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THE DEAF AND DUMB GIRL

From the French

1839






In the autumn of 18__, I was making “the grand tour,” and on my way from Paris to Marseilles, I met with an extraordinary adventure, which I will relate in all its strange and harrowing details. The hill at Autun, covered with its vineyards and their rich fruit, is picturesque and pleasing; but the gathering time was then past, and the scene was flat and dismal; my companions in the diligence were by no means persons of elegant manners, and to make bad worse, a drizzling rain kept falling, and the dampness of the atmosphere caused a depression in the spirits of myself and fellow-travellers.


We had not gone far beyond Autun, when the diligence stopped at the entrance of an avenue, which opened into the high road, and led to a splendid mansion, evidently the abode of a person of rank and distinction. A small party of elegantly-dressed persons stood at the gate, and it appeared that one of them was about to proceed with us in the conveyance.


Two servants came forward, bringing travelling bags and trunks which were duly fastened upon the roof, and this done, a fine-looking young man, in a military cloak and travelling cap, separated himself from the party, which consisted besides himself of an elderly gentleman and two ladies, one of whom seemed to be the mamma of the other, and after kissing the ladies’ hands, he advanced and took his seat, without taking the slightest notice of the other passengers, and then putting his head and part of his body out from the window, he maintained a conversation with the ladies until all was ready for starting; and then came the parting words, the words which always fall mournfully on the heart, but most mournfully upon young hearts that love.


Several voices exclaimed “A pleasant journey!” but one small timid voice added, “Adieu, Jules!” There was sweet music in that timid voice; it spoke audibly to the heart, though it scarcely reached the ear. And all who heard it, felt that by the speaker of those parting words, our fellow-traveller was beloved.


The young man also repeated the word “Adieu!” but it was in a much firmer and gayer tone, and he waved his hand and agitated his body, without seeming to care in the least for the other passengers, or to mind the personal inconvenience he put them to.


At length the diligence moved on, and the château and the party at the gate were left far behind. M. Jules now began to settle himself in his seat, and to cast inquiring glances at his fellow-travellers, by all of whom he was similarly regarded. He was a fine-looking young man, with symmetric figure and a dark expressive countenance; but his eye had an expression of gay recklessness in it, which did not raise him in my estimation; and there was a thoughtless light-hearted joyance in his manner which vexed me.


I had at first set him down as a perfect hero of romance. He was very communicative, and gave us to understand that he was a military officer, that the old gentleman, from whom he had just parted, was his uncle, one of the richest land proprietors in Burgundy, and that the younger of the two ladies was his daughter, Josephine, to whom our companion was on the point of being married; and, of course, we were favored with very glowing descriptions of her beauty and virtues.


He was journeying now to make preparations for the wedding; and intended to throw up his commission, abandon a military life, and reside with his wife six months in the country, and the rest of the year in Paris. Such were his arrangements, stated in the course of a lively and animated conversation, which was only interrupted by the sudden stoppage of the vehicle, and we found that our journey was arrested by a multitude of persons of all sexes and ages, singing, shouting, dancing, fiddling. We soon discovered that we were in the midst of a fair.


“Why,” exclaimed a fellow-passenger, Madame Vernet, after taking an almanac from her reticule, and inspecting it rapidly, “this is St. Ursula’s day.”


“Ursula!” exclaimed M. Jules with an expression of surprise, with which alarm appeared to be associated.


“Yes!” rejoined Madame Vernet, handing the almanac to him; “you see, it is St Ursula’s day.”


M. Jules took the almanac in his hand, and appeared to look at it, then repeating the word “Ursula” in a low tone, he returned the book to its owner.


“Ah!” said Madame Vernet, “I suppose Ursula is the second name of your destined bride.”


“No!” replied Jules, faintly, and then became silent, thoughtful and reserved.


•   •   •   •   •


Evening had by this time drawn imperceptibly on, and upon the hills appeared the last faint reflection of the departed luminary of day; all nature appeared to be calm; the trees were still, the birds sung not among the leaves, the very air was mute, and silence led to rêverie — rêverie to sleep; the postilions had ceased to swear, and none of us knew how the time had passed when the coach hail stopped for supper at Chalons-sur-Saone.


After a hasty meal, again we set out upon our journey, none more anxious than M. Jules. “Are we out of Chalons?” he was constantly enquiring. So frequently was this question put, that at length one of the passengers said “Why do you ask.”


“I have no particular reason for asking,” he replied.


“Were you ever at Chalons before?” rejoined the passenger.


“Yes, I was quartered there with my regiment once.”


“You have some friends here, then?”


“No,” he rejoined quickly, and hastily; the conversation therefore dropped, and very soon afterward the whole of the passengers were in the arms of Morpheus.


We could not have slept long before a terrible shake awakened us all; the vehicle had stopped again. The night was extremely dark, and the wind howled mournfully through the trees that skirted the road, a small light upon which, as if from a lanthorn, indicated that we were about to receive an accession to our numbers. The diligence had stopped to take up their passenger.


“We are quite full already,” was the general exclamation, when this discovery was made.


“There is still one vacant place,” growled the conductor.


There was no disputing this point; but we grumbled, nevertheless, for we had been very comfortable hitherto, and the addition of another person was by no means welcome.


“It’s only a young lady,” said the conductor, in a tone of voice which indicated he was in a very bad temper. “It’s only a young lady, who will not take up much room.”


Presently a small figure in white appeared upon the steps; “She will not trouble you,” added the conductor, “for she is deaf and dumb; I have carried her before now to Lyons — the devil take her! She has always occasioned me some misfortune.”


The female had by this time got in, and taken her seat. “Wo-o! wo-o!” cried the conductor, addressing the postilion, “Mind the horses, they are rearing terribly.” And then directing his conversation to a man in the garb of a priest, whom we could see by the light of a lanthorn, standing in the road. “Adieu, M. le Curé, you may be sure I’ll take care of the young lady!”


Crack went the postilion’s whip, and again we were proceeding on our journey.


•   •   •   •   •


We were all very desirous of knowing something about our fellow passenger, but as she was deaf and dumb, it was of no use saying a word to her; the ladies, indeed, got up a conversation upon the double misfortune of the poor girl, but that soon ended, and then they moved and fidgeted, to attract attention, but she sat very quiet, and took no notice of anybody.


An unpleasant chilliness now came over us; we pulled up the windows, drew our cloaks close around us, and the ladies put shawls over their bonnets. But we still felt uncomfortable, so much so, indeed, that M. Jules let down one of the windows, declaring that the external air was warmer than the atmosphere we breathed in the diligence. We found this to be the case, and all of us were puzzled to solve this philosophical mystery. We did not shiver now so much as we had done before, but nevertheless, all complained of a very uneasy sensation; and many jests were made upon the subject, and at length someone said that it was entirely attributable to the deaf and dumb girl.


We again endeavored to lull ourselves off to sleep, but could not, one awoke in a fright, another was constantly starting, a third had frightful dreams, and M. Jules moaned so dreadfully, that we were obliged to shake him, and then he told us he had been troubled with a dreadful nightmare.


“Ah!” exclaimed Madame Vernet, “we ate too much for supper at Chalons.” And everybody concurred in the opinion thus expressed.


•   •   •   •   •


At length day dawned, and the first beams of morning, falling upon the white dress of the deaf and dumb girl, again collected our attention toward her.


We looked at her in silent amazement. Such a form we had none of us ever beheld before; we were fearful of trusting to our senses, and thought it an illusion. But the sun rising above the horizon put an end to our doubts, and the frightful appearance of our companion became evident. Her skin was of a deadly white color, and it seemed to cover nothing but bare bones; her lips were thin, so thin indeed, that they scarcely enclosed a perfect set of projecting teeth, and two small eyes sparkled like live coals from the bottom of immense orbits with a vivacity of motion which made her turn her singular countenance from one side to another with an appearance of insatiable curiosity. Her eyes seemed to interrogate us all in succession, and there was a smile upon her lips, but it was so inconsistent with the general character of her countenance that we averted our heads: it was as if death’s head were laughing on our faces.


The silence which the contemplation of this strange figure led to was first broken by M. Jules, who said, “Were it not for the respect I entertain for the present company, I would say with the conductor, I wish the devil would take her. Did you ever see such a face as hers? She makes us all shudder.”


His observations were interrupted by the extraordinary looks of the subject of them; she gazed rapidly upon us all, and then burst into a fit of laughter but to the sight only, for we heard no sound. This silent laughter raised in us feelings of horror; but not the least sympathy for her misfortunes.


•   •   •   •   •


We had not time to express our feelings to each other, for directly afterward a sudden jolt occurred, and the falling of the diligence intimated that the axle-tree had broken.


The confusion which this accident threw us into was great, the females shrieked, the gentlemen expressed themselves in terms not to be mentioned by ears polite. The deaf and dumb girl quickly scrambled ever the other passengers and got out first. Happily no one was hurt, and as soon as we extricated ourselves we all congratulated ourselves, except the conductor, who gave vent to loud imprecations.


“I knew how it would be,” he said, “that speechless woman has brought all this misfortune upon us. This is the third time she has wrought mischief.”


Happily there was on inn by the road-side in which we could take our breakfast, while the diligence was being put in travelling order again. It was a delightful morning, and though there was nothing in the scenery to make it attractive, we, nevertheless, preferred a ramble to staying at the inn, while breakfast was being prepared for us. At a short distance from the house there was a large cross, surrounded by young elm trees. A small hedge, formed by sweetbriar and common bramble waved gently around a grass-plot, extended round the stone at the foot of the cross. It was the most picturesque object in the neighborhood, and M. Jules resolved upon taking a sketch of it.


“We only want the speechless woman,” said he, “to complete the picture.”


“Possibly,” said I, “it would not be difficult to induce her to sit to you for her portrait, for in the diligence she seemed to flirt with you. She looked at you as if she desired to catch your attention.”


“The poor wretch,” replied M. Jules, as he raised his black silk D’Orsay, and twirled his moustache. “The speechless woman is a coquette! And why not! O, woman, woman, you are alike, all the world over.”


“I should not suppose that you had much reason to complain. Have you been often in love?”


“Yes; but it seldom lasted for more than a week.”


“And yet you are going to be married.”


“Oh, that’s a different thing altogether. When a man gets thirty years old, it looks respectable to have a wife. A woman takes your name, and you avail yourself of her property, and leave your titles and estates to your children. It is decidedly respectable to have a wife when you become thirty years old. But that is not what I call love. Josephine is charming, beautiful as an angel, but I have known many angels. Marriage is good, because it fixes you in the station you are to live in. But love is the most delightful thing in the world—”


The roué would have proceeded, but old Madame Vernet, who did not at all agree with him upon these subjects suddenly arose, and fetching the deaf and dumb girl who was playing with a herd of goats, a short distance off, made some signs to the poor creature to kneel and pray with her at the foot of the cross. I know not what the poor girl had at first thought Madame Vernet wished her to do; but she had quietly suffered herself to be led under the elms; but when the good old lady importuned her to kneel, she tripped away, laughing, and returned to the goats, which she at length led to browse upon the briar that formed a hedge round the cross.


“I verily believe,” exclaimed Jules, “that the speechless woman is the genius of evil. Look, she is destroying the only beautiful object in this landscape!”


He would have gone and desired her to desist; but at that moment the old goat-herd and his dogs advanced, and drove away the goats from the hedge. The speechless woman looked for a moment at the old man, and then skipped after the animals, whilst Jules and I advanced and desired the goat-herd to continue to protect this pretty little spot. The old man knew nothing of landscape effects, his only motive he said for driving away the goats was, that they should not eat the bushes and grass where a female had been buried about eighteen months before. The whole party were astonished, and made inquiry for further particulars; but the old man knew nothing more, and referred them to the landlady of the inn, where the female had died.


We all returned to the house, and upon making inquiry, were informed by the hostess that the female in question arrived at her house one rainy night, weary and sad; and her eyes were inflamed with weeping. She asked to have a private room, and being so accommodated, had resided there for nearly a month, paying her expenses every day; but small those expenses were, for the poor creature ate scarcely anything. She used to wander about at night, and was often seen sitting upon the stones at the foot of the cross, and at other times was heard praying devoutly, and in extreme agony. At length she was one day found suspended from a branch of one of the elms by a silk handkerchief. This was all the hostess knew of the poor girl’s story.


“The victim of man’s perfidy, no doubt,” exclaimed Madame Vernet, and the good old lady retired from the company to weep.


“The mayor came,” continued the landlady; “and scolded us for giving shelter to a vagabond, for she had no writing about her to indicate who she was; and the priest refused to bury her, or allow her remains to be interred in consecrated ground; but I had pity,” said the good hearted creature, “and I begged that the body might be buried near the cross, thinking that the ground there must be almost as good as consecrated ground; and they granted my request.”


The old woman wiped away a tear, and added, “I have, besides, what I may call her will; it was the only thing she ever wrote in this house, and I have put it into an old frame which she would buy of me for the purpose, after taking from it a fine portrait of the Emperor; and I have also placed it in the public room, according to her last request.”


Our curiosity being strongly excited, we desired the landlady to show us this paper, and presently she brought in a glazed frame of black wood, but the glass was so dirty that not a word could be read until the dirt was removed. M. Jules then took it in his hand; he gazed upon it and changed color, “Heavens!” he exclaimed, “how singular!”


“Do you know the hand-writing?” I inquired.


“I — I,” he replied, much embarrassed, “how should I know it?” And he gave the frame into my hands.


The writing was to the following effect:



“If you recognise my hand-writing, be silent, I beseech you; — I implore you not to tell my name, for I shall be afraid of my father, even after death. I am dishonored, and I must die. It is a dreadful thing; but I cannot look my friends in the face again — I cannot endure my mother’s rebuke; — I cannot endure my father’s curse. I have no more money; — I have not strength to work; and he whom I love bade me farewell, with laughter! Would that I were mad. I fear death — greatly do I fear it; but still I must die. I am not yet eighteen. Let poor girls beware of men who come to them with smiling looks, and words of love; — their voices are ever soft — their promises are always great; they swear before the face of Heaven; — but O! believe them not. I erred, but I dearly loved him who destroyed my peace. All must now end. I hope for the prayers of every Christian soul who passes this way. Let them pray also for him, for he is the cause of all. But let them say nothing to my father.”




The sobs of the female passengers, and of our good hostess, while I read these simple wailings of a seared heart showed how much they were affected — even the men betrayed emotion, and, “albeit unused to the melting mood,” I found it impossible to restrain the tears which would gush out, despite my efforts to restrain them, when I reflected upon the condition of this wretched girl, murdered by some heartless villain; for he who brought ruin upon her was the murderer. Poor girl! poor girl! heaven will have mercy on thee, though the man she loved had none!


Madame Vernet uttered a vehement philippic against male perfidy as soon as she could well speak, and became much warmer when M. Jules, who had recovered his presence of mind, endeavored to turn the whole into ridicule.


“It is a very lucky thing,” he said, “that our beautiful little fellow-traveller from Chalons is condemned to silence, for I should have had her also for an antagonist; and it must be confessed, that such a face, talking of love and romance, would have been irresistible.”


This observation recalled the speechless lady to our recollection; and we now, for the first time, remarked that she was not present at the breakfast table. We were informed by the conductor that she never sat at table, but contented herself with a crust of dry bread. Upon looking through the open door, I saw her distributing this bread to the goats by which she was surrounded. Poor creature! the goats, after taking from her hand the bread she proffered them, fled away hastily, as if frightened by her looks.


It was at length announced that the damage experienced by the diligence had been repaired; and accordingly our journey was resumed. During the whole of the way we constantly felt a damp chill, which we could not account for, and experienced much physical and mental uneasiness. M. Jules endeavored to re-assume his wonted gay and easy manner, but vain was his attempt; and we were all well pleased when the diligence stopped at Lyons.


After partaking of some refreshment, M. Jules and I agreed to embark in one of the passage boats which descends the Rhône, he for Valence, and I for Avignon. Freed from the looks of the strange girl in the diligence, my companion renewed his self-possession, and again amused me much by his gay and lively recitals and descriptions of adventures and places. The subject of his approaching marriage, was, of course, uppermost in his mind, and, really, he seemed to be a most fortunate fellow, for his cousin, whom he was about to lead to the altar, was extremely beautiful, and very rich.


•   •   •   •   •


The navigation of the Rhône was by no means pleasant, for the sources whence the river is supplied were obstructed, and the water was so extremely low that our boat frequently touched the bottom; so that, on the second evening, we thought it advisable to put up at a miserable inn at Pomier; but there we found the food was detestable, and the beds worse. You may be sure that our contemplation of the exchange we had made, did not produce any very pleasant feelings; and, in a state of vexation and discontent, we retired for an inspection of the inn-kitchen, which was, indeed, the only public room in the house. Imagine our surprise when, by the dim light of a solitary iron lamp, we discovered, in a corner, the speechless woman, with her flashing eye-balls fixed upon us.


“Horrible!” exclaimed Jules, “I cannot endure this. I will return and sleep in the boat. Had I been aware that she had chosen this conveyance, I should not have come by it.”


I endeavored to prevail upon him to abandon his intention, but in vain, and he quitted the house. Supper was now ready, and a good appetite caused me to forget, for the moment, the speechless woman in the corner; and when I had finished my meal, I found that she was gone. I conjectured that she had retired to rest, and soon afterward went to bed myself.


•   •   •   •   •


On repairing to the boat the next morning I was alarmed by the altered appearance of M. Jules. He sat apart and abstracted, his countenance pale and haggard; and when I addressed him, he muttered a few indistinct words, and appeared to wish to be left alone. The night had made a woeful change in him; and, during the remainder of the journey, he continued to be reserved and thoughtful. At parting he pressed my hand, and, in a faint voice exclaimed, “that awful night.”


“Sir!” I rejoined.


“I could not pray while she stood before me.”


“Whom?”


“She!” he exclaimed, “with her fire-like eyes glaring upon me, searing my heart and brain.”


“What do you mean?” I enquired.


“I had sworn, that when I could possibly come to Chalons again I would make her my wife. And thus I triumphed over her unsuspecting virtue. Then I laughed at the ruin I had made; and—” Here his voice became quite indistinct, and he muttered several sentences, among which all that I could distinguish was the name of “Ursula.”


I was glad when I parted from this strange man, for he seemed now to be intimately connected with the dumb girl; and I began to have the most painful and terrifying apprehensions.


It was some time before I could shake off the unpleasant emotions which the presence of these individuals had occasioned; but time, which effaces strong impressions, soon caused me almost to forget both Jules and the speechless woman.


•   •   •   •   •


Having an engagement with a friend in Paris, about a month after the journey above described, I retraced my steps. The passage boat and the miserable inn at Pomier brought back the traveller’s companion to my recollection; and, as I turned my eyes to the corner of the inn-kitchen, where I had last seen the terrible female, I felt anxious to know more concerning her; but all my enquiries were made in vain; and even the conductor of the diligence could only tell me, that whenever he had conveyed the speechless woman, some accident was sure to occur to the vehicle.


I determined upon stopping at Autun, and making enquiries for M. Jules. Therefore, ordering my luggage to be conveyed to its destination, I left the diligence, and proceeded toward the château of the destined bride. But I had not advanced more than a hundred paces up the avenue, when I heard a trampling noise behind me, and, turning round, I perceived that a funeral procession was returning to the château.


I conjectured that one of the parents of Josephine was dead; and, stepping aside, I looked enquiringly for M. Jules in the melancholy group. But he was not there. There were several gentlemen; but all strangers to me, and all appeared in a state of terror and alarm, and all hurried past me into the château. I detained one of the domestics, and asked the name of the departed. With a look of fear, and in an indistinct voice, he answered “M. Jules.”


The domestic was hurrying away, when I caught him by the sleeve, and asked for more particulars; but he broke from me, and rushed into the house.


I sought the inn where I intended to rest that night, and there discovered the cause of the strange emotion among the funeral group. Jules had returned to Autun in a weak and feeble state; the best medical assistance was obtained; but it was all unavailing. He became delirious, and was continually shrieking, as if in agony; several times a speechless woman in white had been observed about the château, and on the day of his death they found her at his bedside, with her fire-like eyes glaring upon him.


They drove her from the room, and she tripped laughingly away. M. Jules had then called for the priest, to whom it was said he had made confession of some grievous crime, and then, his conscience being relieved, he prayed fervently; and thus he died.


And the consternation among the funeral party had been occasioned by the appearance of the speechless woman at his grave. She stood among the mourners, looking down upon the remains of Jules. His relatives regarded her with feelings of horror, and shrunk from her. The officiating priest advanced, bearing the sacred symbol of his faith, toward her, when she seemed to glide into the grave. A shriek from the assemblage rent the air. They looked for the strange female, but all they beheld in the grave was the dark coffin which contained the remains of M. Jules.





“Atkinson’s Casket” Jul. 1839





LADY ELEANORE’S MANTLE

Nathaniel Hawthorne

1842







Mine excellent friend, the landlord of the Province House, was pleased, the other evening, to invite Mr. Tiffany and myself to an oyster supper. This slight mark of respect and gratitude, as he handsomely observed, was far less than the ingenious tale-teller, and I, the humble note-taker of his narratives, had fairly earned, by the public notice which our joint lucubrations had attracted to his establishment. Many a cigar had been smoked within his premises — many a glass of wine, or more potent aqua vitae, had been quaffed — many a dinner had been eaten by curious strangers, who, save for the fortunate conjunction of Mr. Tiffany and me, would never have ventured through that darksome avenue, which gives access to the historic precincts of the Province House. In short, if any credit be due to the courteous assurances of Mr. Thomas Waite, we had brought his forgotten mansion almost as effectually into public view as if we had thrown down the vulgar range of shoe-shops and dry-good stores, which hides its aristocratic front from Washington street. It may be unadvisable, however, to speak too loudly of the increased custom of the house, lest Mr. Waite should find it difficult to renew the lease on so favorable terms as heretofore.


Being thus welcomed as benefactors, neither Mr. Tiffany nor myself felt any scruple in doing full justice to the good things that were set before us. If the feast were less magnificent than those same paneled walls had witnessed, in a bygone century — if mine host presided with somewhat less of state, than might have befitted a successor of the royal Governors — if the guests made a less imposing show than the bewigged, and powdered, and embroidered dignitaries, who erst banqueted at the gubernatorial table, and now sleep within their armorial tombs on Copp’s Hill, or round King’s Chapel — yet never, I may boldly say, did a more comfortable little party assemble in the Province House, from Queen Anne’s days to the Revolution. The occasion was rendered more interesting by the presence of a venerable personage, whose own actual reminiscences went back to the epoch of Gage and Howe, and even supplied him with a doubtful anecdote or two of Hutchinson. He was one of that small, and now all but extinguished class, whose attachment to royalty, and to the colonial institutions and customs that were connected with it, had never yielded to the democratic heresies of after-times. The young queen of Britain has not a more loyal subject in her realm — perhaps not one who would kneel before her throne with such reverential love — as this old grandsire, whose head has whitened beneath the mild sway of the Republic, which still, in his mellower moments, he terms a usurpation. Yet prejudices so obstinate have not made him an ungentle or impracticable companion. If the truth must be told, the life of the aged loyalist has been of such a scrambling and unsettled character — he has had so little choice of friends, and been so often destitute of any — that I doubt whether he would refuse a cup of kindness with either Oliver Cromwell or John Hancock; to say nothing of any democrat now upon the stage. In another paper of this series, I may perhaps give the reader a closer glimpse of his portrait.


Our host, in due season, uncorked a bottle of Madeira, of such exquisite perfume and admirable flavor, that he surely must have discovered it in an ancient bin, down deep beneath the deepest cellar, where some jolly old butler stored away the Governor’s choicest wine, and forgot to reveal the secret on his deathbed. Peace to his red-nosed ghost, and a libation to his memory! This precious liquor was imbibed by Mr. Tiffany with peculiar zest; and after sipping the third glass, it was his pleasure to give us one of the oddest legends which he had yet raked from the storehouse, where he keeps such matters. With some suitable adornments from my own fancy, it ran pretty much as follows.


•   •   •   •   •


Not long after Colonel Shute had assumed the government of Massachusetts Bay, now nearly a hundred and twenty years ago, a young lady of rank and fortune arrived from England, to claim his protection as her guardian. He was her distant relative, but the nearest who had survived the gradual extinction of her family; so that no more eligible shelter could be found for the rich and highborn Lady Eleanore Rochcliffe, than within the Province House of a transatlantic colony. The consort of Governor Shute, moreover, had been as a mother to her childhood, and was now anxious to receive her, in the hope that a beautiful young woman would be exposed to infinitely less peril from the primitive society of New England, than amid the artifices and corruptions of a court. If either the Governor or his lady had especially consulted their own comfort, they would probably have sought to devolve the responsibility on other hands; since with some noble and splendid traits of character, Lady Eleanore was remarkable for a harsh, unyielding pride, a haughty consciousness of her hereditary and personal advantages, which made her almost incapable of control. Judging from many traditionary anecdotes, this peculiar temper was hardly less than a monomania; or, if the acts which it inspired were those of a sane person, it seemed due from Providence that pride so sinful should be followed by as severe a retribution. That tinge of the marvelous, which is thrown over so many of these half-forgotten legends, has probably imparted an additional wildness to the strange story of Lady Eleanore Rochcliffe.


The ship in which she came passenger had arrived at Newport, whence Lady Eleanore was conveyed to Boston in the Governor’s coach, attended by a small escort of gentlemen on horseback. The ponderous equipage, with its four black horses, attracted much notice as it rumbled through Cornhill, surrounded by the prancing steeds of half a dozen cavaliers, with swords dangling to their stirrups and pistols at their holsters. Through the large glass windows of the coach, as it rolled along, the people could discern the figure of Lady Eleanore, strangely combining an almost queenly stateliness with the grace and beauty of a maiden in her teens. A singular tale had gone abroad among the ladies of the province, that their fair rival was indebted for much of the irresistible charm of her appearance to a certain article of dress — an embroidered mantle — which had been wrought by the most skilful artist in London, and possessed even magical properties of adornment. On the present occasion, however, she owed nothing to the witchery of dress, being clad in a riding-habit of velvet, which would have appeared stiff and ungraceful on any other form.


The coachman reined in his four black steeds, and the whole cavalcade came to a pause in front of the contorted iron balustrade that fenced the Province House from the public street. It was an awkward coincidence, that the bell of the Old South was just then tolling for a funeral; so that, instead of a gladsome peal with which it was customary to announce the arrival of distinguished strangers, Lady Eleanore Rochcliffe was ushered by a doleful clang, as if calamity had come embodied in her beautiful person.


“A very great disrespect!” exclaimed Captain Langford, an English officer, who had recently brought dispatches to Governor Shute. “The funeral should have been deferred, lest Lady Eleanore’s spirits be affected by such a dismal welcome.”


“With your pardon, sir,” replied Doctor Clarke, a physician, and a famous champion of the popular party, “whatever the heralds may pretend, a dead beggar must have precedence of a living queen. King Death confers high privileges.”


These remarks were interchanged while the speakers waited a passage through the crowd, which had gathered on each side of the gateway, leaving an open avenue to the portal of the Province House. A black slave in livery now leaped from behind the coach, and threw open the door; while at the same moment Governor Shute descended the flight of steps from his mansion, to assist Lady Eleanore in alighting. But the Governor’s stately approach was anticipated in a manner that excited general astonishment. A pale young man, with his black hair all in disorder, rushed from the throng, and prostrated himself beside the coach, thus offering his person as a footstool for Lady Eleanore Rochcliffe to tread upon. She held back an instant; yet with an expression as if doubting whether the young man were worthy to bear the weight of her footstep, rather than dissatisfied to receive such awful reverence from a fellow-mortal.


“Up, sir,” said the Governor, sternly, at the same time lifting his cane over the intruder. “What means the Bedlamite by this freak?”


“Nay,” answered Lady Eleanore playfully, but with more scorn than pity in her tone, “your Excellency shall not strike him. When men seek only to be trampled upon, it were a pity to deny them a favor so easily granted — and so well deserved!”


Then, though as lightly as a sunbeam on a cloud, she placed her foot upon the cowering form, and extended her hand to meet that of the Governor. There was a brief interval, during which Lady Eleanore retained this attitude; and never, surely, was there an apter emblem of aristocracy and hereditary pride, trampling on human sympathies and the kindred of nature, than these two figures presented at that moment. Yet the spectators were so smitten with her beauty, and so essential did pride seem to the existence of such a creature, that they gave a simultaneous acclamation of applause.


“Who is this insolent young fellow?” inquired Captain Langford, who still remained beside Doctor Clarke. “If he be in his senses, his impertinence demands the bastinado. If mad, Lady Eleanore should be secured from further inconvenience, by his confinement.”


“His name is Jervase Helwyse,” answered the Doctor — “a youth of no birth or fortune, or other advantages, save the mind and soul that nature gave him; and being secretary to our colonial agent in London, it was his misfortune to meet this Lady Eleanore Rochcliffe. He loved her — and her scorn has driven him mad.”


“He was mad so to aspire,” observed the English officer.


“It may be so,” said Doctor Clarke, frowning as he spoke. “But I tell you, sir, I could well nigh doubt the justice of the Heaven above us, if no signal humiliation overtake this lady, who now treads so haughtily into yonder mansion. She seeks to place herself above the sympathies of our common nature, which envelopes all human souls. See, if that nature do not assert its claim over her in some mode that shall bring her level with the lowest!”


“Never!” cried Captain Langford, indignantly — “neither in life, nor when they lay her with her ancestors.”


