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The Dark Lady

AKA Le Femme Noir

Anna Maria Hall

1848






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


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


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


“The castle was situated in the midst of the most stupendous Alpine scenery, and yet it was not solitary. There were other dwellings in sight; some very near, but separated by a ravine, through which, at all seasons, a rapid river kept its foaming course. You do not know what torrents are in this country; your torrents are as babies — ours are giants. The one I speak of divided the valley; here and there a rock, round which it sported, or stormed, according to the season. In two of the defiles these rocks were of great value; acting as piers for the support of bridges, the only means of communication with our opposite neighbors.


“Monsieur, as we always called the count, was, as I have told you, a dark, stern, violent man. All men are wilful, my dear young ladies,” she would say; “but Monsieur was the most wilful: all men are selfish, but he was the most selfish: all men are tyrants—” Here the old lady was invariably interrupted by her relatives, with “Oh, good Granny!” and, “Oh fie, dear Granny!” and she would bridle up a little and fan herself; then continue — “Yes, my dears, each creature according to its nature — all men are tyrants; and I confess that I do think a Swiss, whose mountain inheritance is nearly coeval with the creation of the mountains, has a right to be tyrannical; I did not intend to blame him for that: I did not, because I had grown used to it. Amelie and I always stood up and when he entered the room, and never sat down until we were desired. He never bestowed a loving word or a kind look upon either of us. We never spoke except when we were spoken to.” 


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


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


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


·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·


I was nothing where Amelie was — nothing but her shadow! The bravest and best in the country would have rejoiced to be to her what I was — her chosen friend; and some would have perilled their lives for one of the sweet smiles which played around her uncle, but never touched his heart. Monsieur never would suffer people to be happy except in his way. He had never married; and he declared Amelie never should. She had, he said, as much enjoyment as he had: she had a castle with a draw-bridge; she had a forest for hunting; dogs and horses; servants and serfs; jewels, gold, and gorgeous dresses; a guitar and a harpsichord; a parrot — and a friend! And such an uncle! he believed there was not such another uncle in broad Europe!


For many a long day Amelie laughed at this catalogue of advantages — that is, she laughed when her uncle left the room; she never laughed before him. In time, the laugh came not; but in its place, sighs and tears. Monsieur had a great deal to answer for. Amelie was not prevented from seeing the gentry when they came to visit in a formal way, and she met many while hawking and hunting; but she never was permitted to invite anyone to the castle, nor to accept an invitation. Monsieur fancied that by shutting her lips, he closed her heart; and boasted such was the advantage of his good training, that Amelie’s mind was fortified against all weaknesses, for she had not the least dread of wandering about the ruined chapel of the castle, where he himself dared not go after dusk. This place was dedicated to the family ghost — the spirit, which for many years had it entirely at its own disposal. It was much attached to its quarters, seldom leaving them, except for the purpose of interfering when anything decidedly wrong was going forward in the castle. “La Femme Noir” had been seen gliding along the unprotected parapet of the bridge, and standing on a pinnacle, before the late master’s death; and many tales were told of her, which in this age of unbelief would not be credited.


·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·




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


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




·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·



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


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


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


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


Amelie replied, “She did.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


The storm continued to increase in violence, and the master’s rage kept pace with the war of elements. The servants were trembling with undefined terror; they feared they knew not what; the dogs added to their apprehension by howling fearfully, and then barking in the highest possible key; the master paced about his chamber, calling in vain on his domestics, stamping and swearing like a maniac. At last, amid flashes of lightning, he made his way to the head of the great staircase, and presently the clang of the alarm-bell mingled with the thunder and the roar of the mountain torrents: this hastened the servants to his presence, though they seemed hardly capable of understanding his words — he insisted on Charles being brought before him. We all trembled, for he was mad and livid with rage. The warden, in whose care the young man was, dared not enter the hall that echoed his loud words and heavy footsteps, for when he went to seek his prisoner, he found every bolt and bar withdrawn, and the iron door wide open: he was gone. Monsieur seemed to find relief by his energies being called into action; he ordered instant pursuit, and mounted his favorite charger, despite the storm, despite the fury of the elements. Although the great gates rocked, and the castle shook like an aspen-leaf, he set forth, his path illumined by the lightning; bold and brave as was his horse, he found it almost impossible to get it forward; he dug his spurs deep into the flanks of the noble animal, until the red blood mingled with the rain. At last, it rushed madly down the path to the bridge the young man must cross; and when they reached it, the master discerned the floating cloak of the pursued, a few yards in advance. Again the horse rebelled against his will, the lightning flashed in his eyes, and the torrent seemed a mass of red fire; no sound could be heard but of its roaring waters; the attendants clung as they advanced to the hand rail of the bridge. The youth, unconscious of the pursuit, proceeded rapidly; and again roused, the horse plunged forward. On the instant, the form of “La Femme Noir” passed with the blast that rushed down the ravine; the torrent followed in her track, and more than half the bridge was swept away forever.


As the master reined back the horse he had so urged forward, he saw the youth kneeling with outstretched arms on the opposite bank — kneeling in gratitude for his deliverance from his double peril. All were struck with the piety of the youth, and earnestly rejoiced at his deliverance; though they did not presume to say so, or look as if they thought it. I never saw so changed a person as the master when he re-entered the castle gate: his cheek was blanched — his eye quelled — his fierce plume hung broken over his shoulder — his step was unequal, and in the voice of a feeble girl he said — “Bring me a cup of wine.” I was his cupbearer, and for the first time in his life he thanked me graciously, and in the warmth of his gratitude tapped my shoulder; the caress nearly hurled me across the hall. What passed in his retiring-room, I know not. Some said the “Femme Noir” visited him again; I cannot tell; I did not see her; I speak of what I saw, not of what I heard. The storm passed away with a clap of thunder, to which the former sounds were but as the rattling of pebbles beneath the swell of a summer wave. The next morning monsieur sent for the pasteur. The good man seemed terror-stricken as he entered the hall; but monsieur filled him a quart of gold coins out of a leathern bag, to repair his church, and that quickly; and grasping his hand as he departed, looked him steadily in the face. As he did so, large drops stood like beads upon his brow; his stern, coarse features were strangely moved while he gazed upon the calm, pale minister of peace and love. “You,” he said, “bid God bless the poorest peasant that passes I you on the mountain; have you no blessing to give the master of Rohean?”


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


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


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


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


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


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



Aux bastions de Genève, nos cannons

Sont branquez;

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

Viva! les cannoniers!






At the bastions of Geneva, our cannons

Are ready;

If there is any attack, we will make them roar,

Long live the gunners!






and then he would pause, and clang his hands together like a pair of cymbals, and laugh. And once, as I was passing along, he pounced out upon me, and whirled me round in a waltz, roaring at me when he let me down, to practise that and break my embroidery frame. He formed a band of horns and trumpets, and insisted on the goatherds and shepherds sounding reveilles in the mountains, and the village children beating drums; his only idea of joy and happiness was noise. He set all the canton to work to mend the bridge, paying the workmen double wages; and he, who never entered a church before, would go to see how the laborers were getting on nearly every day. He talked and laughed a great deal to himself and in his gayety of heart would set the mastiffs fighting, and make excursions from home — we knowing not where he went. At last, Amelie was summoned to his presence, and he shook her and shouted, then kissed her; and hoping she would be a good girl, told her he had provided a husband for her. Amelie wept and prayed; and the master capered and sung. At last she fainted; and taking advantage of her unconsciousness, he conveyed her to the chapel; and there beside the altar stood the bridegroom — no other than Charles Le Maitre.


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


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




~




“Sharpe’s London Magazine” Nov. 1848





Mistress Marian’s Light

Gertrude Morton

1889






Far down the Maine coast, in one of the many harbors of that good old State, is a picturesque little island inhabited by simple fisher folk. Generation after generation has been born, lived, and died in this same island village, yet all the people seem to retain the customs and quaint ways of fifty years ago; from the old, weather-worn sailor, to the youngest child among them, they seem, to an unusual degree, guileless and simple and kindly, while to the stranger within their gates their goodness is unlimited. It is like a reminiscence of bygone days to partake of their generous hospitality.


At a late hour one soft, sweet night in early summer, while sojourning for a time among these people, I noticed, far down on a point of land, that rocky and wave-worn, makes out into the sea, a strange light, that seemed to be suspended a few feet from the earth. Soft and wavering it was, sometimes dim; but so unmistakably a light, that I was somewhat perplexed, and the next morning I asked my hostess the cause of the strange phenomenon.


The woman’s countenance changed in an instant, and she assumed a sympathetic, pitying look as she replied, with a wise, uncanny shake of her head, “Why, that is Mistress Marian’s light.” And so she went on and told me this story.


Away down on the point, where the brown soil of the interior of the island begins to mingle with the white sand along the sea, there was, many years ago, a small cottage, built by a seafaring man, who, with his family, occupied it for a short time. They then removed to a neighboring shore, and the house remained untenanted many months.


In the course of time two strangers came to the island, — an old man and his little daughter. Venerable indeed was the father, and with his snow-white hair and beard, and his dignified, scholarly bearing, he might have been a king among men. No one seemed to know just when or how they came; they appeared suddenly and unexpectedly, and seemed to find relief in the quietness of the place. As a wandering meteor, travelling through limitless space, finds rest somewhere in God’s great universe, so did these two strangers find a dwelling-place in this secluded spot.


To the little uninhabited cottage on the point they went, and the simple life of the islanders became their life. They became a part, and still not a part, of the fisher folk. The dignified old man was so unlike anyone whom they had ever seen before that they were shy of him; and long though he lived among them, quietly assisting the needy, and lending a helping hand to all, they were never quite at ease with him, though they worshipped him from afar. It was as though he breathed a rarer atmosphere than they, and dwelt above them; and they were content to accept his kindness and to marvel at his greatness.


Not so the child, with her soft brown eyes and her gentle, winning manner. “A lady born and bred, she is,” the good dames said, one to another, many times. But she was a child, strangely alone, so the motherly arms were opened to her, and the children made this little Marian their playmate.


They seemed to be people of means, — this father and daughter. The cottage was furnished comfortably, even luxuriously, and many books, some of them in quaint and curious bindings, were about. On the low walls hung several pictures, the like of which the islanders had never seen before; rich rugs covered the bare floors; a piece of rare Eastern embroidery was flung over a low couch; upon an oddly carved shelf were some bits of china, delicate and fragile, as though fashioned from rose leaves; while everywhere in the tiny house were evidences of refinement. From what faraway land the strangers came, or why they sought refuge on the little island, they themselves never said, nor were they ever questioned. The people, with their simple faith and childlike credulity, accepted the fact of their coming as they did all the good things that befell them, — thankful, asking naught.


