says the wound was quite large. Everybody ran away at the time, and Antonio himself disappeared. You can see how all this helped form the legend that grew up overnight. Even those who were present at the time claim that they saw Angeluccia’s head actually drop into the basket!


Naturally, when Angeluccia reappeared some weeks later with the velvet ribbon, imaginations ran riot. And even when I look at her, there are times when I am hypnotised by her neck and wouldn’t dare under any circumstances untie her velvet band!


And what happened to Antonio?


He is dead, or at least so they say. At any rate, his decease has been legally published since Giuseppe and Angeluccia are married. They found his body half eaten by crabs on the beach near the grottoes. The corpse was completely disfigured, but they found papers on it and the clothes were his. He probably ran away, believing Angeluccia dead, and threw himself over the cliff. He had prepared his revenge well, silently and cunningly as they do here, but I am still amazed at the skill with which he hid his feelings from the day that he first got an inkling of the truth of the relations between Angeluccia and her cousin.


The police have the duplicate knife that he made so that it would look like Giuseppe’s. It is in Ajaccio.








“Your story isn’t bad,” Captain Michel conceded generously to Gobert. “It has an element of horror in it.”


“It’s not finished yet,” Gobert explained, asking for another few minutes of silence. “Let me go on and you will see that it really is horrible. I didn’t know the end myself until some time later on a second voyage to Bonifacio, and it was good old Pietro Santo who related the concluding details to me.


“Imagine my extreme amazement when on asking him news of the woman with the velvet collar, he answered me in perfect seriousness: ‘Captain, the legend was right after all. Angeluccia died on the day that the velvet collar was touched!’


“‘What!’ I cried. ‘But who undid the collar?’


“‘I did. And her head fell off!’


“While I stared at Pietro Santo, wondering if he had lost his mind, he explained to me that after I had left Bonifacio, a doubt had spread through the town as to the truth of Antonio’s supposed death. It seemed that Ascoli, the Mayor, was responsible for this and claimed to know what he was talking about. He was convinced that he had met Antonio one day when he was out hunting. The man had been almost naked, living like a wild beast, and when Ascoli tried to speak to him he ran away.


“It was during this time that the elections for Mayor came up again and Giuseppe was Ascoli’s rival for the post. During the entire campaign, Ascoli declared that Giuseppe was the accomplice of a bigamous woman and therefore unworthy of the position. Giuseppe’s rage knew no bounds when he was defeated and he resolved to hunt Antonio out. It took him several months to do so, but he finally accomplished his purpose. Antonio, who for ten years had never spoken to a soul, learned that his wife was not dead as he had supposed but was living happily with Giuseppe in the very house in which he had been Mayor and had believed himself loved by her.”









What happened then, Pietro Santo went on in a hollow voice, is beyond conception, and would make even the demons in hell shrink in horror. Good Lord, if I live to be a thousand … But to cut it short, sir, the story can be told in a few words.


One evening, a soft, clear evening like this, I was returning from an expedition to the grottoes, where I had escorted some friends, and was seated in the little boat taking us back to port when, in passing the cliffs, I heard a chant that made my blood run cold. It was the song which is always sung here by those who have some mortal affront to avenge. I lifted my head. A man stood like a statue on the edge of the rocks which served as a sort of pedestal to him. Although he was dressed in rags, he shouldered his gun proudly, and suddenly, as the last rays of the sun caught his face and brought it into full relief, I uttered one cry: “Antonio!”


It was he! It was he! Oh, I was sure it was he! His fatal song and exalted air convinced me that he had not returned to these parts, after playing dead for ten years, without nursing some abominable purpose.


Fortunately, I could reach town quicker by boat than he could on foot. There would be time to warn Giuseppe and Angeluccia. I threw myself on the oars and reached the dock in a few minutes.


The first person I met was Giuseppe himself, who was on his way home from the Town Hall. I thanked heaven I had arrived in time and called out to him to hurry, that a terrible misfortune was about to fall, that I had seen Antonio — Antonio himself — alive, and that he was on his way to town.


While questioning me, he fell into step beside me and we both ran for his house at full speed and arrived there panting.


“Angeluccia! Angeluccia!” we called, flinging open the door.


“God help us if she’s gone re a walk,” Giuseppe groaned desperately.


We went upstairs, still calling her, and he went into one room while I entered another. And it was there that I found her. She was seated by the window in a large armchair, her head resting against the cushion, and she seemed to be sleeping. As she was always extremely pale, the pallor of her beautiful face did not surprise me although it might have struck another.


“Come,” I cried to Giuseppe, “she is here.”


In the meantime I had come closer, surprised that she did not awake. I touched her … I touched the velvet band, which came loose in my hands, and her head rolled off!


I fled with my heart pounding wildly from shock and fright, but on my way I slipped and fell in a horrible pool of blood, which I had not noticed on entering because of the shadows which darkened the room. I picked myself up with a yell and left the house madly. People ran from me in the streets as one runs from a wild beast.


During the next few days I came near to going insane. Fortunately I completely recovered my senses, well enough, in fact, to be the present Mayor of Bonifacio. As you probably understand by now, sir, I had seen Antonio as he was returning from the deed! It was easy enough to figure the whole thing out then. He had entered the house, found Angeluccia alone, and killed her with a stab in the heart. Then, his mind haunted by what Ascoli had told him, he completed the work which he had commenced so clumsily ten years before. More certain of his Corsican dagger than of the mock-historical instrument which had failed him before, he had decapitated her and without shrinking from the atrocity of the deed had replaced her head on her shoulders and had tied it in position with the velvet ribbon!




•   •   •   •   •


“And now,” concluded Pietro Santo, “if you want news of Giuseppe you will have to go into the wilds for it. Two days after the murder, he disappeared into the mountains with a gun over his shoulder and Angeluccia’s head, which he had embalmed himself, in a sack around his waist. Giuseppe, Ascoli and Antonio have never been seen since, but they have probably met in the approved fashion and killed each other in some hidden corner of the woods.


“That, sir, is the only way in which the custom of vendetta will be done away with in this country: when everybody is dead!”
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Sometimes I sit for hours weighing myself in the balance of reason. Have I dreamed all this? Am I what I am, a castaway? Have I always been the creature, scarce human, whom the fishermen regard with pity and compassion, thinking me mad? Or have I really been John Scott of New York, the painter of pictures which hang in the Metropolitan Museum of New York, the Corcoran Art Gallery of Washington, the Philadelphia Art Gallery, the Luxemburg of Paris? Surely knowing these names indicate my knowledge of art, yet were canvas and palette set before me I would hesitate to touch them. I shall never paint again.


I shrink from the task I have set myself. Can I bear to re-live those days of horror? And yet there is some power stronger than my puny will that prompts me to write, to assure myself I am still capable of sane and ordered thought I have begged pen, ink, and paper from the schoolmaster. He gave them to me as though to a child, and I felt his little eyes follow me with a strange surmise.


And when I have written, what then? What shall I have proved? I do not know@


•   •   •   •   •


Summer had crept into fall. We had seen the heather turn purple on the hills of this remote island of the Hebrides which lies off the North of Scotland, and winter still found us lingering. The few tourists had long since gone. In the little, low, stone cottage with its thatched roof held down by heavy stones, the peat fire burned night and day. Only two lovers in the divinest of sympathy could have existed as we did, so remote from human intercourse, our only visitors a shepherd or a fisherman. Sometimes they had no English and we knew no Gaelic, but we nodded and grinned amiably at each other as we bartered for a piece of mutton or a basket of herring. A few of them spoke English with a soft, caressing accent, in which they lingered over each “s” or converted hard sounds into soft.


I seem to hear old Hamish, our man-of-all-work. saying:


“I am thinking it was time you were going away, you and your leddy. Soon it will be blowing great gales of wind, whatever.”


But Alice was content to wait, to see me cover canvas after canvas with those majestic, rocky, snowcapped peaks, sometimes sharp against a brilliant blue sky, sometimes wrapped in a misty veil. And I shivered many a day on the rocks by the sea, striving to capture the secret of the surge and swell of the tossing waters.


God in heaven! I read this which I have written, and I am sure I am sane. These things really happened.


We had a taut little yacht, of seagoing qualities that I had tested many a time. Alice was as good a skipper as I, and we were fearless.