Not many days afterwards the Governor gave a ball in honor of Lady Eleanore Rochcliffe. The principal gentry of the colony received invitations, which were distributed to their residences, far and near, by messengers on horseback, bearing missives sealed with all the formality of official dispatches. In obedience to the summons, there was a general gathering of rank, wealth, and beauty; and the wide door of the Province House had seldom given admittance to more numerous and honorable guests than on the evening of Lady Eleanore’s ball. Without much extravagance of eulogy, the spectacle might even be termed splendid; for, according to the fashion of the times, the ladies shone in rich silks and satins, outspread over wide-projecting hoops; and the gentlemen glittered in gold embroidery, laid unsparingly upon the purple, or scarlet, or sky-blue velvet, which was the material of their coats and waistcoats. The latter article of dress was of great importance, since it enveloped the wearer’s body nearly to the knees, and was perhaps bedizened with the amount of his whole year’s income, in golden flowers and foliage. The altered taste of the present day — a taste symbolic of a deep change in the whole system of society — would look upon almost any of those gorgeous figures as ridiculous; although that evening the guests sought their reflections in the pier-glasses, and rejoiced to catch their own glitter amid the glittering crowd. What a pity that one of the stately mirrors has not preserved a picture of the scene, which, by the very traits that were so transitory, might have taught us much that would be worth knowing and remembering!


Would, at least, that either painter or mirror could convey to us some faint idea of a garment, already noticed in this legend — the Lady Eleanore’s embroidered mantle — which the gossips whispered was invested with magic properties, so as to lend a new and untried grace to her figure each time that she put it on! Idle fancy as it is, this mysterious mantle has thrown an awe around my image of her, partly from its fabled virtues, and partly because it was the handiwork of a dying woman, and, perchance, owed the fantastic grace of its conception to the delirium of approaching death.


After the ceremonial greetings had been paid, Lady Eleanore Rochcliffe stood apart from the mob of guests, insulating herself within a small and distinguished circle, to whom she accorded a more cordial favor than to the general throng. The waxen torches threw their radiance vividly over the scene, bringing out its brilliant points in strong relief; but she gazed carelessly, and with now and then an expression of weariness or scorn, tempered with such feminine grace, that her auditors scarcely perceived the moral deformity of which it was the utterance. She beheld the spectacle not with vulgar ridicule, as disdaining to be pleased with the provincial mockery of a court festival, but with the deeper scorn of one whose spirit held itself too high to participate in the enjoyment of other human souls. Whether or no the recollections of those who saw her that evening were influenced by the strange events with which she was subsequently connected, so it was, that her figure ever after recurred to them as marked by something wild and unnatural; although, at the time, the general whisper was of her exceeding beauty, and of the indescribable charm which her mantle threw around her. Some close observers, indeed, detected a feverish flush and alternate paleness of countenance, with a corresponding flow and revulsion of spirits, and once or twice a painful and helpless betrayal of lassitude, as if she were on the point of sinking to the ground. Then, with a nervous shudder, she seemed to arouse her energies, and threw some bright and playful, yet half-wicked sarcasm into the conversation. There was so strange a characteristic in her manners and sentiments, that it astonished every right-minded listener; till looking in her face, a lurking and incomprehensible glance and smile perplexed them with doubts both as to her seriousness and sanity. Gradually, Lady Eleanore Rochcliffe’s circle grew smaller, till only four gentlemen remained in it. These were Captain Langford, the English officer before mentioned; a Virginian planter, who had come to Massachusetts on some political errand; a young Episcopal clergyman, the grandson of a British Earl; and lastly, the private secretary of Governor Shute, whose obsequiousness had won a sort of tolerance from Lady Eleanore.


At different periods of the evening the liveried servants of the Province House passed among the guests, bearing huge trays of refreshments, and French and Spanish wines. Lady Eleanore Rochcliffe, who refused to wet her beautiful lips even with a bubble of Champaigne, had sunk back into a large damask chair, apparently overwearied either with the excitement of the scene or its tedium; and while, for an instant, she was unconscious of voices, laughter, and music, a young man stole forward, and knelt down at her feet. He bore a salver in his hand, on which was a chased silver goblet, filled to the brim with wine, which he offered as reverentially as to a crowned queen, or rather with the awful devotion of a priest doing sacrifice to his idol. Conscious that someone touched her robe, Lady Eleanore started, and unclosed her eyes upon the pale, wild features and disheveled hair of Jervase Helwyse.


“Why do you haunt me thus?” said she, in a languid tone, but with a kindlier feeling than she ordinarily permitted herself to express. “They tell me that I have done you harm.”


“Heaven knows if that be so,” replied the young man solemnly. “But, Lady Eleanore, in requital of that harm, if such there be, and for your own earthly and heavenly welfare, I pray you to take one sip of this holy wine, and then to pass the goblet round among the guests. And this shall be a symbol that you have not sought to withdraw yourself from the chain of human sympathies — which whoso would shake off must keep company with fallen angels.”


“Where has this mad fellow stolen that sacramental vessel?” exclaimed the Episcopal clergyman.


This question drew the notice of the guests to the silver cup, which was recognized as appertaining to the communion plate of the Old South Church; and, for aught that could be known, it was brimming over with the consecrated wine.


“Perhaps it is poisoned,” half whispered the Governor’s secretary.


“Pour it down the villain’s throat!” cried the Virginian, fiercely.


“Turn him out of the house!” cried Captain Langford, seizing Jervase Helwyse so roughly by the shoulder that the sacramental cup was overturned, and its contents sprinkled upon Lady Eleanore’s mantle. “Whether knave, fool, or Bedlamite, it is intolerable that the fellow should go at large.”


“Pray, gentlemen, do my poor admirer no harm,” said Lady Eleanore, with a faint and weary smile. “Take him out of my sight, if such be your pleasure; for I can find in my heart to do nothing but laugh at him — whereas, in all decency and conscience, it would become me to weep for the mischief I have wrought!”


But while the bystanders were attempting to lead away the unfortunate young man, he broke from them, and with a wild, impassioned earnestness, offered a new and equally strange petition to Lady Eleanore. It was no other than that she should throw off the mantle, which, while he pressed the silver cup of wine upon her, she had drawn more closely around her form, so as almost to shroud herself within it.


“Cast it from you!” exclaimed Jervase Helwyse, clasping his hands in an agony of entreaty. “It may not yet be too late! Give the accursed garment to the flames!”


But Lady Eleanore, with a laugh of scorn, drew the rich folds of the embroidered mantle over her head, in such a fashion as to give a completely new aspect to her beautiful face, which — half-hidden, half-revealed — seemed to belong to some being of mysterious character and purposes.


“Farewell, Jervase Helwyse!” said she. “Keep my image in your remembrance, as you behold it now.”


“Alas, lady!” he replied, in a tone no longer wild, but sad as a funeral bell. “We must meet shortly, when your face may wear another aspect — and that shall be the image that must abide within me.”


He made no more resistance to the violent efforts of the gentlemen and servants, who almost dragged him out of the apartment, and dismissed him roughly from the iron gate of the Province House. Captain Langford, who had been very active in this affair, was returning to the presence of Lady Eleanore Rochcliffe, when he encountered the physician, Doctor Clarke, with whom he had held some casual talk on the day of her arrival. The Doctor stood apart, separated from Lady Eleanore by the width of the room, but eyeing her with such keen sagacity, that Captain Langford involuntarily gave him credit for the discovery of some deep secret.


“You appear to be smitten, after all, with the charms of this queenly maiden,” said he, hoping thus to draw forth the physician’s hidden knowledge.


“God forbid!” answered Doctor Clarke, with a grave smile; “and if you be wise you will put up the same prayer for yourself. Woe to those who shall be smitten by this beautiful Lady Eleanore! But yonder stands the Governor — and I have a word or two for his private ear. Good night!”


He accordingly advanced to Governor Shute, and addressed him in so low a tone that none of the bystanders could catch a word of what he said; although the sudden change of his Excellency’s hitherto cheerful visage betokened that the communication could be of no agreeable import. A very few moments afterwards, it was announced to the guests that an unforeseen circumstance rendered it necessary to put a premature close to the festival.


The ball at the Province House supplied a topic of conversation for the colonial metropolis, for some days after its occurrence, and might still longer have been the general theme, only that a subject of all engrossing interest thrust it, for a time, from the public recollection. This was the appearance of a dreadful epidemic, which, in that age, and long before and afterwards, was wont to slay its hundreds and thousands, on both sides of the Atlantic. On the occasion of which we speak, it was distinguished by a peculiar virulence, insomuch that it has left its traces — its pitmarks, to use an appropriate figure — on the history of the country, the affairs of which were thrown into confusion by its ravages. At first, unlike its ordinary course, the disease seemed to confine itself to the higher circles of society, selecting its victims from among the proud, the well-born and the wealthy, entering unabashed into stately chambers, and lying down with the slumberers in silken beds. Some of the most distinguished guests of the Province House — even those whom the haughty Lady Eleanore Rochcliffe had deemed not unworthy of her favor — were stricken by this fatal scourge. It was noticed, with an ungenerous bitterness of feeling, that the four gentlemen — the Virginian, the British officer, the young clergyman, and the Governor’s secretary — who had been her most devoted attendants on the evening of the ball, were the foremost on whom the plague-stroke fell. But the disease, pursuing its onward progress, soon ceased to be exclusively a prerogative of aristocracy. Its red brand was no longer conferred like a noble’s star, or an order of knighthood. It threaded its way through the narrow and crooked streets, and entered the low, mean, darksome dwellings, and laid its hand of death upon the artisans and laboring classes of the town. It compelled rich and poor to feel themselves brethren, then; and stalking to and fro across the Three Hills, with a fierceness which made it almost a new pestilence, there was that mighty conqueror — that scourge and horror of our forefathers — the Small Pox!


We cannot estimate the affright which this plague inspired of yore, by contemplating it as the fangless monster of the present day. We must remember, rather, with what awe we watched the gigantic footsteps of the Asiatic cholera, striding from shore to shore of the Atlantic, and marching like destiny upon cities far remote, which flight had already half depopulated. There is no other fear so horrible and unhumanizing, as that which makes man dread to breathe Heaven’s vital air, lest it be poison, or to grasp the hand of a brother or friend, lest the gripe of the pestilence should clutch him. Such was the dismay that now followed in the track of the disease, or ran before it throughout the town. Graves were hastily dug, and the pestilential relics, as hastily covered, because the dead were enemies of the living, and strove to draw them headlong, as it were, into their own dismal pit. The public councils were suspended, as if mortal wisdom might relinquish its devices, now that an unearthly usurper had found his way into the ruler’s mansion. Had an enemy’s fleet been hovering on the coast, or his armies trampling on our soil, the people would probably have committed their defense to that same direful conqueror, who had wrought their own calamity, and would permit no interference with his sway. This conqueror had a symbol of his triumphs. It was a blood-red flag, that fluttered in the tainted air, over the door of every dwelling into which the Small Pox had entered.


Such a banner was long since waving over the portal of the Province House; for thence, as was proved by tracking its footsteps back, had all this dreadful mischief issued. It had been traced back to a lady’s luxurious chamber — to the proudest of the proud — to her that was so delicate, and hardly owned herself of earthly mould — to the haughty one, who took her stand above human sympathies — to Lady Eleanore! There remained no room for doubt, that the contagion had lurked in that gorgeous mantle, which threw so strange a grace around her at the festival. Its fantastic splendor had been conceived in the delirious brain of a woman on her deathbed, and was the last toil of her stiffening fingers, which had interwoven fate and misery with its golden threads. This dark tale, whispered at first, was now bruited far and wide. The people raved against the Lady Eleanore, and cried out that her pride and scorn had evoked a fiend, and that, between them both, this monstrous evil had been born. At times, their rage and despair took the semblance of grinning mirth; and whenever the red flag of the pestilence was hoisted over another, and yet another door, they clapped their hands and shouted through the streets, in bitter mockery: “Behold a new triumph for the Lady Eleanore!”


One day, in the midst of these dismal times, a wild figure approached the portal of the Province House, and folding his arms, stood contemplating the scarlet banner, which a passing breeze shook fitfully, as if to fling abroad the contagion that it typified. At length, climbing one of the pillars by means of the iron balustrade, he took down the flag, and entered the mansion, waving it above his head. At the foot of the staircase he met the Governor, booted and spurred, with his cloak drawn around him, evidently on the point of setting forth upon a journey.


“Wretched lunatic, what do you seek here?” exclaimed Shute, extending his cane to guard himself from contact. “There is nothing here but Death. Back — or you will meet him!”


“Death will not touch me, the banner-bearer of the pestilence!” cried Jervase Helwyse, shaking the red flag aloft. “Death, and the Pestilence, who wears the aspect of the Lady Eleanore, will walk through the streets tonight, and I must march before them with this banner!”


“Why do I waste words on the fellow?” muttered the Governor, drawing his cloak across his mouth. “What matters his miserable life, when none of us are sure of twelve hours’ breath? On, fool, to your own destruction!”


He made way for Jervase Helwyse, who immediately ascended the staircase, but, on the first landing-place, was arrested by the firm grasp of a hand upon his shoulder. Looking fiercely up, with a madman’s impulse to struggle with, and rend asunder his opponent, he found himself powerless beneath a calm, stern eye, which possessed the mysterious property of quelling frenzy at its height. The person whom he had now encountered was the physician, Doctor Clarke, the duties of whose sad profession had led him to the Province House, where he was an infrequent guest in more prosperous times.


“Young man, what is your purpose?” demanded he.


“I seek the Lady Eleanore,” answered Jervase Helwyse, submissively.


“All have fled from her,” said the physician. “Why do you seek her now? I tell you, youth, her nurse fell death-stricken on the threshold of that fatal chamber. Know ye not, that never came such a curse to our shores as this lovely Lady Eleanore? — that her breath has filled the air with poison? — that she has shaken pestilence and death upon the land, from the folds of her accursed mantle?”


“Let me look upon her!” rejoined the mad youth, more wildly. “Let me behold her, in her awful beauty, clad in the regal garments of the pestilence! She and Death sit on a throne together. Let me kneel down before them!”


“Poor youth!” said Doctor Clarke; and, moved by a deep sense of human weakness, a smile of caustic humor curled his lip even then. “Wilt thou still worship the destroyer, and surround her image with fantasies the more magnificent, the more evil she has wrought? Thus man doth ever to his tyrants! Approach, then! Madness, as I have noted, has that good efficacy, that it will guard you from contagion — and perchance its own cure may be found in yonder chamber.”


Ascending another flight of stairs, he threw open a door, and signed to Jervase Helwyse that he should enter. The poor lunatic, it seems probable, had cherished a delusion that his haughty mistress sat in state, unharmed herself by the pestilential influence, which, as by enchantment, she scattered round about her. He dreamed, no doubt, that her beauty was not dimmed, but brightened into superhuman splendor. With such anticipations, he stole reverentially to the door at which the physician stood, but paused upon the threshold, gazing fearfully into the gloom of the darkened chamber.


“Where is the Lady Eleanore?” whispered he.


“Call her,” replied the physician.


“Lady Eleanore! Princess! Queen of Death!” cried Jervase Helwyse, advancing three steps into the chamber. “She is not here! There, on yonder table, I behold the sparkle of a diamond which once she wore upon her bosom. There” — and he shuddered — “there hangs her mantle, on which a dead woman embroidered a spell of dreadful potency. But where is the Lady Eleanore?”


Something stirred within the silken curtains of a canopied bed; and a low moan was uttered, which, listening intently, Jervase Helwyse began to distinguish as a woman’s voice, complaining dolefully of thirst, He fancied, even, that he recognized its tones.


“My throat! — my throat is scorched,” murmured the voice. “A drop of water!”


“What thing art thou?” said the brain-stricken youth, drawing near the bed and tearing asunder its curtains. “Whose voice hast thou stolen for thy murmurs and miserable petitions, as if Lady Eleanore could be conscious of mortal infirmity? Fie! Heap of diseased mortality, why lurkest thou in my lady’s chamber?”


“Oh, Jervase Helwyse,” said the voice — and as it spoke, the figure contorted itself, struggling to hide its blasted face — “look not now on the woman you once loved! The curse of Heaven hath stricken me, because I would not call man my brother, nor woman sister. I wrapped myself in pride as in a mantle, and scorned the sympathies of nature; and therefore has nature made this wretched body the medium of a dreadful sympathy. You are avenged — they are all avenged — Nature is avenged — for I am Eleanore Rochcliffe!”


The malice of his mental disease, the bitterness lurking at the bottom of his heart, mad as he was, for a blighted and ruined life, and love that had been paid with cruel scorn, awoke within the breast of Jervase Helwyse. He shook his finger at the wretched girl, and the chamber echoed, the curtains of the bed were shaken, with his outburst of insane merriment.


“Another triumph for the Lady Eleanore!” he cried. “All have been her victims! Who so worthy to be the final victim as herself?”


Impelled by some new fantasy of his crazed intellect, he snatched the fatal mantle, and rushed from the chamber and the house. That night, a procession passed, by torchlight, through the streets, bearing in the midst, the figure of a woman, enveloped with a richly embroidered mantle; while in advance stalked Jervase Helwyse, waving the red flag of the pestilence. Arriving opposite the Province House, the mob burned the effigy, and a strong wind came and swept away the ashes. It was said, that, from that very hour, the pestilence abated, as if its sway had some mysterious connection, from the first plague-stroke to the last, with Lady Eleanore’s Mantle. A remarkable uncertainty broods over that unhappy lady’s fate. There is a belief, however, that, in a certain chamber of this mansion, a female form may sometimes be duskily discerned, shrinking into the darkest corner, and muffling her face within an embroidered mantle. Supposing the legend true, can this be other than the once proud Lady Eleanore?


•   •   •   •   •



Mine host, and the old loyalist, and I, bestowed no little warmth of applause upon this narrative, in which we had all been deeply interested; for the reader can scarcely conceive how unspeakably the effect of such a tale is heightened, when, as in the present case, we may repose perfect confidence in the veracity of him who tells it. For my own part, knowing how scrupulous is Mr. Tiffany to settle the foundation of his facts, I could not have believed him one whit the more faithfully, had he professed himself an eyewitness of the doings and sufferings of poor Lady Eleanore. Some skeptics, it is true, might demand documentary evidence, or even require him to produce the embroidered mantle, forgetting that — Heaven be praised — it was consumed to ashes. But now the old loyalist, whose blood was warmed by the good cheer, began to talk, in his turn, about the traditions of the Province House, and hinted that he, if it were agreeable, might add a few reminiscences to our legendary stock. Mr. Tiffany, having no cause to dread a rival, immediately besought him to favor us with a specimen; my own entreaties, of course, were urged to the same effect; and our venerable guest, well pleased to find willing auditors, awaited only the return of Mr. Thomas Waite, who had been summoned forth to provide accommodations for several new arrivals. Perchance the public — but be this as its own caprice and ours shall settle the matter — may read the result in another Tale of the Province House.
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Anne Lisbeth had bright eyes, white teeth, and a complexion like lilies and roses; she was young, gay, pleasant to look on, light-footed, light-minded. What would come of this? Sorrow and shame would have come, had all been known, but all was not known.

 
Anne Lisbeth went into service at a grand castle: she was nurse to the son of a count, a child beautiful as an angel, beloved like a prince. Clad in silk and velvet she sat in a pleasant chamber, her nurse-child in her lap, and she loved her nurse-child dearly. But her own child — where was he?


Of a verity, he was not beautiful, nor a credit to her anyway, and he was put out to nurse in the grave-digger’s cottage. There, the goodwife’s temper boiled over oftener than her pot; sometimes no one was at home all day, the child cried, but what matter? he cried himself to sleep, and in sleep one feels neither hunger nor thirst. Ah, yes; sleep is a capital invention.


“Ill weeds grow apace,” says the proverb, and Anne Lisbeth’s boy shot up fast. He had taken root, as it were, in the grave-digger’s household, his mother had paid money for his rearing, and thought herself well rid of him. She was a fine lady in her way, and dressed handsomely whenever she went out, but she never came to see her boy, for it was a long walk to the grave-digger’s, and she had other things to do. The boy ought now to earn his bread, they thought, and so he was set to mind Mads Jensen’s red cow.


The watch-dog in the yard basks in the sunshine, barking at everyone who passes, and in rainy weather he crouches, warm and dry, inside his kennel. Anne Lisbeth’s boy sat among the graves in the sunshine, cutting sticks, or watching three strawberry plants in blossom: they would turn into berries, he hoped, and that was a pleasant thought, but the berries never ripened. Sunshine or shower, there he sat; he was often wet to the skin — what matter? the keen wind soon dried his coarse garment, and he was best off there; in the house he got only kicks and cuffs, was called “stupid and ugly” — he was used to that.


Two words suffice to describe the lot of Anne Lisbeth’s boy, only two words: never loved.


After a while he was fairly shoved off the land and sent lo sea in a miserable little vessel. Here he sat at the helm while the captain was drinking, a frost-bitten, shabby-looking boy, and so hungry! folk declared he was never satisfied — probably he never had the chance to be so.


It was late in the year, wet, raw, rough weather, the wind beat chillingly through the warmest clothing, especially at sea. On before the wind drove a miserable little vessel with one sail; there were two men on board, say rather one man and a half; it was the captain and his boy. There had been no light stronger than twilight all day; now it grew darker, and the cold was piercing. The skipper took a dram to warm himself; the bottle was old and the glass was a broken one with a bit of wood painted blue for a foot. The boy sat at the helm, which he held with his hard red hands — a cowed, shrinking form with wild hair. He was called the grave-digger’s boy, although he was entered in the church register as Anne Lisbeth’s son.


The wind drove on and so did the ship; the sail spread out, the wind had strong hold on it. Stop! what was that? something hard pushed against the ship, it bounded, it spun round — the boy at the helm screamed aloud, “Lord Jesus, help us!” The ship had struck against a great rock, and sank like an old shoe in a duck-pond; sank with all its crew, its one man and a half. No one saw it but the screaming seagulls overhead and the fishes beneath, and these hardly saw it aright, for they darted away in terror when the water rushed into the sinking vessel.


And so these two were drowned and forgotten, drowned in water scarcely a fathom deep. But the broken glass with its blue wooden foot did not sink, the wooden foot kept it afloat, and it drifted onto the shore. That old broken glass had been useful; it had been loved too, after a fashion, which Anne Lisbeth’s boy had never been. No matter, in the kingdom of heaven no soul will be able to say, “Never loved.”


•   •   •   •   •


Anne Lisbeth had lived many years in the town: she was called “Madame,” and felt very dignified in consequence; she remembered the old noble days when she drove in a carriage, and associated with countesses and baronesses. As to her nurse-child, he was the sweetest of little cherubs; he had loved her and she had loved him; he was her pride and her joy; by this time he must be fourteen years old, a clever, beautiful boy; she had not seen him since the days when she carried him in her arms; it was so long a journey to the castle.


“But I must find my way there someday,” said Anne Lisbeth; “I must see my sweet young count again. He must be longing for me, loving me still as he did when he would fling his angel-arms round my neck, and lisp ‘Ann Lis!’ as sweet as a violin. Yes, I must see him again!”


So she accomplished the long journey, partly on foot, partly in a farmer’s wagon. The count’s castle was as splendid, the count’s gardens as blooming as ever, but the servants were all strangers to her, not one of them knew Anne Lisbeth, or seemed to think her at all an important personage. “No matter,” she thought, “the countess will know me, and my own boy! how I long for him!”


She had to wait a long, long time. At last, just before the company went in to dinner, Anne Lisbeth was called in. The countess spoke very kindly to her, and promised that after dinner she should see her darling boy. So she had to wait for her second summons.


“Her darling boy” had grown into such a tall, straight, lanky fellow, but he still had his beautiful eyes and cherub mouth. He looked at her and said not a word. Certainly he had no recollection of her. He turned to go, when she seized his hand, and pressed it to her lips. “Oh, yes, that will do,” he muttered hastily, and went out of the room. The ungrateful young count, whom she had loved most on earth — had made the pride of her life!


 And Anne Lisbeth left the castle and took her way homeward along the public road in deep sadness. That he should be so cold to her, have not a word or a thought for her — he whom she had once carried night and day, and had for years ever since carried in her heart! It was very bitter to her.


A great black raven flew down and settled on the road just in front of her, screaming hoarsely.


“Ah,” she exclaimed. “what bird of ill omen are you?”


She passed the grave-digger’s cottage, his wife was standing in the doorway and greeted her. “How well and stout you are looking; all goes right with you, I see!”


“Pretty well,” replied Anne Lisbeth.


“There has been a mischance here,” said the grave-diggers’ wife. “Lars, the skipper, and your boy, both are drowned. So there is an end of the matter. But I had hoped that the boy would have lived to help me at times with a penny or so; he has cost you nothing for a long while, you know, Anne Lisbeth.”


“Drowned, are they?” exclaimed Anne Lisbeth; and no more was said on the subject.


Anne Lisbeth was cut to the heart because the young count would not speak to her, and because the expensive journey she lad taken had brought her so little pleasure; still, not for the world would she betray her disappointment to the grave-digger’s wife, nor would she have it supposed that she was no longer respected at the count’s. Whilst she stood talking the raven again flew screaming over her head. “The black wretch!” she exclaimed, “he will end by giving me a fright today.”


She had with her some coffee-beans and some chicory; she felt tired, and it would be a kindness to the grave-digger’s wife to give these to her and take a cup with her. So the poor woman went to prepare the coffee, and Anne Lisbeth sat down on a chair and fell asleep.


Strangely enough, she dreamed of one whom she had never dreamed of before; she dreamed of her own child, who in that house had hungered and cried, and who now lay deep below the sea, in a spot only known by God. It seemed to her that she was still sitting in the hut, where the woman was busily preparing the coffee; she could smell the berries roasting.


As she sat there, a shining one, beautiful as the young count, stood in the doorway, and this apparition said to her:


“The world is passing away; hold fast to me, for you are my mother, after all; you have an angel in heaven. Hold me fast!” And he took hold of her, and in that very moment came a loud crash, as though the world were bursting asunder, and the angel rose in the air lifting her by her sleeve. She felt herself lifted from the ground. But then something heavy clung to her feet and dragged her down. Hundreds of women were clinging fast to her, screaming, “If you are to be saved, we must be saved too! Hold fast, hold fast!” And they all clung to her, and the weight was too heavy: the sleeve was torn, and Anne Lisbeth fell to the earth. In her terror she awoke. She nearly fell off the chair she sat on, her head was so dizzy. She could not understand her dream, she could not rightly remember it, but she felt it foreboded evil.


She drank her cup of coffee, took leave of the grave-digger’s wife, and walked on to the nearest village, where she was to meet the carrier, and drive home with him the same evening. But the carrier told her he could not start till the following evening; she might wait for him if she pleased. She thought over the expense of staying, considered the length of the way, and resolved to walk home; she could go by the shore, as by the road it would be two miles longer. It was bright weather and the moon was at the full, so Anne Lisbeth would walk home through the night.


The sun had set, the evening bells were still ringing the sun down — but no — it was only the frogs croaking in the marshes. But soon they too were hushed, and all was silence, not a bird raised its voice, for all were at rest, and the owl, it seemed, was not at home. The stillness of death brooded over wood and shore, she could hear the sound of her own footsteps in the sand, not a wave rippled the sea, the deep waters were at peace; silence was everywhere, silence among the living and the dead.


Anne Lisbeth walked on, “thinking of nothing at all,” as the saying goes, or rather, her thoughts wandered, but thoughts had not gone far from her, for they are never absent, they only slumber.


And yet though she might not be conscious of them, her thoughts were busy within her as they always are with us all. They lie slumbering within us, both those thoughts that have already shaped themselves into action and those that have never yet stirred — there they lie, nevertheless, and someday will come forth. It is written, “The work of righteousness is peace;” and again it is written, “The wages of sin are death!” Anne Lisbeth had read and heard these words many a time; it might be said she had never reflected on them, but they lay deep down in her heart, nevertheless.


All vices and virtues lie dormant in our hearts — in yours and mine too. They lie there like tiny invisible seeds, and then a ray of sunshine, or a breath of evil comes from outside, or you turn the right-hand or left-hand corner, and the decision is made. The little seed is stirred, it swells and shoots up, and pours its sap into all your veins, directing your course either for good or evil.


Many tormenting thoughts may lie fermenting in the brain, and one does not notice them when one walks on with slumbering senses, but they are there all the same


Anne Lisbeth walked on in this way, her senses only half awake, but thoughts were fermenting in her heart.


From one Shrove Tuesday to another much may happen that weighs heavily upon the mind — it is the reckoning of a whole year, and in that time much is forgotten — sins of thought and deed against Heaven, our neighbours, and our own conscience. We don’t think of these things, and Anne Lisbeth did not think of any of her errors. She had committed no crime against the laws of the land; she was an honourable and respected person, and in a good position — that she knew.


She continued to walk along the beach; she saw something lying there. What was it? Only an old hat — a man’s hat. When might that have been washed overboard? She took a step nearer and stopped to look at the hat. Ha! what was lying yonder? She shuddered, yet it was nothing more than a heap of tangled seaweed flung across a stone, but it looked just like a corpse — only tangled seaweed, and yet it frightened her; and as she turned to walk on, much came into her mind that she had heard in her childhood, old superstitions about ghosts on the seashore, spectres of drowned people who were unburied, and whose bodies had been washed up on the lonely and desolated beach. The corpse, she had heard, could do no harm to anyone; but the spirit could pursue one, if alone, and attach itself to one, and demand to be carried to the churchyard, that it might rest in consecrated ground.


“Hold fast, hold fast!” the spectre would then cry; and while Anne Lisbeth murmured these words to herself, her whole dream suddenly came before her, when the mothers clung to her and had repeated these words, when the world fell together with a crash, and her sleeve was torn, and she slipped out of the grasp of her own child, who wanted to support her in that dreadful hour. Her child, her own child, whom she had never loved, now lay buried in the sea, and might rise up like a spectre from the waters and cry:


“Hold fast; carry me to consecrated ground.”


When she thought of this, fear gave speed to her feet, so that she walked on faster and faster, terror came upon her like a. cold clammy hand clutching her heart, and she almost fainted; and as she looked towards the sea, it grew darker and darker, a heavy mist was rising; it clung to bush and tree, distorting them into fantastic shapes; she turned round and looked up at the moon, which had risen behind her.