So these two lived on in an alien land, their lives replete with the satisfaction that comes from helping others, their desire to do good satisfied by the appreciation with which their efforts were met. Thus the little girl, the dainty Marian, grew to maidenhood, learning much from her father and his books, but more from Nature: of the sea with its wonderful treasures; of the rocks that she loved, gaunt and gray though they were; of flowers and fishes and birds. She learned, too, much of human nature — the kindly side — from the people about her; and their interests she made hers. Every mother on the island felt a deep affection for her, and her young mates were proud to be called her friends. She was a constant surprise to them. The dainty gowns that she fashioned for herself, out of strange fabrics, were marvels; even her language seemed somehow different from theirs; and when a stranger chanced to visit the little building where they gathered on Sundays for worship, “our young lady,” brown-eyed “Mistress Marian,” was always pointed out with secret pride. So she grew to pure and noble womanhood, winning respect and admiration from all.


The lads of the village were filled with unspeakable delight when she spoke to them in her sweet, low voice. Not one of them but that would have risked his limbs, almost his life, for anything that she wanted, — a wild-flower, a stone, or a bright bit of seaweed. Yet for none of them had she more than a word or a smile, except for tall, manly Phil Anderson. From her childhood she had seemed to set him apart from all others as a hero; and when he came to her out on the rocks one sweet summer night, when the moon was softly shining and the sea was bright with the phosphorescent gleam, and told her of his love for her, she accepted it quietly and trustfully.


It was a happy summer for the two, passing all too quickly. When autumn came, Phil was to sail with his father on one more voyage — to make his fortune, he said; then he was coming back to marry Marian and to take her away into the great world of which they were never tired of talking.


So the weeks slipped by. October came. The trees donned their gayest colors; each bush took its own particular, matchless tint, and the breakers dashed high in the cool breeze, as though to speed the parting, which was even then at hand. One bright, cool morning Phil went down to the little house to say good-by. Tremblingly the old man bade the brave young sailor farewell, then sent him out to the rocks — the place of their betrothal — where Marian was waiting. Silently he took her in his strong arms, kissed her soft hair, her forehead and her sweet red lips, then turned and strode quickly away, as though he could not trust his courage longer.


A year passed, bringing two letters to Marian from her lover, telling her of such success as even his fondest hopes had failed to picture. At the end of the third year, just after another letter had come, telling her that the Watersprite was homeward bound, and happiness seemed in store for her, her father died. For months the old man had been slowly failing, living only in his daughter’s happiness. Now that she did not need him longer, he seemed to lose all power of holding on to his life, and one evening passed quietly away with the setting of the sun.


The grief of the young girl was well-nigh unbearable. The only bright thing that life seemed to hold for her was the fact that her lover was on his way to her. So she waited anxiously, longingly, expecting tidings every day. But after the third letter no news came.


As the days lengthened to weeks, and the weeks to months, the islanders were filled with apprehension and forebodings. A gloom settled over the people, which even the lingering Indian summer failed to brighten; and when, one bleak November day, beneath a darkening sky, a strange vessel came into the harbor with tidings that the gallant Watersprite had sunk and every soul on board had perished, it was almost a relief to the anxious watchers. Certainty, though hard to bear, was better than hope deferred.


Gently did sympathetic friends tell the mournful news to the lonely girl at the point; but dazed and bewildered, she did not seem to comprehend their meaning. For days she lay in a kind of stupor, unheeding everything, even the presence of the kind old dame who watched by her side night and day with tear-dimmed eyes. Only when the waves dashed loudest would the girl stir uneasily, raising her head as though listening for someone’s coming.


At last she awoke from her long sleep, coming back once more to life and to her senses; but the beautiful hair was as white as the foam that dashed against the rocks she used to love, and the dark eyes looked large and mournful beneath the snowy wealth. As strength slowly came back to her, so also came the firm conviction that her lover was not dead, but would one day return to her. So firm was her faith that she grew cheerful, almost happy. Once more she assumed her duties, — clothing little children, ministering to the sick and aged, helping weary housewives. There was not a person on the island who had not at one time or another felt her kindly influence or her strong, stimulating presence.


Every night at dusk, after her day’s work was done, she would place a large bright light in the window of the little sitting-room that looked toward the harbor, leaving the curtain drawn aside, so that should he for whom she watched come at night, he would find her still waiting for him. Not a night did she fail in this most important of all her duties. Her light was a bright beacon. Sailors soon learned to know it and look for it, and they never looked in vain; it was always there, steady, clear, unwavering.


Thus passed several years, when suddenly, mysteriously, without a shadow of warning, Mistress Marian disappeared. As silently as years ago she had entered the life of the fisher folk, so now did she leave it; and as they knew not then whence she came, neither did they know now whither she went.


There were many conjectures as to her strange disappearance. One old sailor affirmed that one night when he was out fishing he saw a little boat come from the point, bearing a solitary passenger with snow-white hair, who rowed out toward a large ship that could be dimly seen, as through a fog, and was taken on board; then the huge ship quickly vanished. But as this old man was well known to take his black bottle with him on his fishing expeditions, and as no other person could be found who saw the wonderful ship, his story did not gain the credence that its ingenuity deserved. The most of the people inclined to the belief that she had gone back to her father’s relatives; but how, when, or where, not even the old woman who lived with her could tell.


A decade or two passed, and the old house in its exposed locality grew more and more weather-worn and dilapidated; and finally, one winter, doubtless feeling that its time of usefulness had passed, it succumbed to fate and, during a heavy gale, fell to the ground. Some of the timbers were washed away, others were used for fire-wood by campers and fishermen; so that after a time nothing remained to mark the spot where the cottage had been, save a few damp, moss-covered logs.


But still in this same place on quiet summer nights during the hot sultry time of July and August, — the time when the Watersprite was said to have perished, — this weird, white, uncertain, trembling light, a few feet from the ground, is at times plainly seen. Not all the scientific explanations of wiser heads can convince the simple villagers that this strange light is any other than Marian’s beacon for her sailor lover, or shake their faith in the plausibility of a story handed down from successive generations.


The merriest sailing party, rounding the point of a sweet summer night, will become subdued at the sight of the light, while the timid maiden will nestle closer to the skipper at the helm, as she says in awestruck tones, “See! Mistress Marian’s light is still burning.”


~
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Madame Raymonde-Arnault leaned her head against the back of her garden chair, and watched the young people furtively from beneath her half-closed eyelids. “He is about to speak,” she murmured under her breath; “she, at least, will be happy!” and her heart fluttered violently, as if it had been her own thin bloodless hand which Richard Keith was holding in his; her dark sunken eyes, instead of Félice’s brown ones, which drooped beneath his tender gaze.


Marcelite, the old bonne (housemaid), who stood erect and stately behind her mistress, permitted herself also to regard them for a moment with something like a smile relaxing her sombre yellow face; then she too turned her turbaned head discreetly in another direction.


The plantation house at La Glorieuse is built in a shining loop of Bayou L’Eperon. A level grassy lawn, shaded by enormous live-oaks, stretches across from the broad stone steps to the sodded levee, where a flotilla of small boats, drawn up among the flags and lily-pads, rise and fall with the lapping waves. On the left of the house the white cabins of the quarter show their low roofs above the shrubbery; to the right the plantations of cane, following the inward curve of the bayou, sweep southward field after field, their billowy blue-green reaches blending far in the rear with the indistinct purple haze of the swamp. The great square house, raised high on massive stone pillars, dates back to the first quarter of the century; its sloping roof is set with rows of dormer windows, the big red double chimneys rising oddly from their midst; wide galleries with fluted columns enclose it on three sides; from the fourth is projected a long narrow wing, two stories in height, which stands somewhat apart from the main building, but is connected with it by a roofed and latticed passageway. The lower rooms of this wing open upon small porticos, with balustrades of wrought ironwork rarely fanciful and delicate. From these you may step into the rose garden — a tangled pleasaunce which rambles away through alleys of wild-peach and magnolia to an orange grove, whose trees are gnarled and knotted with the growth of half a century.


The early shadows were cool and dewy there that morning; the breath of damask-roses was sweet on the air; brown, gold-dusted butterflies were hovering over the sweet-peas abloom in sunny corners; birds shot up now and then from the leafy aisles, singing, into the clear blue sky above; the chorus of the negroes at work among the young cane floated in, mellow and resonant, from the fields. The old mistress of La Glorieuse saw it all behind her drooped eyelids. Was it not April too, that long-gone unforgotten morning? And were not the bees busy in the hearts of the roses, and the birds singing, when Richard Keith, the first of the name who came to La Glorieuse, held her hand in his, and whispered his love-story yonder, by the ragged thicket of crêpe-myrtle? Ah, Félice, my child, thou art young, but I too have had my sixteen years; and yellow as are the curls on the head bent over thine, those of the first Richard were more golden still. And the second Richard, he who—


Marcelite’s hand fell heavily on her mistress’s shoulder. Madame Arnault opened her eyes and sat up, grasping the arms of her chair. A harsh grating sound had fallen suddenly into the stillness, and the shutters of one of the upper windows of the wing which overlooked the garden were swinging slowly outward. A ripple of laughter, musical and mocking, rang clearly on the air; at the same moment a woman appeared, framed like a portrait in the narrow casement. She crossed her arms on the iron window-bar, and gazed silently down on the startled group below. She was strangely beautiful and young, though an air of soft and subtle maturity pervaded her graceful figure. A glory of yellow hair encircled her pale oval face, and waved away in fluffy masses to her waist; her full lips were scarlet; her eyes, beneath their straight dark brows, were gray, with emerald shadows in their luminous depths. Her low-cut gown, of some thin, yellowish-white material, exposed her exquisitely rounded throat and perfect neck; long, flowing sleeves of spidery lace fell away from her shapely arms, leaving them bare to the shoulder; loose strings of pearls were wound around her small wrists, and about her throat was clasped a strand of blood-red coral, from which hung to the hollow of her bosom a single translucent drop of amber. A smile at once daring and derisive parted her lips; an elusive light came and went in her eyes.


Keith had started impatiently from his seat at the unwelcome interruption. He stood regarding the intruder with mute, half-frowning inquiry.


Félice turned a bewildered face to her grandmother. “Who is it, mère?” she whispered. “Did — did you give her leave?”