Twenty-five miles from the inlet in which our yacht rode at anchor, lies an outpost of civilization. Seven little islands, hardly more than rocks they are, and beyond them is the Atlantic Ocean, the farthest surges of which beat upon the coast of my own country. On the largest of the islands stands a lighthouse which flashes its warning rays forty miles out to sea, and guides daring vessels passing around the North of Scotland to Scandinavian ports.


Now I had heard stories of this island. On it was a ruined church, the Gaelic name of which was translated to me as the “Temple of Blessing.” It had been founded by a sixteenth century monk, still held in reverence. Until the past year when the lighthouse had reached completion, the only visitors to the island were the fishermen who went to gather seafowl eggs and to kill birds for their feathers. Strange old customs were observed there. The men went in pairs, and did everything in unison. One could not take as much as a drink of water alone unless his comrade did likewise. On landing they took off their upper garments, laid them on a stone and went toward the chapel, praying at intervals. No man must kill a bird with a stone, or after evening prayer.


•   •   •   •   •


The name of the island must not be mentioned. It was always spoken of as “The Country.”


Little did I know what a country of horrors unspeakable I was to find it, though I might have guessed something from the reluctance of those about me to give me any information.


The day was clear when we left the shores of Loch Roig and put out into the unknown, Alice and I, with a good store of provisions and some presents that we knew would please the lighthouse keepers. It was cold, but we were well muffled up; we laughed gaily as a couple of schoolchildren when the wind caught our sails.


As we approached the egg-shaped rock with its gray cliffs rising sheer, and caught the glint of turf patches gleaming with frost crystals and the tall white tower of the lighthouse, its base 200 feet or so above sea level, Alice clapped her hands. It was a spectacle of stern and menacing beauty from which, had we but known, we would have fled as from a plague ship.


Already we could see two men hastening down a zigzag stair cut in the rock, and making for the landing place visible to us. As we came in we could see the amazement on their faces, and there was amazement in the voices that hailed us. They threw us a rope, and we drew into the stone landing.


I moored the boat so that it would not knock to pieces on the rocks, and then we scrambled ashore. They stood staring at us, two men sea-tanned, with wrinkled eyes under the woolen tams they wore, rather solemn looking, and saying not a word as I explained.


Could we spend the night? Any shakedown of a bed they could give us would be all right. We had provisions of our own — and would they accept the bundle of magazines and tins of tobacco we had brought?


I could see they were troubled, and especially about Alice. “It was a rash-like thing, sir,” said one of them, at length. “There is no accommodation for visitors. But it is plain you cannot be going back the day, for there is a storm on the way.”


“Then we stay,” I said cheerfully.


They helped us to carry our bundles to the lighthouse, and the third man came out. Jamieson, they called him, a short stout man with eyes which seemed to look beyond us. When he saw us, he got to his feet quickly, and seemed under the control of some strange fear. Why our presence should inspire Jamieson with fear I did not then know.


“Angus,” said one of our guides who had told us his name was Ross, “the gentleman and leddy are stopping with us over night. There will be nothing in the regulations against that, now?”


Jamieson appeared strangely troubled and looked behind him once or twice with an abrupt turn of his head.


“The woman!” he said at last in a husky voice. “They will not be wanting her here. The curse will fall! The Curse — Is it not a fact that no woman has set foot on the Country since — since the time@” And he added something in Gaelic.


“Man,” said Ross roughly, “will you ever be letting alone these old wives’ tales? It’s bad enough when you are glooming over the fire of a night, but here in broad daylight, what is there to fear? Put an end to it, Angus Jamieson.”


I could see Alice was upset by this show of ungraciousness.


“Perhaps we’d better try and get back,” she suggested.


“No! No! That would be madness indeed,” protested the third man, McLeod. “Would you be driving the leddy out into the night? Stay you here and welcome, ma’am.”


We had come up a narrow winding iron stair, past the oil tanks and storage room, into a circular living room.


“We sleep above,” McLeod continued; “so maybe you can be making shift here with some rugs and the like.”


We told him anything would do, and so the matter was settled.


I went up with Ross into the lamp room, saw him light the wicks and set the clockwork going, and then we came down to a meal to which we were happy to contribute some dainties. Afterward we settled round the fire. Jamieson, to my surprise, busied himself knitting a coarse wool sock.


“Angus is not much for reading,” said McLeod, “but there is not a woman can make a better pair of socks, whatever. It is a good thing you stayed, for hark to it now.”


Indeed, the wind was blattering upon the smooth pillar raising its head in defiance, and I had a vision of the yacht grating its planking to shreds; but there was nothing to be done that night.


Suddenly Alice raised her head. I, too, heard what had attracted her attention — a steady body of sound, like some ancient religious composition, like an unknown Wagnerian opera played by some vast orchestra and taken up by other orchestras.


“Oh, how wonderful!” she said softly.


Ross laughed slyly. “The birds, ma’am,” he said; “the puffins and the gulls, the divers and the cormorants. There’s no counting the beasties.”


The night choir of the seabirds swelled solemnly, majestically, then died away, to recur again with such awe-inspiring notes that I felt my flesh creep. Then all at once, as though stilled by a master leader’s baton, the wild sea music ceased. A thin flutter of ashes ascended from the peat fire. Something made me look at Jamieson, who sat staring into blank space beyond him, his knitting needles motionless as though he heard sounds not audible to our ears.


All at once there reached us dimly through the thick walls a screeching so hellish that my blood ran cold.


“In God’s name!” cried Ross, rising to his feet and looking about the room. “A year I’ve been stationed here, yet never heard I the like.”


“Nor I,” added McLeod.


“What would it be?” said Jamieson in a quick, tense tone as he set his needles in motion once more. “What but the sluagh?”


I caught at the word. “What’s that?”


“It will be some of the old tales, sir. Be paying no heed to Angus,” said Ross slowly. “He’s meaning the host of the dead that are about us.”


“Aye!” said Jamieson in a strange, remote tone, “the gray, watery forms of ghosts. Maybe worse.”


“Tush!” said Ross roughly. “Will you be frightening the leddy, Angus?”


Jamieson looked at us, and I fancied there was real concern in his look, and this caused vague uneasiness in my mind, “God forbid, leddy. But I will be telling you, John Ross, and you. Donald McLeod, see to it this night that the door be locked and all shut tight and close. Something is speaking within me, and I am seeing beyond. The call is coming Aye! The dark one is at hand, the dread one that we will be calling The Kindly@”


“Peace, man.” said Ross. “You and your death fancies, and we as snug here as any man could be asking! What could be the hurt of us?” He looked at his timepiece. “Time it is you were keeping your watch, Angus.”


Jamieson rose to his feet and disappeared up the spiral stairway without another word.


“They will be saying,” explained Ross, lowering his voice, “that Angus has the gift of the second-sight.”


“Do you believe in that?” asked Alice, with a shudder. “Do you think he really can see into the future?”


“Ma’am,” said Ross, with an odd expression, “I could be telling you things that are better left unsaid. Angus Jamieson is a strange lad, and whatever be his power, it is true that he sees more than the rest of us. But rest your mind. There’s safety here for yourself and your gentleman this night. And now, by your leave, we’ll be going upstairs and having our sleep.”


We heard their heavy tread die away on the iron steps. Drawing our blankets over to the fire, we lay down.


Suddenly Alice clung to me, whispering: “I’m frightened. I never felt like this in all my life. That queer Angus — and what was that screech?”


“Some seal, probably, or the sea in a hollow cave,” I said, but as I spoke I knew I lied.


All night long as I lay there my flesh tingled, and it seemed to me that the tower of the lighthouse was beset with stealthy prowling horrors to which I could give neither shape nor name, and Alice moaned in her sleep and more than once put out an appealing hand to mine.


•   •   •   •   •


The morning came cold, brisk, and wild. While McLeod busied himself over the cook-stove, I climbed to the lantern and looked abroad. One look was enough to tell me we could not leave the island that day. We were surrounded by a circle of tempestuous seas, rising and falling in monstrous surges.


We were sitting at breakfast when Jamieson came down to join us. Scarcely had he nodded to us than I saw a terrified light flash into his eyes, and he half rose from his seat with a hoarse exclamation:


“The red-haired woman!”


Alice looked at him with surprise in her blue eyes. Her hand went up to her hair.


“Yes, it is red,” she said, smiling faintly.