It looked like a pale rayless surface, and a heavy weight seemed to hang upon her limbs. “Hold fast,” she thought, and turned to look at the moon a second time. Its white face seemed quite close to her, the mist hanging like a white garment from its shoulders. “Hold, stop! carry me to consecrated earth!” sounded in her ears in strange, hollow tones. The sound did not come from the frogs or ravens; she saw no signs of any living creature. “A grave, dig me a grave!” was repeated quite distinctly. Yes, it was the ghost of her child, the child that lay in the deep waters, and whose spirit could have no rest until it was carried to the churchyard, until a grave had been dug for it in consecrated ground. She would go there at once, and dig; and as she went in the direction of the church the weight on her heart seemed to grow lighter, and even to vanish altogether, but when she turned to take the shorter way home it returned.


“Stop, stop!” — the words were quite clear, although something like the croak of a frog or wail of a bird — “A grave! dig me a grave!”


The mist was damp and chilly, her face and hands were cold and clammy with horror, a heavy weight again clung to her, and seemed to drag her down; and in her mind a great space opened, for thoughts that were new to her.


In the North the beech wood often buds in a single night, and appears in the morning sunlight in its full glory of young foliage; and thus in a single instant, the conscience can realise a sin that has been committed in a thought, word, or deed of our past life.


It springs up and reveals itself in a moment, when once our conscience is awakened, and God wakens it when we least expect it.


Then we find no excuse for ourselves — the deed is there, and bears witness against us; our thoughts seem to become words, and to sound far out into the world. We are horrified to find what we have carried in our hearts, that we have not overcome the evil that we have sown in thoughtlessness and pride. The heart hides within itself all virtues and vices, and they grow even in the shallowest ground.


Anne Lisbeth now experienced the thoughts we have clothed in words. She was quite overpowered, and sank down, creeping along the sand for some distance on her hands and knees. “A grave! dig me a gravel” sounded again in her ears; she would gladly have buried herself, if oblivion and forgetfulness of every deed could have been found in the tomb.


It was the first hour of her awakening, full of anguish and horror. Superstition alternately made her shudder with cold and burn with the heat of fever. Many things of which she had feared even to speak came into her mind. Silently as the clouds pass over the moon, a ghostly apparition flitted by her; she had heard of it before. Four snorting horses galloped by quite close to her, with the fire spurting from their eyes and nostrils; they dragged a red-hot coach, and the wicked proprietor sat inside.


He had been lord of the manor a hundred years ago; and every night at twelve o’clock he drove into his castle-yard and out again, so the legend ran. See! he was not pale, as dead men are said to be, but as black as coal; he nodded to Anne Lisbeth, and beckoned to her.


“Stop! stop! you may ride in a nobleman’s carriage once more, and forget your own child!”


She pulled herself together, and hastened to the churchyard; but the black crosses and black ravens danced before her eyes, and she could not distinguish the one from the other.


The ravens croaked, as the raven had done that she saw in the daytime, but now she understood what they said! “I am the raven-mother! I am the raven-mother!” each raven croaked; and Anne Lisbeth now understood that the name also applied to her, and she imagined she would be turned into a black bird, and have to cry as they cried if she did not dig the grave.


She threw herself upon the hard ground, and dug with her hands in the earth, so that the blood ran from her fingers.


“A grave! dig me a grave!” still sounded in her ears; and she was afraid that the cock might crow and the first streak of dawn appear in the east before she had finished her task, and then all would be lost. And the cock crowed and the day dawned when the grave was only half dug. An icy hand passed over her head and face and down towards her heart.


“Only half a grave,” a voice wailed and fled away. Yes, it fled away over the sea; it was the ocean spectre — and Anne Lisbeth sank to the ground exhausted and overpowered, and her senses left her.


When she came to herself it was bright daylight, and two men were lifting her up; but she was not lying in the churchyard, but on the beach, where she had dug a deep hole in the sand, and cut her hand against a broken glass whose sharp stem was stuck in a little blue-painted block of wood. Anne Lisbeth was in a fever. Conscience had awakened old superstitions, which so deeply impressed her mind that she fancied that she had only half a soul, and that her child had taken the other half down into the sea. Never more could she cling to the mercy of Heaven until she had got back this other half which was now held fast in the deep water.


After a time Anne Lisbeth returned to her home, but she was never again the woman she had been; her thoughts were confused like a tangled skein, and there was only one clear thought in her mind, namely, that she must carry the sea-ghost to the churchyard and dig a grave for him, and thus win back her soul. Many a night she was missed from home, and was always found on the beach, waiting for the ghost. Thus a whole year passed, and one night she disappeared again and could not be found. The whole of the following day was spent searching for her.


Towards evening, when the clerk went into the church to toll the bell for evening service, he saw Anne Lisbeth standing by the altar. She had spent the whole day there, and her strength was almost exhausted, but her eyes shone brightly and her cheeks were flushed. The last rays of the setting sun lit up the altar and gleamed upon the shining clasps of the great Bible, which lay open at the words of the prophet Joel, “Rend your hearts and not your garments, and turn unto the Lord.”


“That was just by chance,” people said; “many things happen by chance.”


Anne Lisbeth’s face, illumined by the sun, shone with peace and happiness. She said she was happy now, for she had conquered — she had won back her soul! Last night the sea-ghost, her own child, had appeared to her and said:


“Thou hast dug me only half a grave, but thou hast now for a year and a day buried me altogether in thy heart, and it is there a mother can best hide her child.” Then he gave her back her lost soul, and guided her into the church.


“Now I am in the house of God,” she said. “It is blessed to be here.”


By the time the sun had set, Anne Lisbeth’s soul had left this earth for the world where fear is unknown, where all sins are blotted out, even such as Anne Lisbeth’s.
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’Tis an easy thing for me to tell you a story of ghosts, for from my childhood I have been accustomed to hear of them; from my infancy I was taught to believe in them. Not the old nurses’ tales of white-draped spectres, of grinning skulls and ghastly goblins; but the well-authenticated appearances after death of those known upon earth, in the dress they wore when toiling in the world.


Ghosts ran in the Dale family, people said jeeringly — insanity too, they added; and from time to time we have been made the butts for jokes of those would-be wags, who refuse to believe anything which does not happen to have come under their own narrow experience. I could tell you a story of my great-grandfather, who was haunted by the spirit of a man he slew in a duel, who followed him in the spirit form wherever he went, beckoning to him from the midst of a crowd at times; at others visiting him in the solitude of his chamber, till my great- grandfather, driven to frenzy, one day drew his sword and nearly ran his butler through the body for denying the ghost of the murdered man stood by him. The constant terror of this continual appearance drove my ancestor out of his mind though, of course, there were people who declared he was out of his mind in the first instance.


So of Roderick Dale, his son, who was haunted by an unknown figure, and finished his days in a lunatic asylum; so of Charles Mervyn, his nephew, who was again and again surprised by the apparition of his father, starting as it were from out the wall upon him. I could tell you all these stories, but you would not even pretend to listen to them.


The story I am about to tell you is quite different from these. It happened less than two years ago. There are a dozen men alive at the present day to vouch for its truth; and it does not depend on any of the usual ghost properties for its effect. In it there is no dismal ruined mansion, no desolate churchyard, no bell tolling the hour of midnight, no rattling of chains or hollow groanings; in short, it is a matter-of-fact ghost story, with none of the ordinary paraphernalia generally supposed to appertain to the spirit world. In order, however, that you may understand it properly, I must give you a short description of the parish of Mapleton, and a few of its inhabitants some twenty months since.


Mapleton is an essentially agricultural parish; its acreage is large, and so are its tillers; its population is small, and so are its wants; its politics are conservative, its society is exclusive, and its ignorance of the other parts of the world is great. Furthermore, its landowners are few and wealthy, and its tenant-farmers well-to-do and contented. It was on record that only one farmer had ever been dissatisfied with the state of things at Mapleton — a young man who had considered the old house in which generations of his ancestors had been born and died too gloomy for him, and had built himself a brand new house, of a mixture of the cottage and villa style, on the outskirts of the village, and had immediately afterwards gone to the dogs, and had been forced to seek a living away from his native place.


Thus it came about that there was a house to let in Mapleton; but how Gregory Barnstake came to know of it, and how, knowing it, he came to take it, after it had remained empty several years, was never understood. Where he came from nobody knew — who he was no one could find out. He was a severely handsome man, by which I mean that his face in marble would have been called superb, but in flesh and blood it was too hard and too expressionless; he was neither young nor old; he had no friends who came to see him, and he appeared to be well off. Society at Mapleton settled that from such a man it would be well to keep aloof until something was known of his antecedents, but Gregory Barnstake never gave society an opportunity of showing its feelings, for he avoided as much as possible even necessary intercourse with his neighbours, and, as the villagers put it, “kept himself to himself”.


The doctor was the only man in the parish who had ever entered his house. Gregory Barnstake one afternoon fell down in a fit, and his servant ran to Dr. Sweetman and brought him in all haste to where the new inhabitant of Mapleton lay stretched on a couch, with his limbs cold and stiff and his eyes fixed and glassy, looking more like a corpse than a man.


In an hour’s time the rigidity left his limbs, and his eyes assumed their ordinary expression. Sitting up, his glance rested somewhat angrily on the doctor.


“Who are you?” he asked abruptly.


“Doctor Sweetman. I heard from your servant that you were ill, and came to see if I could be of any service.”


“Thank you. When I want physic I will send for you.”


The doctor, who was as merry and good-natured a little round man as you could wish to meet with, took this, of course, as a dismissal, and not a very polite one. He was not prone to take offence, but he could not feel pleased with such a reception.


“Good day, sir,” he said, opening the door.


“Stay a moment, doctor, I beg,” said Mr. Barnstake; “I fear I have offended you. Let me explain to you that these fits of mine come upon me at intervals. I can never tell when to expect them. They seize me and leave me in a state of torpor for one, two, or sometimes three hours, during which time no doctor’s skill could benefit me. When they have passed I recover at once, as you see I have done now.”


“Is your mind unconscious at the time?” asked Dr. Sweetman.


“Unconscious of the present, but living in the past,” was the answer with a weary sigh.


“Have you any pain when you are attacked in the first instance?”


“Yes. I feel as if a hand of ice were laid over my heart; then that its hold tightens, causing me exquisite pain, till at last I fall senseless.”


“Hum!” said the doctor; “a curious but not an unprecedented case. If you would allow me to send you something I fancy I could alleviate your sufferings.”


“Quite a mistake. You doctors go on prescribing medicine till you believe in their efficacy.”


“You have a bad opinion of the profession,” responded the doctor.


“Not of the profession so much; perhaps, as of those who practise it. The world is composed of knaves and fools; the fools take the medicines, the knaves prescribe.”


Retorted the doctor hotly:


“Then, sir, I am to conclude that you alone are superior to the world at large, as you are neither knave enough to prescribe, nor fool enough to take, prescriptions.”


“You are to conclude nothing of the sort, but to see in me an unfortunate man whose love of playing the knave led him on to play the fool, and reduced him to what he now is. If you knew the story of my life you—”


“Well, sir?”


“You would know the story of a miserable man.”


The doctor had to be content with that ending to the sentence, and took his leave, puzzling his head to make out whether he had been talking to a man whose brains were a little touched, or whether his conversation had been with one of those dark and mysterious heroes so often met with in books and melodramas, but so seldom in real life.


The months went by at Mapleton, the crops were gathered in and sown again, and Gregory Barnstake remained as great a mystery as ever. With the doctor he had had on one or two occasions short conversations, but with no one else had he interchanged more than a few words of abrupt courtesy.


A time came, however, when he was driven to consort with his neighbours. An enterprising railway company, having discovered there was no iron road near Mapleton, sent out its staff of surveyors to walk over the farms and inspect the country, with a view to making a branch line from Overbury through Mapleton to Harstone Heath, and the landowners rose in a body to repel the intrusive steam engines.


Gregory Barnstake received a letter to inform him of these facts, and that a meeting, commencing with a dinner, was to be held at the “Seven Stars” on a certain day for the purpose of remonstrating, petitioning, and doing anything that might be necessary to stop the proposed railway. To this letter he returned no answer.


A second was sent, repeating the substance of the first and adding the information that his house was the proposed site of the station. To this he rejoined that he was sorry to hear it, as he should certainly leave the place in the event of a railroad coming there, but that at the same time he must decline to attend the dinner.


However, still further pressure was put upon him, till at last, in an interview with Dr. Sweetman, he said angrily:


“Well, well, to save further words I will attend, but bear in mind whatever may happen I am not responsible.”


There were many reasons why his presence was so much desired at the meeting, the principal being that he was a person much interested, as the whole of the land he held on lease would be required by the railway company. Another, that it was whispered that he was very clever; that he read Latin and Greek books for amusement; and that mysterious volumes of matter incomprehensible, save to the learned, lay generally on the table by his side. Now the Mapletonians, as a rule, knew more of farming than of literature, and it was deemed that to have a man amongst them who would polish up any petition they might send forward, and to see to the correctness of expression in such letters as they might consider it incumbent on them to write, would be of the greatest advantage; and so it was that Gregory Barnstake was worried into a reluctant assent to attend the meeting.


The day, big with fate for the Mapletonians, arrived. The land-owners and the majority of tenant-farmers met in the largest room of the “Seven Stars”, and, punctual to the minute, Gregory Barnstake entered. As the door opened to give him admission, he happened to be the subject of the conversation, and an awkward silence ensued as he came forward; but one or two speedily advanced towards him and gave him a hearty welcome, thanking him for breaking through his rule of never mixing with his neighbours, and hoping that, now he had commenced, they might often have the pleasure of seeing him, to all of which he answered, gravely and seriously, that it was no pleasure to him to mix in what was called society; but, as they had pressed him so much to be present on this occasion, he had felt he must do as they desired, “but,” he added, speaking loudly enough for the whole room to hear, “in accepting your invitation, I omitted to state that it would be impossible for me to come alone, and, therefore, I must beg that a chair may be set apart for another guest.”


Everyone was astonished, for never had Gregory Barnstake been seen talking familiarly with anyone, never had he been supposed to have any intimate; and yet there was someone from whom he could not be separated himself even for a few hours.


“Is your friend in any way interested in this proposed railway encroachment?” asked the squire.


“Not in the least.”


“Has he any property about here?”


“None whatever.”


“We have not expected anyone here today,” stammered the squire, getting very red in the face, “who was not in some way connected or, at all events, interested in the subject we have met to discuss, but, of course—”


“If you have any objection I will at once withdraw.”


“No, no; on no account. I was about to add that any friend of yours we would accept.”


There was a silence, then a short desultory conversation, and in the middle of it dinner was announced.


“Has your friend arrived?” asked the squire of his strange acquaintance. “I see no unfamiliar face amongst us.”


“He is not here, yet, but he is sure to come. If I may keep this seat next to me vacant for him, it is all I require.”


No objection was made, the party took their seats, leaving that one chair unoccupied; the covers were removed, and the dinner commenced.


There was not much conversation then, for the Mapletonians held that to dine was one of the chief duties of man; but ere the first course was at an end the entire party, with one accord, raised their eyes from their plates and fixed them on a figure sitting in the chair that had been left vacant. Gregor Barnstake alone seemed quiet and unsurprised. In the chair by his side sat a man, remarkable more for his aristocratic appearance than for any beauty of feature. His age, apparently, was between forty and fifty; his hair and whiskers were iron grey, and arranged with scrupulous neatness and precision; but the most extraordinary thing about him was his complexion, which was of a pale ash hue, such as to cause more than one to shudder and wonder. Another peculiarity about him was his attire. He was in full evening dress. His black coat and spotless shirt front, his sparkling studs and snowy cravat, contrasted strangely with the farmers’ shooting jackets and the squire’s bird’s-eye neckerchief.


Quietly he sat at table, eating nothing, but trifling with the fork laid beside his plate. No one had seen him enter, no one had observed him take his seat, but there he sat as calmly and unconcernedly as if he were a bidden guest, known to the whole company.


As he played with the fork with his left hand another fact was apparent, which was that the second and third fingers on that hand were wanting.


It was strange that, while the whole table paused to regard the stranger the only person who seemed unconscious of his presence was he who sat by his side, and through whose agency he was in the room. There was a great awkwardness about it, the squire thought, for Gregory Barnstake had apparently no intention of introducing him, and not one of the company seated in that warm gas-lighted room, with a good dinner on the table before them, but felt a sensation of uneasiness, for which they were totally unable to account.


“Come, gentlemen,” said the squire, feeling it incumbent upon someone to break the silence, “there’s no occasion for so much solemnity, I hope. Mr. Parkhurst, pleasure of a glass of wine with you.”


Mr. Parkhurst filled his glass.


“Ah,” continued the squire, “I remember old Tony buying this wine — very good it is, too — let me see when was it; ’44, I think.”


“No,” said the stranger, “’48.”


“I beg your pardon sir. Did you know Tony Bean?”


The stranger shook his head.


“Anyhow it was in the year Jem Hales was transported for poaching. His time’s up now; he’ll be coming home soon, I suppose.”


“Jem Hales will never come home,” said the stranger.


“Do you know him then?”


“I saw him a short time since.”


“Indeed. In England?”


“No.”


“Where is he now?”


“In his grave.”


The squire gazed, not without a certain amount of fear, on the uninvited guest, and pursued the matter no further.


The conversation at the dinner-table languished, and, in spite of one or two attempts to revive it, finally died into confidential whisperings between those sitting next each other.


With the removal of the cloth the spirits of the company revived, and the squire, getting on his legs, inveighed with all the eloquence of which he was master against all the railway companies, and that one in particular which threatened to destroy the primitive innocence of Mapleton. Everybody spoke at once, and the meeting had like to have proved a failure, but Gregory Barnstake, rousing himself, made a speech such as had never been heard in Mapleton, putting all the facts before them clearly and concisely, and urging the immediate drawing up and signing of the proposed petition.


All this time the stranger sat calm and immovable, but when preparations were being made for framing the petition he spoke.


“You may spare yourself trouble,” he said; “your petition will be of no avail.”


“How do you know that?” asked the squire sharply.


“I state a fact.”


“Perhaps you are a shareholder in the company,” said a farmer, in a tone meant to be sarcastic.


“This day nineteen months,” said the stranger, “a train will pass through Mapleton.”


“I hope you are a false prophet, sir,” said the squire.


“I am not,” rejoined the other.


In spite of his prediction, the petition was drawn up and signed, and the meeting broke up.


“You see we persevere in our plan, although you predict failure,” said the squire, putting on his hat.


The stranger bowed.


“Good evening, sir.”


“We shall meet again. In eight weeks.”


“You are certainly a very circumstantial prophet,” answered the squire, and with a slight bow he left the room.


Said Dr. Sweetman, taking Gregory Barnstake by the button, “an extraordinary-looking man, your friend.”


“Very.”


“Excuse me, I don’t wish to be impertinent, but, in the interest of my profession, do you know if he is suffering from any internal disease?”


“He is not. I can answer for it,” said Gregory with a slight shudder.


“It is strange. I never saw a living man with such a complexion.”


“He is not a living man,” was the reply, and the speaker walked away, leaving the little doctor gazing after him in frightened astonishment.


Eight weeks after this dinner the squire was out with the hounds, and his horse, in taking a hedge, stumbled, and pitched his rider over his head. The squire was not hurt, neither was the horse, for he trotted away, leaving his owner to follow as best he might, and over fields and hedges he went, till, on emerging from a small copse, he saw his steed standing by a pond, and near to him the figure of a man. The man was dressed in spotless evening attire, and was without a hat and the squire in a moment identified him as the stranger at the dinner two months before.


His appearance had been singular enough within the walls of the “Seven Stars”, but now to meet him in a precisely similar dress in the open country was much more startling, and the squire, though a brave man, would have avoided him if possible; he would have given a well-filled purse to have been able to reach his horse without passing by the motionless figure, but it was an impossibility, so, raising his hat and putting as bold a face on it as he could, he thanked the stranger for catching his beast, but received not a syllable in response. Only, at last, when he had remounted his horse did the figure move, then it turned towards him, and, stretching out the hand on which the two fingers were missing, pointed to the water.


The squire set spurs to his horse and rode away.


The days became weeks, and the weeks months, the railway company got permission to make their line through Mapleton, and some hundred navvies were busily employed in making an embankment. In draining the pond which was memorable to the squire they found something which induced them to leave off work for the time, and send for the authorities to the spot, and that something was the skeleton of a man half-buried in the mud.


Dr. Sweetman was, of course, amongst those summoned. The bones were left untouched for his inspection.


“It’s strange,” he said, when he had finished his inspection, “but there are two fingers wanting.”


There was nothing to be done after the inquiry but to place the bones in a coffin and inter them in the churchyard; but an idea had come into the doctor’s head — a fancy — that Gregory Barnstake might know something of the skeleton. Had not that mysterious friend of his lacked two fingers of his left hand? So the doctor, on his way home, called at the house at the end of the village.


He rapped at the door with his knuckles, but received no answer. The door was on the latch and he pushed it open. He entered the sitting-room where he had had his first interview with its strange occupant, and the first thing that met his eyes was Gregory Barnstake stretched on the floor, his handsome face terribly distorted with pain — dead!


Was he really dead, or was it only one of those strange fits to which he was subject? The little doctor tried every test, and decided it was really death that had come upon him; that the agony of one of those fits had killed him. For the rest, I hardly dare tell you; but nevertheless it is true that, when the body came to be examined, over the heart were distinctly discernible the livid marks as of a hand pressed tightly there, but of a hand of which the second and third fingers were wanting.


That is the story I had to tell you. You are welcome to put what interpretation on it you please. It was a mystery, and a mystery it will always remain. I cannot attempt to give you a clue to one of the strangest stories it has ever been my lot to hear and know to be true.


In conclusion, I can only add that there are now at least a dozen men alive who can vouch for the accuracy of the facts I have stated, but who, like myself, whatever may be their opinions, forbear to attempt an explanation of this strange occurrence to which I, perhaps without sufficient reason, have given the name of “The Tale of a Gas-light Ghost.”
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“It is the strangest, most unaccountable thing I ever knew! I don’t think I am superstitious, but I can’t help fancying that—”


Ethel left the sentence unfinished, wrinkling her brows in a thoughtful frown as she gazed into the depths of her empty tea-cup.


“What has happened?” I enquired, glancing up from the Money Article of the Times at my daughter’s pretty, puzzled face. “Nothing uncanny, I hope? You haven’t discovered that a ‘ghost’ is included among the fixtures of our new house?”


This new house, The Cedars, was a pretty old-fashioned riverside villa between Richmond and Kew, which I had taken furnished, as a summer residence, and to which we had only just removed.


Let me state, in parenthesis, by way of introducing myself to the reader, that I, John Dysart, am a widower with one child: the blue-eyed, fair-haired young lady who sat opposite to me at the breakfast table that bright June morning: and that I have been for many years the manager of an old-established Life Insurance Company in the City.


“What is the mystery?” I repeated, as Ethel did not reply.


She came out of her brown study, and looked at me impressively.


“It really is a mystery, papa, and the more I think of it the more puzzled I am.”


“I am in the dark at present as to what ‘it’ may be,” I reminded her.


“Something that happened last night. You know that adjoining my bedroom there is a large, dark closet, which can be used as a box or store-room?”


“I had forgotten the fact, but I will take your word for it. Well, Ethel?”


“Well, last night I was restless, and it was some hours before I could sleep. When at last I did so, I had a strange dream about that closet. It seemed that as I lay in bed I heard a noise within, as if someone were knocking at the door, and a child’s voice, broken by sobs, crying piteously ‘Let me out, let me out!’ I thought that I got out of bed and opened the door, and there, crouching all in a heap against the wall, was a little boy; a pretty, pale little fellow of six or seven, looking half wild with fright. At the same moment I woke.”


“And lo, it was a dream!” I finished. “If that is all Ethel—”


“But it is not,” she interposed. “The strangest part of the story has to come. The dream was so vivid that when I woke I sat up in bed, and looked towards the closet door, almost expecting to hear the sounds again. Papa, you may believe me or not, but it is a fact that I did hear them, the muffled knocking, and the pitiful cry. As I listened, it grew fainter and fainter and at length ceased altogether. Then I summoned courage to get out of bed and open the door. There was no living creature in the place. Was it not mysterious?” she concluded. “What can it mean?”


I glanced at her with a smile, as I refolded the paper and rose from my chair.


“It means, my dear, that you had nightmare last night. Let me recommend you for the future not to eat cucumber at dinner.”


“No, papa,” she interrupted. “I was broad awake, and I heard the child’s voice as plainly as I ever heard a sound in my life.”


“Why didn’t you call me?”


“I was afraid to stir till the sound had ceased; but if I ever hear it again, I will let you know at once.”


“Be sure you do. Meantime, suppose you come into the garden,” I continued, throwing open the French windows; “the morning air will blow all these cobwebs from your brain.”


Ethel complied, and for the present I heard no more of the subject.


Some days passed away, and we began to feel quite at home in our new quarters.


A more delightful summer retreat than The Cedars could hardly be imagined, with its cool, dusky rooms, from which the sunlight was excluded by the screen of foliage outside; its trellised verandah, overgrown with creepers, and its smooth lawn, shaded by the rare old cedar-trees which gave the place its name.


Our friends soon discovered its attractions and took care that we should not stagnate for want of society. We kept open house; lawn-tennis, garden-parties, and boating excursions were the order of the day. It was glorious summer weather, the days warm and golden, the lights starlit and still.


One night, having important letters to finish, I sat up writing after all the household were in bed. The window was open, and at intervals I glanced up from my paper across the moonlit lawn, where the shadows of the cedars lay dark and motionless. Now and then a great downy moth would flutter in and hover round the shaded lamp; now and then the swallows under the eaves uttered a faint, sleepy chirp. For all other signs and sounds of life I might have been the only watcher in all the sleeping world.


I had finished my task and was just closing my writing-case when I heard a hurried movement in the room above — Ethel’s. Footsteps descended the stairs, and the next moment the dining-room door opened, and Ethel appeared, in a long, white dressing-gown, with a small night-lamp in her hand.


There was a look on her face which made me start up and exclaim:


“What is the matter? What has happened?”


She set down the lamp and came towards me.


“I have heard it again,” she breathed, laying her hand on my wrist.


“You have heard — what?”


“The noise in the box-room.”


I stared at her a moment in bewilderment, and then half smiled.


“Oh, is that it?” I exclaimed, in a tone of relief. “You have been dreaming again, it seems.”


“I have not been asleep at all,” she replied. “The sounds have kept me awake. They are louder than the first time; the child seems to be sobbing and crying as if his heart would break. It is miserable to hear it.”


“Have you looked inside?” I asked, impressed in spite of myself by her manner.


“No, I dared not tonight. I was afraid of seeing — something,” she returned with a shiver.


“Come, we must get to the bottom of this mystery,” I said cheerfully, and taking up the lamp I led the way upstairs to her room.


As the door of the mysterious closet was level with the wall, and papered like it, I did not perceive it till Ethel pointed it out. I listened with my ear close to it, but heard not the faintest sound, and after waiting a moment, threw it open and looked in, holding the lamp so that every corner was lighted. It was a cramped, close, airless place, the ceiling (which was immediately below the upper staircase) sloping at an acute angle to the floor. A glance showed me that it contained nothing but a broken chair and a couple of empty boxes.


Slightly shrugging my shoulders, I closed the door.


“Your ghost is ‘vox et praeterea nihil,’ it seems,” I remarked drily. “Don’t you think, Ethel, you may have been—”


Ethel held up her hand, motioning me to silence.


“Hark,” she whispered, “there it is again! But it is dying away now. Listen—”


I complied, half infected by her excitement, but within and without the house all was profoundly still.


“There — it has ceased,” she said at length, drawing a deep breath. “You heard it, did you not?”


I shook my head. “My dear Ethel, there was nothing to hear.”


She opened her blue eyes to their widest.


“Papa — am I not to believe the evidence of my own senses?”


“Not when they are affected by nervous excitement. If you give way to this fancy, you will certainly make yourself ill. See how you tremble! Come, lie down again, and try to sleep.”


“Not here,” she returned, glancing round with a shudder. “I shall go to the spare chamber. Nothing would induce me to spend another night in this room.”


I said no more, but I felt perplexed and uneasy. It was so unlike Ethel to indulge in superstitious fancies that I began to fear she must be seriously out of health, and I resolved for my own satisfaction to have a doctor’s opinion regarding her.


It happened that our nearest neighbour was a physician, whom I knew by repute, though not personally acquainted with him. After breakfast, without mentioning my intention to my daughter, I sent a note to Dr. Cameron, requesting him to call at his earliest convenience.


He came without delay: a tall, grey-bearded man of middle age, with a grave, intelligent face, observant eyes and sympathetic manner.


His patient received him with undisguised astonishment, and on learning that he had called at my request, she gave me a look of mute reproach.


“I am sorry that papa troubled you, Dr. Cameron. There is really nothing whatever the matter with me,” she said.


And indeed at that moment, with flushed cheeks, and eyes even brighter than usual, she looked as little like an invalid as could well be imagined.


“My dear Ethel,” I interposed, “when people take to dreaming startling dreams, and hearing supernatural sounds, it is a sign of something wrong with either mind or body — as I am sure Dr. Cameron will tell you.”


The doctor started perceptibly. “Ah — is that Miss Dysart’s case?” he enquired, turning to her with a sudden look of interest.


She coloured and hesitated. “I have had a strange — experience, which papa considers a delusion. I daresay you will be of the same opinion.”


“Suppose you tell me what it was?” he suggested.


She was silent, trifling with one of her silver bangles.


“Please excuse me,” she said hurriedly, at length. “I don’t care to speak of it; but papa will tell you.” And before I could detain her, she had hurriedly left the room.


When we were alone he turned to me enquiringly, and in a few words I related to him what the reader already knows. He listened without interruption, and when I had finished, sat for some moments without speaking, thoughtfully stroking his beard.


He was evidently impressed by what he had heard, and I waited anxiously for his opinion. At length he looked up.