Madame Arnault had sunk back in her chair. Her hands trembled convulsively still, and the lace on her bosom rose and fell with the hurried beating of her heart. But she spoke in her ordinary measured, almost formal tones, as she put out a hand and drew the girl to her side. “I do not know, my child. Perhaps Suzette Beauvais has come over with her guests from Grandchamp. I thought I heard but now the sound of boats on the bayou. Suzette is ever ready with her pranks. Or perhaps—”


She stopped abruptly. The stranger was drawing the batten blinds together. Her ivory-white arms gleamed in the sun. For a moment they could see her face shining like a star against the dusky glooms within; then the bolt was shot sharply to its place.


Old Marcelite drew a long breath of relief as she disappeared. A smothered ejaculation had escaped her lips, under the girl’s intent gaze; an ashen gray had overspread her dark face. “Mam’selle Suzette, she been an’ dress up one o’ her young ladies jes fer er trick,” she said, slowly, wiping the great drops of perspiration from her wrinkled forehead.


“Suzette?” echoed Félice, incredulously. “She would never dare! Who can it be?”


“It is easy enough to find out,” laughed Keith. “Let us go and see for ourselves who is masquerading in my quarters.”


He drew her with him as he spoke along the winding violet-bordered walks which led to the house. She looked anxiously back over her shoulder at her grandmother. Madame Arnault half arose, and made an imperious gesture of dissent; but Marcelite forced her gently into her seat, and leaning forward, whispered a few words rapidly in her ear.


“Thou art right, Marcelite,” she acquiesced, with a heavy sigh. “’Tis better so.”


They spoke in nègre, that mysterious patois which is so uncouth in itself, so soft and caressing on the lips of women. Madame Arnault signed to the girl to go on. She shivered a little, watching their retreating figures. The old bonne threw a light shawl about her shoulders, and crouched affectionately at her feet. The murmur of their voices as they talked long and earnestly together hardly reached beyond the shadows of the wild-peach-tree beneath which they sat.


“How beautiful she was!” Félice said, musingly, as they approached the latticed passageway.


“Well, yes,” her companion returned, carelessly. “I confess I do not greatly fancy that style of beauty myself.” And he glanced significantly down at her own flower-like face.


She flushed, and her brown eyes drooped, but a bright little smile played about her sensitive mouth. “I cannot see,” she declared, “how Suzette could have dared to take her friends into the ballroom!”


“Why?” he asked, smiling at her vehemence.


She stopped short in her surprise. “Do you not know, then?” She sank her voice to a whisper. “The ballroom has never been opened since the night my mother died. I was but a baby then, though sometimes I imagine that I remember it all. There was a grand ball there that night. La Glorieuse was full of guests, and everybody from all the plantations around was here. Mère has never told me how it was, nor Marcelite; but the other servants used to talk to me about my beautiful young mother, and tell me how she died suddenly in her ball dress, while the ball was going on. My father had the whole wing closed at once, and no one was ever allowed to enter it. I used to be afraid to play in its shadow, and if I did stray anywhere near it, my father would always call me away. Her death must have broken his heart. He rarely spoke; I never saw him smile; and his eyes were so sad that I could weep now at remembering them. Then he too died while I was still a little girl, and now I have no one in the world but dear old mère.” Her voice trembled a little, but she flushed, and smiled again beneath his meaning look. “It was many years before even the lower floor was reopened, and I am almost sure that yours is the only room there which has ever been used.”


They stepped, as she concluded, into the hall.


“I have never been in here before,” she said, looking about her with shy curiosity. A flood of sunlight poured through the wide arched window at the foot of the stair. The door of the room nearest the entrance stood open; the others, ranging along the narrow hall, were all closed.


“This is my room,” he said, nodding towards the open door.


She turned her head quickly away, with an impulse of girlish modesty, and ran lightly up the stair. He glanced downward as he followed, and paused, surprised to see the flutter of white garments in a shaded corner of his room. Looking more closely, he saw that it was a glimmer of light from an open window on the dark polished floor.


The upper hall was filled with sombre shadows; the motionless air was heavy with a musty, choking odor. In the dimness a few tattered hangings were visible on the walls; a rope, with bits of crumbling evergreen clinging to it, trailed from above one of the low windows. The paneled double door of the ballroom was shut; no sound came from behind it.


“The girls have seen us coming,” said Félice, picking her way daintily across the dust-covered floor, “and they have hidden themselves inside.”


Keith pushed open the heavy valves, which creaked noisily on their rusty hinges. The gloom within was murkier still; the chill dampness, with its smell of mildew and mold, was like that of a funeral vault.


The large, low-ceilinged room ran the entire length of the house. A raised dais, whose faded carpet had half rotted away, occupied an alcove at one end; upon it four or five wooden stools were placed; one of these was overturned; on another a violin in its baggy green baize cover was lying. Straight high-backed chairs were pushed against the walls on either side; in front of an open fireplace with a low wooden mantel two small cushioned divans were drawn up, with a claw-footed table between them. A silver salver filled with tall glasses was set carelessly on one edge of the table; a half-open fan of sandal-wood lay beside it; a man’s glove had fallen on the hearth just within the tarnished brass fender. Cobwebs depended from the ceiling, and hung in loose threads from the mantel; dust was upon everything, thick and motionless; a single ghostly ray of light that filtered in through a crevice in one of the shutters was weighted with gray lusterless motes. The room was empty and silent. The visitors, who had come so stealthily, had as stealthily departed, leaving no trace behind them.


“They have played us a pretty trick,” said Keith, gayly. “They must have fled as soon as they saw us start towards the house.” He went over to the window from which the girl had looked down into the rose garden, and gave it a shake. The dust flew up in a suffocating cloud, and the spiked nails which secured the upper sash rattled in their places.


“That is like Suzette Beauvais,” Félice replied, absently. She was not thinking of Suzette. She had forgotten even the stranger, whose disdainful eyes, fixed upon herself, had moved her sweet nature to something like a rebellious anger. Her thoughts were on the beautiful young mother of alien race, whose name, for some reason, she was forbidden to speak. She saw her glide, gracious and smiling, along the smooth floor; she heard her voice above the call and response of the violins; she breathed the perfume of her laces, backward-blown by the swift motion of the dance!


She strayed dreamily about, touching with an almost reverent finger first one worm-eaten object and then another, as if by so doing she could make the imagined scene more real. Her eyes were downcast; the blood beneath her rich dark skin came and went in brilliant flushes on her cheeks; the bronze hair, piled in heavy coils on her small, well-poised head, fell in loose rings on her low forehead and against her white neck; her soft gray gown, following the harmonious lines of her slender figure, seemed to envelop her like a twilight cloud.


“She is adorable,” said Richard Keith to himself.


It was the first time that he had been really alone with her, though this was the third week of his stay in the hospitable old mansion where his father and his grandfather before him had been welcome guests. Now that he came to think of it, in that bundle of yellow, time-worn letters from Félix Arnault to Richard Keith, which he had found among his father’s papers, was one which described at length a ball in this very ballroom. Was it in celebration of his marriage, or of his homecoming after a tour abroad? Richard could not remember. But he idly recalled portions of other letters, as he stood with his elbow on the mantel watching Félix Arnault’s daughter.


“Your son and my daughter,” the phrase which had made him smile when he read it yonder in his Maryland home, brought now a warm glow to his heart. The half-spoken avowal, the question that had trembled on his lips a few moments ago in the rose garden, stirred impetuously within him.


Félice stepped down from the dais where she had been standing, and came swiftly across the room, as if his unspoken thought had called her to him. A tender rapture possessed him to see her thus drawing towards him; he longed to stretch out his arms and fold her to his breast. He moved, and his hand came in contact with a small object on the mantel. He picked it up. It was a ring, a band of dull worn gold, with a confused tracery graven upon it. He merely glanced at it, slipping it mechanically on his finger. His eyes were full upon hers, which were suffused and shining.


“Did you speak?” she asked, timidly. She had stopped abruptly, and was looking at him with a hesitating, half-bewildered expression.


“No,” he replied. His mood had changed. He walked again to the window and examined the clumsy bolt. “Strange!” he muttered. “I have never seen a face like hers,” he sighed, dreamily.


“She was very beautiful,” Félice returned, quietly. “I think we must be going,” she added. “Mère will be growing impatient.” The flush had died out of her cheek, her arms hung listlessly at her side. She shuddered as she gave a last look around the desolate room. “They were dancing here when my mother died,” she said to herself.


He preceded her slowly down the stair. The remembrance of the woman began vaguely to stir his senses. He had hardly remarked her then, absorbed as he had been in another idea. Now she seemed to swim voluptuously before his vision; her tantalizing laugh rang in his ears; her pale perfumed hair was blown across his face; he felt its filmy strands upon his lips and eyelids. “Do you think,” he asked, turning eagerly on the bottom step, “that they could have gone into any of these rooms?”


She shrank unaccountably from him. “Oh no,” she cried. “They are in the rose garden with mère, or they have gone around to the lawn. Come”; and she hurried out before him.


Madame Arnault looked at them sharply as they came up to where she was sitting. “No one!” she echoed, in response to Keith’s report. “Then they really have gone back?”


“Madame knows dat we is hear de boats pass up de bayou whilse m’sieu an’ mam’selle was inside,” interposed Marcelite, stooping to pick up her mistress’s cane.


“I would not have thought Suzette so — so indiscreet,” said Félice. There was a note of weariness in her voice.


Madame Arnault looked anxiously at her and then at Keith. The young man was staring abstractedly at the window, striving to recall the vision that had appeared there, and he felt, rather than saw, his hostess start and change color when her eyes fell upon the ring he was wearing. He lifted his hand covertly, and turned the trinket around in the light, but he tried in vain to decipher the irregular characters traced upon it.


“Let us go in,” said the old madame. “Félice, my child, thou art fatigued.”


Now when in all her life before was Félice ever fatigued? Félice, whose strong young arms could send a pirogue flying up the bayou for miles; Félice, who was ever ready for a tramp along the rose-hedged lanes to the swamp lakes when the water-lilies were in bloom; to the sugar-house in grinding-time, down the levee road to St. Joseph’s, the little brown ivy-grown church, whose solitary spire arose slim and straight above the encircling trees.


Marcelite gave an arm to her mistress, though, in truth, she seemed to walk a little unsteadily herself. Félice followed with Keith, who was silent and self-absorbed.