“I did not notice it last night,” muttered Jamieson, with his eyes still upon her, his face convulsed with an emotion which was communicated to us all. “God have mercy upon us!”


“What is the matter with red hair, my friend?” I asked abruptly. “Don’t you admire it?”


Jamieson swayed in his seat.


“What is the matter?” I asked, turning to McLeod.


“I don’t know, sir,” he said slowly. “I never saw him act this way before. Angus, my man, will you be feeling sick this day?”


I never saw such a desperate look on any man’s face as that which Jamieson turned to us.


“It is not sickness!” he cried suddenly. “It is death that is all about. Oh, it was an ill day that brought a red-haired woman to The Country. Did I not hear them crying aloud last night, licking their mouths for their victims?”


“You are fey, Angus Jamieson,” said Ross harshly. “Cease your wild talk.”


“No, there is no madness in my brain,” said Jamieson with solemn sincerity. “Oh, sir” — he turned to me — “will you not be leaving us now — this very minute — you and the Ieddy, before They come upon us and destroy us?”


“How can we put to sea? Look for yourself, man,” I shouted, losing my temper. “It’s utterly impossible. I’m sorry we’re so unwelcome.”


Ross laid his hand on my arm.


“Wheesht, sir. There is no need to be saying that. McLeod and me will not hear of your going.”


But I was determined to get to the root and bottom of the business.


“What’s all this talk about destroying — what will come upon us — who are licking their mouths for victims?”


Jamieson looked as though stunned by my vehemence. Then he put his hands to his eyes as though to shut out some terrifying sight. A strange babble of sound came from his lips.


“What is he saying, Ross?” I cried. “What is Na fir gorma?”


Ross drew a long breath, then rolled his eyes toward heaven.


“The Blue Men, sir … But never heed him. I’ll see to him.”


He caught Jamieson roughly by the shoulder and propelled him toward the ladder. I heard him speak soothingly in Gaelic, and then we were left alone.


McLeod sat looking at us in silence; then as the stillness weighed upon us, he cleared his throat.


“It’s the lonely life here,” he said as if in apology. “It would be a wonder indeed if it did not go to the head sometimes, sir and ma’am. Angus will be all right after a bit of sleep. Angus is perfectly harmless, leddy: You need not be afraid. You see, he is full of old stories … and it is well known no woman has ever set foot on this island.”


“Why not?” asked Alice. “And why doesn’t he like my red hair?”


“Well,” answered McLeod with evident uneasiness, “there’s an old saying about this part — ’The red-haired witch and the blue men come together.’”


“A witch!” cried Alice, opening her pretty eyes wide. “I like that. So he thinks I’m a witch!”


“Oh, deed no, ma’am,” said McLeod hastily; “but there’s a prejudice against the red hair among some of them that live hereabouts. Poor creatures! I come from Oban myself, where we’re civilized — yes, indeed.”


“But the Blue Men? What are they?” I asked. “What does he mean?”


“I don’t know,” said McLeod simply. “Some other old tale, no doubt.”


Alice appeared comforted, but I noticed that when Ross came down again, he was stern and uncommunicative


“You’ll excuse him, Ieddy,” he said; “and now, Donald, we’ll be cleaning the lenses and trimming the wicks.”


“We’ll go out and get the air,” I suggested.


“Very good,” Ross answered with an air of relief. “A good blow will do good, but do not be going close to the water. It has a trick of heaving itself up and not a warning. A cruel, treacherous thing, the sea.”


As we passed through the low iron door to the cemented square in front of it, I slipped on something.


“Why, how odd!” said Alice. “A piece of seaweed. Fancy it being up here.”


“Carried up by the wind. I suppose,” and I kicked it carelessly aside. “What a strange smell, though.”


“Hasn’t it?”


“It’s a sea smell, and yet … Did you ever smell a tank of seals? Like that. That’s odd.”


Alice laughed. “Everything’s queer here. Don’t you think we ought to see how The Sprite is?”


“Nice thing if she’s knocked to pieces and we’re marooned here till the Northern Lighthouse Board tender comes to relieve the men.”


“I suppose they take turns.”


“Yes, there’s four of them, Ross tells me. Three on duty, one on shore. The tender isn’t due for ten days or so.”


“Oh, be careful,” Alice begged as we hugged the rock in our descent of the zigzag steps. “There’s more of that weed here. Oh look, The Sprite’s all safe, but what is that on the landing?”


“A seal, probably. You wait here, I’ll go down and see.”


I came gingerly down, and as I reached the bottom step the seal slithered into the water with a loud plop. I stood there, staring, rubbing my eyes wet with the salt spray.


And then I found myself shuddering. With incredulous eyes I peered into the water. I caught a glint of a blue-black, shadowy, twisting thing — and then it was gone, melted into the waters, as though it possessed a protective coloration which blended with that of the sea.


I heard Alice shout, and in unreasoning alarm scrambled back to her.


“You scared it,” she said.


“Yes,” I answered curtly, clenching my jaws tight My pulse was drumming so loudly I thought she must have heard it. I would never confess to her what I had seen or fancied I had seen — not a harmless seal, but a froglike monster such as I had never heard of, nor seen pictured in any work on natural history.


“Come along,” I said roughly. “It’s perishing cold here. Let’s get out of the wind.”


She did not seem to wonder at my abruptness, but followed me obediently. Strive as I would, however, I could not help turning my head to look behind, but all I could see was the spray flung into the air.


We sat huddled together in a cranny. Never had I felt Alice so close to my heart as in that hour. A strange, fatal apprehension was upon me, a mad desire to get aboard The Sprite and flee the island, yet cold common sense, that bondage which civilization has cast upon us, told me that to do this would be folly unspeakable We could not hope to reach shore in that sea.


•   •   •   •   •


After a time we returned to the lighthouse. Alice went up to the living room, leaving me with Ross busy at work on the oil tanks.


I sat down on a box. “Ross,” I said, “I imagine there’s lots of strange fish in these waters.”


“I dare say,” he answered carelessly. “There are some will be saying they have seen the sea-serpent, and ’deed, the way the water comes plunging up sometimes, it looks like maybe he’d be kicking down at the bottom.”


“I don’t suppose you ever came across anything like a monstrous frog.”


He stopped work to look at me.


“No, indeed. I never heard of frogs in the sea, sir. They’re made for the fresh water, surely.”


“So I always thought.” I hesitated. “There was something like a frog — looked as big as a man — on the east landing, but it dived in before I got a look at it properly.”


He shook his head at that.


“A seal, I’ll be thinking. They twist that quick, you’ll hardly get a look at them. But a frog — That’s a good one.”


He laughed easily, and somehow my memory became disconcerted. Of course the thing must have been a seal. My eyes were nipping with cold and salt, and it was natural I had not seen straight.


“Well, we’ll keep the discovery to ourselves,” I said, with a mockery of a laugh.


“Yes, indeed. If Angus were to get wind of this, we’d be having another mouthful of nonsense. ’Deed, company has a bad effect on him.”


•   •   •   •   •


The sea-fog rose so high that afternoon that there was no thought of us venturing forth, so we spent the time in our several ways. Alice sewed, while Ross, McLeod, and I played endless games with a grimy deck of cards. Jamieson, apparently normal again, sat with his knitting. The beacon was lighted early, and faintly from above came the monotonous, tick-tock of the clockwork which revolved it


All at once McLeod raised his head. “Did you bolt that downstairs door, John?” he asked Ross.


“That I did. Why?”


McLeod stirred uneasily in his seat. “It sounded like it was giving a bit of a squeak. I’ll put the oil can to the hinges in the morning.”


He appeared reassured, but I noticed his eyes turn now and then to the trapdoor in the flooring. At length he rose and went down. When he returned, he was sniffing.


“There’s a queer kind of smell on the air this night” he said.


“I noticed it this morning — we both did, my wife and I,” I said as I shuffled the cards for another deal.


He sat down, but made no effort to pick up his cards.


“There’s times,” he said slowly, “when I am thinking I would like a wee farm a long way from the sea. Yes! A long way.”


“Are you married, Mr. McLeod?” Alice asked.


“Yes, ma’am. But what kind of a life is it for a married couple? Here I am, six weeks on duty, then two ashore. You’re fortunate, sir, to have your leddy with you all the time.”


“I am, indeed, McLeod,” I agreed.