“Mr. Dysart,” he said, gravely, “you will be surprised to learn that your daughter is not the first who has had this strange ‘experience.’ Previous tenants of The Cedars have heard exactly the sounds which she describes.”


I pushed my chair back half-a-yard in my astonishment.


“Impossible!”


He nodded emphatically.


“It is a fact, though I don’t pretend to explain it. These strange manifestations have been noticed at intervals for the last three or four years; ever since the house was occupied by a Captain Vandeleur, whose orphan nephew—”


“Vandeleur?” I interrupted; “why, he was a client of ours. He insured his nephew’s life in our office for a large amount, and—”


“And a few months afterwards, the child suddenly and mysteriously died?” my companion put in. “A singular coincidence, to say the least of it.”


“So singular,” I acquiesced, “that we thought it a case for enquiry, particularly as the ex-captain did not bear the best of characters, and was known to be over head and ears in debt. But I am bound to say that after the closest investigation nothing was discovered to suggest a suspicion of foul play.”


“Nevertheless there had been foul play,” was the doctor’s reply.


“You don’t mean that he murdered the boy! that pretty, fragile-looking little fellow—”


“No, he did not murder him, but he let him die,” Dr. Cameron rejoined. “Perhaps you were not aware,” he continued, “that the little lad was somewhat feeble in mind as well as body? I attended him more than once, at Vandeleur’s request, and found that among other strange fears and antipathies he had a morbid dread of darkness. To be left alone in a dark room for only a few minutes was enough to throw him into a paroxysm of nervous excitement. His uncle — who by the way, professed more affection for him than I could quite believe in, when I noticed how the child shrank from him — consulted me as to the best means of overcoming this weakness. I strongly advised him to humour it for the present, warning him that any mental shock might endanger the boy’s reason, or even his life. I little thought those words of mine would prove his death warrant.”


“What do you mean?”


“Only a few days afterwards, Vandeleur locked him up all night in a dark closet, where he was found the next morning, crouching against the wall; his hands clenched, his eyes fixed and staring — dead.”


“Good heavens, how horrible! But no word of this was mentioned at the inquest?”


“No; and I did not hear of it myself till long afterwards, from a woman who had been Vandeleur’s housekeeper, but was too much afraid of him to betray him at the time. From her, too, I learnt by what refined cruelty the poor little lad’s nerves had been shaken and his health undermined. If ‘the intention makes the deed,’ James Vandeleur was a murderer.”


I was silent a moment, thinking, with an uncomfortable thrill, of Ethel’s dream. “I wish I had never entered this ill-omened house!” I exclaimed at length. “I dread the effect of this revelation on my daughter’s mind.”


“Why need you tell her?” he questioned. “My advice is to say nothing more about it. The sooner she forgets the subject the better. Send her away to the sea-side; change of air and scene will soon efface it from her memory.”


He rose as he spoke, and took up his hat.


“What has become of Vandeleur?” I enquired. “I have heard nothing of him since we paid the policy.”


“He has been living abroad, I believe — going to the dogs, no doubt. But he is in England now,” the doctor added: “or else it was his ‘fetch’ which I saw at your gate the other night.”


“At our gate!” I echoed in astonishment. “What the deuce was he doing there?”


“He seemed to be watching the house. It was last Sunday evening. I had been dining with friends at Richmond, and on my way back, between eleven and twelve o’clock, I noticed a man leaning over the gate of The Cedars. On hearing footsteps he turned and walked away, but not before I had caught a glimpse of his face in the moonlight.”


“And you are sure it was he?”


“Almost certain — though he was greatly altered for the worse. I have a presentiment, do you know, that you will see or hear of him yourself before long,” he added thoughtfully, as he shook hands and went his way.


I lost no time in following his advice with regard to Ethel, whom I despatched to Scarborough, in charge of my married sister, a few days later.


I had taken a hearty dislike to The Cedars, and resolved to get it off my hands as soon as might be.


Until another tenant could be found however, I continued to occupy it, going to and from town as before.


One evening I was sitting on the lawn, smoking an after-dinner cigar, and re-reading Ethel’s last letter, which quite reassured me as to her health and spirits, when our sedate old housekeeper presented herself with the information that “a party” had called to see the house.


“A gentleman or a lady?” I enquired.


“A gentleman, sir, but he didn’t give his name.”


I found the visitor standing near the open window of the drawing-room; a tall, gaunt man of thirty-five or thereabouts, with handsome but haggard features, and restless dark eyes. His lips were covered by a thick moustache, which he was nervously twisting as he stood looking out at the lawn.


“This house is to be let, I believe; will you allow me to look over it?” he asked, turning towards me as I entered.


His voice seemed familiar; I looked at him more closely, and then, in spite of the change in his appearance, I recognised Captain Vandeleur.


What could have brought him here, I wondered. Surely he would not care to return to the house, even if he were in a position to do so — which, judging from the shabbiness of his appearance, seemed very doubtful.


Half-a-dozen vague conjectures flashed through my mind, as I glanced at his face, and noticed the restless, “hunted” look which told of some wearing dread or anxiety.


After a moment’s hesitation I assented to his request, and resolved to conduct him myself on his tour of inspection.


“I think I have met you before,” I said, feeling curious to know whether he recollected me.


He glanced at me absently.


“Possibly — but not of late years; for I have been living abroad,” was his reply.


Having shown him the apartments on the ground-floor, I led the way upstairs. He followed me from room to room in an absent, listless fashion, till we came to the chamber which Ethel had occupied. Then his interest seemed to revive all at once.


He glanced quickly round the walls, his eyes resting on the door of the box-closet.


“That is a bath or dressing-room, I suppose,” he said, nodding towards it.


“No, only a place for lumber. Perhaps I ought to tell you that it is said to be haunted,” I added, affecting to speak carelessly, while I kept my eyes on his face.


He started and turned towards me.


“Haunted — by what?” he enquired, with a faint sneer. “Nothing worse than rats or mice, I expect.”


“There is a tragical story connected with that place,” I answered, deliberately. “It is said that an unfortunate child was shut up there to die of fear, in the dark.”


The colour rushed to his face, then retreated, leaving it deadly white.


“Indeed!” he faltered; “and do you mean to say that he — the child — has been seen?”


“No, but he has been heard, knocking within, and crying to be let out. The fact is confirmed by every tenant who has occupied the house since—”


I stopped short, startled by the effect of my revelation.


My companion was gazing at me with a blank stare of horror which banished all other expression from his face.


“Good heavens!” I heard him mutter; “can it be true? Can this be the reason why I was drawn back to the place in spite of myself?”


Recollecting himself, however, he turned to me, and forced his white lips into a smile.


“A mysterious story!” he commented, drily. “I don’t believe a word of it, myself, but I should hardly care to take a house with such an uncanny reputation. I think I need not trouble you any further.”


As he turned towards the door, I saw his figure sway as if he were falling. He put his hand to his side, with a gasp of pain, a bluish shade gathering over his face.


“Are you ill?” I exclaimed, in alarm.


“I — it is nothing. I have a weakness of the heart, and I am subject to these attacks. May I ask you for a glass of water?”


I left the room to procure it. When I returned I found that he had fallen upon the bed in a dead swoon.


I hastily despatched a servant for Dr. Cameron, who happened to be at home, and came immediately.


He recognised my visitor at once, and glanced at me significantly. I rapidly explained what had happened, while he bent over the unconscious man, and bared his chest to listen to the heart-beats.


When he raised himself his face was ominously grave.


“Is he in danger?” I asked, quickly.


“Not in immediate danger, but the next attack will probably be his last. His heart is mortally diseased.”


It was nearly an hour before Vandeleur awoke, and then only to partial consciousness. He lay in a sort of stupor, his limbs nerveless, his hands damp and cold.


“It is impossible to remove him in this condition,” the doctor remarked; “I fear he must stay here for the night. I will send you someone to watch him.”


“Don’t trouble — I intend to sit up with him myself,” I replied, speaking on an impulse I could hardly explain.


He looked at me keenly over his spectacles.


“Should you like me to share your watch?” he enquired, after a moment.


“I shall be only too glad of your company, if you can come without inconvenience.”


He nodded.


“I must leave you now, but I will return in an hour,” he responded.


•   •   •   •   •



Three hours had passed away; it was nearly midnight. The night was oppressively close, and profoundly still. The bedroom window stood wide open, but not a breath of air stirred the curtains. Outside, all was vague and dark, for neither moon nor stars were visible.


Vandeleur still lay, half-dressed, on the bed, but now asleep. His deep, regular breathing sounded distinctly in the silence. Dr. Cameron sat near the dressing-table, reading by the light of a shaded lamp. I, too, had a book, but found it impossible to keep my attention fixed upon it. My mind was possessed by an uneasy feeling, half dread, half expectation. I found myself listening nervously to fancied sounds, and starting when the doctor turned a leaf.


At length, overcome by the heat and stillness, I closed my eyes, and unconsciously sank into a doze. How long it lasted I cannot tell, but I woke abruptly, and looked round with a sense of vague alarm. I glanced at the doctor. He had laid down his book, and was leaning forward with one arm on the dressing-table, looking intently towards the door of the box-room. Instinctively I held my breath and listened.


Never shall I forget the thrill that ran through my nerves when I heard from within a muffled knocking sound, and a child’s voice, distinct, though faint, and broken by sobs, crying piteously: “Let me out — let me out!”


“Do you hear?” I whispered, bending forward to my companion.


He inclined his head in assent and motioned me to be silent, pointing towards the bed. Its occupant moved uneasily, as if disturbed, muttering some incoherent phrases. Suddenly he pushed back his covering and sat upright, gazing round with a wild, bewildered stare.


The pitiful entreaty was repeated more violently, more passionately than before. “Let me out, let me out!”


With a cry that rang through the room, Vandeleur sprang from the bed, reached the closet door in two strides and tore it open.


It was empty. Empty at least to our eyes, but it was evident that our companion beheld what we could not.


For a few breathless seconds he stood as if frozen, his eyes fixed with the fascination of terror on something just within the threshold; then, as if retreating before it, he recoiled step by step across the room till he was stopped by the opposite wall, where he crouched in an attitude of abject fear.


The sight was so horrible that I could bear it no longer.


“Are you dreaming? wake up!” I exclaimed, and shook his shoulder.


He raised his eyes, and looked at me vacantly. His lips moved, but no sound came from them. Suddenly a convulsive shudder ran through him and he fell heavily forward at my feet.


“He has swooned again,” I said turning to my companion, who stooped and lifted the drooping head on to his knee.


After one glance, he laid it gently down again.


“He is dead,” was his grave reply.


•   •   •   •   •



And with Vandeleur’s death my story ends, for after that night the sounds were heard no more. The forlorn little ghost was at rest.
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It was in the dusky, tepid twilight of a particularly hot, vaporous, drowsy day at Aix-les-bains, in Savoy, that I passed through the hotel garden, and prepared to take a languid stroll through the streets of the little town. I was tired of having nothing to do and no one to talk to; the other people staying at the Hotel de l’Europe were mostly foreigners, and, apart from that, entirely uninteresting; and as to my father, he was almost a nonentity to me at present, till his “course” was completed. From early morn to dewy eve he was immersed in the waters, either outwardly or inwardly, or both; and beyond occasional glimpses of him, arrayed in a costume resembling that of an Arab sheikh, being conveyed in pomp and a sedan chair to or from the baths, I was, figuratively speaking, an orphan until table d’ hôte.


As I crossed the verandah someone rose from a long chair, and, throwing his book down, said, “Where are you going, Miss Durant? May I come too?”


“If you like,” I answered, politely but indifferently; “I am only going to look for spoons.”


“For — ?”


“Spoons. I am collecting, you know; it is something to do — and one can always give them away when one is tired of them.”


So we sauntered along, side by side; and as we did so I began to feel less bored, and more reconciled to the trouble of existence, and finally amused and interested and flattered.


For this quiet-looking middle-aged man — to whom my father had introduced me two days before, as an old friend of his, and whom I had mentally summed tip as “Rather handsome, clever perhaps, conceited possibly, and married probably” — was making himself agreeable as only a cultivated, polished man of the world, who wishes to make a favourable impression, can; and gradually I found myself acknowledging that his dark, intellectual face, with its crown of waving, iron-grey hair, was something more than handsome, and that his cleverness was suflicient to carry him beyond conceit, while apparently it did not set him above a very evident enjoyment of a girl’s society and conversation. He had already learnt most of my tastes and occupations, and drawn from me, by a magnetic sympathy, some confessions as to my inmost thoughts and aspirations, telling me in return that he was travelling wearily in search of rest, authoritatively ordered by his doctor; and he was deploring his lonely bachelorhood, when my attention was attracted by some quaint spoons half hidden amongst other dull silver things in a forsaken-looking little shop to which our wanderings had led us through narrow, dingy byways.


“I wonder how much they are,” I said; and, asking me to wait outside, Colonel Haughton disappeared into the obscure interior. I remained gazing through the window for a moment, then, impelled by what idle impulse I know not, I walked slowly on.


The sound of a casement opening just over my head and a feminine laugh arrested me, and I looked up. It was a curious laugh, low and controlled, but with a malicious mockery in it that seemed a fit ending to some scathing speech; and just inside the open lattice, her arms resting on the sill and chin dropped lightly on her clasped hands, leant the most beautiful woman I have ever seen. It was but a glimpse of auburn hair on a white forehead, of eyes like brown pansies, and parted lips that looked like scarlet petals against the perfect pallor of her rounded cheeks, but it is photographed forever on my brain. For, as I looked, a man’s hand and arm, brown, lean, and very supple, with nervous fingers, on one of which a green stone flashed, clutching a poniard, came round her neck, and plunged the dagger, slanting-wise, deep down into her heart. The smile on the beautiful lips quivered and fixed, but no sound came from them, and the eyes turned up and closed; and as she swayed towards the open window, the spell that was upon me broke, and with a shuddering cry I fled. On, on — blindly, madly, desperately — with no sense or thought or feeling save an overwhelming horror. A red mist seemed to close round me and wall me in, and as I fought against it I felt my strength fail, and all was dark and still.


Somewhere in the darkness a voice speaking, the touch of a hand on my face, a glimpse of light, a sense of pain that someone was suffering, then consciousness and memory. My father’s anxious face bent over me, and his voice, as though from a distance, said, “Theo, are you better, dear? No, don’t get up — rest, and take this.” And, sinking back, I vaguely understood that I was in my own room at the hotel, and that a stranger, a doctor no doubt, was present. He enjoined absolute quiet till he saw me again, and asked that he should be informed at once if there was any recurrence of fainting. Later, when I was in a condition to explain the origin of this attack, he would be able to prescribe for me. The light of dawn was struggling through the curtains, and I knew that I must have been unconscious for many hours. With the effort to banish all recollections of the terrible scene I had witnessed, came lethargy, and later, deep and dreamless sleep.


Some days of seclusion and rest partially restored my health and spirits, and I began to feel that what had passed had been a sort of evil dream, a terror that were best forgotten. My father when he heard my story was at first incredulous; then, impressed in spite of himself by my earnestness, he gave an unwilling belief to it, but he entreated me to mention it to no one save himself. He could find no account of a murder in the local papers, nor could he ascertain whether the tragedy I saw was known to have taken place, and as be did not wish my name to be introduced in any inquiry he allowed the matter to drop. To him I spoke of it no more, but the remembrance of it would not be wholly banished. I was haunted by the sight of that lovely face, and the sound of that laugh with its dreadful sequel. And a strange fancy had come to me also that the face was in some way familiar to me; I would lie with closed eyes for hours, seeking in vain to recall the resemblance that just eluded me. One day meditating thus I roused myself from my reverie, and met my own reflection in a mirror that hung opposite. Breathless I gazed, while a new terror took possession of me. There was the resemblance I had sought: there were the auburn hair, the deep dark eyes, the colourless face with scarlet lips just parted. Not so beautiful, perhaps, as the one I had seen at the window; indeed, as I gradually comprehended it was myself I gazed upon, I could see no beauty in the familiar features; but so like — so wonderfully, terribly like! And then for the first time I began to doubt the reality of my vision, and to long eagerly for the power to put it from me. I determined to rest and dream no longer, and that afternoon I descended to the garden.


“At last!” said Colonel Haughton, taking both my hands. “I thought we were never going to see you again. I have been reproaching myself with having overtired you that day — with having left you: I had no intention of remaining away from you for more than a moment, and I want to explain what detained me. When I came out and found you gone, I concluded you had returned here, and hurrying on I was fortunate enough to reach you just before you fainted. Your father tells me you have had a touch of malaria, and I hope — -But I distress you, Miss Durant; I am tiring you. Let me find you a comfortable chair and leave you to rest.”


“No, no,” I cried eagerly; “stay; — I will sit here. Tell me, where did you get that ring?”


On his finger shone a curious green stone, that seemed the counterpart of the one I had noticed on the hand that held the dagger.


“That is exactly what I want to tell you,” he said. “After getting your spoons for you, I noticed, resting on a carved bracket, this ring. It is a very curious stone. You see it looks quite dull now, yet it can sparkle with all the brilliancy of a diamond. And on the back of it is cut part of the head of a snake. I have only seen a ring like this once before, and that was long ago in a hill temple in India. They called it the Devil Stone, and worshipped it, and they told me the tradition of it. Centuries before, this stone had been discovered by a holy man, embedded in a sacred relic, and he made a shrine for it, whence it was stolen by robbers. The next stage in its history was its division into two equal parts by a Maharajah, who had them set into rings, one of which he wore always himself, and the other he bestowed on his Maharanee, whom he loved greatly. One day he found it missing from her finger, and in a fit of jealousy he killed her, afterwards destroying himself. His ring passed into the possession of the Brahmins, but hers could never be traced.”


“They say that eventually the two will be reunited, and that until this happens the lost ring will fufil its mission. It is supposed to impel its wearer to deeds of violence, and to his own destruction; and when the evil spirit within it is gratified, it flashes and sparkles. They say, too, that if you cast it from you, you throw away with it the greatest happiness of your life and lose the chance of it forever. Yet, if you wear it, it dominates your fate. The instant I saw it, I recognised the lost ring, and asked the man his price for it. He refused to tell me — said it was not for sale; and I left the shop, because I did not wish to keep you waiting longer; but I returned next day, and succeeded in obtaining it. The old man, a curious old Italian, was very reticent about it, but he seemed to have gathered some knowledge of the tradition, and said it had the ‘evil eye,’ and was neither good to sell nor to wear. It had been sold to him by a compatriot, he said, who had a dark history — a man who was ever too ready with his knife, and who had come to a bad end. I told him I would steal it, and he might charge me what he liked for some other purchases, so we settled it that way.”


“Are you not afraid to wear it?” I asked. “It makes me shudder to look at it. There is some deadly fascination about it, I am sure.”


“I am afraid of nothing,” he said lightly, “except your displeasure, Miss Theo. If it annoys you I will not wear it, but I confess it has a very great fascination for me. I do not believe in superstition, but I like the stone for its antiquity and strange history. Someday I will send it to my friends the Brahmins; meanwhile it inspires me with no evil propensity, and since it has interested you I am grateful to it so far.”


So I resolved to put the ring and its story out of my mind, and to occupy myself only with the new interest that had dawned upon my life. The next few days went by so happily, and it seemed so natural to me that Lionel Haughton should be always at my side, that I did not stay to ask myself the reason for our close companionship — yet I think within my heart of hearts I knew.


And each day, each hour I spent with him, was bringing us nearer together and binding us with ties that would not easily be broken.


“Haughton is very much improved,” said my father one day, “since I knew him many years ago — his brother was my great friend, and I did not, see much of this one — he seems to have spent a good deal of his life in India, and I fancy it has affected his health. I suppose he won’t return there. I must persuade him to come and pay us a visit when we go home, eh, Theo?”


One evening, when our stay was drawing to a close, we proposed to go to the Casino, where I wished to try my luck at gambling. “I am always lucky if things go by chance,” I said, “and I have neglected my opportunity here sadly. Let us go and gamble tonight, and I will win fortunes for all of us.” Colonel Haughton did not, however, join us as usual at table d’hôte that evening, and a note handed to me afterwards from him told me that he had been feeling ill, but was now better, and would meet us later at the Casino. It was the first time I had ever played, and before long it became apparent that my prophecy about my luck was being fulfilled: I won, and won, and won again, till a heap of gold and notes was in front of me, and I was the centre of all eyes at the table. I played recklessly, and yet I could not lose, till suddenly my attention was distracted by the arrival of Colonel Haughton, who leant over my shoulder and placed his stake next to mine. As he did so the ring seemed me to emit a faint sparkle, and I felt as if my careless good fortune had deserted me. I wanted to win now, whereas before I had played for the excitement only, with the true gambler spirit. And yet from that moment I lost. He also lost, heavily — so heavily that I wondered if he were rich enough to take it as philosophically as he appeared to.


Nevertheless so large a sum had I won at first that, though much diminished, it was still a small fortune that I gathered up when we left the tables.


“You brought me bad luck,” I said to Colonel Haughton, as we walked back to the hotel. “Do you know, I think it was your ring.”


“I would never wear it again if I thought that,” he answered. Then as we reached the garden, and my father passed on to the salon, “Theo,” he continued, “stay a moment. I have something to tell you My darling, I love you; I love you more than life: will you try to care for me a little in return? I want you for my wife. I worship you!”


Ah, Lionel! beloved! it scarcely needed the assurance of your love for me to bring me the certainty of mine for you! If ever the gates of Heaven open to mortal eyes, they stood ajar for us that night; the starlit garden was changed into a veritable Eden, and we walked with wondering joy therein, and thought not of an angel with flaming sword, who waited silently to drive us from our Paradise into outer darkness.


It was scarcely noon, the following day, when we began the ascent of the Dent du Chat, one of the mountain peaks that tower above Aix.


“I feel as if I had wings, and must soar into a higher atmosphere,” I had said gaily; “and since we cannot fly, let us climb. I want to reach the top of that mountain with you, and leave the world behind us. Let us go.”


We were to ride up to a certain distance, and then dismount and gain the highest point on foot.


Three guides accompanied us, following leisurely, talking and gesticulating to each other, and paying little heed to us, save an occasional frantic rush at the mules when we approached an awkward corner of the zigzag pathway, which had the effect of adding a momentary uncertainity and danger to our otherwise tranquil ascent. We were not sorry when, after two or three hours of this progress, the guides told us we must halt, and that they would remain in charge of the mules till we returned to them. It was rather a toilsome climb, and the sun was beating fiercely down upon us; but we felt rewarded  when, not far from the top, we reached a plateau where we could rest, while a cool breeze from the distant snowy peaks revived us.


“Here is an arm-chair all ready for you,” Lionel said, leading me to where a soft couch of mossy turf lay beneath the shadow of an upright, projecting piece of rock. A yard or two farther on, the precipitous side of the mountain descended, sheer and impassable down almost to its foot, terminating in a dark and narrow gorge between two ridges. Away on the left far below us nestled Aix, and by its side the Lac du Bourget, with its island monastery surrounded by water as blue as Geneva’s own.


“How lovely it is!” I exclaimed; “I never knew before how beautiful life could be.”


“Nor I,” he answered; “I have been waiting for my wife to teach me.” And then he told me of his life in India, and of many adventures he had had, and finally we spoke again of the ring and of my strange and sudden illness on that day.


“Someday I will tell you all about it,” I said, “and why I have such a curious feeling against the ring. I wish you would not wear it; yet now that you possess it I have a sort of superstitious dread that if you part from it, it will revenge itself upon you in some way. I am sure I saw it sparkle last night when the cards went against us. You were so terribly unlucky.”


“Unlucky at cards, lucky in love,” he quoted; but I noticed a shadow on his face. “What have you done with all your wealth, little gambler? — you have not had time to spend it yet.”


“Here it is,” I answered, drawing out my pocket-book, in which I had stuffed the notes; “but I have taken a dislike to it — I shall give it  away, I think. I would rather be lucky in another way,” and I laid it down beside me on the grass.


“I will send the ring to India on my wedding day,” Lionel exclaimed; “till then will you wear it for me?” and, drawing it from his finger, he was about to place it upon mine.


But I would not allow him to do so, and laying it on the bank notes I said, “There’s a contradiction! Good luck and bad luck side by side! Let us leave them there,” I added, half laughing, half in earnest, “and start again fresh.”


He turned suddenly away, and, fearing he was vexed, I laid my hand upon his arm; but he shook it gently off and then I saw he was singularly pale, and that his breathing was quick and short, and his eyes had a strangely troubled and intent look. “Lionel, you are ill,” I cried. “Oh, what is it, love? what can I do for you?”


“It is nothing,” he said faintly, but his voice was changed: “it will pass off. I will return to the guides and get some water. Wait here till I come back.”


“Let me come with you,” I entreated, but he shook his head, and said he was better and would be quite well if I would do as he wished; then he began the descent. I watched him for a few moments, till he was lost to view at a bend of the mountain, before returning to my seat. But the sun had gone in, and it seemed cold and dark, and a dull heavy weight rested on my heart. I was lonely there without him, and the moments dragged on slowly and drearily, till I felt the suspense and stillness unendurable.


I decided I would wait only five minutes more and then I would follow him, and, leaning back wearily, I closed my eyes. A sort of faintness came over me — for I was tired, and the sudden change from perfect happiness to this anxiety, this vague alarm, had chilled and stupefied me.


It may have been a few moments after, or longer (I cannot tell), but I became aware suddenly that, although no sound of footsteps had reached me, there was someone near. I remained absolutely still and listened intently, and though there was no tangible movement or sound, there was an impalpable stir in the stillness round me, some vague breath that seemed to speak of danger. I felt paralysed with the same powerlessness that had seized me when the tragedy at the window was enacted before my eyes. It flashed into my mind that perhaps it was a thief, attracted by the notes and ring lying beside me, who had crept behind believing that I slept. My hand was almost touching them, and as I glanced down to see if I could reach them without moving, I noticed with a thrill of indescribable horror that the green stone was sparkling brilliantly with a thousand rays of scintillating light.


And then — something stirred behind me, and round my neck crept a hand, holding a short sharp knife such as Indians carry, and poised it over my heart as if to strike. With an instantaneous desperate throb of agonised revolt against my impending fate, I grasped the ring and flung it towards the precipice. As it flashed through the air the knife dropped, and the murderer sprang to the edge in a vain effort to catch the stone ere it fell. He stumbled, missed his footing, and, with one terrible cry and his hands grasping the air wildly, he fell backwards into the abyss.


And it was Lionel — my beloved!


When the guides came to look for us I told them smilingly that the English gentleman had dropped his ring and in trying to find it had slipped and fallen over the precipice.


They led me down the mountain with reverent care and hushed steps and voices; for they said to each other, “Figure to yourself this English colonel was in love with the beautiful young lady, and he has perished before her eyes, — it is a terrible thing, and it has turned her brain.”


And when my father told me gently, some days after, that they had found him and he was to be buried that day in the little cemetery, I laughed outright.


But I have never smiled since — and I am quite sane now — only I think I have done with laughter for the rest of my life. And I sometimes wonder why these things should have been; and if there is any explanation of them, save one.
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Have you ever questioned the long shuttered front of an old Italian house, that motionless mask, smooth, mute, equivocal as the face of a priest behind which buzz the secrets of the confessional? Other houses declare the activities they shelter; they are the clear expressive cuticle of a life flowing close to the surface; but the old palace in its narrow street, the villa on its cypress-hooded hill, are as impenetrable as death. The tall windows are like blind eyes, the great door is a shut mouth. Inside there may be sunshine, the scent of myrtles, and a pulse of life through all the arteries of the huge frame; or a mortal solitude, where bats lodge in the disjointed stones and the keys rust in unused doors….


II


From the loggia, with its vanishing frescoes, I looked down an avenue barred by a ladder of cypress-shadows to the ducal escutcheon and mutilated vases of the gate. Flat noon lay on the gardens, on fountains, porticoes and grottoes. Below the terrace, where a chrome-colored lichen had sheeted the balustrade as with fine laminae of gold, vineyards stooped to the rich valley clasped in hills. The lower slopes were strewn with white villages like stars spangling a summer dusk; and beyond these, fold on fold of blue mountain, clear as gauze against the sky. The August air was lifeless, but it seemed light and vivifying after the atmosphere of the shrouded rooms through which I had been led. Their chill was on me and I hugged the sunshine.


“The Duchess’s apartments are beyond,” said the old man.


He was the oldest man I had ever seen; so sucked back into the past that he seemed more like a memory than a living being. The one trait linking him with the actual was the fixity with which his small saurian eye held the pocket that, as I entered, had yielded a lira to the gate-keeper’s child. He went on, without removing his eye:


“For two hundred years nothing has been changed in the apartments of the Duchess.”


“And no one lives here now?”


“No one, sir. The Duke, goes to Como for the summer season.”


I had moved to the other end of the loggia. Below me, through hanging groves, white roofs and domes flashed like a smile.


“And that’s Vicenza?”


“Proprio!” The old man extended fingers as lean as the hands fading from the walls behind us. “You see the palace roof over there, just to the left of the Basilica? The one with the row of statues like birds taking flight? That’s the Duke’s town palace, built by Palladio.”


“And does the Duke come there?”


“Never. In winter he goes to Rome.”


“And the palace and the villa are always closed?”


“As you see — always.”


“How long has this been?”


“Since I can remember.”


I looked into his eyes: they were like tarnished metal mirrors reflecting nothing. “That must be a long time,” I said involuntarily.


“A long time,” he assented.


I looked down on the gardens. An opulence of dahlias overran the box-borders, between cypresses that cut the sunshine like basalt shafts. Bees hung above the lavender; lizards sunned themselves on the benches and slipped through the cracks of the dry basins. Everywhere were vanishing traces of that fantastic horticulture of which our dull age has lost the art. Down the alleys maimed statues stretched their arms like rows of whining beggars; faun-eared terms grinned in the thickets, and above the laurustinus walls rose the mock ruin of a temple, falling into real ruin in the bright disintegrating air. The glare was blinding.


“Let us go in,” I said.