The day passed slowly, a constraint had somehow fallen upon the little household. Madame Arnault’s fine high-bred old face wore its customary look of calm repose, but her eyes now and then sought her guest with an expression which he could not have fathomed if he had observed it. But he saw nothing. A mocking red mouth; a throat made for the kisses of love; white arms strung with pearls — these were ever before him, shutting away even the pure sweet face of Félice Arnault.


“Why did I not look at her more closely when I had the opportunity, fool that I was?” he asked himself, savagely, again and again, revolving in his mind a dozen pretexts for going at once to the Beauvais plantation, a mile or so up the bayou. But he felt an inexplicable shyness at the thought of putting any of these plans into action, and so allowed the day to drift by. He arose gladly when the hour for retiring came — that hour which he had hitherto postponed by every means in his power. He kissed, as usual, the hand of his hostess, and held that of Félice in his for a moment; but he did not feel its trembling, or see the timid trouble in her soft eyes.


His room in the silent and deserted wing was full of fantastic shadows. He threw himself on a chair beside a window without lighting his lamp. The rose garden outside was steeped in moonlight; the magnolia bells gleamed waxen-white against their glossy green leaves; the vines on the tall trellises threw a soft network of dancing shadows on the white-shelled walks below; the night air stealing about was loaded with the perfume of roses and sweet-olive; a mockingbird sang in an orange-tree, his mate responding sleepily from her nest in the old summer-house.


“Tomorrow,” he murmured, half aloud, “I will go to Grandchamp and give her the ring she left in the old ballroom.”


He looked at it glowing dully in the moonlight; suddenly he lifted his head, listening. Did a door grind somewhere near on its hinges? He got up cautiously and looked out. It was not fancy. She was standing full in view on the small balcony of the room next his own. Her white robes waved to and fro in the breeze; the pearls on her arms glistened. Her face, framed in the pale gold of her hair, was turned towards him; a smile curved her lips; her mysterious eyes seemed to be searching his through the shadow. He drew back, confused and trembling, and when, a second later, he looked again, she was gone.


He sat far into the night, his brain whirling, his blood on fire. Who was she, and what was the mystery hidden in this isolated old plantation house? His thoughts reverted to the scene in the rose garden, and he went over and over all its details. He remembered Madame Arnault’s agitation when the window opened and the girl appeared; her evident discomfiture — of which at the time he had taken no heed, but which came back to him vividly enough now — at his proposal to visit the ballroom; her startled recognition of the ring on his finger; her slurring suggestion of visitors from Grandchamp; the look of terror on Marcelite’s face. What did it all mean? Félice, he was sure, knew nothing. But here, in an unused portion of the house, which even the members of the family had never visited, a young and beautiful girl was shut up a prisoner, condemned perhaps to a lifelong captivity.


“Good God!” He leaped to his feet at the thought. He would go and thunder at Madame Arnault’s door, and demand an explanation. But no; not yet. He calmed himself with an effort. By too great haste he might injure her. “Insane?” He laughed aloud at the idea of madness in connection with that exquisite creature.


It dawned upon him, as he paced restlessly back and forth, that although his father had been here more than once in his youth and manhood, he had never heard him speak of La Glorieuse nor of Félix Arnault, whose letters he had read after his father’s death a few months ago — those old letters whose affectionate warmth indeed had determined him, in the first desolation of his loss, to seek the family which seemed to have been so bound to his own. Morose and taciturn as his father had been, surely he would sometimes have spoken of his old friend if — Worn out at last with conjecture; beaten back, bruised and breathless, from an enigma which he could not solve; exhausted by listening with strained attention for some movement in the next room, he threw himself on his bed, dressed as he was, and fell into a heavy sleep, which lasted far into the forenoon of the next day.


When he came out (walking like one in a dream), he found a gay party assembled on the lawn in front of the house. Suzette Beauvais and her guests, a bevy of girls, had come from Grandchamp. They had been joined, as they rowed down the bayou, by the young people from the plantation houses on the way. Half a dozen boats, their long paddles laid across the seats, were added to the home fleet at the landing. Their stalwart black rowers were basking in the sun on the levee, or lounging about the quarter. At the moment of his appearance, Suzette herself was indignantly disclaiming any complicity in the jest of the day before.


“Myself, I was making o’ange-flower conserve,” she declared; “an’ anyhow I wouldn’t go in that ballroom unless madame send me.”


“But who was it, then?” insisted Félice.


Mademoiselle Beauvais spread out her fat little hands and lifted her shoulders. “Mo pas connais,” she laughed, dropping into patois.


Madame Arnault here interposed. It was but the foolish conceit of some teasing neighbor, she said, and not worth further discussion. Keith’s blood boiled in his veins at this calm dismissal of the subject, but he gave no sign. He saw her glance warily at himself from time to time.


“I will sift the matter to the bottom,” he thought, “and I will force her to confess the truth, whatever it may be, before the world.”


The noisy chatter and meaningless laughter around him jarred upon his nerves; he longed to be alone with his thoughts; and presently, pleading a headache — indeed his temples throbbed almost to bursting, and his eyes were hot and dry — he quitted the lawn, seeing but not noting until long afterwards, when they smote his memory like a two-edged knife, the pain in Félice’s uplifted eyes, and the little sorrowful quiver of her mouth. He strolled around the corner of the house to his apartment. The blinds of the arched window were drawn, and a hazy twilight was diffused about the hall, though it was mid-afternoon outside. As he entered, closing the door behind him, the woman at that moment uppermost in his thoughts came down the dusky silence from the further end of the hall. She turned her inscrutable eyes upon him in passing, and flitted noiselessly and with languid grace up the stairway, the faint swish of her gown vanishing with her. He hesitated a moment, overpowered by conflicting emotion; then he sprang recklessly after her.


He pushed open the ballroom door, reaching his arms out blindly before him. Once more the great dust-covered room was empty. He strained his eyes helplessly into the obscurity. A chill reaction passed over him; he felt himself on the verge of a swoon. He did not this time even try to discover the secret door or exit by which she had disappeared; he looked, with a hopeless sense of discouragement, at the barred windows, and turned to leave the room. As he did so, he saw a handkerchief lying on the threshold of the door. He picked it up eagerly, and pressed it to his lips. A peculiar delicate perfume which thrilled his senses lurked in its gossamer folds. As he was about thrusting it into his breast-pocket, he noticed in one corner a small bloodstain fresh and wet. He had then bitten his lip in his excitement.


“I need no further proof,” he said aloud, and his own voice startled him, echoing down the long hall. “She is beyond all question a prisoner in this detached building, which has mysterious exits and entrances. She has been forced to promise that she will not go outside of its walls, or she is afraid to do so. I will bring home this monstrous crime. I will release this lovely young woman who dares not speak, yet so plainly appeals to me.” Already he saw in fancy her starlike eyes raised to his in mute gratitude, her white hand laid confidingly on his arm.


The party of visitors remained at La Glorieuse overnight. The negro fiddlers came in, and there was dancing in the old-fashioned double parlors and on the moonlit galleries. Félice was unnaturally gay. Keith looked on gloomily, taking no part in the amusement.


“Il est bien bête, your yellow-haired Marylander,” whispered Suzette Beauvais to her friend.


He went early to his room, but he watched in vain for some sign from his beautiful neighbor. He grew sick with apprehension. Had Madame Arnault — But no; she would not dare. “I will wait one more day,” he finally decided; “and then—”


The next morning, after a late breakfast, someone proposed impromptu charades and tableaux. Madame Arnault good-naturedly sent for the keys to the tall presses built into the walls, which contained the accumulated trash and treasure of several generations. Mounted on a stepladder, Robert Beauvais explored the recesses, and threw down to the laughing crowd embroidered shawls and scarves yellow with age, soft muslins of antique pattern, stiff big-flowered brocades, scraps of gauze ribbon, gossamer laces. On one topmost shelf he came upon a small wooden box inlaid with mother-of-pearl. Félice reached up for it, and, moved by some undefined impulse, Richard came and stood by her side while she opened it. A perfume which he recognized arose from it as she lifted a fold of tissue-paper. Some strings of Oriental pearls of extraordinary size, and perfect in shape and color, were coiled underneath, with a coral necklace, whose pendant of amber had broken off and rolled into a corner. With them — he hardly restrained an exclamation, and his hand involuntarily sought his breast-pocket at sight of the handkerchief with a drop of fresh blood in one corner! Félice trembled without knowing why. Madame Arnault, who had just entered the room, took the box from her quietly, and closed the lid with a snap. The girl, accustomed to implicit obedience, asked no questions; the others, engaged in turning over the old-time finery, had paid no attention.


“Does she think to disarm me by such puerile tricks?” he thought, turning a look of angry warning on the old madame; and in the steady gaze which she fixed on him he read a haughty defiance.


He forced himself to enter into the sports of the day, and he walked down to the boat-landing a little before sunset to see the guests depart. As the line of boats swept away, the black rowers dipping their oars lightly in the placid waves, he turned with a sense of release, leaving Madame Arnault and Félice still at the landing, and went down the levee road towards St. Joseph’s. The field gang, whose red, blue, and brown blouses splotched the squares of cane with color, was preparing to quit work; loud laughter and noisy jests rang out on the air; high-wheeled plantation wagons creaked along the lanes; negro children, with dip-nets and fishing-poles over their shoulders, ran homeward along the levee, the dogs at their heels barking joyously; a schooner, with white sail outspread, was stealing like a fairy bark around a distant bend of the bayou; the silvery waters were turning to gold under a sunset sky.


It was twilight when he struck across the plantation, and came around by the edge of the swamp to the clump of trees in a corner of the home field which he had often remarked from his window. As he approached, he saw a woman come out of the dense shadow, as if intending to meet him, and then draw back again. His heart throbbed painfully, but he walked steadily forward. It was only Félice. Only Félice! She was sitting on a flat tombstone. The little spot was the Raymonde-Arnault family burying-ground. There were many marble headstones and shafts, and two broad low tombs side by side and a little apart from the others. A tangle of rose-briers covered the sunken graves, a rank growth of grass choked the narrow paths, the little gate interlaced and overhung with honeysuckle sagged away from its posts, the fence itself had lost a picket here and there, and weeds flaunted boldly in the gaps. The girl looked wan and ghostly in the lonely dusk.