I turned to smile at Alice, but to my amazement she had risen to her feet and was staring at the little window in the thick wall, her hand to her side as though it hurt.


“Why@” I started to say, and at that moment Ross uttered a startled:


“God spare us all, what’s yon?”


Pressed against the thick glass was a white something, a blob of flesh in which two dead, unwinking, fishy eyes rose above an enormous gaping mouth set with jagged teeth.


McLeod took a step forward, and on that instant the thing vanished. I caught Alice to me. I saw Ross run to a wall rack and take down a double-barreled shotgun.


We heard him run hastily downstairs, heard the clang of the iron door as he flung it open. Mingled with the whiff of sea air which blew up to us, was a strangely musty, rank odor. I listened for the shot which never came. McLeod had tumbled after Ross. In a few moments the pair came upstairs, somewhat shame-faced.


“Not a thing,” said Ross, “but the fog’s that thick you cannot see your hand in front of your face.”


“I’m thinking,” added McLeod, with a look at Alice, “this fog makes strange shapes on the windows. It’s not the first time I’ve got a fright out of nothing, a gull blown against the glass, like. Put down your sock, Angus. Get your melodeon and give us a song. He’s the bonny singer, is Angus.”


Jamieson rose and brought out an accordion from a cupboard. I think at that moment his voice, untrained, yet with a pleasing tenderness, sounded better than that of any opera star. Somehow the music seemed to discharge the electric state of our nerves, so that when, after half an hour bed was proposed, I agreed willingly.


Twice through the night I was aroused by the hideous screeching I had heard the night of our arrival, but if anyone else heard it, it excited no stir. All was quiet above me. Only Alice moaned in her sleep.


Next morning the fog still clung about us, a great stillness. For the fury of the wind we had exchanged that more exacting jailer. There was no hope of us leaving the island.


•   •   •   •   •


Though I said nothing to Alice, I was afraid. A vague terror was instilling its insidious venom into my heart. Perhaps I was mistaken, but I believe the other men felt it also. Coming into the beacon chamber. I found Angus on his knees in prayer. And Ross, in the tank room, was cleaning his gun, squinting through its barrels and whistling a dismal air through puckered lips. I sat watching him in silence and finally he spoke,


“I’ll take a stroll down by the landing and have a look at your boatie. I’ll take the gun Maybe I’ll get a shot at something.”


“Good idea!” l agreed “I’ll go with you.”


When we got outside, I came to the point. “What do you make of that thing last night. Ross?”


He sighed. “I cannot be saying, sir, unless it was some kind of bird, though I never saw its like. Did you ever see an octopus? Well, to me it had the looks of the eyes and mouth of one of them, though how it got up to the window I cannot be imagining, no indeed. Two hundred feet… Stick close to me, sir. and look to your footing.”


We moved slowly through the clinging fog. Indeed, it needed all my attention to keep from falling. I had an unaccountable fancy that on either side of us moved creatures, step for step, just beyond our vision. But we came to the descending steps without mishap


“We can’t do anything down there.” I said. “Never mind the boat.”


He would go down, however, and I saw him fade from my sight. I heard his shout rise up to me, dulled by the fog, and then a heavy silence blanketed all sound. I listened with beating heart, and then began to fumble my way down.


I had gone only a few feet of the distance when something ascending hastily ran into me.


“Ouch!” I ejaculated.


“That you, sir? Thank God!”


Ross was gasping. He sat down heavily and groaned.


“What’s the matter? Boat gone?”


“No, no. She’s there all right.” He turned on me fiercely and I felt his hand grip my arm “Man, you wouldn’t be saying I was mad?”


“Heavens, no! Why?”


“Not a word to your leddy — I got down to the landing, and I bent down by the water to give a tug to the mooring rope to see if all was secure, and as sure as God is my maker, sir, the sea was full of faces staring up at me, mouthing and gaping, hungering for my flesh — just like we saw last night! The water was alive with bodies — aye, like human bodies, but all bloated like. And the color of the water was so blue and black you could scarce tell where they began and where they ended.”


“I saw something of the same kind yesterday as I told you — that frog…”


I stopped suddenly. Far behind us a faint cry rose on the air, more like the thin scream of a trapped rabbit than anything.


“What’s that?” I asked sharply.


We both listened intently, but no other sound followed


“I’m only a plain man without much book knowledge,” said Ross simply, “I’ve followed the sea all my and been in foreign ports, but this is beyond me, sir.”


He pointed a shaking finger downward. “Yon are devils, sir, devils!”


“Nonsense,” I said roughly. “I can’t explain it, but when you come to think of it. Ross, here’s a part of the world that might as well be at the North Pole for all we know of it. It’s quite natural there may be some creatures — sea-creatures flung up by some submarine upheaval — primitive things like those flying lizards and other monsters. You’d never believe there had been such things except in the imagination, unless you had seen the remains of them, as I have, in museums and the like. I don’t know but what we may consider ourselves very fortunate in being able to get a look at them.”


“I could well be spared the sight.” he said drily, as he nursed his gun between his knees. “Maybe you’re right, and they’re naught but some kind of fishy creature. But for the sake of all concerned I wish we were rid of them. We’d best be getting back. I don’t like the looks of it at all, at all whatever.”


“You don’t expect them to attack us. surely?” I said. “They never could flounder up to the lighthouse.”


“Where came that one we caught a glimpse of last night?”


“That’s right.” I said. “My God, that’s right!”


This realization came upon me suddenly and with such force that I began to tremble.


“My wife!” I said brokenly.


“Ay!” Ross replied. “Give her the word not to go beyond the door. We may be wrong, and they may be harmless, but it is best not to take a chance. Man, I’m glad I have a good supply of shells for my gun.”


“Yes. Let’s be getting back. I hate to think of her there.”


“McLeod and Jamieson are there.”


“Yes, that’s true”


•   •   •   •   •


But I was distraught with anxiety till we managed to reach the lighthouse, scrambling our way through the fog. I was relieved to hear Alice answer my hail. McLeod came to the trap


“Did you no meet Angus?” he called down.


Ross started.


“No! Where is he?”


McLeod came down, his rugged face filled with surprise.


“He was sitting here when all at once he rose up as if his mind was set on something, and he spoke to your leddy, sir, in a queer kind of a way. ‘God be kind to you, ma’am, and keep you from harm of them.’ and then he turns to me: ‘I’ll be going after them, Donald. My mind is ill at ease about the gentleman and John Ross.’ And what was on his mind, I cannot be saying, but as he went out the door he turned to me: ‘I am a single man, Donald, and my time is come. Maybe they that are seeking blood will be satisfied with me — and with that he was gone.”


“The poor lad!” said Ross in a strained voice. “That was strange talk. Poor lad! He never should have taken to this work.”


But I saw further. “Ross, Ross, don’t you see?” I said wretchedly. “He knew more than we did — his second sight- — He thought he might save us by giving himself as a sacrifice to — to@”


All I could do more was point toward the sea.


Ross thrust his face forward to mine, and our glances met. “The blue men Angus was talking about” — he said abruptly, tensely. “If I was thinking he had done that — Bide you here, Donald, with the leddy. And you, sir, take that crowbar and come with me.”


I followed, leaving McLeod agape at the door.


“That cry!” I stammered. “That cry!” I clenched my hand on the cold bar of iron I carried


“God help him,” muttered Ross as we hurried forward. He raised his voice in a shout of “Angus! Angus, are you there?” but no response was heard.


Suddenly I stumbled.


“Ross!” I said sharply, and we stooped to look.


For a long moment neither of us touched the thing which lay at our feet. Then Ross gave a choked sob.


“The poor lad!” he said again and again. “Poor Angus!”


I am sure no thought of our own terrible danger was in our minds.


“His arm,” I said in a whisper. “Torn from his shoulder!”


“Aye!” muttered Ross as he bent lower.


All at once he raised himself to his full height. His heavy chest swelled. He threw the gun to his shoulder, and a furious bellow came from his lips:


“Come out o’ the fog, you skulking things. Angus, where are you? Say the word, and I’ll let hell loose. Angus! For the sake of Heaven give us a shout. Angus, my poor lad, speak!”


But both challenge and plea went without answer.


“They must have caught him nearby.” said Ross, more calmly. “Devils work. Oh, my heart is sore for that poor lad He had neither kith nor kin, wife nor mother, to mourn him. Rest his soul in peace if he be dead, and I’m praying he may be soon if there is life left in him, wherever he be lying.”’