The old man pushed open a heavy door, behind which the cold lurked like a knife.


“The Duchess’s apartments,” he said.


Overhead and around us the same evanescent frescoes, under foot the same scagliola volutes, unrolled themselves interminably. Ebony cabinets, with inlay of precious marbles in cunning perspective, alternated down the room with the tarnished efflorescence of gilt consoles supporting Chinese monsters; and from the chimney-panel a gentleman in the Spanish habit haughtily ignored us.


“Duke Ercole II.,” the old man explained, “by the Genoese Priest.”


It was a narrow-browed face, sallow as a wax effigy, high-nosed and cautious-lidded, as though modelled by priestly hands; the lips weak and vain rather than cruel; a quibbling mouth that would have snapped at verbal errors like a lizard catching flies, but had never learned the shape of a round yes or no. One of the Duke’s hands rested on the head of a dwarf, a simian creature with pearl ear-rings and fantastic dress; the other turned the pages of a folio propped on a skull.


“Beyond is the Duchess’s bedroom,” the old man reminded me.


Here the shutters admitted but two narrow shafts of light, gold bars deepening the subaqueous gloom. On a dais the bedstead, grim, nuptial, official, lifted its baldachin; a yellow Christ agonized between the curtains, and across the room a lady smiled at us from the chimney-breast.


The old man unbarred a shutter and the light touched her face. Such a face it was, with a flicker of laughter over it like the wind on a June meadow, and a singular tender pliancy of mien, as though one of Tiepolo’s lenient goddesses had been busked into the stiff sheath of a seventeenth century dress!


“No one has slept here,” said the old man, “since the Duchess Violante.”


“And she was — ?”


“The lady there — first Duchess of Duke Ercole II.”


He drew a key from his pocket and unlocked a door at the farther end of the room. “The chapel,” he said. “This is the Duchess’s balcony.” As I turned to follow him the Duchess tossed me a sidelong smile.


I stepped into a grated tribune above a chapel festooned with stucco. Pictures of bituminous saints mouldered between the pilasters; the artificial roses in the altar-vases were gray with dust and age, and under the cobwebby rosettes of the vaulting a bird’s nest clung. Before the altar stood a row of tattered arm-chairs, and I drew back at sight of a figure kneeling near them.


“The Duchess,” the old man whispered. “By the Cavaliere Bernini.”


It was the image of a woman in furred robes and spreading fraise, her hand lifted, her face addressed to the tabernacle. There was a strangeness in the sight of that immovable presence locked in prayer before an abandoned shrine. Her face was hidden, and I wondered whether it were grief or gratitude that raised her hands and drew her eyes to the altar, where no living prayer joined her marble invocation. I followed my guide down the tribune steps, impatient to see what mystic version of such terrestrial graces the ingenious artist had found — the Cavaliere was master of such arts. The Duchess’s attitude was one of transport, as though heavenly airs fluttered her laces and the love-locks escaping from her coif. I saw how admirably the sculptor had caught the poise of her head, the tender slope of the shoulder; then I crossed over and looked into her face — it was a frozen horror. Never have hate, revolt and agony so possessed a human countenance….


The old man crossed himself and shuffled his feet on the marble.


“The Duchess Violante,” he repeated.


“The same as in the picture?”


“Eh — the same.”


“But the face — what does it mean?”


He shrugged his shoulders and turned deaf eyes on me. Then he shot a glance round the sepulchral place, clutched my sleeve and said, close to my ear: “It was not always so.”


“What was not?”


“The face — so terrible.”


“The Duchess’s face?”


“The statue’s. It changed after—”


“After?”


“It was put here.”


“The statue’s face changed — ?”


He mistook my bewilderment for incredulity and his confidential finger dropped from my sleeve. “Eh, that’s the story. I tell what I’ve heard. What do I know?” He resumed his senile shuffle across the marble. “This is a bad place to stay in — no one comes here. It’s too cold. But the gentleman said, I must see everything!”


I let the lire sound. “So I must — and hear everything. This story, now — from whom did you have it?”


His hand stole back. “One that saw it, by God!”


“That saw it?”


“My grandmother, then. I’m a very old man.”


“Your grandmother? Your grandmother was — ?”


“The Duchess’s serving girl, with respect to you.”


“Your grandmother? Two hundred years ago?”


“Is it too long ago? That’s as God pleases. I am a very old man and she was a very old woman when I was born. When she died she was as black as a miraculous Virgin and her breath whistled like the wind in a keyhole. She told me the story when I was a little boy. She told it to me out there in the garden, on a bench by the fish-pond, one summer night of the year she died. It must be true, for I can show you the very bench we sat on….”


III


Noon lay heavier on the gardens; not our live humming warmth but the stale exhalation of dead summers. The very statues seemed to drowse like watchers by a death-bed. Lizards shot out of the cracked soil like flames and the bench in the laurustinus-niche was strewn with the blue varnished bodies of dead flies. Before us lay the fish-pond, a yellow marble slab above rotting secrets. The villa looked across it, composed as a dead face, with the cypresses flanking it for candles….


IV


Impossible, you say, that my mother’s mother should have been the Duchess’s maid? What do I know? It is so long since anything has happened here that the old things seem nearer, perhaps, than to those who live in cities…. But how else did she know about the statue then? Answer me that, sir! That she saw with her eyes, I can swear to, and never smiled again, so she told me, till they put her first child in her arms … for she was taken to wife by the steward’s son, Antonio, the same who had carried the letters…. But where am I? Ah, well … she was a mere slip, you understand, my grandmother, when the Duchess died, a niece of the upper maid, Nencia, and suffered about the Duchess because of her pranks and the funny songs she knew. It’s possible, you think, she may have heard from others what she afterward fancied she had seen herself? How that is, it’s not for an unlettered man to say; though indeed I myself seem to have seen many of the things she told me. This is a strange place. No one comes here, nothing changes, and the old memories stand up as distinct as the statues in the garden….


It began the summer after they came back from the Brenta. Duke Ercole had married the lady from Venice, you must know; it was a gay city, then, I’m told, with laughter and music on the water, and the days slipped by like boats running with the tide. Well, to humor her he took her back the first autumn to the Brenta. Her father, it appears, had a grand palace there, with such gardens, bowling-alleys, grottoes and casinos as never were; gondolas bobbing at the water-gates, a stable full of gilt coaches, a theatre full of players, and kitchens and offices full of cooks and lackeys to serve up chocolate all day long to the fine ladies in masks and furbelows, with their pet dogs and their blackamoors and their abates. Eh! I know it all as if I’d been there, for Nencia, you see, my grandmother’s aunt, travelled with the Duchess, and came back with her eyes round as platters, and not a word to say for the rest of the year to any of the lads who’d courted her here in Vicenza.


What happened there I don’t know — my grandmother could never get at the rights of it, for Nencia was mute as a fish where her lady was concerned — but when they came back to Vicenza the Duke ordered the villa set in order; and in the spring he brought the Duchess here and left her. She looked happy enough, my grandmother said, and seemed no object for pity. Perhaps, after all, it was better than being shut up in Vicenza, in the tall painted rooms where priests came and went as softly as cats prowling for birds, and the Duke was forever closeted in his library, talking with learned men. The Duke was a scholar; you noticed he was painted with a book? Well, those that can read ’em make out that they’re full of wonderful things; as a man that’s been to a fair across the mountains will always tell his people at home it was beyond anything they’ll ever see. As for the Duchess, she was all for music, play-acting and young company. The Duke was a silent man, stepping quietly, with his eyes down, as though he’d just come from confession; when the Duchess’s lap-dog yapped at his heels he danced like a man in a swarm of hornets; when the Duchess laughed he winced as if you’d drawn a diamond across a window-pane. And the Duchess was always laughing.


When she first came to the villa she was very busy laying out the gardens, designing grottoes, planting groves and planning all manner of agreeable surprises in the way of water-jets that drenched you unexpectedly, and hermits in caves, and wild men that jumped at you out of thickets. She had a very pretty taste in such matters, but after a while she tired of it, and there being no one for her to talk to but her maids and the chaplain — a clumsy man deep in his books — why, she would have strolling players out from Vicenza, mountebanks and fortune-tellers from the market-place, travelling doctors and astrologers, and all manner of trained animals. Still it could be seen that the poor lady pined for company, and her waiting women, who loved her, were glad when the Cavaliere Ascanio, the Duke’s cousin, came to live at the vineyard across the valley — you see the pinkish house over there in the mulberries, with a red roof and a pigeon-cote?


The Cavaliere Ascanio was a cadet of one of the great Venetian houses, pezzi grossi of the Golden Book. He had been meant for the Church, I believe, but what! he set fighting above praying and cast in his lot with the captain of the Duke of Mantua’s bravi, himself a Venetian of good standing, but a little at odds with the law. Well, the next I know, the Cavaliere was in Venice again, perhaps not in good odor on account of his connection with the gentleman I speak of. Some say he tried to carry off a nun from the convent of Santa Croce; how that may be I can’t say; but my grandmother declared he had enemies there, and the end of it was that on some pretext or other the Ten banished him to Vicenza. There, of course, the Duke, being his kinsman, had to show him a civil face; and that was how he first came to the villa.


He was a fine young man, beautiful as a Saint Sebastian, a rare musician, who sang his own songs to the lute in a way that used to make my grandmother’s heart melt and run through her body like mulled wine. He had a good word for everybody, too, and was always dressed in the French fashion, and smelt as sweet as a bean-field; and every soul about the place welcomed the sight of him.


Well, the Duchess, it seemed, welcomed it too; youth will have youth, and laughter turns to laughter; and the two matched each other like the candlesticks on an altar. The Duchess — you’ve seen her portrait — but to hear my grandmother, sir, it no more approached her than a weed comes up to a rose. The Cavaliere, indeed, as became a poet, paragoned her in his song to all the pagan goddesses of antiquity; and doubtless these were finer to look at than mere women; but so, it seemed, was she; for, to believe my grandmother, she made other women look no more than the big French fashion-doll that used to be shown on Ascension days in the Piazza. She was one, at any rate, that needed no outlandish finery to beautify her; whatever dress she wore became her as feathers fit the bird; and her hair didn’t get its color by bleaching on the housetop. It glittered of itself like the threads in an Easter chasuble, and her skin was whiter than fine wheaten bread and her mouth as sweet as a ripe fig….


Well, sir, you could no more keep them apart than the bees and the lavender. They were always together, singing, bowling, playing cup and ball, walking in the gardens, visiting the aviaries and petting her grace’s trick-dogs and monkeys. The Duchess was as gay as a foal, always playing pranks and laughing, tricking out her animals like comedians, disguising herself as a peasant or a nun (you should have seen her one day pass herself off to the chaplain as a mendicant sister), or teaching the lads and girls of the vineyards to dance and sing madrigals together. The Cavaliere had a singular ingenuity in planning such entertainments and the days were hardly long enough for their diversions. But toward the end of the summer the Duchess fell quiet and would hear only sad music, and the two sat much together in the gazebo at the end of the garden. It was there the Duke found them one day when he drove out from Vicenza in his gilt coach. He came but once or twice a year to the villa, and it was, as my grandmother said, just a part of her poor lady’s ill-luck to be wearing that day the Venetian habit, which uncovered the shoulders in a way the Duke always scowled at, and her curls loose and powdered with gold. Well, the three drank chocolate in the gazebo, and what happened no one knew, except that the Duke, on taking leave, gave his cousin a seat in his carriage; but the Cavaliere never returned.


Winter approaching, and the poor lady thus finding herself once more alone, it was surmised among her women that she must fall into a deeper depression of spirits. But far from this being the case, she displayed such cheerfulness and equanimity of humor that my grandmother, for one, was half-vexed with her for giving no more thought to the poor young man who, all this time, was eating his heart out in the house across the valley. It is true she quitted her gold-laced gowns and wore a veil over her head; but Nencia would have it she looked the lovelier for the change and so gave the Duke greater displeasure. Certain it is that the Duke drove out oftener to the villa, and though he found his lady always engaged in some innocent pursuit, such as embroidery or music, or playing games with her young women, yet he always went away with a sour look and a whispered word to the chaplain. Now as to the chaplain, my grandmother owned there had been a time when her grace had not handled him over-wisely. For, according to Nencia, it seems that his reverence, who seldom approached the Duchess, being buried in his library like a mouse in a cheese — well, one day he made bold to appeal to her for a sum of money, a large sum, Nencia said, to buy certain tall books, a chest full of them, that a foreign pedlar had brought him; whereupon the Duchess, who could never abide a book, breaks out at him with a laugh and a flash of her old spirit — “Holy Mother of God, must I have more books about me? I was nearly smothered with them in the first year of my marriage;” and the chaplain turning red at the affront, she added: “You may buy them and welcome, my good chaplain, if you can find the money; but as for me, I am yet seeking a way to pay for my turquoise necklace, and the statue of Daphne at the end of the bowling-green, and the Indian parrot that my black boy brought me last Michaelmas from the Bohemians — so you see I’ve no money to waste on trifles;” and as he backs out awkwardly she tosses at him over her shoulder: “You should pray to Saint Blandina to open the Duke’s pocket!” to which he returned, very quietly, “Your excellency’s suggestion is an admirable one, and I have already entreated that blessed martyr to open the Duke’s understanding.”


Thereat, Nencia said (who was standing by), the Duchess flushed wonderfully red and waved him out of the room; and then “Quick!” she cried to my grandmother (who was too glad to run on such errands), “Call me Antonio, the gardener’s boy, to the box-garden; I’ve a word to say to him about the new clove-carnations….”


Now I may not have told you, sir, that in the crypt under the chapel there has stood, for more generations than a man can count, a stone coffin containing a thighbone of the blessed Saint Blandina of Lyons, a relic offered, I’ve been told, by some great Duke of France to one of our own dukes when they fought the Turk together; and the object, ever since, of particular veneration in this illustrious family. Now, since the Duchess had been left to herself, it was observed she affected a fervent devotion to this relic, praying often in the chapel and even causing the stone slab that covered the entrance to the crypt to be replaced by a wooden one, that she might at will descend and kneel by the coffin. This was matter of edification to all the household and should have been peculiarly pleasing to the chaplain; but, with respect to you, he was the kind of man who brings a sour mouth to the eating of the sweetest apple.


However that may be, the Duchess, when she dismissed him, was seen running to the garden, where she talked earnestly with the boy Antonio about the new clove-carnations; and the rest of the day she sat indoors and played sweetly on the virginal. Now Nencia always had it in mind that her grace had made a mistake in refusing that request of the chaplain’s; but she said nothing, for to talk reason to the Duchess was of no more use than praying for rain in a drought.


Winter came early that year, there was snow on the hills by All Souls, the wind stripped the gardens, and the lemon-trees were nipped in the lemon-house. The Duchess kept her room in this black season, sitting over the fire, embroidering, reading books of devotion (which was a thing she had never done) and praying frequently in the chapel. As for the chaplain, it was a place he never set foot in but to say mass in the morning, with the Duchess overhead in the tribune, and the servants aching with rheumatism on the marble floor. The chaplain himself hated the cold, and galloped through the mass like a man with witches after him. The rest of the day he spent in his library, over a brazier, with his eternal books….


You’ll wonder, sir, if I’m ever to get to the gist of the story; and I’ve gone slowly, I own, for fear of what’s coming. Well, the winter was long and hard. When it fell cold the Duke ceased to come out from Vicenza, and not a soul had the Duchess to speak to but her maid-servants and the gardeners about the place. Yet it was wonderful, my grandmother said, how she kept her brave colors and her spirits; only it was remarked that she prayed longer in the chapel, where a brazier was kept burning for her all day. When the young are denied their natural pleasures they turn often enough to religion; and it was a mercy, as my grandmother said, that she, who had scarce a live sinner to speak to, should take such comfort in a dead saint.


My grandmother seldom saw her that winter, for though she showed a brave front to all she kept more and more to herself, choosing to have only Nencia about her and dismissing even her when she went to pray. For her devotion had that mark of true piety, that she wished it not to be observed; so that Nencia had strict orders, on the chaplain’s approach, to warn her mistress if she happened to be in prayer.


Well, the winter passed, and spring was well forward, when my grandmother one evening had a bad fright. That it was her own fault I won’t deny, for she’d been down the lime-walk with Antonio when her aunt fancied her to be stitching in her chamber; and seeing a sudden light in Nencia’s window, she took fright lest her disobedience be found out, and ran up quickly through the laurel-grove to the house. Her way lay by the chapel, and as she crept past it, meaning to slip in through the scullery, and groping her way, for the dark had fallen and the moon was scarce up, she heard a crash close behind her, as though someone had dropped from a window of the chapel. The young fool’s heart turned over, but she looked round as she ran, and there, sure enough, was a man scuttling across the terrace; and as he doubled the corner of the house my grandmother swore she caught the whisk of the chaplain’s skirts. Now that was a strange thing, certainly; for why should the chaplain be getting out of the chapel window when he might have passed through the door? For you may have noticed, sir, there’s a door leads from the chapel into the saloon on the ground floor; the only other way out being through the Duchess’s tribune.


Well, my grandmother turned the matter over, and next time she met Antonio in the lime-walk (which, by reason of her fright, was not for some days) she laid before him what had happened; but to her surprise he only laughed and said, “You little simpleton, he wasn’t getting out of the window, he was trying to look in”; and not another word could she get from him.


So the season moved on to Easter, and news came the Duke had gone to Rome for that holy festivity. His comings and goings made no change at the villa, and yet there was no one there but felt easier to think his yellow face was on the far side of the Apennines, unless perhaps it was the chaplain.


Well, it was one day in May that the Duchess, who had walked long with Nencia on the terrace, rejoicing at the sweetness of the prospect and the pleasant scent of the gilly-flowers in the stone vases, the Duchess toward midday withdrew to her rooms, giving orders that her dinner should be served in her bed-chamber. My grandmother helped to carry in the dishes, and observed, she said, the singular beauty of the Duchess, who in honor of the fine weather had put on a gown of shot-silver and hung her bare shoulders with pearls, so that she looked fit to dance at court with an emperor. She had ordered, too, a rare repast for a lady that heeded so little what she ate — jellies, game-pasties, fruits in syrup, spiced cakes and a flagon of Greek wine; and she nodded and clapped her hands as the women set it before her, saying again and again, “I shall eat well today.”


But presently another mood seized her; she turned from the table, called for her rosary, and said to Nencia: “The fine weather has made me neglect my devotions. I must say a litany before I dine.”


She ordered the women out and barred the door, as her custom was; and Nencia and my grandmother went down-stairs to work in the linen-room.


Now the linen-room gives on the court-yard, and suddenly my grandmother saw a strange sight approaching. First up the avenue came the Duke’s carriage (whom all thought to be in Rome), and after it, drawn by a long string of mules and oxen, a cart carrying what looked like a kneeling figure wrapped in death-clothes. The strangeness of it struck the girl dumb and the Duke’s coach was at the door before she had the wit to cry out that it was coming. Nencia, when she saw it, went white and ran out of the room. My grandmother followed, scared by her face, and the two fled along the corridor to the chapel. On the way they met the chaplain, deep in a book, who asked in surprise where they were running, and when they said, to announce the Duke’s arrival, he fell into such astonishment and asked them so many questions and uttered such ohs and ahs, that by the time he let them by the Duke was at their heels. Nencia reached the chapel-door first and cried out that the Duke was coming; and before she had a reply he was at her side, with the chaplain following.


A moment later the door opened and there stood the Duchess. She held her rosary in one hand and had drawn a scarf over her shoulders; but they shone through it like the moon in a mist, and her countenance sparkled with beauty.


The Duke took her hand with a bow. “Madam,” he said, “I could have had no greater happiness than thus to surprise you at your devotions.”


“My own happiness,” she replied, “would have been greater had your excellency prolonged it by giving me notice of your arrival.”


“Had you expected me, Madam,” said he, “your appearance could scarcely have been more fitted to the occasion. Few ladies of your youth and beauty array themselves to venerate a saint as they would to welcome a lover.”


“Sir,” she answered, “having never enjoyed the latter opportunity, I am constrained to make the most of the former. — What’s that?” she cried, falling back, and the rosary dropped from her hand.


There was a loud noise at the other end of the saloon, as of a heavy object being dragged down the passage; and presently a dozen men were seen haling across the threshold the shrouded thing from the oxcart. The Duke waved his hand toward it. “That,” said he, “Madam, is a tribute to your extraordinary piety. I have heard with peculiar satisfaction of your devotion to the blessed relics in this chapel, and to commemorate a zeal which neither the rigors of winter nor the sultriness of summer could abate I have ordered a sculptured image of you, marvellously executed by the Cavaliere Bernini, to be placed before the altar over the entrance to the crypt.”


The Duchess, who had grown pale, nevertheless smiled playfully at this. “As to commemorating my piety,” she said, “I recognize there one of your excellency’s pleasantries—”


“A pleasantry?” the Duke interrupted; and he made a sign to the men, who had now reached the threshold of the chapel. In an instant the wrappings fell from the figure, and there knelt the Duchess to the life. A cry of wonder rose from all, but the Duchess herself stood whiter than the marble.


“You will see,” says the Duke, “this is no pleasantry, but a triumph of the incomparable Bernini’s chisel. The likeness was done from your miniature portrait by the divine Elisabetta Sirani, which I sent to the master some six months ago, with what results all must admire.”


“Six months!” cried the Duchess, and seemed about to fall; but his excellency caught her by the hand.


“Nothing,” he said, “could better please me than the excessive emotion you display, for true piety is ever modest, and your thanks could not take a form that better became you. And now,” says he to the men, “let the image be put in place.”


By this, life seemed to have returned to the Duchess, and she answered him with a deep reverence. “That I should be overcome by so unexpected a grace, your excellency admits to be natural; but what honors you accord it is my privilege to accept, and I entreat only that in mercy to my modesty the image be placed in the remotest part of the chapel.”


At that the Duke darkened. “What! You would have this masterpiece of a renowned chisel, which, I disguise not, cost me the price of a good vineyard in gold pieces, you would have it thrust out of sight like the work of a village stonecutter?”


“It is my semblance, not the sculptor’s work, I desire to conceal.”


“It you are fit for my house, Madam, you are fit for God’s, and entitled to the place of honor in both. Bring the statue forward, you dawdlers!” he called out to the men.


The Duchess fell back submissively. “You are right, sir, as always; but I would at least have the image stand on the left of the altar, that, looking up, it may behold your excellency’s seat in the tribune.”


“A pretty thought, Madam, for which I thank you; but I design before long to put my companion image on the other side of the altar; and the wife’s place, as you know, is at her husband’s right hand.”


“True, my lord — but, again, if my poor presentment is to have the unmerited honor of kneeling beside yours, why not place both before the altar, where it is our habit to pray in life?”


“And where, Madam, should we kneel if they took our places? Besides,” says the Duke, still speaking very blandly, “I have a more particular purpose in placing your image over the entrance to the crypt; for not only would I thereby mark your special devotion to the blessed saint who rests there, but, by sealing up the opening in the pavement, would assure the perpetual preservation of that holy martyr’s bones, which hitherto have been too thoughtlessly exposed to sacrilegious attempts.”


“What attempts, my lord?” cries the Duchess. “No one enters this chapel without my leave.”


“So I have understood, and can well believe from what I have learned of your piety; yet at night a malefactor might break in through a window, Madam, and your excellency not know it.”


“I’m a light sleeper,” said the Duchess.


The Duke looked at her gravely. “Indeed?” said he. “A bad sign at your age. I must see that you are provided with a sleeping-draught.”


The Duchess’s eyes filled. “You would deprive me, then, of the consolation of visiting those venerable relics?”


“I would have you keep eternal guard over them, knowing no one to whose care they may more fittingly be entrusted.”


By this the image was brought close to the wooden slab that covered the entrance to the crypt, when the Duchess, springing forward, placed herself in the way.


“Sir, let the statue be put in place tomorrow, and suffer me, tonight, to say a last prayer beside those holy bones.”


The Duke stepped instantly to her side. “Well thought, Madam; I will go down with you now, and we will pray together.”


“Sir, your long absences have, alas! given me the habit of solitary devotion, and I confess that any presence is distracting.”


“Madam, I accept your rebuke. Hitherto, it is true, the duties of my station have constrained me to long absences; but henceforward I remain with you while you live. Shall we go down into the crypt together?”


“No; for I fear for your excellency’s ague. The air there is excessively damp.”


“The more reason you should no longer be exposed to it; and to prevent the intemperance of your zeal I will at once make the place inaccessible.”


The Duchess at this fell on her knees on the slab, weeping excessively and lifting her hands to heaven.


“Oh,” she cried, “you are cruel, sir, to deprive me of access to the sacred relics that have enabled me to support with resignation the solitude to which your excellency’s duties have condemned me; and if prayer and meditation give me any authority to pronounce on such matters, suffer me to warn you, sir, that I fear the blessed Saint Blandina will punish us for thus abandoning her venerable remains!”


The Duke at this seemed to pause, for he was a pious man, and my grandmother thought she saw him exchange a glance with the chaplain; who, stepping timidly forward, with his eyes on the ground, said, “There is indeed much wisdom in her excellency’s words, but I would suggest, sir, that her pious wish might be met, and the saint more conspicuously honored, by transferring the relics from the crypt to a place beneath the altar.”


“True!” cried the Duke, “and it shall be done at once.”


But thereat the Duchess rose to her feet with a terrible look.


“No,” she cried, “by the body of God! For it shall not be said that, after your excellency has chosen to deny every request I addressed to him, I owe his consent to the solicitation of another!”


The chaplain turned red and the Duke yellow, and for a moment neither spoke.


Then the Duke said, “Here are words enough, Madam. Do you wish the relics brought up from the crypt?”


“I wish nothing that I owe to another’s intervention!”


“Put the image in place then,” says the Duke furiously; and handed her grace to a chair.


She sat there, my grandmother said, straight as an arrow, her hands locked, her head high, her eyes on the Duke, while the statue was dragged to its place; then she stood up and turned away. As she passed by Nencia, “Call me Antonio,” she whispered; but before the words were out of her mouth the Duke stepped between them.


“Madam,” says he, all smiles now, “I have travelled straight from Rome to bring you the sooner this proof of my esteem. I lay last night at Monselice and have been on the road since daybreak. Will you not invite me to supper?”


“Surely, my lord,” said the Duchess. “It shall be laid in the dining-parlor within the hour.”


“Why not in your chamber and at once, Madam? Since I believe it is your custom to sup there.”


“In my chamber?” says the Duchess, in disorder.


“Have you anything against it?” he asked.


“Assuredly not, sir, if you will give me time to prepare myself.”


“I will wait in your cabinet,” said the Duke.


At that, said my grandmother, the Duchess gave one look, as the souls in hell may have looked when the gates closed on our Lord; then she called Nencia and passed to her chamber.


What happened there my grandmother could never learn, but that the Duchess, in great haste, dressed herself with extraordinary splendor, powdering her hair with gold, painting her face and bosom, and covering herself with jewels till she shone like our Lady of Loreto; and hardly were these preparations complete when the Duke entered from the cabinet, followed by the servants carrying supper. Thereupon the Duchess dismissed Nencia, and what follows my grandmother learned from a pantry-lad who brought up the dishes and waited in the cabinet; for only the Duke’s body-servant entered the bed-chamber.


Well, according to this boy, sir, who was looking and listening with his whole body, as it were, because he had never before been suffered so near the Duchess, it appears that the noble couple sat down in great good humor, the Duchess playfully reproving her husband for his long absence, while the Duke swore that to look so beautiful was the best way of punishing him. In this tone the talk continued, with such gay sallies on the part of the Duchess, such tender advances on the Duke’s, that the lad declared they were for all the world like a pair of lovers courting on a summer’s night in the vineyard; and so it went till the servant brought in the mulled wine.


“Ah,” the Duke was saying at that moment, “this agreeable evening repays me for the many dull ones I have spent away from you; nor do I remember to have enjoyed such laughter since the afternoon last year when we drank chocolate in the gazebo with my cousin Ascanio. And that reminds me,” he said, “is my cousin in good health?”


“I have no reports of it,” says the Duchess. “But your excellency should taste these figs stewed in malmsey—”


“I am in the mood to taste whatever you offer,” said he; and as she helped him to the figs he added, “If my enjoyment were not complete as it is, I could almost wish my cousin Ascanio were with us. The fellow is rare good company at supper. What do you say, Madam? I hear he’s still in the country; shall we send for him to join us?”


“Ah,” said the Duchess, with a sigh and a languishing look, “I see your excellency wearies of me already.”


“I, Madam? Ascanio is a capital good fellow, but to my mind his chief merit at this moment is his absence. It inclines me so tenderly to him that, by God, I could empty a glass to his good health.”


With that the Duke caught up his goblet and signed to the servant to fill the Duchess’s.


“Here’s to the cousin,” he cried, standing, “who has the good taste to stay away when he’s not wanted. I drink to his very long life — and you, Madam?”


At this the Duchess, who had sat staring at him with a changed face, rose also and lifted her glass to her lips.


“And I to his happy death,” says she in a wild voice; and as she spoke the empty goblet dropped from her hand and she fell face down on the floor.


The Duke shouted to her women that she had swooned, and they came and lifted her to the bed…. She suffered horribly all night, Nencia said, twisting herself like a heretic at the stake, but without a word escaping her. The Duke watched by her, and toward daylight sent for the chaplain; but by this she was unconscious and, her teeth being locked, our Lord’s body could not be passed through them.


~  ~  ~  ~  ~


The Duke announced to his relations that his lady had died after partaking too freely of spiced wine and an omelet of carp’s roe, at a supper she had prepared in honor of his return; and the next year he brought home a new Duchess, who gave him a son and five daughters….


V


The sky had turned to a steel gray, against which the villa stood out sallow and inscrutable. A wind strayed through the gardens, loosening here and there a yellow leaf from the sycamores; and the hills across the valley were purple as thunder-clouds.


~  ~  ~  ~  ~


“And the statue — ?” I asked.