“This is my father’s grave, and my mother is here,” she said, abruptly, as he came up and stood beside her. Her head was drooped upon her breast, and he saw that she had been weeping. “See,” she went on, drawing her finger along the mildewed lettering: “‘Félix Marie-Joseph Arnault … âgé de trente-quatre ans’ … ‘Hélène Pallacier, épouse de Félix Arnault … décédée à l’âge de dix-neuf ans.’ Nineteen years old,” she repeated, slowly. “My mother was one year younger than I am when she died — my beautiful mother!”


Her voice sounded like a far-away murmur in his ears. He looked at her, vaguely conscious that she was suffering. But he did not speak, and after a little she got up and went away. Her dress, which brushed him in passing, was wet with dew. He watched her slight figure, moving like a spirit along the lane, until a turn in the hedge hid her from sight. Then he turned again towards the swamp, and resumed his restless walk.


Some hours later he crossed the rose garden. The moon was under a cloud; the trunks of the crêpe-myrtles were like pale specters in the uncertain light. The night wind blew in chill and moist from the swamp. The house was dark and quiet, but he heard the blind of an upper window turned stealthily as he stepped into the latticed arcade.


“The old madame is watching me — and her,” he said to himself.


His agitation had now become supreme. The faint familiar perfume that stole about his room filled him with a kind of frenzy. Was this the chivalric devotion of which he had so boasted? this the desire to protect a young and defenceless woman? He no longer dared question himself. He seemed to feel her warm breath against his cheeks. He threw up his arms with a gesture of despair. A sigh stirred the deathlike stillness. At last! She was there, just within his doorway; the pale glimmer of the veiled moon fell upon her. Her trailing laces wrapped her about like a silver mist; her arms were folded across her bosom; her eyes — he dared not interpret the meaning which he read in those wonderful eyes. She turned slowly and went down the hall. He followed her, reeling like a drunkard. His feet seemed clogged, the blood ran thick in his veins, a strange roaring was in his ears. His hot eyes strained after her as she vanished, just beyond his touch, into the room next his own. He threw himself against the closed door in a transport of rage. It yielded suddenly, as if opened from within. A full blaze of light struck his eyes, blinding him for an instant; then he saw her. A huge four-posted bed with silken hangings occupied a recess in the room. Across its foot a low couch was drawn. She had thrown herself there. Her head was pillowed on crimson gold-embroidered cushions; her diaphanous draperies, billowing foamlike over her, half concealed, half revealed her lovely form; her hair waved away from her brows, and spread like a shower of gold over the cushions. One bare arm hung to the floor; something jewel-like gleamed in the half-closed hand; the other lay across her forehead, and from beneath it her eyes were fixed upon him. He sprang forward with a cry….


At first he could remember nothing. The windows were open; the heavy curtains which shaded them moved lazily in the breeze; a shaft of sunlight that came in between them fell upon the polished surface of the marble mantel. He examined with languid curiosity some trifles that stood there — a pair of Dresden figures, a blue Sèvres vase of graceful shape, a bronze clock with gilded rose-wreathed Cupids; and then raised his eyes to the two portraits which hung above. One of these was familiar enough — the dark melancholy face of Félix Arnault, whose portrait by different hands and at different periods of his life hung in nearly every room of La Glorieuse. The blood surged into his face and receded again at sight of the other. Oh, so strangely like! The yellow hair, the slumberous eyes, the full throat clasped about with a single strand of coral. Yes, it was she! He lifted himself on his elbow. He was in bed. Surely this was the room into which she had drawn him with her eyes. Did he sink on the threshold, all his senses swooning into delicious faith? Or had he, indeed, in that last moment thrown himself on his knees by her couch? He could not remember, and he sank back with a sigh.


Instantly Madame Arnault was bending over him. Her cool hands were on his forehead. “Dieu merci!” she exclaimed, “thou art thyself once more, mon fils.”


He seized her hand imperiously. “Tell me, madame,” he demanded — “tell me, for the love of God! What is she? Who is she? Why have you shut her away in this deserted place? Why—”


She was looking down at him with an expression half of pity, half of pain.


“Forgive me,” he faltered, involuntarily, all his darker suspicions somehow vanishing; “but — oh, tell me!”


“Calm thyself, Richard,” she said, soothingly, seating herself on the side of the bed, and stroking his hand gently. Too agitated to speak, he continued to gaze at her with imploring eyes. “Yes, yes, I will relate the whole story,” she added, hastily, for he was panting and struggling for speech. “I heard you fall last night,” she continued, relapsing for greater ease into French; “for I was full of anxiety about you, and I lingered long at my window watching for you. I came at once with Marcelite, and found you lying insensible across the threshold of this room. We lifted you to the bed, and bled you after the old fashion, and then I gave you a tisane of my own making, which threw you into a quiet sleep. I have watched beside you until your waking. Now you are but a little weak from fasting and excitement, and when you have rested and eaten—”


“No,” he pleaded; “now, at once!”


“Very well,” she said, simply. She was silent a moment, as if arranging her thoughts. “Your grandfather, a Richard Keith like yourself,” she began, “was a college-mate and friend of my brother, Henri Raymonde, and accompanied him to La Glorieuse during one of their vacations. I was already betrothed to Monsieur Arnault, but I — No matter! I never saw Richard Keith afterwards. But years later he sent your father, who also bore his name, to visit me here. My son, Félix, was but a year or so younger than his boy, and the two lads became at once warm friends. They went abroad, and pursued their studies side by side, like brothers. They came home together, and when Richard’s father died, Félix spent nearly a year with him on his Maryland plantation. They exchanged, when apart, almost daily letters. Richard’s marriage, which occurred soon after they left college, strengthened rather than weakened this extraordinary bond between them. Then came on the war. They were in the same command, and hardly lost sight of each other during their four years of service.


“When the war was ended, your father went back to his estates. Félix turned his face homeward, but drifted by some strange chance down to Florida, where he met her“ — she glanced at the portrait over the mantel. “Hélène Pallacier was Greek by descent, her family having been among those brought over some time during the last century as colonists to Florida from the Greek islands. He married her, barely delaying his marriage long enough to write me that he was bringing home a bride. She was young, hardly more than a child, indeed, and marvelously beautiful” — Keith moved impatiently; he found these family details tedious and uninteresting — “a radiant soulless creature, whose only law was her own selfish enjoyment, and whose coming brought pain and bitterness to La Glorieuse. These were her rooms. She chose them because of the rose garden, for she had a sensuous and passionate love of nature. She used to lie for hours on the grass there, with her arms flung over her head, gazing dreamily on the fluttering leaves above her. The pearls — which she always wore — some coral ornaments, and a handful of amber beads were her only dower, but her caprices were the insolent and extravagant caprices of a queen. Félix, who adored her, gratified them at whatever expense; and I think at first she had a careless sort of regard for him. But she hated the little Félice, whose coming gave her the first pang of physical pain she had ever known. She never offered the child a caress. She sometimes looked at her with a suppressed rage which filled me with terror and anxiety.


“When Félice was a little more than a year old, your father came to La Glorieuse to pay us a long-promised visit. His wife had died some months before, and you, a child of six or seven years, were left in charge of relatives in Maryland. Richard was in the full vigor of manhood, broad-shouldered, tall, blue-eyed, and blond-haired, like his father and like you. From the moment of their first meeting Hélène exerted all the power of her fascination to draw him to her. Never had she been so whimsical, so imperious, so bewitching! Loyal to his friend, faithful to his own high sense of honor, he struggled against a growing weakness, and finally fled. I will never forget the night he went away. A ball had been planned by Félix in honor of his friend. The ballroom was decorated under his own supervision. The house was filled with guests from adjoining parishes; everybody, young and old, came from the plantations around. Hélène was dazzling that night. The light of triumph in her cheeks; her eyes shone with a softness which I had never seen in them before. I watched her walking up and down the room with Richard, or floating with him in the dance. They were like a pair of radiant godlike visitants from another world. My heart ached for them in spite of my indignation and apprehension; for light whispers were beginning to circulate, and I saw more than one meaning smile directed at them. Félix, who was truth itself, was gayly unconscious.


“Towards midnight I heard far up the bayou the shrill whistle of the little packet which passed up and down then, as now, twice a week; and presently she swung up to our landing. Richard was standing with Hélène by the fireplace. They had been talking for some time in low earnest tones. A sudden look of determination came into his eyes. I saw him draw from his finger a ring which she had one day playfully bade him wear, and offer it to her. His face was white and strained; hers wore a look which I could not fathom. He quitted her side abruptly, and walked rapidly across the room, threading his way among the dancers, and disappeared in the press about the door. A few moments later a note was handed me. I heard the boat steam away from the landing as I read it. It was a hurried line from Richard. He said that he had been called away on urgent business, and he begged me to make his adieux to Madame Arnault and Félix. Félix was worried and perplexed by the sudden departure of his guest. Hélène said not a word, but very soon I saw her slipping down the stair, and I knew that she had gone to her room. Her absence was not remarked, for the ball was at its height. It was almost daylight when the last dance was concluded, and the guests who were staying in the house had retired to their rooms.


“Félix, having seen to the comfort of all, went at last to join his wife. He burst into my room a second later almost crazed with horror and grief. I followed him to this room. She was lying on a couch at the foot of the bed. One arm was thrown across her forehead, the other hung to the floor, and in her hand she held a tiny silver bottle with a jeweled stopper. A handkerchief, with a single drop of blood upon it, was lying on her bosom. A faint curious odor exhaled from her lips and hung about the room, but the poison had left no other trace.


“No one save ourselves and Marcelite ever knew the truth. She had danced too much at the ball that night, and she had died suddenly of heart-disease. We buried her out yonder in the old Raymonde-Arnault burying-ground. I do not know what the letter contained which Félix wrote to Richard. He never uttered his name afterwards. The ballroom, the whole wing, in truth, was at once closed. Everything was left exactly as it was on that fatal night. A few years ago, the house being unexpectedly full, I opened the room in which you have been staying, and it has been used from time to time as a guest-room since. My son lived some years, prematurely old, heartbroken, and desolate. He died with her name on his lips.”


Madame Arnault stopped.


A suffocating sensation was creeping over her listener. Only in the past few moments had the signification of the story begun to dawn upon him. “Do you mean,” he gasped, “that the girl whom I — that she is — was — ”


“Hélène, the dead wife of Félix Arnault,” she replied, gravely. “Her restless spirit has walked here before. I have sometimes heard her tantalizing laugh echo through the house, but no one had ever seen her until you came — so like the Richard Keith she loved!”