“If this fog would only lift for a minute.”


“Fog or no fog, I’m going to get them that maimed him,” said Ross between clenched teeth. “Bide you here, sir.”


Before I could say a word, he was lost in the fog. I stood there, every nerve a-tingle, filled with a strange awe and reverence. Angus undoubtedly had laid down his life for us, and yet I felt with strange intuition his sacrifice had been in vain, and the end was not yet.


Suddenly I saw something move upon the ground. I took a step forward, and then my heart stood still. My nostrils were full, of the musky stench. Something had caught my ankle in a strong, tenacious grip. I did not stop to look down, but with my bar struck repeatedly on some flabby substance, and the clutch upon the ankle gave way. I was conscious of a bulk scrambling past me. blundering with a rush that knocked me on the flat of my back Then I was up and shouting “Ross, Ross!”


“Sir!” came an answering hail Never was voice so welcome. Ross was at my side in a few seconds, breathless.


“One of them caught me by the ankle,” I told him excitedly.


“So!” he said and bent to the ground. “The arm’s gone,” he cried, his voice rising to an inhuman screech. “Back to the lighthouse, sir, back this minute. We can do nothing for the dead. It’s the living, now, the living.”


He caught me by the arm, and guided by him, we came to the lighthouse. He pulled open the door, thrust me in, then slammed the iron barrier in place.


McLeod came down. “Did you find Angus?” he inquired anxiously.


“No,” said Ross; “but no doubt he’ll be back soon, Donald. It’s grey and thick out.”


He thrust his mouth to my ear.


“I’ll tell him when I get the chance, but not a word to your leddy. D’ye hear me? Swallow your food down. Put a good face on it. We need all our strength against yon, whatever they be.”


“Is there any hope of help — if we need it?”


“God spare us,” he said solemnly, “none. The tender’s not due for another seven days.”


“If you were to fail to light the beacon wouldn’t they think something was wrong?”


“Never!” he said fiercely. “I’d sooner die than fail in my duty. No mention of that, sir.”


“I beg your pardon, Ross,” I said, gripping his hand.


“Oh, I understand, sir,” he said brokenly. “Your wife — but I have a wife too on shore. We can only do our best. Ech, sir, I should be writing up the slate, but I haven’t the heart to do it the day.”


“The slate?” I queried.


“Ay! The log. We keep a log like on board ship, but it can wait. What can I say about Angus — what, that they would believe?”


•   •   •   •   •


When we gathered about the table for lunch, I knew by McLeod’s face that he sensed the truth, though he tried to preserve something of his usual easy manner.


“Isn’t Mr. Jamieson coming?” asked Alice innocently.


“We’re looking for him any minute, ma’am,” said Ross, avoiding her glance. “He’ll be down by the crane splicing a rope, no doubt.”


“What made him act so strangely?” she continued.


“Och, just his way of talking,” suggested McLeod. “Yes, that will be it He is very religious, ma’am.”


Ross took the first chance he had to tell me he had run up a distress signal, but he feared there was little likelihood of its being seen in the fog. And so we settled for the day, besieged, set about by an unseen army of devils, whose power we had no way of reckoning. What would the end be?


Darkness fell early. By the time the lamps were lit, Alice had begun to worry about Angus and to question us all, until Ross could stand it no longer


“Ma’am,” he said simply, “I’m thinking we’ll never be seeing Angus Jamieson again He met with an accident going down the steps, and fell into the water. He was carried away at once surely, for your good man and me could find no trace of him. Aye, you may let the tears fall, ma’am Yon was a good lad, none better.”


Under pretense of getting my help to do some slight repair to the mechanism of the beacon, Ross look me up the iron steps to the lamp room. In that narrow chamber with McLeod, we considered what was to be done.


“I’m thinking,” said Ross, “if you and your leddy were to get away early in the morn, you could make the land and get a message to the board.”


“What,” I said. “Leave you two here? That’s out of the question. You’d better come with us if we’re going. You can come back.”


But he shook his head.


“It cannot be done, sir.” He hesitated. “You’ll forgive me — there’s just a thought in my mind. Maybe there was sense in what Angus said. We’ve been here close on a year now, and never saw nor heard of yon hellish things till — till your leddy came. There never was a woman set foot on the island here. It might be — it was the woman — that they had got the wind of — and’s drawing them out from their lurking places.”


I looked at him in silence, at his honest, rugged face, the. blue eyes which sought mine so earnestly.


“I mean no offense, God knows that,” he added hastily.


“So you think if my wife and I went.” I said, “there would be an end to this business?”


“Just that, sir.”


“Very well, Ross,” I said at last “We’ll make a dash for it tomorrow morning, at dawn. But I swear I’ll be back with help just as soon as I can gather it together. A few charges of dynamite dropped in would make short work of these things.”


“Donald and myself will see you off. I wonder how the weather is. It looks like clearing.”


We went out onto the gallery, and as we did so I clung to the rail in a spasm of loathing.


About the base of the lighthouse crawled groups of the creatures so closely massed that their shapes were indeterminate. They moved with a strange undulation, and for the moment I had the impression I looked down on waves. There was a flickering movement on their surface, and after a little I was able to see that their upper limbs terminated in a bunch of whipping tentacles.


“The devils! The foul sea-devils!” muttered McLeod, seeing them for the first time. “So yon’s them, is it? Oh, my heart is sore for Angus.”


Ross vanished, and came up with his gun. Leaning over the rail, he took aim and sent a scatter of shot into the midst of the vile mass. At the sound, I think, more than the hail of lead, there was an agitated stirring, and with incredible rapidity the patches began to slither away. In a couple of minutes the neighborhood of the lighthouse was free of them.


Alice came running up.


“A gannet,” explained Ross hastily; “but I missed the old bird.”


“I heard you fire. I couldn’t think what was up.”


“It’s like to clear, ma’am,” said McLeod quickly, “so you and the gentleman can be leaving us in the morn.”


“Yes, were going. Alice,” I assured her. “We can’t impose on our friends here any longer. And they want us to notify the Lighthouse Board to send another man right away.”


“I think I’ll be glad to go,” said Alice, “though you have been wonderfully kind to us, Mr. Ross and Mr. McLeod.”


“It’s nothing.” said Ross. “Common hospitality.”


•   •   •   •   •


Such an evening! The eve of a criminal lying in the death-house awaiting the last summons! Three silent men about the card table, a wondering woman by our side — ears tense to catch the slightest sound, muscles taut to spring instantly from our hard wooden chairs; the air heavy with unspoken apprehension. We were in terror of — what?


And when finally we got to bed, it was not to sleep. The ticking of the clockwork was magnified to the stroke of some vast machine that drove spikes into my tortured brain. It seemed to me I could hear through the thick stone wall the stealthy flicker of these ghastly tentacles which could tear a man limb from limb, and so adhesive they could elevate those bloated bodies up the side of the lighthouse. What if they managed to reach the lantern, to break the glass and pour in upon us? I put my arm about the sleeping body of my dear one.


Can I write sanely now? I am telling myself I must


Let me try my pen once more.


•   •   •   •   •


The morning came. We rose. Ross moved silently among his pots and pans. We ate something — what, I can’t remember; and then McLeod, orderly as ever, washed the pans and dishes and set them in their places. The fog had gone. The dawn was cold, gray, clear. There would be no danger in our trip, I felt.


We opened the door, and Ross looked about him anxiously. Then he nodded to me and we four set out on our way. We reached the steps and began to descend them. As we passed the crane, I noticed a box of tools had been torn from the fastenings and broken open. We reached the landing; I got aboard The Sprite. I hoisted her anchor, and McLeod held the aft mooring ready to let go. Ross shifted his gun to shake hands with us both. We shook hands with McLeod, then Alice scrambled past me and went forward. The waters washed about us, swelling and subsiding. There was no sign of danger.


And then I happened to look at the steps, and I heard someone — was it I or another devil-cry in a harsh screech of warning:


“Behind you — look — they come.”


In one long undulating current the sea-devils poured down the steps. It was like a stream of turbulent water in which tossed the branches of submerged trees. Horrid, tentacled arms rose and fell.


They came on irresistibly. The two men turned to face them, and McLeod let fall the mooring rope. The wind crept into my sails. Ross’ gun went up. He fired, but he might as well have been armed with a child’s pop gun.