“Ah, the statue. Well, sir, this is what my grandmother told me, here on this very bench where we’re sitting. The poor child, who worshipped the Duchess as a girl of her years will worship a beautiful kind mistress, spent a night of horror, you may fancy, shut out from her lady’s room, hearing the cries that came from it, and seeing, as she crouched in her corner, the women rush to and fro with wild looks, the Duke’s lean face in the door, and the chaplain skulking in the antechamber with his eyes on his breviary. No one minded her that night or the next morning; and toward dusk, when it became known the Duchess was no more, the poor girl felt the pious wish to say a prayer for her dead mistress. She crept to the chapel and stole in unobserved. The place was empty and dim, but as she advanced she heard a low moaning, and coming in front of the statue she saw that its face, the day before so sweet and smiling, had the look on it that you know — and the moaning seemed to come from its lips. My grandmother turned cold, but something, she said afterward, kept her from calling or shrieking out, and she turned and ran from the place. In the passage she fell in a swoon; and when she came to her senses, in her own chamber, she heard that the Duke had locked the chapel door and forbidden any to set foot there…. The place was never opened again till the Duke died, some ten years later; and then it was that the other servants, going in with the new heir, saw for the first time the horror that my grandmother had kept in her bosom….”


“And the crypt?” I asked. “Has it never been opened?”


“Heaven forbid, sir!” cried the old man, crossing himself. “Was it not the Duchess’s express wish that the relics should not be disturbed?”
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I sat an hour by sun, in the editor’s room of the Montopolis Weekly Bugle. I was the editor.


The saffron rays of the declining sunlight filtered through the cornstalks in Micajah Widdup’s garden-patch, and cast an amber glory upon my paste-pot. I sat at the editorial desk in my non-rotary revolving chair, and prepared my editorial against the oligarchies. The room, with its one window, was already a prey to the twilight. One by one, with my trenchant sentences, I lopped off the heads of the political hydra, while I listened, full of kindly peace, to the home-coming cow-bells and wondered what Mrs. Flanagan was going to have for supper.


Then in from the dusky, quiet street there drifted and perched himself upon a corner of my desk old Father Time’s younger brother. His face was beardless and as gnarled as an English walnut. I never saw clothes such as he wore. They would have reduced Joseph’s coat to a monochrome. But the colours were not the dyer’s. Stains and patches and the work of sun and rust were responsible for the diversity. On his coarse shoes was the dust, conceivably, of a thousand leagues. I can describe him no further, except to say that he was little and weird and old — old I began to estimate in centuries when I saw him. Yes, and I remember that there was an odour, a faint odour like aloes, or possibly like myrrh or leather; and I thought of museums.


And then I reached for a pad and pencil, for business is business, and visits of the oldest inhabitants are sacred and honourable, requiring to be chronicled.


“I am glad to see you, sir,” I said. “I would offer you a chair, but — you see, sir,” I went on, “I have lived in Montopolis only three weeks, and I have not met many of our citizens.” I turned a doubtful eye upon his dust-stained shoes, and concluded with a newspaper phrase, “I suppose that you reside in our midst?”


My visitor fumbled in his raiment, drew forth a soiled card, and handed it to me. Upon it was written, in plain but unsteadily formed characters, the name “Michob Ader.”


“I am glad you called, Mr. Ader,” I said. “As one of our older citizens, you must view with pride the recent growth and enterprise of Montopolis. Among other improvements, I think I can promise that the town will now be provided with a live, enterprising newspa—”


“Do ye know the name on that card?” asked my caller, interrupting me.


“It is not a familiar one to me,” I said.


Again he visited the depths of his ancient vestments. This time he brought out a torn leaf of some book or journal, brown and flimsy with age. The heading of the page was the Turkish Spy in old-style type; the printing upon it was this:


“There is a man come to Paris in this year 1643 who pretends to have lived these sixteen hundred years. He says of himself that he was a shoemaker in Jerusalem at the time of the Crucifixion; that his name is Michob Ader; and that when Jesus, the Christian Messias, was condemned by Pontius Pilate, the Roman president, he paused to rest while bearing his cross to the place of crucifixion before the door of Michob Ader. The shoemaker struck Jesus with his fist, saying: ‘Go; why tarriest thou?’ The Messias answered him: ‘I indeed am going; but thou shalt tarry until I come’; thereby condemning him to live until the day of judgment. He lives forever, but at the end of every hundred years he falls into a fit or trance, on recovering from which he finds himself in the same state of youth in which he was when Jesus suffered, being then about thirty years of age.


“Such is the story of the Wandering Jew, as told by Michob Ader, who relates—” Here the printing ended.


I must have muttered aloud something to myself about the Wandering Jew, for the old man spake up, bitterly and loudly.


“’Tis a lie,” said he, “like nine tenths of what ye call history. ’Tis a Gentile I am, and no Jew. I am after footing it out of Jerusalem, my son; but if that makes me a Jew, then everything that comes out of a bottle is babies’ milk. Ye have my name on the card ye hold; and ye have read the bit of paper they call the Turkish Spy that printed the news when I stepped into their office on the 12th day of June, in the year 1643, just as I have called upon ye today.”


I laid down my pencil and pad. Clearly it would not do. Here was an item for the local column of the Bugle that — but it would not do. Still, fragments of the impossible “personal” began to flit through my conventionalized brain. “Uncle Michob is as spry on his legs as a young chap of only a thousand or so.” “Our venerable caller relates with pride that George Wash — no, Ptolemy the Great — once dandled him on his knee at his father’s house.” “Uncle Michob says that our wet spring was nothing in comparison with the dampness that ruined the crops around Mount Ararat when he was a boy—” But no, no — it would not do.


I was trying to think of some conversational subject with which to interest my visitor, and was hesitating between walking matches and the Pliocene age, when the old man suddenly began to weep poignantly and distressfully.


“Cheer up, Mr. Ader,” I said, a little awkwardly; “this matter may blow over in a few hundred years more. There has already been a decided reaction in favour of Judas Iscariot and Colonel Burr and the celebrated violinist, Signor Nero. This is the age of whitewash. You must not allow yourself to become down-hearted.”


Unknowingly, I had struck a chord. The old man blinked belligerently through his senile tears.


“’Tis time,” he said, “that the liars be doin’ justice to somebody. Yer historians are no more than a pack of old women gabblin’ at a wake. A finer man than the Imperor Nero niver wore sandals. Man, I was at the burnin’ of Rome. I knowed the Imperor well, for in them days I was a well-known char-acter. In thim days they had rayspcct [rayspect] for a man that lived forever.


“But ’twas of the Imperor Nero I was goin’ to tell ye. I struck into Rome, up the Appian Way, on the night of July the 16th, the year 64. I had just stepped down by way of Siberia and Afghanistan; and one foot of me had a frost-bite, and the other a blister burned by the sand of the desert; and I was feelin’ a bit blue from doin’ patrol duty from the North Pole down to the Last Chance corner in Patagonia, and bein’ miscalled a Jew in the bargain. Well, I’m tellin’ ye I was passin’ the Circus Maximus, and it was dark as pitch over the way, and then I heard somebody sing out, ‘Is that you, Michob?’


“Over ag’inst the wall, hid out amongst a pile of barrels and old dry-goods boxes, was the Imperor Nero wid his togy wrapped around his toes, smokin’ a long, black segar.


“‘Have one, Michob?’ says he.


“‘None of the weeds for me,’ says I — ‘nayther pipe nor segar. What’s the use,’ says I, ‘of smokin’ when ye’ve not got the ghost of a chance of killin’ yeself by doin’ it?’


“‘True for ye, Michob Ader, my perpetual Jew,’ says the Imperor; ‘ye’re not always wandering. Sure, ’tis danger gives the spice of our pleasures — next to their bein’ forbidden.’


“‘And for what,’ says I, ‘do ye smoke be night in dark places widout even a cinturion in plain clothes to attend ye?’


“‘Have ye ever heard, Michob,’ says the Imperor, ‘of predestinarianism?’


“‘I’ve had the cousin of it,’ says I. ‘I’ve been on the trot with pedestrianism for many a year, and more to come, as ye well know.’


“‘The longer word,’ says me friend Nero, ‘is the tachin’ of this new sect of people they call the Christians. ’Tis them that’s raysponsible for me smokin’ be night in holes and corners of the dark.’


“And then I sets down and takes off a shoe and rubs me foot that is frosted, and the Imperor tells me about it. It seems that since I passed that way before, the Imperor had mandamused the Impress wid a divorce suit, and Misses Poppaea, a cilibrated lady, was ingaged, widout riferences, as housekeeper at the palace. ‘All in one day,’ says the Imperor, ‘she puts up new lace windy-curtains in the palace and joins the anti-tobacco society, and whin I feels the need of a smoke I must be after sneakin’ out to these piles of lumber in the dark.’ So there in the dark me and the Imperor sat, and I told him of me travels. And when they say the Imperor was an incindiary, they lie. ’Twas that night the fire started that burnt the city. ’Tis my opinion that it began from a stump of segar that he threw down among the boxes. And ’tis a lie that he fiddled. He did all he could for six days to stop it, sir.”


And now I detected a new flavour to Mr. Michob Ader. It had not been myrrh or balm or hyssop that I had smelled. The emanation was the odour of bad whiskey — and, worse still, of low comedy — the sort that small humorists manufacture by clothing the grave and reverend things of legend and history in the vulgar, topical frippery that passes for a certain kind of wit. Michob Ader as an impostor, claiming nineteen hundred years, and playing his part with the decency of respectable lunacy, I could endure; but as a tedious wag, cheapening his egregious story with song-book levity, his importance as an entertainer grew less.


And then, as if he suspected my thoughts, he suddenly shifted his key.


“You’ll excuse me, sir,” he whined, “but sometimes I get a little mixed in my head. I am a very old man; and it is hard to remember everything.”


I knew that he was right, and that I should not try to reconcile him with Roman history; so I asked for news concerning other ancients with whom he had walked familiar.


Above my desk hung an engraving of Raphael’s cherubs. You could yet make out their forms, though the dust blurred their outlines strangely.


“Ye calls them ‘cher-rubs’,” cackled the old man. “Babes, ye fancy they are, with wings. And there’s one wid legs and a bow and arrow that ye call Cupid — I know where they was found. The great-great-great-grandfather of thim all was a billy-goat. Bein’ an editor, sir, do ye happen to know where Solomon’s Temple stood?”


I fancied that it was in — in Persia? Well, I did not know.


“’Tis not in history nor in the Bible where it was. But I saw it, meself. The first pictures of cher-rubs and cupids was sculptured upon thim walls and pillars. Two of the biggest, sir, stood in the adytum to form the baldachin over the Ark. But the wings of thim sculptures was intindid for horns. And the faces was the faces of goats. Ten thousand goats there was in and about the temple. And your cher-rubs was billy-goats in the days of King Solomon, but the painters misconstrued the horns into wings.


“And I knew Tamerlane, the lame Timour, sir, very well. I saw him at Keghut and at Zaranj. He was a little man no larger than yerself, with hair the colour of an amber pipe stem. They buried him at Samarkand. I was at the wake, sir. Oh, he was a fine-built man in his coffin, six feet long, with black whiskers to his face. And I see ’em throw turnips at the Imperor Vispacian in Africa. All over the world I have tramped, sir, without the body of me findin’ any rest. ’Twas so commanded. I saw Jerusalem destroyed, and Pompeii go up in the fireworks; and I was at the coronation of Charlemagne and the lynchin’ of Joan of Arc. And everywhere I go there comes storms and revolutions and plagues and fires. ’Twas so commanded. Ye have heard of the Wandering Jew. ’Tis all so, except that divil a bit am I a Jew. But history lies, as I have told ye. Are ye quite sure, sir, that ye haven’t a drop of whiskey convenient? Ye well know that I have many miles of walking before me.”


“I have none,” said I, “and, if you please, I am about to leave for my supper.”


I pushed my chair back creakingly. This ancient landlubber was becoming as great an affliction as any cross-bowed mariner. He shook a musty effluvium from his piebald clothes, overturned my inkstand, and went on with his insufferable nonsense.


“I wouldn’t mind it so much,” he complained, “if it wasn’t for the work I must do on Good Fridays. Ye know about Pontius Pilate, sir, of course. His body, whin he killed himself, was pitched into a lake on the Alps mountains. Now, listen to the job that ’tis mine to perform on the night of ivery Good Friday. The ould divil goes down in the pool and drags up Pontius, and the water is bilin’ and spewin’ like a wash pot. And the ould divil sets the body on top of a throne on the rocks, and thin comes me share of the job. Oh, sir, ye would pity me thin — ye would pray for the poor Wandering Jew that niver was a Jew if ye could see the horror of the thing that I must do. ’Tis I that must fetch a bowl of water and kneel down before it till it washes its hands. I declare to ye that Pontius Pilate, a man dead two hundred years, dragged up with the lake slime coverin’ him and fishes wrigglin’ inside of him widout eyes, and in the discomposition of the body, sits there, sir, and washes his hands in the bowl I hold for him on Good Fridays. ’Twas so commanded.”


Clearly, the matter had progressed far beyond the scope of the Bugle’s local column. There might have been employment here for the alienist or for those who circulate the pledge; but I had had enough of it. I got up, and repeated that I must go.


At this he seized my coat, grovelled upon my desk, and burst again into distressful weeping. Whatever it was about, I said to myself that his grief was genuine.


“Come now, Mr. Ader,” I said, soothingly; “what is the matter?”


The answer came brokenly through his racking sobs: “Because I would not… let the poor Christ … rest… upon the step.”


His hallucination seemed beyond all reasonable answer; yet the effect of it upon him scarcely merited disrespect. But I knew nothing that might assuage it; and I told him once more that both of us should be leaving the office at once.


Obedient at last, he raised himself from my dishevelled desk, and permitted me to half lift him to the floor. The gale of his grief had blown away his words; his freshet of tears had soaked away the crust of his grief. Reminiscence died in him — at least, the coherent part of it.


“’Twas me that did it,” he muttered, as I led him toward the door — “me, the shoemaker of Jerusalem.”


I got him to the sidewalk, and in the augmented light I saw that his face was seared and lined and warped by a sadness almost incredibly the product of a single lifetime.


And then high up in the firmamental darkness we heard the clamant cries of some great, passing birds. My Wandering Jew lifted his hand, with side-tilted head.


“The Seven Whistlers!” he said, as one introduces well-known friends.


“Wild geese,” said I; “but I confess that their number is beyond me.”


“They follow me everywhere,” he said. “’Twas so commanded. What ye hear is the souls of the seven Jews that helped with the Crucifixion. Sometimes they’re plovers and sometimes geese, but ye’ll find them always flyin’ where I go.”


I stood, uncertain how to take my leave. I looked down the street, shuffled my feet, looked back again — and felt my hair rise. The old man had disappeared.


And then my capillaries relaxed, for I dimly saw him footing it away through the darkness. But he walked so swiftly and silently and contrary to the gait promised by his age that my composure was not all restored, though I knew not why.


That night I was foolish enough to take down some dust-covered volumes from my modest shelves. I searched “Hermippus Redivvus” and “Salathiel” and the “Pepys Collection” in vain. And then in a book called “The Citizen of the World,” and in one two centuries old, I came upon what I desired. Michob Ader had indeed come to Paris in the year 1643, and related to the Turkish Spy an extraordinary story. He claimed to be the Wandering Jew, and that—


But here I fell asleep, for my editorial duties had not been light that day.


Judge Hoover was the Bugle’s candidate for congress. Having to confer with him, I sought his home early the next morning; and we walked together down town through a little street with which I was unfamiliar.


“Did you ever hear of Michob Ader?” I asked him, smiling.


“Why, yes,” said the judge. “And that reminds me of my shoes he has for mending. Here is his shop now.”


Judge Hoover stepped into a dingy, small shop. I looked up at the sign, and saw “Mike O’Bader, Boot and Shoe Maker,” on it. Some wild geese passed above, honking clearly. I scratched my ear and frowned, and then trailed into the shop.


There sat my Wandering Jew on his shoemaker’s bench, trimming a half-sole. He was drabbled with dew, grass-stained, unkempt, and miserable; and on his face was still the unexplained wretchedness, the problematic sorrow, the esoteric woe, that had been written there by nothing less, it seemed, than the stylus of the centuries.


Judge Hoover inquired kindly concerning his shoes. The old shoemaker looked up, and spoke sanely enough. He had been ill, he said, for a few days. The next day the shoes would be ready. He looked at me, and I could see that I had no place in his memory. So out we went, and on our way.


“Old Mike,” remarked the candidate, “has been on one of his sprees. He gets crazy drunk regularly once a month. But he’s a good shoemaker.”


“What is his history?” I inquired.


“Whiskey,” epitomized Judge Hoover. “That explains him.”


I was silent, but I did not accept the explanation. And so, when I had the chance, I asked old man Sellers, who browsed daily on my exchanges.


“Mike O’Bader,” said he, “was makin’ shoes in Montopolis when I come here goin’ on fifteen year ago. I guess whiskey’s his trouble. Once a month he gets off the track, and stays so a week. He’s got a rigmarole somethin’ about his bein’ a Jew pedler that he tells ev’rybody. Nobody won’t listen to him any more. When he’s sober he ain’t sich a fool — he’s got a sight of books in the back room of his shop that he reads. I guess you can lay all his trouble to whiskey.”


But again I would not. Not yet was my Wandering Jew rightly construed for me. I trust that women may not be allowed a title to all the curiosity in the world. So when Montopolis’s oldest inhabitant (some ninety score years younger than Michob Ader) dropped in to acquire promulgation in print, I siphoned his perpetual trickle of reminiscence in the direction of the uninterpreted maker of shoes.


Uncle Abner was the Complete History of Montopolis, bound in butternut.


“O’Bader,” he quavered, “come here in ’69. He was the first shoemaker in the place. Folks generally considers him crazy at times now. But he don’t harm nobody. I s’pose drinkin’ upset his mind — yes, drinkin’ very likely done it. It’s a powerful bad thing, drinkin’. I’m an old, old man, sir, and I never see no good in drinkin’.”


I felt disappointment. I was willing to admit drink in the case of my shoemaker, but I preferred it as a recourse instead of a cause. Why had he pitched upon his perpetual, strange note of the Wandering Jew? Why his unutterable grief during his aberration? I could not yet accept whiskey as an explanation.


“Did Mike O’Bader ever have a great loss or trouble of any kind?” I asked.


“Lemme see! About thirty year ago there was somethin’ of the kind, I recollect. Montopolis, sir, in them days used to be a mighty strict place.


“Well, Mike O’Bader had a daughter then — a right pretty girl. She was too gay a sort for Montopolis, so one day she slips off to another town and runs away with a circus. It was two years before she comes back, all fixed up in fine clothes and rings and jewellery, to see Mike. He wouldn’t have nothin’ to do with her, so she stays around town awhile, anyway. I reckon the men folks wouldn’t have raised no objections, but the women egged ’em on to order her to leave town. But she had plenty of spunk, and told ’em to mind their own business.


“So one night they decided to run her away. A crowd of men and women drove her out of her house, and chased her with sticks and stones. She run to her father’s door, callin’ for help. Mike opens it, and when he sees who it is he hits her with his fist and knocks her down and shuts the door.


“And then the crowd kept on chunkin’ her till she run clear out of town. And the next day they finds her drowned dead in Hunter’s mill pond. I mind it all now. That was thirty year ago.”


I leaned back in my non-rotary revolving chair and nodded gently, like a mandarin, at my paste-pot.


“When old Mike has a spell,” went on Uncle Abner, tepidly garrulous, “he thinks he’s the Wanderin’ Jew.”


“He is,” said I, nodding away.


And Uncle Abner cackled insinuatingly at the editor’s remark, for he was expecting at least a “stickful” in the “Personal Notes” of the Bugle.
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It was on our way home after a few days at the coast that we found it — the cottage, I mean. We had made a detour in order to inspect the new racecourse at Pontbridge, and it was in the, to us, unexplored country between there and Dorking that we came across it. It stood on a knoll about three hundred yards outside as pretty a village as you’ll find in Sussex, and it looked like a picture in a fairy-tale book. I had an impression of white lilac, and a laburnum tree at the gate.


I heard Lizbeth gasp, and she twisted in the seat at my side and craned her neck till she couldn’t see it any more. We were in the village street before she suggested going back for a closer inspection, and I had to point out that we were late as it was. I have never really liked driving in the dark since I used to skate round shell holes on two wheels with intermittent illumination on the Bethune road.


“Besides,” I said, “the board you’re talking about probably reads ‘W. Higson, Sweep,’ and has nothing to do with letting the place.”


She said, “All right, George, I expect you do need dinner rather badly. Did you notice the lilacs?”


We were nearly home before she spoke again. “There was an illustration in my Grimm like that. Hansel and Gretel, I think it was.” And at dinner, apropos apparently of bottled peas, she said, “There were little crooked apple-trees at the side.”


At intervals through the week I remembered the place or rather I had occasional pictures of it at the back of my mind when I was thinking of totally different matters and yet when Lizbeth said next Saturday morning at breakfast, “We are going to start early today and go round by that cottage,” something made me say, “What cottage?”


“You know,” she said. And I had a queer feeling of being found out.


When we pulled up at the little green gate in the hedge, Lizbeth clicked her tongue the way she always does when she has scored off me, for the notice-board, planted drunkenly at one corner of the garden, read “To Let.” There the information ended. There was no “Apply to” or “at.” We went back to the village and in a thatched post office got the information we wanted. The cottage was most certainly to let and the key was to be had at Halkett’s. Halkett’s was the farm on the slope behind the cottage. The cottage had belonged to an old woman, a childless widow. She had died about eight years ago come June. The present owner was a grandnephew of the old woman, who lived in New Zealand and had never seen the place. He was sort of sentimental about the cottage, though, and wouldn’t sell it. It was only to let, and the Halketts looked after it.


We took ourselves to Halkett’s, where a large damsel in blue gingham, her enormous arms bare to the elbow and still damp, announced that she would “fetch Miss Halkett to us,” and clattered down the cool tiled passage with the threat still on her lips.


Miss Halkett proved to be a replica of her maid, perhaps a pound or two less, and a shade lighter on her feet — a pleasant practical girl. She fetched the key and accompanied us down the field path to the cottage. We should have preferred to explore it alone, but could not very well refuse her chaperonage. She preceded us into the living-room and drew aside the curtains that hung across the latticed windows.


“Why,” said Lizbeth, “it’s furnished!”


“Yes, the nephew I was telling you of said that it was to stay just the way it was when old Deborah died and tenants were to be taken only on that condition. We look after it when it isn’t let.”


In spite of the emptiness of the wide hearth the room had a pleasant look, very welcoming. It was, moreover, an authentic cottage interior. There were no Liberty cretonnes, no rush mats, no colour scheme. The curtains, as Lizbeth remarked afterwards, were made of flowered chintz at a few pence a yard, and the possibly valuable bits of china on the mantelpiece were cheek by jowl with the kind of tea-caddy a grocer gives away at Christmas and souvenirs of half a dozen watering-places. Nothing in the room had been placed there for its effect. Each article was there because of its value to the owner. And yet in spite of that — or perhaps because of it — the room had a charm that no arranged room in my experience ever had. And the rest of the house was the same.


We moved out of doors and stood looking at the place in a sort of speechless satisfaction. On one side the garden was bounded by a row of white lilac trees, heavy with bloom. At the back, rather close to the house, were aspen poplars — the kind that make a sound like rain when the lightest wind comes — and on the grass at the other side were Lizbeth’s crooked little apple-trees. By the road ran a very low hedge of box. A narrow brick path went up to the door, but not round the house. There was no back door, and the grass, unbroken by any flower-beds, grew close up to the walls. It was no show place, inside or out, but it had a most definite charm. All buildings have an atmosphere of some kind or other. “Laburnum Cottage” — for that was its prosaic name — had an air of primness. It wasn’t smug — not even complacent. But there was a happy well-orderedness about it. It both deprecated and disowned the tipsy notice-board. The unmown grass had the incongruous effect of dishevelled hair on a carefully dressed woman. And yet it wasn’t in its physical peculiarities that the primness lay. You can get an ordered effect with poplars or cypress or trimmed box. But lilacs are not exactly prim, and the laburnum at the gate was positively wanton. The primness hung in the atmosphere itself, somehow.


As we came back to the living-room Lizbeth said, “You keep it beautifully, Miss Halkett. We shall have something to live up to.”


Facial expression is the subtlest thing on earth. What is the difference between a pleased blush and an uncomfortable flush? Something too indefinite for words, isn’t it? — and yet as definite as daylight. It was certainly an uncomfortable flush that showed in Miss Halkett’s honest visage at the moment, and she turned with obvious relief to follow Lizbeth, who had been examining a piece of lustre ware, to a second inspection of the kitchen.


Now, why?


We left the place some ten minutes later its accepted tenants, and Lizbeth’s parting words to Miss Halkett were, “And do take down the board at once, won’t you? It’s a — a blot!”


All the way to the coast she was jubilant, the burden of her song being “that it should be our luck to get it, when country cottages were at a premium.”


“Perhaps there is a snag somewhere,” I suggested. “Don’t let’s crow too soon.”


“George! You unbearable wet blanket!” she said. “I won’t be damped by you. I just won’t. If you want to be liverish on a glorious spring morning on your way to the sea through a country reeking of lilac, you’ll have to do it without my hitherto unfailing sympathy.”


And certainly it would be difficult to find a snag in the perfect days we spent at the cottage. We would let the Halketts know when we were coming down and they had the place open, clean, and aired for us. They supplied us with milk, butter and eggs, chickens, ducks, and salads. The weather all the summer was the kind that leaves one in no doubt. We spent the long brilliant days in the garden on the little patch of shaved turf, I working in a deck chair, Lizbeth supine in a hammock slung from the lilac trees. Little flaws of wind ran in a whispering patter through the aspen poplars and ceased abruptly as if afraid of being overheard. Our flowered chintz flapped lazily at the yawning windows. Over the tops of the trees across the road the blue Sussex distances shimmered in the sun. In July, when London was a blazing furnace, we migrated altogether to Laburnum Cottage. It was then that the change in Lizbeth began. She grew listless and nervy. I blamed the long heat wave and wished that I could take her for a sea voyage, but a country cottage was the best we could do. She woke to animation sometimes when Mary Halkett would look in in passing, and would discuss with every appearance of interest our predecessors in the rôle of tenant, especially the former owner. I had the impression that the Halkett girl was not quite at her ease at these moments, and I wondered which of the tenants had been the undesirable one. But she was frank enough and 
showed no disposition to avoid us. She remembered old Mrs. Margetts only vaguely, but such recollection as she had was evidently pleasant.


“Everyone liked her,” she said. “She was a sweet old woman.”


“Was she house-proud?” asked Lizbeth surprisingly. “She was awfully fond of her cottage, if that’s what you mean.”


Later on Lizbeth said, “How is it that none of the other tenants wanted to hang on to a little heaven like this?” It was a question we had often asked each other, and we both turned to our visitor. On Mary Halkett’s face was the expression of one who sees a step just in time. It was gone even as I turned and she said evenly:


“Well, it’s a very lonely spot, and once summer’s gone, not so very attractive. Most of the tenants were the kind who like to go to a different place every year.”


Which seemed a reasonable enough explanation.


But when we were left alone again, Lizbeth would sink back to her strange rapt listlessness. And she grew more and more queer in her fads. She gave up the hammock because it “didn’t belong” apparently, was “out of the picture,” and took to sitting at the door in a hard wooden chair with a thin turkey-red cushion as the only mitigant of its penitential qualities.


And then one evening at the end of July, after a grey, dusty day, sultry and full of the promise of storm, we arrived back from a short walk along the parched lanes. Lizbeth had gone in front of me through the open door and was standing apparently gazing down at the table where the evening meal was set.


“Oh, I don’t like it!” she said suddenly with such passion that it took my breath away.


The chicken salad on the table was one of her favourite dishes, but the best course was to humour her, I thought. “There’s some cold beef in the larder,” I said. “Shall I get you that? ”


To my surprise she turned with a little shaky laugh. “You prosaic darling!” she said. Then her smile died away. She came close up to me and peered half-searchingly, half-confidingly into my face. “Have you never noticed the queer thing about the house?” And as I struggled for words in my astonishment, she added, “No, I suppose a man wouldn’t notice. Well, look at the room. There has been a wind all day and clouds of dust have been drifting over the garden. The doors and the windows have been open since morning, and there isn’t a speck of dust in the room! And it’s always like that!” Her voice rose hysterically. “No dust anywhere!”


It sounded perilously like an anticlimax to her dramatic question. But less so when I searched round in my brain for an explanation that might meet the situation. There didn’t seem to be one at hand somehow. And the longer I searched, the more at sea I became. To my unbounded relief, however, Lizbeth lapsed suddenly from the borders of hysteria to her normal calm. She sat down at the table and began to serve, and I followed her example. It was rather a silent meal.


“You know,” I said at last, “there must be a perfectly ordinary explanation. A draught that acts as a vacuum cleaner, or something of that sort. Some quite reasonable explanation.”


She was silent, crumbling her bread. Then she said rather absently, “Oh, perfectly reasonable!”


But I had a feeling that she did not mean exactly what I did. We dropped the subject. And next morning the weather broke and we went back to town.


For a month I was so busy that we had no chance of getting away even at the weekends. And then, quite unexpectedly, I had a free Saturday and Sunday. It was hot and very much the fag-end of August in town, and I tentatively suggested the cottage. To my surprise Lizbeth, who had quite recovered her good spirits, seemed not only willing, but glad. I heard her humming as we packed, and I called through to her, “There won’t be time to let the Halketts know, but I don’t expect we shall starve.”


It wasn’t a pleasant journey down. The whole countryside was crying aloud for water, the wind was blustering, and pillars of dust that looked as high as the Nelson monument would rise in front of us and just as we reached their base would, deliberately it seemed, collapse on us. The hedge and the trees outside Laburnum Cottage were grey with dust and the grass looked shabby. Lizbeth went up to Halkett’s for the key while I tinkered with the engine before consigning it to the mercies of the garage-late-blacksmith in the village.