“When I read your letter,” she went on, after a short silence, “which told me that you wished to come to those friends to whom your father had been so dear, all the past arose before me, and I felt that I ought to forbid your coming. But I remembered how Félix and Richard had loved each other before she came between them. I thought of the other Richard Keith whom I — I loved once; and I dreamed of a union at last between the families. I hoped, Richard, that you and Félice — ”



But Richard was no longer listening. He wished to believe the whole fantastic story an invention of the keen-eyed old madame herself. Yet something within him confessed to its truth. A tumultuous storm of baffled desire, of impotent anger, swept over him. The ring he wore burned into his flesh. But he had no thought of removing it — the ring which had once belonged to the beautiful golden-haired woman who had come back from the grave to woo him to her!


He turned his face away and groaned.


Her eyes hardened. She rose stiffly. “I will send a servant with your breakfast,” she said, with her hand on the door. “The down boat will pass La Glorieuse this afternoon. You will perhaps wish to take advantage of it.”


He started. He had not thought of going — of leaving her — her! He looked at the portrait on the wall and laughed bitterly.


Madame Arnault accompanied him with ceremonious politeness to the front steps that afternoon.


“Mademoiselle Félice?” he murmured, inquiringly, glancing back at the windows of the sitting-room.


“Mademoiselle Arnault is occupied,” she coldly returned. “I will convey to her your farewell.”


He looked back as the boat chugged away. Peaceful shadows enwrapped the house and overspread the lawn. A single window in the wing gleamed like a balefire in the rays of the setting sun.


The years that followed were years of restless wandering for Richard Keith. He visited his estate but rarely. He went abroad and returned, hardly having set foot to land; he buried himself in the fastnesses of the Rockies; he made a long, aimless sea-voyage. Her image accompanied him everywhere. Between him and all he saw hovered her faultless face; her red mouth smiled at him; her white arms enticed him. His own face became worn and his step listless. He grew silent and gloomy. “He is madder than the old colonel, his father, was,” his friends said, shrugging their shoulders.


One day, more than three years after his visit to La Glorieuse, he found himself on a deserted part of the Florida sea coast. It was late in November, but the sky was soft and the air warm and balmy. He bared his head as he paced moodily to and fro on the silent beach. The waves rolled languidly to his feet and receded, leaving scattered half-wreaths of opalescent foam on the snowy sands. The wind that fanned his face was filled with the spicy odors of the sea. Seized by a capricious impulse, he threw off his clothes and dashed into the surf. The undulating billows closed around him; a singular lassitude passed into his limbs as he swam; he felt himself slowly sinking, as if drawn downward by an invisible hand. He opened his eyes. The waves lapped musically above his head; a tawny glory was all about him, a luminous expanse in which he saw strangely formed creatures moving, darting, rising, falling, coiling, uncoiling.


“You was jes on de edge er drowndin’, Mars Dick,” said Wiley, his black body-servant, spreading his own clothes on the porch of the little fishing-hut to dry. “In de name o’ Gawd whar mek you wanter go in swimmin’ dis time o’ de yea’, anyhow? Ef I hadn’ er splunge in an’ fotch you out, dey’d er been mo’nin’ yander at de plantation, sho!”


His master laughed lazily. “You are right, Wiley,” he said; “and you are going to smoke the best tobacco in Maryland as long as you live.” He felt buoyant. Youth and elasticity seemed to have come back to him at a bound. He stretched himself on the rough bench, and watched the blue rings of smoke curl lightly away from his cigar. Gradually he was aware of a pair of wistful eyes shining down on him. His heart leaped. They were the eyes of Félice Arnault! “My God, have I been mad!” he muttered. His eyes sought his hand. The ring, from which he had never been parted, was gone. It had been torn from his finger in his wrestle with the sea. “Get my traps together at once, Wiley,” he said. “We are going to La Glorieuse.”


“Now you talkin’, Mars Dick,” assented Wiley, cheerfully.


It was night when he reached the city. First of all, he made inquiries concerning the little packet. He was right; the Assumption would leave the next afternoon at five o’clock for Bayou L’Eperon. He went to the same hotel at which he had stopped before when on his way to La Glorieuse. The next morning, too joyous to sleep, he rose early, and went out into the street. A gray uncertain dawn was just struggling into the sky. A few people on their way to market or to early mass were passing along the narrow banquettes; sleepy-eyed women were unbarring the shutters of their tiny shops; high-wheeled milk-carts were rattling over the granite pavements; in the vine-hung courtyards, visible here and there through iron grilles, parrots were scolding on their perches; children pattered up and down the long, arched corridors; the prolonged cry of an early clothes-pole man echoed, like the note of a winding horn, through the close alleys. Keith sauntered carelessly along.


“In so many hours,” he kept repeating to himself, “I shall be on my way to La Glorieuse. The boat will swing into the home landing; the negroes will swarm across the gangplank, laughing and shouting; Madame Arnault and Félice will come out on the gallery and look, shading their eyes with their hands. Oh, I know quite well that the old madame will greet me coldly at first. Her eyes are like steel when she is angry. But when she knows that I am once more a sane man — And Félice, what if she — But no! Félice is not the kind of woman who loves more than once; and she did love me, God bless her! unworthy as I was.”


A carriage, driven rapidly, passed him; his eyes followed it idly, until it turned far away into a side street. He strayed on to the market, where he seated himself on a high stool in L’Appel du Matin coffee stall. But a vague, teasing remembrance was beginning to stir in his brain. The turbaned woman on the front seat of the carriage that had rolled past him yonder, where had he seen that dark, grave, wrinkled face, with the great hoops of gold against either cheek? Marcelite! He left the stall and retraced his steps, quickening his pace almost to a run as he went. Félice herself, then, might be in the city. He hurried to the street into which the carriage had turned, and glanced down between the rows of white-eaved cottages with green doors and batten shutters. It had stopped several squares away; there seemed to be a number of people gathered about it. “I will at least satisfy myself,” he thought.


As he came up, a bell in a little cross-crowned tower began to ring slowly. The carriage stood in front of a low red brick house, set directly on the street; a silent crowd pressed about the entrance. There was a hush within. He pushed his way along the banquette to the steps. A young nun, in a brown serge robe, kept guard at the door. She wore a wreath of white artificial roses above her long coarse veil. Something in his face appealed to her, and she found a place for him in the little convent chapel.


Madame Arnault, supported by Marcelite, was kneeling in front of the altar, which blazed with candles. She had grown frightfully old and frail. Her face was set, and her eyes were fixed with a rigid stare on the priest who was saying mass. Marcelite’s dark cheeks were streaming with tears. The chapel, which wore a gala air with its lights and flowers, was filled with people. On the left of the altar, a bishop, in gorgeous robes, was sitting, attended by priests and acolytes; on the right, the wooden panel behind an iron grating had been removed, and beyond, in the nun’s choir, the black-robed sisters of the order were gathered. Heavy veils shrouded their faces and fell to their feet. They held in their hands tall wax-candles, whose yellow flames burned steadily in the semi-darkness. Five or six young girls knelt, motionless as statues, in their midst. They also carried tapers, and their rapt faces were turned towards the unseen altar within, of which the outer one is but the visible token. Their eyelids were downcast. Their white veils were thrown back from their calm foreheads, and floated like wings from their shoulders.


He felt no surprise when he saw Félice among them. He seemed to have foreknown always that he should find her thus on the edge of another and mysterious world into which he could not follow her.


Her skin had lost a little of its warm rich tint; the soft rings of hair were drawn away under her veil; her hands were thin, and as waxen as the taper she held. An unearthly beauty glorified her pale face.


“Is it forever too late?” he asked himself in agony, covering his face with his hands. When he looked again the white veil on her head had been replaced by the sombre one of the order. “If I could but speak to her!” he thought; “if she would but once lift her eyes to mine, she would come to me even now!”


Félice! Did the name break from his lips in a hoarse cry that echoed through the hushed chapel, and silenced the voice of the priest? He never knew. But a faint color swept into her cheeks. Her eyelids trembled. In a flash the rose-garden at La Glorieuse was before him; he saw the turquoise sky, and heard the mellow chorus of the field gang; the smell of damask-roses was in the air; her little hand was in his … he saw her coming swiftly towards him across the dusk of the old ballroom; her limpid innocent eyes were smiling into his own … she was standing on the grassy lawn; the shadows of the leaves flickered over her white gown….


At last the quivering eyelids were lifted. She turned her head slowly, and looked steadily at him. He held his breath. A cart rumbled along the cobblestones outside; the puny wail of a child sounded across the stillness; a handful of rose leaves from a vase at the foot of the altar dropped on the hem of Madame Arnault’s dress. It might have been the gaze of an angel in a world where there is no marrying nor giving in marriage, so pure was it, so passionless, so free of anything like earthly desire.


As she turned her face again towards the altar the bell in the tower above ceased tolling; a triumphant chorus leaped into the air, borne aloft by joyous organ tones. The first rays of the morning sun streamed in through the small windows. Then light penetrated into the nuns’ choir, and enveloped like a mantle of gold Sister Mary of the Cross, who in the world had been Félicité Arnault.


~
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My condition, at last, became alarming, and I was afraid of myself. The cause of it — ah, that was  something!  Had  it  been  a  matter  which  an  honorable  man  might  discuss  with  a  friend,  I  could  have  had  the  healing  consolation  of  sympathy;  but  at  the  very  core  of  my  affliction  lay  the  obligation of silence. Let us suppose a case:


Once  there  was  a  very  beautiful  woman,  married  happily,  and  a  mother.  Her  husband  had  a  friend,  a  man  of  the  world.  This  man  discovered  in  his  friend’s  wife  an  accumulation  of  all  womanly  graces;  he  saw  in  her  the  ideal  woman,  in  all  the  world  the  only  one  he  could  have  loved and courted, fought for and died for. Yet she was wholly inaccessible, even in dreams! She  was as good as she was beautiful, as true as she was winsome. Even had she not been so, his  hands were tied by loyalty to his friend. Some of you will laugh at that. Well, if a man’s honor  fails  him  in  one  direction,  I  will  not  trust  it  in  another;  for  a  man  is  a  whole  remainder  after  subtracting all his evil from his good. But “the flesh is weak.” That is the villain’s only plea for  mercy.


The friend could not conceal it from the wife. Could not? I must be careful in my choice of  words. Is there anything in the line of right that a man can not do in such a case? The world is  wide — he  could  have  gone  away — but  she  was  so  beautiful  and  winsome!  Nor,  as  he  had  not  declared himself, could she presume to send him away. He thought he saw in her eyes something  of pity, something of warning, something of everything. The suffering wore him out.