The Sprite rocked. I felt the thud of heavy objects beneath her keel, and then in a twinkling the sea was alive. The landing and the sea alike were masses of scrambling things. I saw the two men on shore being overwhelmed by this blue-black wave of glistening slimy bodies.


The Sprite was moving. To attempt rescue was suicide.


Then abruptly one of the things reared itself out of the water. Its beastly eyes peered into mine, its obscene mouth gaped. Over the thwart of the boat its slimy suckers crept upon me. They leaped to my leg.


I shouted to Alice: “Loose that sheet!”


She made no reply, and I saw she had fainted. She lay on the thwart. I had but one glimpse which seared my brain — the flutter of her skirt — two appalling tentacled hands — a last impression of her unconscious face — her sliding body drawn over by a mass of tentacles.


I could not move, captured by this strain upon my leg. My eye fell on the axe I kept in the boat, and with a madman’s fury I struck at the tentacles. I felt the clutch give, and, axe in hand, I stooped — and at that moment the boom swung… I felt a crushing blow on my head.


•   •   •   •   •


I opened my eyes to a watery sun.


I was lying in the bottom of the boat, alone — alone. I raised myself on my elbow. I was in mid-ocean…


Once more my senses left me.


They tell me I was cast ashore here on this remote island close by Portugal. How I came, I know not. Better had I perished than sail like a ghost, like an automaton, unchallenged by any vessel, to live to drag out the weary years.


Ah devils, devils, you robbed me of all — of love, of hope, of reason. No, not all. What am I saying? Do I not sometimes see my Alice? Does not her face, sweet and sad as I remember it last, hold out promise that someday we may be with each other?


My endless torture is finished. Words, words that I shall never read again. Can I read? I do not know. Yet I have written as though another held the pen, another spoke these words into my straining ear.
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Hugh Lister and his wife had come down from London to attend the funeral of his uncle, that strange old hermit of a man who had lived for the last year utterly recluse and indeed practically unseen in the charming Georgian house and high-walled garden, which, at his death, had now come into possession of his nephew. Two bachelor brothers, so Hugh remembered, had originally bought the place, and for some years had lived together there. But he knew almost nothing of their history, though he could recollect seeing them both, as a boy, when they spent the night at his mother’s house in town on their way abroad for some piece of holiday-travel in which they annually indulged: grim, odd-looking men, much alike, who quarrelled about the price of the tickets, and seemed considerably to dislike each other. They lived together, it appeared, because a joint establishment was cheaper than two separate houses, and they had a strong community of tastes in their love of money, and their dislike of other people…


Hugh’s fugitive recollection had now, after the funeral, been reinforced and amplified by a talk with Mr. Hodgkin, his uncle’s solicitor, and he had learned more of these queer brothers. They had lived entirely withdrawn from the local life of this little town of Trenthorpe: no guest ever crossed their threshold, nor did they set foot at all in the houses of their neighbours. Seldom were they ever seen outside their house and garden, and, indeed, not often within, for their domestic requirements were provided by a woman who went in for a few hours every morning to make their beds and lay their breakfasts, and cook some food for their dinner, but she would be busy in the kitchen when they came downstairs, and sometimes for days together she never set eyes on either of them. Except for her, the only human being who for the last four or five years had had access to any portion of the premises was the man who had charge of the furnace in the back yard behind the house which heated the radiators through its rooms and passages. Every day throughout the year he must come in the morning and consult the thermometer which hung in a shaded nook on a wall there, and should it register below 60° Fahrenheit, the furnace must be lit, and stoked twice during the day, before he paid his final visit at ten o’clock at night, and made up a fire that would keep the house warm till morning again.


No window ever appeared to be opened in that hermitage, and seldom cleaned; the meals were of the most frugal; an overheated house and complete solitude were all that the brothers asked of life. The man and the woman who looked after their needs went for their wages every week to Mr. Hodgkin, who also discharged for the brothers their bills and paid for them the rates and taxes of the freehold house. But this dismal frugality and joylessness was not the consequence of insufficient means, for they each had an income of five or six hundred a year, of which they spent not half. The rest merely accumulated at the bank, for they made no investments. One or other of them was occasionally seen in the early morning walking by the bank of the tidal river that swept under the hill on which Trenthorpe stood, and debouched into the sea a mile or two away, but he would have returned to the house before nine in the morning, and thereafter appeared no more.


Most of this was news to Hugh and Violet: then Mr. Hodgkin went on to speak of an event which they knew had occurred, though the details had not reached them.


“That was the manner of life of your two uncles, Mr. Lister,” he said, “until a year ago when the mysterious disappearance of the younger, Mr. Henry, took place. I had just come downstairs one morning, and was beginning my breakfast when Mr. Robert, whose funeral we have just attended, was announced. He had found the front door of his house, which, as you will presently see when we visit it, is secured by a multitude of bolts and locks and chains, standing wide open. It had not been forced from outside, for the bolts had been withdrawn from within. He called to his brother, but got no answer, and ascending to his room, found that it was empty. His bed had been slept in, his instruments of toilet had been used, but there was no trace of him anywhere either in the house or the garden. It seemed most likely, therefore, that it was he who had gone out, leaving the door wide, but this was so extraordinary a thing for him to have done that Mr. Robert instantly came round to tell me about it. It struck me also as so odd that I rang up the police office, search and enquiries were made, and within an hour a cloth cap, which Mr. Robert identified as belonging to his brother, was found on the bank of the river. where sometimes he walked, and next day his walking-stick was found at low tide on a sand-shoal a mile farther down. The tide — it was one of the big spring-tides — had been at the flood about five o’clock in the morning on which he disappeared, and assuming that he left the house soon after that, it must have been running very strong to the sea, and the river was dragged without result. Then came further evidence, for a labourer in the town who had gone out to work at daybreak, said that he had seen a man, answering to the description which was circulated, crossing the bridge above the bank where the cap was found.”


“Was it supposed to have been an accident?” asked Hugh.


“There was not sufficient evidence to make that clear. It is possible that Mr. Henry might have slipped while waiking along the bank, for the ground was very miry: on the other hand, Mr. Robert, in the statement he made to the police, said that for several days his brother had been very queer in his behaviour, and possibly it was suicide, but there could, of course, be no inquest, since the body was never found. Death was presumed after the due legal period, and by the will which both your uncles had made, which was in my keeping, and by which the survivor of the two was named as the heir of the deceased, Mr. Henry’s property passed to his brother. That was completed only a few days ago. Previously to that, Mr. Robert, as you know, had made a further will under which you inherit.”


Mr. Hodgkin paused a moment, but Hugh had no question to put to him, and he continued in the same even voice.


“After Mr. Henry’s disappearance,” he said, “your surviving uncle became more recluse than ever, and once only, as far as I am aware, he left his house and garden, and that was when he came to see me to make his will. The charwoman continued to go in every morning, but now she hardly ever saw him. He moved from the bedroom upstairs next to Mr. Henry’s, both of which looked out on to the garden, and occupied a small room on the ground floor looking out on to the street, and the two bedrooms upstairs were locked and the keys were in his keeping. He similarly locked the two corresponding rooms on the ground floor which look on to the garden, though he used them himself, and the charwoman left his food on a small table in the hall outside, and he took it in after she had gone, putting the plates and utensils he had used in the same place for her to wash up next day. Her range, in fact, was entirely confined to the kitchen and your uncle’s bedroom, from which he had always gone into one of the locked rooms on the ground floor before she arrived. If he wanted anything ordered for him, there would be a note for her on the table by his bed stating his requirements. So it went on till last Thursday, the day of his death.”


Again the lawyer paused.


“It is a painful and terrible account I have to give you, Mr. Lister,” he said. “She went to his bedroom as usual, and found him crouching in a corner of the room, and he screamed out with fright, she said, when he saw her, and kept crying out: ‘No, no! have mercy on me, Henry!’ Like a sensible woman she ran straight for the doctor, and as she went past his window, she heard him still screaming. Dr. Soleham was in, and came at once: your uncle was still in some wild access of terror, and he slipped by them, and ran Out into the street. Then quite suddenly he spun round and collapsed. They brought him back into the house, and in a few minutes it was all over.”