“There was no one to be seen at Halkett’s,” she said when she came back, “so I just took the key off the nail.” I joined her at the door and went into the living-room with her.


Do you know the feeling you have sometimes on entering a room that it has just that moment been vacated? You didn’t see or hear a door closing, but you have the impression that someone went out as you came in. Well, there wasn’t another door to the living-room at Laburnum Cottage, but I most distinctly had the feeling.


Lizbeth was examining the shining spick-and-span room with interest.


“I just wanted to be sure,” she said inconsequently. 


“The Halketts must have cleaned up on the chance of our coming,” I said, ignoring her remark and its possible application.


“No,” she said. Just like that. As if she knew all about it.


“Look here,” I said, exasperated, “come up to Halkett’s with me. I’ll lay you fifty to one in pounds that they have been here either today or yesterday.” 


“All right,” she said.


We walked up to the farm in silence, I feeling ridiculous and rather angry, Lizbeth apparently serene. We met Mary Halkett by the barn. If one glance at her face was enough for us, I think her glance at us must have been equally enlightening.


“You didn’t expect us?” said Lizbeth. I have never heard a more conventional question. It had the unaccented tone of one discussing the weather.


“No,” said Miss Halkett. “No, or I’d have — No—”


“It doesn’t matter,” said Lizbeth. “We’re not staying. We looked in on our way to Bognor to collect some things. We’re leaving the cottage to Deborah.”


Mary Halkett put down the can she was carrying, as if suddenly incapable of bearing its weight. “Oh, I’m so sorry!” she cried. “So sorry! You’ve been the nicest people we’ve ever — You liked the place so much that I thought she might — But I was afraid back in July that you’d noticed. And she wouldn’t let up. You’re not angry, are you? There’s no harm in the cottage. Only the — the queerness.”


“No,” said Lizbeth, still in the same serene way. “Not a bit angry. For myself I’m rather glad to have known the place. And you see, I have a sympathy with Deborah. I’m awfully attached to sticks and stones myself. We’d be quite happy to think that Deborah had the cottage all to herself until the end of our lease. Wouldn’t we, George?”


“Yes,” I said, making with difficulty my sole contribution to this incredible conversation.


Miss Halkett then offered us something to eat at the farm, which we refused. But we each had a glass of milk — just to show that there was no ill-will, as Lizbeth said afterwards.


I drove down to Bognor in a dazed condition. As we sighted the sea, Lizbeth seemed to wake up from a trance. She gave a little amused snort and said, “Isn’t it ludicrous that in these days of shortage of labour we refuse to have anything to do with a cottage that dusts itself!”


It is ludicrous, isn’t it? But we are going down to the coast next weekend. And I owe Lizbeth a cool fifty, which I’m hoping she won’t remember. And worst of all, something I don’t understand keeps me from saying, “I told you so!”
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“Leave that door alone, young feller; and remember once for all that it’s never to be locked or bolted. Not that there’s any fear of it’s being locked, as the master always has the key on him.”


Mrs. Torquil heard the muffled words. Cote, their seventy-year-old butler, instructing the new footman in slow, impressive tones, as is the way of butlers when addressing their humble subordinates.


But this subordinate belonged to the new dispensation, so he answered back.


“Thats a funny idea — that is.”


“It may seem funny to you, seeing you’re a stranger, Henry, but ’tis only a sad one to me.”


“Sad? Why that, Mr. Cote?”


From where Anne Torquil had stayed her steps at the door of her bedchamber she heard the now quavering, long familiar, old voice, answer — “’T’was this way it happened. Mr. John — and a rare nice young chap he was — was not just put down ‘killed’ by his Colonel, when he didn’t come back from what was then styled ‘a raid in the henemy lines.’ He was just reported ‘missing.’ Cruel I called it then, and cruel I calls it now — for ’twas bound to encourage false hopes.”’


“It must ’a done, Mr. Cote,” — the young voice had become brave.


“Mrs. Torquil knew well enough what ‘missing’ meant. But the master, he just couldn’t bring hisself to believe his son — his heir, too, mind you — had gone, so to speak forever. I mind well how a few days after the Armistice Mr. Torquil came along one night just as I was locking up, and he says, says he, ‘Just leave the door of the small hall as it is, Cote. Master John always came into the house that way, because of the short cut from the gate. Many soldiers are coming back now from Germany who was put down as ‘missing,’ so my son may walk through that door hany day.’ Thats what he said then, poor gentleman; and that door, Henry, has never been locked or bolted, since.”


The men’s footsteps died away, and something stirred in Anne Torquil’s unhappy atrophied heart. How very strange that she should not have known, till tonight, of her husband’s order? It was true that, at all ages past babyhood, the boy had been wont to burst through the outer door of what was called “the small hall” with a cry of “Mother! Where are you? Upstairs?” And yet, dearly as he loved her, close as they were to one another, she had always known that John had cared most for his inarticulate father.


She was so moved, now, that something of the frightful anguish of six years ago came back and trestlessly she began to walk up and down the beautiful bedroom many of her friends envied her. How piteous that to her it should be a room of intolerable memories.


In the wide Jacobean bed, where she now spent her often wakeful nights, had been born the son whose coming had seemed inevitable. Convinced that as to this matter she would be as lucky as in all else, she had laughed at the thought that her baby could be a girl. How often, in the last six years, she had wished she had died on the glorious day her boy was born.


Her good friend then, and still her good friend, Dr. Maynard, the old village doctor, had taken it on himself, more than once, during the perfect years which had followed John’s birth, to hint that it was a pity the child had no brother, no sister to share his delightful nursery. But she, Anne Torquil, had been wilfully deaf to such advice. Always, during the whole of her happy spoilt young life, she had done what she wanted; and never had she done anything she had not definitely wished to do. She had given her Jack a splendid son, what good old Cote called an heir; that, surely, was quite enough?


Suddenly now, she stopped in her pacing opposite a carved wood mirror. She had been standing just here during her last happy moment of life. It was in the autumn of 1918; her husband was home, convalescing from what had been a severe wound ; there were rumours of Peace, and they were confidently expecting their boy home on his first leave. At exactly three o’clock, on a fine early October day, there had come what had been, then, a very familiar knuckle knock on her door. Even when she was a bride of seventeen, and the two were more like a pair of happy children than a married couple, Jack had always knocked before he came into his wife’s, Anne’s, room.


Blithely she had called out, “Come in!”


And he had come in, with a telegram open in his hand.


It was as if she could hear now, tonight, six years later, the sound of his hoarse voice uttering her name — and then, when she had put up her arm with an instinctive violent movement to ward off the blow, the further words, “Thank God not killed, my darling! Only missing.”


Only missing? And John’s father had gone on not only hoping against hope, but firmly convinced that, from the depths of some German prison, or even from some German mental home, the boy would come back.


She, from the first, in dry-eyed despair, had felt no hope at all. And her husband’s obstinate — what to herself she more than once harshly called his idiotic — optimism, had pained, exasperated, sometimes maddened, her.


She stared now, as if hypnotized, at her own reflection in the dark glass of the mirror. Though she would be forty-five on her next birthday, it was true, as tiresome people so often told her, that she still, at times, looked like a girl. Time had scarcely touched her lovely face and slender rounded figure with his rude finger; but Jack Torquil, not yet fifty, might have been ten years older than his age. For the first time in her life, tonight, Anne asked herself, with a touch of unease, if her husband was as unhappy as she was herself.


This evening she had watched him sitting hunched up in an easy chair, a book in his hand, on the other side of the fire. Suddenly he had taken up a pencil — it was a thing Jack Torquil was given to do, and it always irritated his wife — and marked a passage in: the book he was reading. Looking up, he had thrown her a queer, shamed, pleading look ; and when he had risen and left the library, to go through his usual ritual of taking a turn out of doors with the three dogs, she had walked across the room to see what it was he had marked in his book. And then she had been at once annoyed, diverted, and, maybe, a little touched ; for what her husband had marked had been two lines, the first ridiculously familiar, the second, till this moment, unknown to her:



“It is the little rift within the lute

That by and by will make the music mute.”




And now, while slowly undressing, she remembered the two lines Jack had marked. What he, no doubt, still thought of as “a little rift?” between them was, in actual fact, a chasm which was ever yawning wider and wider. Yet once, only once, in their now long joint life, had she spoken bitter words to him.


It had been years ago, at a time when he was still full of hope, and she, alas! starkly hopeless, as to their son’s possible return. The lover in him had awakened, and when his lips had sought hers she had said fiercely, “Never, Jack. Never again.” So literally had he accepted her decree, that not once, since then, had he even knocked on the door of the room they had shared so blissfully for twenty-one years.


Today, the eve of Armistice Day, had been an intolerable day, and Anne told herself that next year they would have people here for the first fortnight of November. They were rich, hospitable — both, in their quite different ways, popular. But the real reason why they were never alone, excepting for the Christmas holidays, and part of November of each year, was that a dual solitude becomes intolerable when shared by a man and woman who were once ardent, exultingly happy, lovers.


As Anne Torquil got into her great bed, the stable clock began to strike twelve, ushering in another Armistice Day ; and, as she lay back, smarting, difficult tears rose to her still undimmed eyes.


The thought of her boy was very near to her tonight, so near, indeed, that an overwhelming wish to gaze on his pictured face came over her.


Slipping out of bed, she went over to painted cabinet where she kept certain sacred, secret things. Among them was her husband’s adoring letters, each beginning My darling little love, written during their short engagement; also all her son’s photographs from babyhood.


She had had a sketch of him done by Sargent when he was at Sandhurst. That now hung in his father’s bedroom. There was no portrait of him in any other part of the house which knew him no more. Some of their later friends did not know they had ever had a child.


Unlocking the drawer in which lay all the photographs of John, she took out the last one, taken of him just after he had received his commission, and wearing his first uniform. While she gazed into the boyish face, he seemed to be smiling proudly, confidently, merrily, up at her.


As she put it back in the drawer, she remembered a clumsy attempt, most kindly meant, of sympathy on the part of their Vicar. He had met her during one of the long lonely walks she had taken that first year of woe, in between her still strenuous war work, for, after the Armistice, Torquilton House had gone on for a long time being a soldiers’ convalescent hospital. And, “Who being dead, yet liveth,” the Vicar had said in a low voice.


Throwing her head back, she had exclaimed: “You know my husband is still quite convinced that John was not killed? He thinks he may come back any day.”


With a startled look, and making no attempt to answer her, the would-be comforter had gone his way.


Today, at almost the saine place, oddly enough, she had had such an encounter with old Dr. Maynard which had not hurt, so much as angered, her. He had retired in 1919, and she never saw him alone, now. But this time his only son — a son the war had spared — had dropped him from their car, so that he might have a little walk.


The old man had taken her hand in his, and said feelingly, “I should like to think you happy, dear Mrs. Torquil.” And, as she had shaken her head — she couldn’t pretend to him — he had gone on, with a touch of real admiration in his feeble voice, “You’re wonderful! You won’t mind my saying so? But how young you keep! Why, this afternoon, you might be twenty-five instead of—”


“Nearly forty-five? Yes, and I do still feel young, worse luck. I’d give a good deal to feel old, Dr. Maynard.”


And then he had said a word about her husband which brought the colour rushing up into her face. The doctor had always been chary of his words, but every word had always told. “Can’t you bring yourself to be kind to him?” he had said, looking straight into her still lovely face. She had answered at once, and very coldly, “Not in the way you mean.”


Shaking his white head sadly he had taken her hand in his again, “‘You must forgive an old friend — eh?”


She had nodded quickly. But she had felt then, and she felt now, that she could not forgive that — yes, impertinent — question.


The twelfth stroke of the clock fell on the still air, and all at once she heard the electric light being turned out in the hall below, followed by the sound of her husband’s footsteps coming up the stairs. There came over her an odd, unexpected impulse. Just to go out and bid him good night. But she restrained that impulse. All the same, she walked across to the door, and, turning off the light, noiselessly opened it a little way.


Jack Torquil was making his way up the easy stairs with the steps of an old man, though, as she and Dr. Maynard both knew, he was still young at heart, however deeply grief and hope deferred had scarred his face. And, still feeling moved by what their old manservant had unconsciously revealed, she waited to hear those slow footsteps make their way into the room which was no longer called “Mr. Torquil’s dressing-room.”


And then it was as if her heart stood still, for the handle of the unbolted door in the hall below turned in the darkness, and there came an upward rush of cold air, followed by her husband’s startled shout, “Who goes there?”


There was a moment’s pause, and after that pause, as if from infinitely far away, there rang out two words in a voice she had never thought to hear again, even in another life, for Anne Torquil had come not to believe the promise the Vicar had repeated, thinking to comfort her.


And the words uttered in her son’s voice pierced her inner-most soul, for “Poor father,” was all her beloved had come back to say.


Then she heard Jack Torquil’s eager, joyful — “John? My dear, dear boy!” and the sound of his feet pounding down the stairs.


As she rushed out to the circular gallery, she heard the handle turn again in the darkness. The lights below were put full on and, looking over the balustrade, she saw her husband standing in the empty hall, staring, with bewildered eyes, at the closed door.


At last he turned, and, looking up, saw her pale face and wide-open eyes gazing down.


“You heard him, too, Anne?”


Straightening herself, she ran round the gallery and so downstairs. There, with what had become a way of forgotten tenderness, she took his hand. “Of course I heard him too! The door opened, and he came in with the wind. Having said what was in his dear mind he went back — but where, Jack, where?”


Later that night, as Anne lay in his arms, John’s father muttered, “He came back for you, my darling ; to comfort you. That was quite right.”


“For me, Jack? Oh, no!”


“But he did, little love. Surely you heard what he said?” And she felt the surprise in his voice.


She whispered, “What did he say — to you?”


“Only what you heard — only the two words, Anne, ‘Dear mother.’”


He waited a moment, and then he said humbly, for he was a very simple kind of man, “Just to let you know, dearest, and perhaps to let me know, too, that all is well with the child.”
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I suppose few people will believe the story of Miriam Tromley’s death and its sequel, even today. That is why I have never told of the strange things I had seen, either at the inquest or afterwards. I might have confessed it to the police, shrieked it aloud on Broadway. Who would have believed me then? But the time is not far off when the world will know that such things can be.


I was Evelyn’s stenographer for three years. It was a queer job. I guess old Parton, whose name adorned the title-page of the magazine, hardly knew how he came to be an editor. It had started as a sort of advertisement bulletin for his cereals and tinned foods; then Miriam Tromley came to be his secretary. She had been an editor on a woman’s magazine. She was a nervous little woman with all sorts of half-baked talents, and the first thing old Parton knew she had turned his biscuit literature into a magazine.


The magazine — Mother and Child, you must remember it! — grew larger and thicker until it needed another worker in the editorial department. Miriam Tromley had a friend who, according to her own tale, was in the hardest kind of ill-luck at the time, and she convinced stingy old Parton that Mother and Child needed her afflicted friend’s services. That friend was Evelyn Renard. This all happened about a year before they took me on. When I arrived on the scene, Evelyn had been promoted from assistant to co-editor. When I went in answer to their advertisement for a stenographer it was Evelyn Renard who interviewed me. I remember so well my first impression of her. She seemed to have risen hastily as I entered, and stood at her desk ill at ease, although I was only a prospective stenographer. I felt as if she had hurriedly concealed something as I entered. I do not mean this literally — it was just the impression of something furtive about the woman herself. When you were in the room with her she did not look at you, she watched you like an animal ready to anticipate the movements of its enemy. 


Evelyn had not a single point of beauty unless it was her too-bright dark eyes, but she had a sort of ferverish gaiety and seemed to attract certain types of men. She was almost always pleasant with the people in the office, yet I always felt something reptilian about her, and, strange to say, she had a liking for snakes instead of the repulsion most of us feel for them.


I always felt sorry for Miriam Tromley. She seemed the sort of woman that needs protection. She ought to have been married. She was not pretty and she lacked repose, a frail, faded little woman, neither young nor old. Sometimes she looked decidedly pretty. She knew twice as much as her co-editor, but she lacked assurance; whereas Evelyn Renard was a raw, shameless and brilliant faker. No one knew anything about her antecedents. She laid claim to a millionaire French-Canadian father who had lost his money in disastrous speculations.


She engaged me at an unusually small salary, but I was not in a position to be particular just then. I afterwards learned that Evelyn had done some very efficient work reducing the salaries of the entire staff after her promotion, although she always attributed this policy to some hard-hearted power above her.


For a time I lost sight of my first disagreeable impression of her, for Evelyn, as I have said, was friendly with all the office employees, and she told such pathetic stories about herself that everyone pitied her. Even hard old Parton made her work as easy as possible, while Miriam Tromley, who had an income of her own, was always responding to some dire need of Evelyn’s, and incidentally spent hours doing Evelyn’s work — for which she received scant thanks.


Old Parton had had rather a fancy for Miriam Tromley at the start. At the time Evelyn appeared upon the scene, Miss Sampson says, they all thought he would marry her, but after Evelyn came Miriam’s influence declined. She made him believe that Miriam was inefficient. It did not come about too quickly. Miriam never suspected, but no one else was much surprised when Evelyn Renard was put over her. Evelyn was then editor-in-chief. When that happened we could all prophesy the next step, which would, of course, be the total exit of Miriam.


We all knew it but Miriam. She seemed restless and a little anxious at times, but whatever she may have feared she was never suspicious of Evelyn.


“Miss Tromley doesn’t need the money,” Miss Sampson said to me one day, “but she likes the work here. She’s one of those restless women. I think the poor soul will get quite melancholy if Evelyn pries her out of her job altogether.”


By that time I had begun to lose my sympathy with our afflicted employer. She worked us too hard, and I had seen too much of the inner workings of office politics.


“She’ll make a grand political boss when women really get their teeth into politics,” said Miss Simpson the day we uncovered the maternity corset graft that was going on on the woman’s page.


•   •   •   •   •


One day when Miss Renard was ill I went to her apartment to take some dictation, and afterwards she got talking. She said she was lonely. I think she was afraid to be alone. Anyway, she indulged in some of the wildest flights of fancy I ever heard from a sane person.


“One day, Miss Morton,” she said, “I went into my room and saw myself lying on the bed. Now what do you think of that?”


I thought at the time, “My dear madam, I’d hate to tell you what I think of it!” And I remembered my first impression that there was something uncanny about Evelyn Renard.


There was a young man named Chalmers around her in those days. I am sure I don’t know what he saw in Evelyn. Perhaps it was only that her apartment was a place where he could lounge and talk and eat. Chalmers was a babbling sort of youth. People wouldn’t take him seriously for some reason, yet he was in a way a genius who did not know how to make any practical use of his gifts. But Evelyn knew how to use them. Oh yes! He furnished her with the material for all the articles she wrote. I don’t believe Evelyn ever had an idea in her life. I don’t think she wanted to have one. She preferred to use her neighbour’s. She liked the idea of having other people do her work for her.


It was from poor Chalmers that Evelyn got her great idea that turned Mother and Child into the biggest money-making proposition in the publishing business.


There were other ideas, too, that he let fall into the hothouse soil of Evelyn’s mind in his loose incessant babbling.


“Some crook will make a lot of money that way someday,” I heard him say once, and I noted the radiant furtiveness of Evelyn’s eyes as she listened. I could almost hear her think, “I’ll be that one!” I remembered that look last autumn when I heard of the palatial apartment she had purchased in a co-operative apartment building on Fifth Avenue. By a curious coincidence I saw Chalmers the same day looking as if he had definitely come down to the park bench plane of existence.


The next month came the exposure of the maternity corset. Of course Evelyn contrived to keep her skirts clear of it. I don’t know how much old Parton was on to the mechanism of it, but as the office boy says, I was “wise to it” from the beginning, and I don’t believe Evelyn ever knew that I knew. If she did, what a fool she must have thought me not to have blackmailed her out of a good income with my knowledge! That is what she would have done in my place.


Occasionally I used to catch glimpses of Miriam Tromley looking worried and anchorless, coming in and out of the office. She had not been able to get another position. She used to come in to see Evelyn at times when she knew old Parton would be out. Evelyn had succeeded in making a complete breach between them. At the same time she sympathized ardently with Miriam for the injustice that had been done to her.


“Men are like that,” I heard her say one day in accents of bitter sympathy to Miriam. “The more you do for them the more they expect. You poor dear! You worked yourself to death for old Parton and this is what you get for it.”


I have never known just the nature of the crooked deal that Evelyn put over. It was an opportunity that came to her in some way through the office. Some dishonourable use that she made of inside information. She covered her tracks to the end. The trouble came because she began to be afraid that Miriam knew about it, and, as a result, to be haunted by the fear of exposure.


Miriam had come in one day while Evelyn was having a conference with an advertising man. She was obliged to go with the man into another office, leaving Miriam alone beside her desk with her papers spread out on top of it.


I think that was the beginning of her suspicion that Miriam knew what she was up to, although I knew that Miss Tromley was incapable of reading other people’s letters. But Evelyn, like many people who do such things themselves, was ready to suspect others of her own proclivities.


From that day on I could see that Evelyn was afraid of Miriam. Later I knew that she hated her. I imagine that people like Evelyn Renard always hate those who have given them their start, especially when they have done their benefactor an injury in return.


Of course there was something in those papers that Evelyn had reason to be very nervous about. I had known for some time that she had papers which she kept locked up as if she were in the secret service.


•   •   •   •   •


One afternoon after leaving the office I found that I had left behind a pile of manuscripts I had to read, and I went back to get them.


As I opened the door of Miss Renard’s office I distinctly saw her at her desk drawing out a paper from a drawer that she always kept locked.


“Why, Miss Renard, I thought you had left long ago!” I exclaimed. As I walked in I knocked against a pile of books and papers on the corner of a desk and they began to fall to the floor. I bent to pick them up, and when I rose again — about the space of two seconds — Miss Renard was gone. She must have slipped out at the other door, but how she managed it so noiselessly I don’t know.


I told her about it the next day, and while I was telling it I noticed a curious sort of glitter in her eyes — snake-like, I called it to myself. She dismissed me and my anecdote a little shortly.


“You were daydreaming, Miss Morton; I was in a surburban train on my way to Rye at that time yesterday, and asleep at that. I nearly went past my station.”


As it happened I had proof afterwards that she had told me the truth, for Miss Sampson, who lives at Mount Vernon, was on the same train, but all the same I felt sure that Evelyn Renard was living some sort of double life, for I saw some queer goings on in those days.


For one thing, I felt sure that she “shadowed” Miriam Tromley. Miriam had finally found an advertising position of some sort, and did not come in so often. When she did, Evelyn’s dread was most apparent. There was certainly something that she was terribly afraid to have Miriam find out. Twice after dark I saw her following Miriam, always at a little distance behind her, and walking more noiselessly than you would believe a human being could walk.


One day when Miriam had left the office I caught Evelyn looking after her with an expression that actually made me shiver. She must have noticed the look on my face, for she quietly rearranged her features and said with the sweetest tone of false sympathy — one I had come to know so well:


“Dear Miss Tromley is not looking so well. Haven’t you noticed it? I am really troubled about her.”


I muttered that I hadn’t noticed it especially, and as our eyes met I knew with a sense of chill along my spine that the editor of Mother and Child wished that her former benefactor was dead.


The next day I overheard part of a conversation between them that seemed rather to give reality to Evelyn’s fears, which I had taken to be just the imaginary alarms of a guilty conscience.


“You are making a mistake, Evelyn,” I heard Miriam say, “and if I can’t make you see it I will have to take some other means of stopping it.”


Then Evelyn’s voice, rasping and hard, “Go ahead — I don’t care! You needn’t think that you can down me—”


That was all I heard, but enough to know that Miriam seemed to be threatening some sort of exposure, and that Evelyn’s mood was determined and defiant.


I did not know what it was about then. Afterwards I was able to make a shrewd guess.


•   •   •   •   •


The next day was the strangest of my life. Afterwards I wondered if I had lost my reason temporarily, if I had suffered from delusions, but now I understand…. I will tell it exactly as it happened.


In the first place it leaked out — as such things usually do that Evelyn had hooked old Parton. They were to be married quietly the next day. It had long been a betting proposition in the office, with the odds on Evelyn’s side. At least, all the women except the new flapper stenographer had bet on her.


Just before five o’clock Miriam called to see Evelyn and was refused. The editor’s door was closed to all visitors. Something in the make-up had to be changed at the last minute, and Evelyn had ordered her dinner sent in. She was going to work until she was through, she said, and short of a bomb explosion or fire in the building — so she instructed the night operator — no one was to knock on her door.


As I stood inside the street entrance pursuing an elusive nickel in the depths of my bag, and capturing only innumerable pennies, I caught sight of the dismissed Miriam hanging indecisively on the outskirts of the crowd hurrying subway-wards. I remembered afterwards her bewildered disconsolate expression, and, what I had not realized before, the peculiar indecision, the marked weakness of the face. It occurred to me that she had in some way depended upon Evelyn’s hard selfish strength, and that without her she was rudderless, like a lost dog without its master.


Just as I had captured my nickel and started to go, the elevator came down and I saw Evelyn — supposedly locked up in her office at work — slip out and pass silently out to the street.


It did not surprise me. I think I always expected Evelyn to have some different purpose from the one she openly owned up to, and I should have thought nothing of it if it had not been for Miriam’s strange treatment of her.


Evelyn walked directly up to Miriam, but Miriam simply stared straight into her face and walked past as if she were not there at all. I don’t mean that Miriam cut her, but that she looked — or seemed to look directly at the spot where Evelyn stood without seeing her. Certainly Miriam must be in some disturbed state of mind for such absent-mindedness to be possible when faced by the very person she had come to see!


Miriam turned towards Fifth Avenue; Evelyn followed at a short distance, and, my curiosity and apprehension now thoroughly awake, I followed them both.


Evelyn did not make any effort to overtake Miriam. She slipped quietly after her through the crowd in an eel-like way she had, so close behind I marvelled that Miriam never once saw her. She did seem to have some sense of being followed. Twice she turned and looked back, but — I remembered afterwards — although the second time she caught sight of me and bowed, she never once saw Evelyn.


I followed them all the way to Miriam’s apartment in Greenwich Village. She lived in a sort of studio building, an old house with dark winding halls. And never once during that strange walk did Miriam discover that Evelyn was following her. Never once did Evelyn discover me!


At the door of her apartment Miriam paused to let herself in, while Evelyn drew back into the shadow.


I waited farther back, near the stairs. It was not long before Miriam came out again — to go to her dinner, perhaps, or to get something to cook at home. I saw Evelyn creep nearer. There was only a dim gas-jet burning far down the hall; otherwise the place was almost dark.


As Miriam stood in the doorway of her room, a pathetic little silhouette against the light, at last Evelyn went openly up to her and spoke. At least I thought she spoke, although I heard no sound. Miriam turned to look at her vaguely without surprise. Evelyn seemed to be urging her to do something, and Miriam listened with her eyes cast down like one in thought, but she did not answer.


After a moment she turned back into her room, and noiselessly Evelyn slipped through the door after her, close on her heels.


They left it open. I stood on the threshold of Miriam’s apartment, uneasy and irresolute, watching them. Still without speaking, Miriam went to the bathroom, turned on the light, took a small bottle from the medicine cabinet and picked up a glass, while silent Evelyn watched. I could see it all from where I stood. And still neither of them spoke, only the place seemed filled with the electric pulsations of Evelyn’s will.


I saw Miriam pour the contents of the vial into a glass; then for the moment she seemed to hesitate, and in that interval Miriam seemed to grow vague and weak, while Evelyn became strong, tall, terrific … She was advising Miriam, but it was advice that was more like a threat or a command. Even then I did not suspect. How could I have understood? I knew nothing of these things then … not until Miriam raised the glass to her lips not until it fell from her nerveless fingers and I saw her turn with a dazed face, half falling into a chair, did I realize what the glass must have contained….


She saw me then; she called my name. I jumped forward just in time to save her from falling, then turned to Evelyn just as she was escaping from the room. I sprang after her and caught her wrist, but it slipped from my grasp…. something cool and light … not solid yet cold, with a curious indescribable coldness. For a long time I could feel the sensation of it, like menthol on my hand. Then I bent over Miriam — she was totally unconscious.


I found an art student in a neighbouring studio. We got the poor girl into her bed and telephoned for a doctor, but he was too late. It was cyanide, and death had been instantaneous.


•   •   •   •   •


And now I come to the strangest part of my story. After I got home that night about nine o’clock, I rang up Miss Wharton, Mr. Parton’s secretary, to tell her of poor Miriam Tromley’s death, and learned that she had gone back to Evelyn’s apartment that night at eight o’clock — old Parton had sent her because he could get no answer from her telephone — and had found her in bed in charge of a trained nurse! The doctor had just left. It seemed that Evelyn had had some sort of a seizure while working alone in her office. Miss Wharton — who had not been employed in the office very long — found the case most pathetic.


“No one knows how long she had lain there unconscious, poor soul, all alone, with no one to come to her help! The watchman found her lying beside her desk. He noticed the light and went to investigate.”


“The night watchman!” I repeated. “Do you know what time it was?”


“No, it wasn’t the night watchman, it was James. He found her just before he left, and he leaves, doesn’t he, at half past six?”


Half past six! The very hour of Miriam Tromley’s death. For by a curious impulse I had glanced at my wrist-watch when the doctor had dropped Miriam’s hand and pronounced her dead.


According to that, Evelyn Renard was in her own office at the very moment I had seen her leave Miriam Tromley’s apartment forty blocks away!


Almost beside myself, I hung up the receiver without bidding Miss Wharton good-bye and went straight to Evelyn Renard’s house and asked for the nurse. She looked a little curious when she saw my face. I think she thought that I was Evelyn’s next-of-kin in a state of distraction.


“I can’t imagine what brought on Miss Renard’s attack,” she said. “She seemed to be in a sort of trance when they found her. She must have been dead set on something, for her face was fixed with the look of a man in a death-grip. It was awful to see that look on her white unconscious face. Seemed like she must have been making some big mental drive and just dropped off after it like that.”