But I must return to the beginning and resume my story. I was much prostrated in mind and  flesh, and the services of a skillful physician were imminently needed. With that idea, I went to  see a famous man, Dr. Brownell, a specialist in matters of the nerves. It may be thought a little  peculiar that I went to consult this particular man, but it must be considered that besides being a  very  skillful  physician,  he  was  my  friend.  There  might  have  been  certain  reasons  why I should  not consult him, but we need not discuss them now. His wife was a beautiful woman, and I knew  her well — but what in the world has this to do with my visit to her husband?


Brownell was a peculiar man. Though he was the best friend I ever had, there was not a very  close intimacy between us, and yet I was nearer to him than was any other of his friends. He was  much  older  than  his  wife.  A  kind  heart,  given  force  and  direction  by  great  wealth,  had  been  exercised  by  him  in  my  behalf  with  so  intelligent  purpose  that  I  was  become  a  man  of  a  little  importance in the community.


The  physician  lived  in  a  fine  old  house  of  great  size.  Not  all  of  it  was  occupied.  He  was  a  tireless  collector  of  curiosities,  and  had  expended  a  fortune  in  that  pursuit.  Few  of  these were  ever shown to his friends, and he never spoke of them, but kept them in out-of-the-way places in  the great establishment. He was a reticent man, and many feared him; but I saw in him nothing  but goodness and a marvelous skill.


So  it  was  upon  Dr.  Brownell  that  I  called  formally  as  a  patient.  His  office  was  on  the  main  floor of the house, and consisted of two rooms — a handsomely fitted reception-room, and back  of it one in which his patients consulted him. Both were very large. Although I had called and  visited very often at his house, I had never been in his office before.


When I entered he was just ready to go out, but he welcomed me with his old-time cordiality.


“Why, I am glad to see you,” he said, taking my hand; “this is the first time you have honored  my  office  with  a  call.  Come  in  and  rest  awhile.  You  surely  haven’t  come  to  see  me  professionally?” He looked closely at me as he asked the question.


“Yes,” I replied; “I fear I am in rather a bad way.”


His face showed much concern.


“You  do  look  a  little  shaken,”  said  he,  removing  one  of  his  gloves.  Then  he  began,  in  a  deliberate  fashion,  to  make  a  scientific  inquiry  into  my  case.  While  he  was  occupied  thus,  a  messenger, all out of breath, arrived to call him to a case of great urgency. Dr. Brownell, seeing  the need to hurry, asked me if I could come as well on the following day. Of course I released  him. He hurried away, saying:


“I  am  very  sorry  to  leave  you,  but  it  can’t  be  helped.  Step  into  the  house  and  see  Mrs.  Brownell. I am sure she will be glad to see you. Go through that door — it is the nearest way. You  will find the hall a little dark, but go straight ahead, and you will be all right.” Then he hurried  away, and in a moment was gone.


I  went  to  the  door,  which  I  understood  him  to  have  pointed out. It was in the consultation- room. I discovered that there were two doors, close together. I selected the left-hand one. I turned  the knob and pulled the door open. The hall beyond appeared to be quite dark, but I remembered  what he had said about that, and I felt safe. I stepped into the hall, and instantly the door, which  was a heavy affair, made of oak, closed upon me, pushing me out of its way into the hall. Then I  discovered  that  I  was  in  absolute  darkness,  although  there  was  a  bright  day  without.  Nevertheless, recalling Brownell’s instruction, I went ahead with much confidence. Suddenly, to  my  infinite  amazement,  the  ground  seemed  to  open,  and  I  plunged  headlong  downward  into  a  suffocating  darkness,  at  every  instant  striking  cruelly  upon  hidden  obstacles  along  the  way.  At  last, after having taken what seemed to be a great flight, I came heavily to a stone floor, where  the darkness was as dense as ever before I fell. Fright was my first sensation and indignation my  next; for was it not likely that Brownell had played some ugly trick upon me? I sat perfectly still  for a little while, doing much wondering. There was nowhere the smallest glimmer of light; the  darkness was ponderable and terrifying. With it was a silence so vast that the ordinary roaring in  my ears became an obtrusive presence.


A little reason at last found exercise in my disordered faculties. I reflected that the abyss into  which I had fallen was an unguarded flight of stairs, into which I had walked in the darkness. A  cautious  hand-survey  verified  the  belief,  for  there  I  lay  at  the  bottom  of  the  stairs.  A  moment  later I remembered that I had noticed two doors, one beside the other. It was very clear that I had  made a mistake by choosing a door leading to the cellar. It then was no serious matter at all, and  I laughed at myself for my terror. All that was necessary was to ascend the flight, open the door,  and emerge by the other. Without any waste of time I went about putting this plan into use; but  when I had clambered up the stairs and found the door, I discovered that I was securely locked  within this dismal place! There was no knob on the inside at all. My first intention was to get  relief by knocking on the door; but there quickly arose two reasons why I should not — no one  was within, and, besides, even if I should summon attention, how could I explain my ridiculous  plight?  My  clothing  had  been  torn  by  my  fall,  and  I  knew  by  the  token  of  a  warm,  sticky  sensation about my face and neck that I had been hurt and was bleeding freely. I was satisfied  there must be some way of escape from the cellar without alarming the household, and, though  my prison was darker than night, I determined to exhaust this resource before trying the other.


Accordingly  I  descended  the  stairs,  and,  by  keeping my hands on one of the walls, began to  creep  forward,  with  a  careful  guard  upon  the  possibility  of  another  flight  of  stairs.  Presently  I  found a turn in the passage, and followed it on. Then I came to a transverse passage, and was in  doubt  which  way  to  turn.  Meanwhile,  the  darkness  did  not  relax  in  the  smallest  way,  and  absolute silence packed my environment. I turned to the right, and in that direction, not far away,  I saw an exceedingly thin line of light, which I surmised issued from the bottom of a door. I went  toward this, and was about to put my hand upon the door, when it occurred to me that caution  sometimes  was  a  valuable  exercise.  Thereupon,  I  knelt  and  examined  the  line  of  light  more  closely; and it was somewhat disheartening to discover that the light, instead of being white, was  yellow. In other words, it was gas-light, and not daylight, that shone beyond the door.


While thus I knelt, I thought I heard a certain scurrying within. It was a sound not very unlike  that which I had heard in the dark passage, and which I had mistaken for automatic aberrations of  my  hearing  sense.  Now,  the  same  sound  gave  me  a  certain  depressing  feeling  of  insecurity,  as  though a malign mystery, suited to this uncanny place, was preparing a grotesque, and perhaps  dangerous, reception for me. Should I abandon this enterprise and seek another door? There was  danger  that  I  might  not  find  this  one  again.  Indeed,  was  there  anything  to  fear?  Surely  my  conscience — I  gently  pushed  open  the  door.  It  did  not  open.  I  found  a  keyhole,  and  peered  through  it.  A  curious  large  hall  seemed  to  be  beyond,  lighted  faintly,  and  I  thought  I  saw  the  shadowy form of a woman float across the field of vision. Just above the keyhole I found a knob,  I  turned  it,  and  instantly  the  door  flew  open,  pulling  me  violently  with  it;  and,  before  the  instinctive movement to seize upon a support and hold it securely permitted me to take my grasp  from the knob, I found myself wholly at the mercy of unresisted gravitation, flying undoubtedly  downward, if reason is to be accepted, but in all other directions as well, if my feelings had been  the ground of judgment. But this time, instead of falling upon a cold, stone floor, I alighted on a  deliciously soft carpet, of the thickest and finest rugs; and, for that matter, the distance which I  had fallen was in reality quite small.


Upon looking about I found myself in the strangest place it was ever my fortune to see; but,  before I describe it, I must say something in explanation of my unaccountable flight through the  air.  The  floor  of  this  hall  was  sunk  a  few  feet  below  the  level  of  the  passage  by  which  I  had  approached, and down from the floor led a flight of stone steps, which the pulling of the door had  made me to clear as I fell. I had thought that some one was concealed behind the door and pulled  it open quickly when I turned the knob; but, upon looking, I saw no one, and I must believe that,  for some reason which I shall not attempt to explore, the conduct of the door was guided by a  powerful spring.


There  was  no  time  for  any  intelligent  kind  of  thinking,  for,  besides  being  in  a  large  hall  of  extraordinary  appearance.  I  found  myself  in  a  company  of  the  most  astonishing  people.  The  walls were covered with curious things from every corner of the world. The roof was perforated  with  openings,  representing  stars,  animals,  angels,  demons,  and  other  things.  These  openings  were  covered  with  colored  glass  of  every  shade,  and  above  all  was  the  light,  which  shone  through the grotesque openings, and filled the room with a soft, yellow radiance.


The light was too faint for a fine definition of features, and so I could not then have said that I  knew any of the persons present. They were all on the opposite side of the room, and every one  of them was looking at me. Some were sitting, others standing, and all were upon an elevated  platform which ran around the room. This platform was raised not more than eight inches above  the floor.


I  scrambled  to  my  feet  and  looked  around  upon  them,  of  course  expecting  that  I  should  be  spoken to. But not a word was said and not a movement was made. The whole circumstance was  so extraordinary, and the silence and immovability of the assembled people so impressive, that a  strange  tingling  feeling,  which  all  who  have  been  frightened  know  the  nature  of,  crept  up  my  face and into my hair, and my heart beat with what seemed to be so strong a torsional force that  it twisted a sharp pain out of its function. I made an essay of speech.


“This,”  I  said  (indignation  arising  with  the  emergence  of  courage),  “may  be  a  very  amusing  pastime for you, but I have it that you are putting a very gross indignity upon me. If Dr. Brownell  is in this distinguished company, I would like him to hear me say that I resent being made the  victim of this boyish prank for the edification of spectators invited to enjoy my discomfiture, and  that I propose, without any loss of time, to give my resentment such form and character as will  cause it to have a disagreeable permanency in his recollection.”