•   •   •   •   •


Such was the grim manner in which Hugh Lister entered into his inheritance: it was all horrible and mysterious enough, but no question of personal grief or loss came into it, since he was practically a stranger to these queer relations of his. Mr. Hodgkin went into other business matters with him; there was a considerable sum of money which was his, also this house and garden, of which the house, so the lawyer told him, was in a state of the most hideous dilapidation and disrepair. Of the garden he knew nothing, for though it stood in the middle of the little town, its high brick walls screened it from all scrutiny of the houses round, and the rooms which looked on to it from the house had long been kept locked. Hugh and his wife slept that night at an inn, and next morning Mr. Hodgkin called to take them over the property.


Pitiable indeed was the neglect into which this charming and dignified little mansion had fallen. The roof leaked in a dozen places, the mildewed paper was peeling off the walls, the carpets were rotted by damp and drip: here they were faded by the sun, here they were mere rags and ribands. The casement bars of the windows were perished, the panes so crusted with dust and spiders’ webs that scarce a glimpse of the street outside could be seen; doors sagged on their hinges; a litter of sticks and straws from the nests of starlings that had built in the chimneys littered the hearths; pictures had fallen from the walls and lay in fragments of splintered glass and broken frames on the floor. Then there were the four locked rooms which looked on to the garden, two upstairs and two below, to be explored. A bunch of keys was found in the bedroom below, which Robert Lister had used, and they began their investigations upstairs, starting with the first door on the landing: this was the room, the charwoman told them, which Mr. Henry had occupied, and which had been locked ever since his disappearance.


The key grated rustily in the boards, but soon the door stood open, and they saw that the room was quite dark, for the windows were shuttered. A little fumbling revealed the fastenings, and Hugh, throwing them open, gave an exclamation of surprise. For the room, though long closed and neglected, with sagging ceiling and damp-stained walls, bore all signs of use: the bedclothes, coverlet and blankets and moldy sheets were still on the bed, half-turned back, as if its occupant had only just left it. On the washstand were sponge and tooth-brush, and beside it on the floor stood a brass hot-water can, green with verdigris: in the window was a dressing-table with a looking-glass, blurred and foggy, and by it a pair of hairbrushes and a shaving-brush, and a rusty razor with the dried stain of soap on the blade. There were a couple of pairs of boots, efflorescent with grey mildew below it; the chest of drawers was full of clothes. Nothing had been touched since the morning when Henry Lister left it, not to return.


Violet felt a sudden qualm of misgiving, coming from she knew not what secret cell in her brain. The room, with its dead air and vanished occupant, was still horribly alive. She moved across to the window, with the notion of throwing it open, so that the wholesome morning breeze could enter. The windows from having been shuttered were less opaquely coated with dust than those below, and she saw what lay outside.


“There’s a job in front of us then,” he said. “But we’ll take that after we’ve been through the house. It’s a queer room, this, Vi.”


The chamber next door was as queer: this was the bedroom, said the charwoman, which Mr. Robert had occupied when the two brothers were living together in the house. At Mr. Henry’s disappearance he had moved on to the ground floor into the room which he used until the day of his death. This upper room had been locked up since then: she had not seen it since the day when Mr. Robert had slept downstairs. His bed had been moved down, his wardrobe and his washing-stand: a couple of crazy chairs alone now stood there, and as in the room next door, the shutters were closed when they entered. Mr. Robert, she told them, had forbidden her to go upstairs any more when Mr. Henry left them. Three more bedrooms, all absolutely empty of furniture, and a bathroom with brown stains down the side of the bath below the taps, completed this floor: the bedrooms had never been furnished at all, as far as she knew, and yet, for all the emptiness of this story of the house, it seemed to Violet as if something followed them as they went downstairs again.


There remained for exploration the two rooms on the groundfloor which looked out on to the garden, and which for the last year had always been kept locked: these were scarcely more fit for human habitation than the rest. The dust lay thick everywhere, the carpet was in rags, the windows bleared with dirt. One must have been Robert Lister’s dining-room, for there were pieces of crockery and cutlery on the table, a glass, and a half-empty bottle of whisky, a jug of water and a salt-cellar, and a few tattered books were scattered on the floor beside it. One window looked out on to the street, and on the wall at right angles to that a glass-paned door led out into the garden. This was bolted at top and bottom; evidently it had long been in disuse for entrance and egress, and. it was with difficulty that Hugh managed to push the bolts back into their rusty grooves. When that was done, he wrenched the door open, and it was good to let a breath of the sweet untainted air of outside penetrate into that sick and deadened atmosphere.


“My uncle never went out into the town, you tell me,” he said to Mr. Hodgkin, “and we can see that he never went into the garden. He must have lived indoors altogether, and indoors he never set foot upstairs. Good God! it’s ghastly: just these three rooms with no presence there except his own. Enough to drive a man mad. And yet he chose to do it…. What’s that?”


He turned round as he spoke, wheeling quickly, and went out into the hall outside. But there was nothing there; a stair perhaps had creaked, or perhaps it was the yellow-underwing moth that flapped against the pane that made him think that there was something astir.


•   •   •   •   •


The garden into which they now stepped was, as Violet had said, a mere jungle of wild and riotous growth, but it was easy to see how delectable a plot it must have been, and to feel what overgrown charms still lingered there. It was spacious for an enclosed space like this, with streets and houses all round it, a liberal acre in extent, and defended by its high brick walls from any intrusive eye. From no quarter could it be overlooked, so tall _ was its mellowed fencing, and only the peaks of house-roofs and their chimneys and the vane on the church-tower peered above the copings. A broad strip of flowerbed had once sunned itself along the house-front, bordered by box-hedging; a paved walk led by it, and beyond had been a stretch of lawn up to the farther wall. To the left the plot had once been divided by a trellis that now leaned tipsily askew this way and that, with great gaps in it, through which could be seen fruit-trees, now in flower, on this spring afternoon: there no doubt had been the kitchen-garden. But now rank weeds and grasses had triumphed over everything on lawn and border; the paved walk was plumed with them and thickly overlaid with mosses; creepers that must once have been trained up the walls sprawled fallen across the ground-growths, and tendrils of degenerated rose-trees threaded their thorns through the shrubby clumps of the box-edgings.


The two men pushed across the lawn through briers and thick grasses and entanglements, but Violet said she had had enough and sat down to wait for them on a stone bench, crumbled and mossy, which stood on the edge of the paved walk. The charm of the place struggled with the melancholy disorder of it, and she could imagine it cultivated and cared for, with its beds glowing again with ordered jewels, its lawn smooth-napped, its paved walks free of the tangle of growth, but there was something more than this tangle of weeds that had to be cleared away before peace could return to it. Something beyond mere neglect was amiss with it; something dead but horribly alive was watching here even ad in the shuttered room at the head of the stairs….


The stone seat faced the sun, and a little dazzled by its brightness, though delighting in the genial warmth of it after the airless seclusion of the house, Violet closed her eyes, wondering what it could be that wrought this strange perturbation within her. Hugh and Mr. Hodgkin had vanished now behind the crazy trellis; their voices no longer came to her, and she felt extraordinarily sundered from the touch of human intercourse. And yet she was not alone: there was some presence, not theirs, moving up closer to her and watching her. Once she opened her eyes to reassure herself that it was only her imagination thus playing tricks with her, but of course there was nothing there, and again she closed them. An odd drowsiness invaded her, and she saw a shadow come across the red field of her closed eyelids. She thought to herself that the two men were approaching her, and that it was they who had come between her and the sun, and she waited for the sound of their voices or their steps. Perhaps Hugh thought she was asleep, and meant to give her forty winks or so: if that was in his mind, she wished he would stand aside, for with him cutting off the sunlight from her, the air had become very cold. She gave a little shiver, and opened her eyes. There was no one there.


It was startling: she had felt quite sure there had been someone standing close in front of her, but it certainly was not Hugh, nor indeed was there any sign of a living presence. But there he was, stepping over the fallen trellis, and coming quickly toward her.


“Violet, dear,” he said, “isn’t the place utterly enchanting? I’m going to have all the rags and rubbish turned out of the house at once, and get it washed and cleaned and renewed. | shall furnish it, too, and put a caretaker in, and then we’ll bring the garden into order again. Then when it’s all habitable we can settle what we shall do with it, let it, or sell it, or keep it. What extraordinary odd fellows they must have been, living in squalor and discomfort and letting everything go to ruin! But I shall restore it all with the money they saved over it. And frankly, I’ve fallen in love with the place: I want to keep it terribly.”