“They found her about half past six?” I asked.


The nurse stared as if she found my question odd. “So I understand,” she said, and returned to her patient. I could hear her moaning faintly — rather a dreadful sound.


It was a fact, then, Evelyn had been in her own office in a fainting-fit at the very hour when I had seen her urging Miriam Tromley to take her own life!


•   •   •   •   •


The marriage was postponed for a time. Three days later Evelyn came back to the office. She went about looking so white and appealing that even the publicity manager pitied her.


“Poor girl, how she feels her friend’s death!” he said. I never told what I had seen. How could I have told it in the face of the facts? With her own hand Miriam Tromley had lifted the glass of poison to her lips.


Had I not seen her in the very act?


•   •   •   •   •


About a month afterwards Evelyn had what the doctors called a nervous breakdown — a breakdown with delusions. She told me one of them a few days before they took her away to the sanatorium. We were alone in the office.


I had just said to her, “You really ought to take a rest, Miss Renard. You are just keeping up on willpower.”


And she had answered, “Perhaps I am. It is wonderful what one’s will can do.” She bent towards me like. one telling a secret. “Did you know that you can make your will do things at a distance when you are asleep?” 


“What do you mean?” I asked, controlling my impulse to draw back from her.


She leaned nearer with a look I didn’t like to meet in her murky eyes. “Why, don’t you know? You can go to bed at night and set your will to do something you want to accomplish — miles away — and it will do the thing for you, just as if you were there. Sometimes you can half remember it afterwards … like a dream.”


I remembered that conversation afterwards … when old Parton died.


Evelyn did not stay long in the sanatorium. In two weeks she was back in the office completely restored.


Miriam Tromley had not been dead a month when Evelyn Renard became Evelyn Parton. Summer was approaching. Of course she gave up her job at the office, although she playfully remarked she should always keep her eye on it — and she did.


Mr. and Mrs. Parton sailed on the newest highest-priced steamer for Europe in June. That was the last we ever saw of old Parton. He died suddenly in an obscure town in Italy, leaving Evelyn his sole heir. She was now sole owner of the business, not to speak of all that it had made.


I feel dreadfully about old Parton’s death. How can I do otherwise? If I had told what I had seen it might have saved his life.


He had walked off an upper balcony in his sleep, so they told us. But who had urged him out there a useless old encumbrance now that his will was made and his fortune safely within Evelyn’s grasp?


I can see a dark shadowy figure behind old Parton, softly urging him over the brink — a spirit you might call it, a ghost that never died. “Ghosts of the living,” the Japanese call them, the soul sent out in sleep. Is not sleep Death’s sister? Evelyn had concentrated upon Miriam’s death, willing her to self-destruction. Sometimes it is known as astral murder.


It would appear to be the perfect crime, wouldn’t it; evidence upon which no jury would convict? But Evelyn’s career did not end with Miriam Tromley, or even with old Parton.


•   •   •   •   •


It seemed for a time as if nothing could stop Evelyn. Strange that little Blanche O’Hara should have been the one.,


Blanche was MacDonough’s private secretary. MacDonough was our business manager and a very keen. man. I am sure he never cared for Evelyn, although of course he was far from guessing what she really was. He was fond of Blanche, whether fond enough to marry her one couldn’t tell, but at least his favour made Blanche a person of some consequence, and Evelyn had always feared discovery — strange mixture that she was of iron will and cowardice.


She never dreamed that I suspected her — luckily for me — or I should have gone the way of poor Miriam and old Parton. But for some reason her apprehensions and suspicions fastened upon Blanche. Evelyn more or less took charge of the business after old Parton died. She never had an office in the building, but at least once in the day she would drop in on us of course at the time she thought she was least expected; and quite often if MacDonough was out, or really busy, this brought her in touch with Blanche.


I don’t believe Blanche had the faintest suspicion of what Evelyn was like. She was a frank, straightforward child, with great, clear, rather light-blue eyes. Though light, they were very striking, because her eyelashes were long and dark like her hair. They were rather uncanny eyes, and she had a way of fixing them upon you and leaving them there. She was probably thinking of something else when she did it — most likely MacDonough — but she certainly made you feel as if she was reading your innermost thoughts, piercing your very soul. It would have been a hard thing to lie to Blanche. I could see that her eyes got on Evelyn’s nerves. She would do anything rather than meet them.


Blanche was a good kid, clean straight through. Like the heroine in the old-fashioned melodrama, she was the sole support of a widowed mother. But she was not sentimental about it, never made capital out of it, or regretted the necessity to go without little feminine vanities because of it.


It seems that I was predestined to the rôle of onlooker, for I was the sole witness of that momentous last meeting between Evelyn and Blanche.


It was one of those warmish days in winter when New York offices seem unbearably hot. Evelyn had dropped in at noon when she knew MacDonough would be out. That made me curious to start with, because I knew it meant that this time, instead of avoiding, she wanted to see, Blanche. MacDonough did quite a bit of business at luncheon, and consequently was often absent for a long time at that hour. While he was out Blanche was obliged to be in. Of course, Evelyn knew that.


The first thing Evelyn did when she entered was to ask to have the window wide open. It was I who had ushered her in, and I remained near the doorway frankly watching. For some reason Evelyn thought me of no account. She never seemed to notice my comings or goings.


Blanche went to the window and threw it all the way up. Evelyn stole up behind her like a shadow. She never seemed to walk so that we heard her, and she almost always dressed in black. Evelyn leaned against the right-hand side of the window-ledge; Blanche was at the left.-


“What a perfectly gorgeous day!” Blanche said, and leaned out, drawing in long breaths.


“What a view from this window!” Evelyn answered. “Why, all those buildings are on Long Island! I wonder what that tall tower is?”


She pointed to something real or imaginary so far to the north that Blanche had to lean quite far out to see it. The window-ledge was rather low, and it made me nervous to see Blanche do it. I don’t know what it was that suddenly made me look from Blanche to Evelyn.


No, Evelyn had no intention of pushing her out, not with her hands. But if you could have seen her eyes! Never, so long as I live, shall I forget them — a snakes’s eyes sending out live fires of hatred — hatred and something else….


I knew what it was. It was the thing that must be in a snake’s eyes when it is charming the dove to its death.


Farther and farther little Blanche leaned out; a scream rose to my lips; I made a dart forward; then, sharply, Blanche drew in and turned her eyes upon Evelyn. And under her eyes Evelyn seemed to shrink and withdraw within herself, as if, like the demon in a fairy-story, she was going to vanish. But she did not vanish. She stood staring, staring at Blanche, straight into those wide, clear, pure blue eyes.


It was the strangest thing I have ever seen. From her evil murky eyes Evelyn was sending out something, something that was a veritable missile of death, sending it straight into Blanche’s eyes. For a moment she was able to send it as a writhing snake may spit out venom in its last hour. But the thing that she sent could not reach its victim. From that clear light it rebounded back to its source, straight into the evil soul that lay behind Evelyn’s dark eyes. A boomerang!


She made a wild movement, like a creature shot. Blanche screamed. For a second, a dark thing outflung against the sky … then silence. Twenty stories below Evelyn Parton lay on the sidewalk, broken beyond recognition, in the midst of the wild panic of the passers-by.


Miriam Tromley was timid and neurotic, Parton was a feeble old man. But Blanche, young, strong, clean of soul, was not vulnerable to Evelyn’s evil power, which, deflected from its target, rebounded upon her who sent it, forcing her to the suicidal act she had tried to will Blanche to perform.


When MacDonough married Blanche he took new offices in another building, for never afterwards could Blanche bear to go into that room. I think, little as she sensed what had happened there, she did realize that she had been very close to the great force of evil in that place.
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If you sleep in the moonlight you dream.


That was what he had been doing. God, what a dream!


Suddenly awake, he found himself still sobbing, tense and high strung, the blood pounding in his ears. Nightmare. This infernal moonlight!


The rest of the room was in shadow, but across his face and pillow lay a beam of white radiance from the window, a wandering searchlight-shaft out of the surrounding night and stillness. Warm and pringling, he brought his hands into the beams and covered his face with them. God, what a dream!


He lay clutching his face. Remote across the mellow autumn night a dog bayed. The moonlight. A little wavelet of perfume drifted out of the darkness and lapped him. That bowl of Michaelmas daisies on the mantel-shelf..


He found the pressure of his fingers begin to relax involuntarily, his breath to come more easily. With a little laugh he unblinded his eyes, so for a moment blinding them again in the moon-radiance. He leant out of bed and groped in the blackness for the glass of iced water on his bedside table.


Abruptly its cold, smooth shape fitted into his fingers. He withdrew them with a gasp, lay petrified a moment, then, again in the grip of nightmare remembrance, scrambled erect in a wild disorder of sheets. The sounds sifted to stillness across the room. That ice-cold touch….


You fool, she’s lying beside you.


But he found he could not look. His left arm crept out across the pillows and then withdrew against his will. Of course she’s there, lying full-stretched in that way she has, hand under her cheek, hair a dark blot in the moonlight, one shoulder bare. Fast asleep you fool….


Then listen for her breathing.


He listened. The night and its silences came into the room, listening also, crowding round the bed. The sweat started out on his forehead.


Silence.


He broke it with a sudden groan which echoed throughout the room, and then abruptly was caught and extinguished by the waiting quietness. He flung aside the sheets, closed his eyes, and pantingly, a shadow wrestling outside the moonlight beam, groped and pounded on the place where she should have lain. The dull thwacks of his blows sounded to his own ears oddly muffled.


Suddenly the watching shaft of moonlight vanished. At that he desisted and swung round in the dishevelled bed, empty but for himself. Then he saw. The curtain was bellying and drifting across the window in a little waft of wind. Slowly it refurled and recoiled as he leant on his knuckles and watched it.


The moonlight slipped into the room again. Below, in the darkness of the dining-room, the clock struck four.


His frenzy had dropped from him. Dully, carefully, he got out of bed. The polished wood of the floor rose cold and radiant and faintly grainy to meet his feet. He stumbled to the window and put his head out into the moonlight and night air.


Far across the sleeping town the dog bayed again.


No dream. He remembered it all now. Coolly, detachedly, he found himself remembering each detail. 


The house was utterly quiet. He looked round the room, looked down at his hands stealthily, then jerked them up, peered at them closely, smelt them. And a sudden test occurred to him. He lifted them up before his eyes, against the moonlight, to see if they trembled. But in the wavering sheen he could not be sure. Not even of the hand which had …


It was with his left hand he had struck her. Just below the chin, with the curved point of the old jackknife kept in the boot cupboard. He remembered now the undreamlike impact of the blow, and her panting fall, and how surprised he had been that the blood had not gushed out, as he had always imagined it would.


Otten enough, in the mounting shame of the past few months, he had imagined that happening. But it had merely oozed a little red-rimmed patch, and his care in catching her as she fell and turning her over so that the kitchen linoleum might bear no stain of evidence had been needless. He had knelt and peered closely into her face then, noting the startled amaze of her eyes and the twitching of her mouth. After that she had lain very still, and he had risen and gone to the sink and had drunk some water.


Standing now in the moonlight he drank again, his hand steady. But as he lifted the glass he felt his arms ache. That was because of her weight in carrying her to the outhouse and laying her in the old tool-chest.


She had been surprisingly heavy. Not that light weight his arms had known at other times — that first time of all, in the hayfield by the sea. She’d laughed up at him then, with the sunlight on her face, and covered her lips as he bent to kiss them, and they’d struggled a little, absurdly, in the sunlight and sea-sound, and a gull had come circling in from the hidden shore and swooped and cawed beside them. She’d laughed at that, dropping her hand from her mouth, following the bird with her eyes while he kissed her unshielded lips …


She’d left her lips unshielded to many since then. 


(Why was the house so quiet?)


The curtain eddied towards him on another ghostly puff of wind. He put out his hand to steady it, and at that the moonlight ran nimbly up his arm. He stared at it, listening to the thumping of his own heart. If you sleep in the moonlight you dream.


Once she’d told him that, idly, sleepily, in his arms, when they’d looked out together at the full moon. He’d never imagined then there were other arms she could occupy with just such content. He’d gone all unknowing the facts for years. Till men glanced at him and grinned, and women’s looks were pitying, and hints of his humiliation multiplied and grew in volume till, lying beside her at nights, they had deafened him like the roar of that sea beside which he had first kissed her….


Light of weight then, with her face a meeting-place of sun and laughter. Not like that white blotch in the darkness of the tool-chest, a floating thing glimpsed a noment in the blackness as he’d closed the lid and tiptoed back to the kitchen.


(Two hours ago. The clock had struck two as he’d come up the stairs alone.)


He started. A warm bead of perspiration had rolled from his scalp to his shoulder. Yet his body was shivering with cold.


He got into bed again. The clock below struck the half-hour, and at that, as if awaiting the signal, the moonlight veered suddenly from his pillow and did not return. He lay in the darkness, cold, yet feeling his throat beginning to perspire unaccountably. Tomorrow he would bury the body….


Tomorrow. But what was happening to it out there, alone and cold in the blackness?


Could it, did it, move? Somewhere he’d read that though the heart may cease to beat, the brain may not immediately die. Supposing that behind that cold, battered face there were still thoughts — cold, slow thoughts, with no power to impress their urgings on the surrounding body, with dead nerves which could no longer carry the messages to action…. But what if they could? If, impelled by some overwhelming purpose, that dead body could set itself in motion, burst open the chest, come out?..


In the dimness he grinned to himself strainedly. That was how others had given themselves away: they had imagined just such impossible things in just such still and waiting hours — had imagined them until they had become real. They had thought of the blind, dead body slowly creeping from the tool-chest, crossing the garden, unlatching the kitchen window, creeping through, opening with dead, cold purpose the kitchen door which gave upon the passage.


What was that?


A creak, a far ghost-draught of air. He had left the kitchen door unlatched, of course. It could not be the body, face blood-oozing, sightless, coming along the passageway, shuffle, shuffle, dead steps in the dark. Down at the foot of the stairs now, slowly, gropingly, turning to mount….


He sprang out of bed with a thud, stamped his feet, and thereat the sounds ceased. Or did they? The Thing had turned, it had crossed to the sitting-room.


Crash!


The door below slammed and shook.


Desperation came upon him. He seized the electric torch from his bedside table, pulled open the bedroom door and thudded downstairs. Towards where, in the blackness, he sensed was the foot of the stairs, he ceased to run and stood listening with a pounding heart.


Thereon, with a winking, vanishing spear-beam of moonlight, the sitting-room door slammed again. As it did so something clammy chilled his face, and the clinkle of an overturned utensil came from the kitchen….


He gave a croaking sob, reached the foot of the stairs in lurching bounds, crossed the hall. Whimpering, he caught the handle of the sitting-room door — always loose on its catch — flung it open, and flashed his electric torch within. Lying on the table, the first object focused in the shaft of light, lay a sheet of paper.


He heard a sighing moan which he realized came from himself. He stood staring at the scrap of paper, remembering it. Shaking, he bent to re-read it.


It was the note from his wife which he had found awaiting him on his return home the previous evening. She had gone to the theatre and would probably stay with a friend and not return home till morning….


He had dreamt it all. Oh, God, a dream after all! If you sleep in the moonlight you dream.


An immense relief came on him, and with it a blinding, searing vision. This last nightmare hour of his — it might have been born of reality, with no awakening, no letter of salvation to end it, had his angry seethings and plottings of last evening found vent. For he had guessed the identity of the friend with whom she had gone to stay. Murder in his heart, he had ranged through the rooms, peering from the windows down the street. Till exhaustion had come upon him and he must have dragged himself upstairs.


A gurling moan came from behind him.


Torch in hand, he swung round confidently. Again in his face, for a moment, blew something cold.


That damned kitchen door.


With feet growing cold, he padded along the passage in the dead silence, through the kitchen and there found that the outer door had been verily left ajar. Hand on latch, he stopped and peered out into the moonlight.


He did not remember having left the door open.


How could he have done so? That was a part of his dream.


He smiled strainedly at the thought. Through the dim sheen bulked the outhouse. He made to close the kitchen door and then stopped.


A nameless force swept him from the doorway, carried him down the garden path. He tore open the outhouse door, stumbled within, and flashed his torch upon the open tool-chest.


And presently, through the still night and startling quiet folk from their beds, there rose scream upon scream of an insane horror.


If you sleep in the moonlight you dream.
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It was not a dream. Despite the fact that she had distinctly remembered going to bed as a last conscious effort after the stormy interview with Artemus Russo, Marjorie Westbrook knew, as she had known about other weird instances in her life, that this was stark and cold reality.


There was no state of transition between the pleasant business of retiring and this instinct awareness of an incredible situation. Simply, she had gone to bed in her lovely chamber at home in Forest Hills as Marjorie Westbrook, heiress to the Westbrook Motor millions, her mind filled with business details over the present policies of the late George Westbrook’s automobile factories.


And here she was, wide awake and standing before an altar in front of her, an altar of ancient Egyptian motif with the sacred ibis projecting in relief at the ends like figureheads of ships.


She stood in her bare feet upon a cold floor of tessellated marble. Moreover, the satin nightdress, the last item of dress she remembered donning, was gone. She stood there in complete nudity, but she was conscious of no sense of shame or modesty.


Without seeing it, for she was powerless to turn — she was aware of an immensity of space which extended in all directions behind her, a space blocked out with intangible green mist that was almost black and almost of the density of velvet drapes.


At her right hand was an upright sarcophagus with the lid removed. Within the musty and spicily pungent interior was the wrapped figure of a mummy — a mummy which, queerly enough, was headless.


It was all like closing her eyes upon a scene in a cinema for an instant, to open them upon a sudden change of locale. With this significant difference: there was no continuity, no relevance, no congruity, no connection between her life and this grotesque pattern.


None? There were, of course, her previous experiences — those strange, uncanny interludes in her otherwise prosaic life. But there was no tangible connection unless you considered the sarcophagus — which looked exactly like the one she had purchased some months before, even to the headless mummy in the musty interior.


Somehow, and Marjorie could not explain it, that sarcophagus which should have been in her boudoir, was here with her in this other world. That Egyptian sarcophagus — as soon as she had seen it, she had been resolved to possess it. Its fascination for her had been but the apex of an amazing sequence of bizarre occurrences, and it blended as a perfect complement with those experiences…


Marjorie now became aware that just beyond the altar before which she stood was the figure of a man in a cowled crimson robe, his hands busy at a set of dials and buttons before him. And the craziest and most outré part of it all was the monk’s face. He was Artemus Russo, general manager of Westbrook Motors. Yet there was a strangeness about him that was not Russo.


Before she had time to cry out, to question him, to demand an explanation, Marjorie noticed the light. She was outlined in a glow of light like a psychic aura, of unbelievable intensity, shading from pure white to garish green, mantling her in a bath of living light. As she stared down at her lovely form, to her horror, she saw the flesh become translucent, transparent, and finally invisible — and the skeletal structure of her body from neck to toe became hideously revealed in glowing pink.


Still bound by invisible chains which kept her motionless but without pain, Marjorie heard the cowled figure speak, and the tones of his voice awakened a thousand memories in her mind, memories which were not of the well-tailored Artemus Russo who shouted so irately about proxies and assets and common stock of Westbrook Motors, Inc.


“The hour has come, Princess,” he said, “to fulfill your destiny.”


“Ankhtares!” she gasped, giving him a name which came easily from her lips. “No! No! I am not ready!”


Her own answer startled her profoundly, shook her to the depths of her soul.


That was what made these bizarre occurrences in her life so distressing. It implied knowledge on her part of monstrous things from the womb of time about which she, as Marjorie Westbrook, should have known nothing. But she did know. Even now, answering so easily to the title of “princess,” yet aware of herself as Marjorie Westbrook, she remembered similar experiences.


•   •   •   •   •


The first had happened when she was a child of ten. Without warning she had passed from a safely mundane world to a shadowy temple of vast halls and towering pillars. Going to bed, all tired out from a day of happy play — falling quickly asleep — suddenly she was standing before a high altar whose sides were a frieze of jackal-headed dolls of angular lines. Or were they dolls? How was a little girl of ten to know?


Yet they were not strange to her. Without knowing how she knew, she was as familiar with the symbol of Anubis as she was with her own sister, the twin who had always walked beside her. Sister? With a start, she realized that another little girl was standing with her before that forbidding altar with its plume of curling incense. The little companion was an exact duplicate of herself, dressed in archaic headdress and queerly draped robe of costly silk with beaten gold design in the hem. On her ankles and arms bracelets glittered, one in the form of a coiled serpent with eyes of emerald green.


This was Isames. Without being told, Marjorie knew that her own name was Isira. It had always been Isira — for ten years of Egyptian childhood as a princess of the royal blood. There was no Marjorie Westbrook in this consciousness, and yet she knew she was Marjorie Westbrook and that Sir Gerwain was waiting for her out in her father’s kennels. In a way it was terrifying, and Marjorie (Isira) whimpered:


“Be brave, Isira,” whispered Isames. “It is our heritage.”


Before Marjorie could reply there was movement behind the altar, and Ankhtares, high priest of Ammon, a cold and stern man with the features of Artemus Russo, her father’s secretary, swam into view. There was a strange light in his piercing black eyes as he looked out and down upon the two little girls who stood before the altar to the dead, tightly clasping each other’s hands.


“Princess Isira and Princess Isames,” he spoke in a sonorous voice which echoed hollowly through the great hall of the temple, “in accordance with the rule of your house, blessed under the sign of the crux ansata and dedicated to the service of Ra, you are here to choose your destiny. Are you prepared?”


“We are prepared, O Ankhtares,” Marjorie heard herself and her sister reply. That the language was not modern English, she did not even note.


The high priest passed his hand above the curling incense rising from the altar in a cabalistic sign, and blue smoke fairly boiled up in writhing convolutions that had sparks of incandescent red. The figure of the high priest was obscured for a moment, and both little girls trembled. Then he came back into view.


“In this, the third era in the second dynasty of Ptolemy,” his compelling voice rolled out, “it is written in the Seventh Book of Anubis that of twin princes or princesses of the direct line of Pharaoh only one can ascend to the throne. Herein lies the parting paths of destiny. For one there is the sceptre of a queen, wealth and glory and power — and death before her youth has faded. For the other there is a timeless void until her spirit shall find life and happiness in a future existence and then she shall grow old before her time. And in the end the twain shall be reunited by a bond far stronger than that of natal ties. It is so written. Choose well, ye little princesses. Behold, the sacred ibis awaits to carry the word to Ammon, Giver of all.”


Both little girls clung together and quivered in wide-eyed fright as they saw the blue smoke take the form of the sacred bird. The words of the high priest were incomprehensible to them, but they stared at the shadowy bird of Ra and spoke bravely.


“I want to be a queen,” said Isames.


“I want to be happy,” said Isira.


With a puff of smoke the nebulous ibis disappeared.


“So be it!” said the voice of Ankhtares.


There was a flash of blinding light, and little Marjorie Westbrook opened her eyes to find the morning sun streaming in at the window and to hear the excited yelping of Sir Gerwain, her wolfhound, outside.


That had happened when she was ten. Now, at twenty-five, in the very midst of undergoing a similar experience, she was able to recall that earlier one.


•   •   •   •   •


She stared down in a mounting sort of mental fear as she watched her body entirely disappear from beneath her, leaving only the faintly glowing frame of her bony structure. And as she watched, even that began to fade away in the bath of terrible light, the source of which she could not determine. Soon she would be a disembodied head floating above the strange floor.


“The hour is at hand, Princess Isira,” said the cowled priest, “for the fulfillment of your destiny. The sands of time have run their interminable course. Beyond human comprehension is the working of the Infinite. You behold, on your right, the sarcophagus of Isames, queen of the Nile, taken unto the arms of Anubis and Thoth in her twenty-sixth year. Alas, only her chu (preserved body) remains. Her ka (soul bird with human head) has departed for the sun temple of Ammon. Her sacred crypt was violated by vandals and desecrators of the dead, but you can behold her likeness on the lid of the sarcophagus in beaten gold.”


Marjorie Westbrook, or the consciousness that was Marjorie Westbrook, stared at the cover of the ornate case and nearly swooned in astonishment. She recalled the face on the lid of her own sarcophagus, the one in her boudoir, and how its haunting familiarity had puzzled and intrigued her. But always it had remained vague and dim. Now, like the sensitized image on a print that has just been withdrawn from developing fluid, the golden features, bathed in that eerie glow, were exact duplicates of her own! It was as though she stared into a burnished mirror of gold. Even the wide, staring eyes seemed alive with the color and expression of her own eyes.


And still this fantastic, this outré and bizarre experience was no dream. Marjorie Westbrook was as thoroughly awake as she would ever be. Never, since that soul-shaking and impossible thing which had happened to her at the age of ten, had she experienced, awake or asleep, any further manifestation which included so much as a mention of the lost Isames. In her nocturnal materializations — and there had been at least one for every year of her life — she had never again seen this strange twin sister or heard of her until now. It came to Marjorie with a dreadful thrill that she was in her own twenty-sixth year right now.


•   •   •   •   •


Not once during her entire life had she ever mentioned these weird adventures to anyone, not even to her doctor. It was a closed and sealed book from the world, from even Marjorie herself — except in the throes of the fantastic episodes. But it was not a dream life; she knew that. It was some horrible destiny, an actual and solid fate of terrific force and dim, unguessed purpose that stalked her.


And it did not feed solely upon the hours of night, a mere figment of her imagination. There was that day when she was seventeen, and her father had taken her to the county fair. Normal, happy, light-hearted girl of a modern age, she had clapped her hands in delight when the old Gipsy hag in the gay-colored booth wanted to tell her fortune.


But no sooner had Marjorie seated herself across the table of sand from the woman than the crystal ball thereon turned inky black. The woman started in utter dismay and quickly flung a cloth over the ball. She blanched almost white as she stared with her sharp, black eyes into Marjorie’s blue ones.


“Let me see your right hand,” she said in a tense whisper.


Obligingly Marjorie stretched out her slim and girlish hand, palm up. Without touching her, the Gipsy stared with bulging eyes, her golden ear-rings adance with violent agitation.


“No,” she whispered. “No, no — I cannot read your destiny, child.”


“But that isn’t fair,” pouted Marjorie. “I’ve paid you a silver dollar. You must read my fortune.”


“Here is your money,” said the old woman, beginning to shake all over.


“I won’t have it back,” declared Marjorie defiantly. “Keep it, and read my fortune.”


The Gipsy groaned.


“I — I cannot,” she articulated with difficulty. “I dare not! I see only that you have a double existence. You will grow old before your time — incredibly old.”


“How old?” demanded Marjorie, thinking the Gipsy was putting on a very good act.


“Perhaps — perhaps six thousand years,” choked out the other, and then, with a wild cry, the woman fled from the booth.


That experience had taken place in broad daylight; had occurred to Marjorie Westbrook without any transition into another entity, another sphere of life. So she knew she was not crazy. And she knew she did not dream these yearly episodes which wove that strange, irrelevant, and inexplicable pattern through her otherwise normal and sane existence.


•   •   •   •   •


“NO! No!” she cried out in horror now against a dread of she knew not what as her skeleton completely disappeared.


But her protests were as naught to this high priest of Ammon who was the counterpart of Artemus Russo. And Marjorie became aware of a pair of hands, cold and clammy as early morning fog off the Sound, which gripped her head. She rolled her eyes to see a green-gray figure that had materialized behind her, a disembodied spirit that was human only in outline — an elemental, even an ectoplasmic projection of Ankhtares.


She opened her mouth to scream in terror, but no sound came. She thought she was in a silent world of chimeras. And the creature carried her bodiless head like a football across the intervening space and set it firmly on the shoulders of the linen-wrapped mummy within the sarcophagus!


“Thy destiny has been fulfilled,” came the voice of Ankhtares. “At last we shall both have peace.”


There was that blinding flash of light which Marjorie Westbrook had come to know so well, and everything went into the oblivion of nothingness…


•   •   •   •   •


Marjorie opened her eyes. The maid was letting in the sunshine. She was safe at home in her own bed in Forest Hills, the covers drawn snugly up to her chin.


“Miss Westbrook,” said the maid softly, “it is eleven o’clock. Mr. Russo is waiting to see you in the sitting room. He insisted that I wake you as he has to attend that board meeting. He said he must have your final word.”


Marjorie smiled. Her personal relief was so great that she felt in a most melting mood toward the manager of her affairs.


“Very well,” she said. “Tell him I am ready to sign those proxies for him and wind things up. Wait, help me up first.” She threw back the silken coverlet, preparatory to sitting up. “Bring over the—”


She broke off in stunned horror. As she moved it sounded like the rattling of parchment and dried bones. As she tossed back the cover, instead of a satin night negligee from Paris upon the lovely body of a twenty-five-year-old beauty, she exposed the gray-brown and dried skin of an Egyptian mummy. Her hands were two shrunken claws, the outline of the bones showing plainly from elbow to fingers.


One terrible shriek Marjorie Westbrook gave ere death overtook her. The horrible episodes of her nocturnal life had finally broken through the barrier that had always surrounded and protected her — had overtaken her at last. The six thousand years were up!


The maid stared, petrified, at the lovely head perfectly joined to that of the six-thousand-year-old mummy of an Egyptian woman. Her eyes rolled wildly to a corner of the room where her mistress’ prized sarcophagus stood, and she screamed. The lid was off, and the headless mummy that should have reposed in the case was gone!


“Mr. Russo! Mr. Russo!” she cried as she fled to the outer room. Her voice choked, cut off abruptly as she stared at the couch where she had left the general manager sitting. Lying full-length on the couch was Artemus Russo, his body as still as death and his face parchment-yellow and amazingly, horribly wrinkled with lines that told of the passage of centuries.





“Strange Stories” Apr. 1939 



OEBPS/Images/image00103.png
cl
BG-)G—)KS





OEBPS/Images/cover00104.jpeg
8 THINGS THAT GO BUMP
IN THE' NIGHT