•   •   •   •   •


Hugh set to work with his usual volcanic energy to put the place in order again: he and Violet took rooms at the inn near, and spent hot and laborious days in turning out the dirty raffle that filled the house, reserving for later examination any papers that might possibly be of interest. All the upholstery was perished; carpets, curtains and rugs were only fit for the fire: there were cupboards, and presses full of threadbare stuffs, moth-eaten blankets and moldy linen, and a clean sweep had to be made of all these before the cleaning and redecoration of the house could begin. Day after day a bonfire in the kitchen-garden smoldered and burst into flames and smoldered again, for little even of the solider furniture was serviceable: rickety tables and broken-seated chairs seemed to have been sufficient for the uncles. After that the walls must be stripped of their torn and flapping papers. and scraped of their discoloured paint, the roof must be repaired, ceilings and fittings of doors and windows renovated. To Violet all this holocaust of moldy raffles signified something more than the mere material cleaning-up, even as the opening of windows long-closed and the admission into the house of the air and the sun and the wholesome winds did more than refresh the staleness of its actual atmosphere: both were symbolical outward signs of some interior purging. And yet, even when all was clean and empty, ready for its new furnishing, the very essence of what they had been turning out still lingered. All was not well with the house: in some strange manner the shadow that had come between her closed eyes and the sun as she sat on the garden-bench had entered, and was establishing itself more firmly day by day.


She knew how fantastic such a notion was, and so, though it persisted, she could not bring herself to speak to Hugh about it. it haunted the rooms and the passages, and though she got no direct vision of its presence it was there, like some shy creature wary in hiding itself, but yet wishing to make itself manifest: sometimes it seemed malignant, sometimes sad and pitiful. Most of all it was perceptible in that pleasant square room at the top of the stairs which they had found shuttered, where the bedclothes were turned back as if he who had slept there had just quitted it, and where the apparatus of a man’s toilet still lay on the dressingtable: the room, so the charwoman had told them, occupied by Henry Lister. Had this presence something to do with him, she wondered? She felt it also in the room downstairs occupied after his disappearance by Robert: there she felt it as something fierce or revengeful. Finally she began to wonder whether Hugh was conscious that there was something queer in that room at the head of the stairs, for at first he had intended to make his private den there, but he had abandoned that, and though the furnishing of the house was proceeding apace he had left it empty.


•   •   •   •   •


It was early in May that the house was ready to be occupied in a tentative picnicking fashion: vans had been unloading all day, a couple of servants had come down, and tonight Hugh and Violet were to sleep here, for to be on the premises, said Hugh, was the surest way of speeding such tasks as picture-hanging and carpet-laying. The dusk of the evening was warm, and he and Violet were sitting on the stone bench in the garden with a box of papers between them which must be looked through before they could be consigned to the bonfire. The garden was rapidly being tamed, the lawn had been scythed in preparation for the mowing-machine, the paved walk had been cleared of moss, and weeding was going on in the beds.


“But the soil is wretched and sour,” said Hugh, as he untied a bundle of papers. “That bed by the house must be dug over deep and a cartload of rich stuff put in before it’s fit for planting. Hullo, a photograph… Why, it’s of the two uncles, and was taken here in the garden. They’re sitting on the stone bench where we are now. Before they became hermits, I suppose.”


Violet looked over his shoulder.


“Which is Uncle Robert?” she said.


“That one on the left, the older of the two, the bald one.”


“And the other is the one who disappeared?” asked Violet.


“Yes.”


He looked up quickly as he spoke, and Violet, following his eye, thought she saw for a moment in the dusk some figure standing on the paved walk twenty yards away. But it resolved itself into a pale stain on the wall and a bush immediately below, and she took another glance at the faded photograph. There was a strong family resemblance between them; she would have guessed that the two faces, rather long-nosed, with eyes very wide apart, were those of brothers, but they were quite distinguishable.


Presently Hugh came to the end of the packet, and he took the bulk of it to toss on to the smoldering bonfire. The evening was now beginning to get chilly, and when he had gone she rose and took a turn down the paved walk. The light from the west glowed dusky-red on the brick front of the house, and glancing idly up at the window of the room at the head of the stairs, she saw a man standing there within, looking down on her. The glimpse she got of his face was but brief, for almost immediately he turned away, but she had seen enough to know that it was the face of the younger of the two brothers at whose photograph she had just been looking.


For one moment sheer terror clutched at her: the next, as if by some subtle recognition her mind told her that here was the visible manifestation of the presence of which she had for days been conscious. It was he who had shadowed her closed eyelids, it was he who, as yet unseen, had haunted the house, and in especial the room at the window of which she now beheld him. Though the flesh of her still quaked at the thought that she had looked on one who had passed beyond the dread dim gate, it was terribly interesting, and she continued looking up, half dreading, half hoping that she would see him again. Then she heard Hugh’s step returning from his errand.


“What’s the matter, Violet?” he said. “You’re white: your hands are trembling.”


She pulled herself together.


“It’s nothing,” she said. “Something startled me just now.”


Looking at him, she guessed with a sense of certainty what was in his mind when he asked her what was the matter.


“Hughie, have you seen something too that — that comes from beyond?” she asked.


He shook his head.


“No, but I know it’s there,” he said, “and it’s chiefly in that room at the top of the stairs. That’s why I’ve done nothing with it. Have you seen it? Was it that which startled you just now? What was it?”


She pointed to the window.


“There,” she said. “A man looked out on me from the window. It was Henry Lister. His room, you know.”


They were both looking up now, and even as she spoke the figure appeared there again. Once more it turned away, and vanished.


For a long moment they met each other’s eyes.


“Violet, are you frightened?” he said.


“I’m not going to be,” she said. “Whatever it is, whatever it’s here for, it can’t hurt us. I think 1t wants us to do something for it … But, Hughie, why did Robert scream out ‘Have mercy?’ Why did he run from the house?”


Bugh had no answer for this.


“I shall go in,” he said at length, “and open the door of that. room, and see what is there. I left it locked, I know. Don’t come with me, Violet.”


“But I wish to,” she said; “I want to know all that there is to be known. What we have seen means something.”


They went upstairs together, and paused for a second outside the door. The key was in the lock, and Hugh turned it and threw the door wide.


The room was lit by the fading evening light, but clearly visible. It was completely furnished as on the day when they had first looked into it. On the bed .there lay the figure of a man faintly twitching. His face was turned away, but with a final movement his head fell back on the pillows, and they saw who it was. The mouth drooped open, the cheeks and forehead were of a mottled purple in colour, and round the neck was tied a cord… And then they saw that they were looking into a perfectly empty room, unfurnished, but newly papered and painted.


•   •   •   •   •


The deep digging-over of the flowerbed along the house front began. next morning, and an hour later the gardener came in to tell Hugh what he had found. The digging was resumed under the supervision of the police-inspector, and the body when disinterred was removed to the mortuary. The identity was established at the inquest; it was established also that death had been due to strangulation, for a piece of rope was still tied round the neck. Though there could be no absolute certainty as to the history of the murder, only one reconstruction of it would fit the facts which were known; namely, that Henry Lister had been strangled by his brother during the night preceding his disappearance, and buried in the garden. Very early next morning Robert Lister, who in height and general appearance strongly resembled his brother, must have gone down to the river-bank (having been seen on his way there by the laborer from the town) and left his cap on the path, and thrown the stick into the river. He must also with a diabolical cunning have arranged his brother’s room to look as if he had got up and dressed himself as usual. He then returned, and an hour or two later went to Mr. Hodgkin’s house, saying that he had found the front door open, and that his brother was missing. No search was made in the house or garden, for the evidence all pointed to his having dressed and gone out and met his death in the river. Why Robert Lister in that seizure of panic which gripped him just before he died called on his brother to have mercy on him was no affair for police investigation, but it seems likely that he saw, or thought he saw, some very terrible thing, some strange spectre such as was certainly seen by Hugh and Violet in the room at the top of the stairs. But that is conjecture only.


The two brothers now lie side by side in the cemetery on the hill outside Trenthorpe: it may be added that in all England there is no more wholesome or tranquil house than that which was once the scene of so tragic a history and of so grim and ghostly a manifestation.
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