This wide-winged and rather silly threat might as well have been spoken to the red dragons and  green angels in the ceiling, for not a word or movement did it elicit. I found it easy to speak, but  my  voice  sounded  as  though  it  had  come  from  some  one  else  to  me  alone,  and  that  made me  uncertain that I had spoken at all. But a quickening anger was straining its leash within me, and I  made no effort to control it. A sense of outrage, shame, and indignation swept over me; there  were  things  I  would  not  bear.  At  this  moment,  Brownell’s  individuality emerged from the dim  shadows  of  the  company,  and  I  walked  straight  up  to  him.  He  looked  at  me  steadily  as  I  approached, the old, good-natured, half-quizzical expression that I knew so well sitting upon his  face. I had approached him very near, when an indefinable, violent sensation seized upon me and  held me from further advance. Likely it was as much dread as terror; but, whatever it was, there I  stood grown to the floor, staring in dismay at this silent and motionless man with the quizzical  expression. Quite near me was an old man sitting on a chair, his hand resting on a heavy stick. I  seized  the  stick  and  tried  to  wrench  it  from  his  grasp,  intending  to  brain  Brownell  with  it;  but  think what must have been my horror to see the old man’s arm come away from his body with  the stick, the hand still retaining its hold! I threw the stick away with a shudder, and went up  closer  to  Brownell.  I  caught  him  by  the  shoulders,  and  shook  him  with  such  violence  that  his  head  rolled  on  the  floor  at  my  feet.  Then the truth burst through the envelope of my vast and  inconceivable  stupidity — not  all  stupidity,  for  another  affliction  beset  me — these  were  all  wax- figures!  I  had  stumbled  into  one  of  those  queer  nooks  in  Brownell’s  house  where  some  of  his  treasures were stored, and where, in these uncanny ways, he enjoyed himself alone.


The reaction from this discovery was peculiar. At first I laughed, but my laughter became so  loud  and  furious  that  I  saw  it  was  hysteria,  and  then  I  had  trouble  to  check  it.  My  head  was  splitting, and my throat was cracked and burning. Pains of various kinds found employment in  torturing  me,  and  they  were  pains  to  which  I  was  in  nowise  accustomed.  Therefore,  it  was  necessary that I make haste to escape from this almost unearthly place. The silence and apparent  intelligent  immobility  of  the  wax-figures  were  more  than  depressing.  I  began  to  fear,  indeed,  that, after all, they would take on life and present some new form of suffering for my torture.


At the end of the hall was a wide door draped with a portiere. From where I stood, I could see  the white satin of a woman’s skirt just behind the portière on one side. Evidently no light entered  that  room,  except  the  weak,  diffused  light  of  the  demons  and  angels  in  the  room  where  I  was  standing, and, hence, it was much darker beyond the portières; but, after looking around, I saw  that if there was any escape except by the way I had come, it must be through the room in which  stood the woman in satin. Yet I feared to enter that room. The dim light, the woman behind the  portière — it all looked mysterious and dread-lurking. It was evident that the woman stood, as did  the others, on a platform; but was that sufficient upon which to construct a belief that she, too,  was  wax?  And  would  it  not  be  all  the  better  if  she  were  flesh  and  blood?  Assuredly,  for  that meant deliverance.


I  went,  without  further  thinking,  to  the  portière,  and  passed  within  the  room,  having  an  unaccountable care that I did not pass too near the woman in satin. I went into the room and  looked around for a door. None could I find. My gaze fell upon the woman whose skirt I had  seen, and then came upon me the  very  heaviest  blow  of  all  in  that  day  of  miseries;  for  there,  before me, beautiful and radiant, embodiment of all the finest graces of womankind, unspeakably  winsome, and in all possible ways the loveliest woman under the sun, stood the physician’s wife.  If only it had been she, indeed, instead of an artful wax counterfeit! I stood and admired her to  my heart’s content, and then I looked another way and continued my search for the door.


In what way soever I turned, I felt that the soft, blue eyes of this enchanting figure were upon  me.  This  gave  me  a  certain  fear,  the  meaning  of  which,  beyond  a  consciousness  of  extreme  nervous  irritation,  I  was  not  able  to  understand.  My  disorder  began  to  take  on  an  exhilaration  much  like  that  which  comes  from  hashish,  imparting  a  quickening  power  to  my  senses  and  a  keen edge to my imagination. A feeling of happy confidence and lively enthusiasm struck off the  angles  of  the  fear  which  formerly  had  depressed  me,  and  I  became  bold,  valiant,  and  adventurous. What an inspiring effect even the wax-image of a beautiful woman may have on a  man! I again looked at the figure in satin. Could I have been in error? Was it possible that a wax- figure could be caught stealing a quick glance at me and suppressing a delicious smile? Was this  a new Galatea, ready to step from her pedestal and be my devoted slave?


A great hope, so wild that I dared not give it too generous entertainment, leaped up from my  heart. Fool or madman — which was I? Though the whole world might be consumed with love of  her, she would remain steadfast in the way of a wife forever. It was wholly impossible that she  should choose this astounding way of letting me know that the one secret of my life had slipped  away from me and had been welcomed into her own life. I gazed upon her, filled with awe.... Her  head slowly turned, her glorious eyes rested full upon my face, and the sweetest smile that I had  ever  seen  on  her  beautiful  face  saturated  all  my  sensibilities  with  inconceivable  delights.  There  was  a  meaning  in  that  look  and  smile  that  I  had  never  seen  before,  and  the  light  that  shone  through it was a welcome to me!


I  went  closer  to  her,  my  feet  winged  with  joy.  The  smile  beckoned,  the  glance  was  a  reassurance.


“Alice!” I cried.


“I have waited for you long,” she answered; and there can be no music on earth so sweet as  those words.


I caught her in my arms and drew her to my breast, nearly crushing her. I looked up into her  face and she looked down into mine. I drew her from the pedestal. All at once a look of horror  came into her face.


“You are bloody!” she cried.


“It is nothing,” I protested.


The  look  of  horror  became  one  of  terror.  “Oh,”  she  said,  “there  is  blood  on  your  face  and  villainy in your heart! So, this is how you would betray your best friend, and wreck my life. I  will save him and you.” With that I saw something bright and keen glitter a moment in her hand,  and  in  an  instant  a  thing  cold  and  sharp  slipped  between  the  ribs  of  my  breast.  I  choked;  a  blindness assailed me, and I felt myself going all at large to the floor. 


·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·


 Dr. Brownell was sitting beside me in a room of his house, and I was lying in bed, with a feeling  of great weakness. He saw that I was watching him. He arose and stood over me, and his face  showed much relief.


“You are all right now, aren’t you, old fellow?” How kind his voice was!


“Yes.”


I felt no pain in my breast, but feebly I put up my hand. “Is the wound dangerous?” I asked.


“What wound?”


I made no reply.


“The only wound you had was a slight abrasion of the scalp, and that has been cured a week.”


I dared not ask any more questions.


“Alice came in to see you this morning and left these flowers for you. I told her I thought you  would be all right to-day, and she will come to see you as soon as I send her word. By the way,  old man, that was a curious mistake you made in getting among my wax-figures. We found you  unconscious there. In your delirium, you must have developed a strong dislike of the figures of  Alice and me, as you completely demolished them.”


~
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“The well-sworn Lie, franked to the world with all

The circumstance of proof,

 Cringes abashed, and sneaks along the wall

At the first sight of Truth.”




The Gibrontus of the Hot Cross Bun Line was at one time the best ship of that justly celebrated fleet. All steamships have, of course, their turn at the head of the fleet until a better boat is built, but the Gibrontus is even now a reasonably fast and popular boat. An accident happened on board the Gibrontus some years ago which was of small importance to the general public, but of some moment to Richard Keeling — for it killed him. The poor man got only a line or two in the papers when the steamer arrived at New York, and then they spelled his name wrong. It had happened something like this: Keeling was wandering around very late at night, when he should have been in his bunk, and he stepped on a dark place that he thought was solid. As it happened, there was nothing between him and the bottom of the hold but space. They buried Keeling at sea, and the officers knew absolutely nothing about the matter when inquisitive passengers, hearing rumours, questioned them. This state of things very often exists both on sea and land, as far as officials are concerned. Mrs. Keeling, who had been left in England while her husband went to America to make his fortune, and tumbled down a hole instead, felt aggrieved at the company. The company said that Keeling had no business to be nosing around dark places on the deck at that time of night, and doubtless their contention was just. Mrs. Keeling, on the other hand, held that a steamer had no right to have such mantraps open at any time, night or day, without having them properly guarded, and in that she was also probably correct. The company was very sorry, of course, that the thing had occurred; but they refused to pay for Keeling unless compelled to do so by the law of the land, and there matters stood. No one can tell what the law of the land will do when it is put in motion, although many people thought that if Mrs. Keeling had brought a suit against the Hot Cross Bun Company she would have won it. But Mrs. Keeling was a poor woman, and you have to put a penny in the slot when you want the figures of justice to work, so the unfortunate creature signed something which the lawyer of the company had written out, and accepted the few pounds which Keeling had paid for Room 18 on the Gibrontus. It would seem that this ought to have settled the matter, for the lawyer told Mrs. Keeling he thought the company acted very generously in refunding the passage money; but it didn’t settle the matter. Within a year from that time, the company voluntarily paid Mrs. Keeling £2100 for her husband. Now that the occurrence is called to your mind, you will perhaps remember the editorial one of the leading London dailies had on the extraordinary circumstance, in which it was very ably shown that the old saying about corporations having no souls to be condemned or bodies to be kicked did not apply in these days of commercial honour and integrity. It was a very touching editorial, and it caused tears to be shed on the Stock Exchange, the members having had no idea, before reading it, that they were so noble and generous.


How, then, was it that the Hot Cross Bun Company did this commendable act when their lawyer took such pains to clear them of all legal liability? The purser of the Gibrontus, who is now old and superannuated, could probably tell you if he liked.


When the negotiations with Mrs. Keeling had been brought to a satisfactory conclusion by the lawyer of the company, and when that gentleman was rubbing his hands over his easy victory, the good ship Gibrontus was steaming out of the Mersey on her way to New York. The stewards in the grand saloon were busy getting things in order for dinner, when a wan and gaunt passenger spoke to one of them.


“Where have you placed me at table?” he asked.


“What name, sir?” asked the steward.


“Keeling.”


The steward looked along the main tables, up one side and down the other, reading the cards, but nowhere did he find the name he was in search of. Then he looked at the small tables, but also without success.


“How do you spell it, sir?” he asked the patient passenger.


“K-double-e-l-i-n-g.”


“Thank you, sir.”


Then he looked up and down the four rows of names on the passenger list he held in his hand, but finally shook his head.


“I can’t find your name on the passenger list,” he said. “I’ll speak to the purser, sir.”


“I wish you would,” replied the passenger in a listless way, as if he had not much interest in the matter. The passenger, whose name was not on the list, waited until the steward returned. “Would you mind stepping into the purser’s room for a moment, sir? I’ll show you the way, sir.”


When the passenger was shown into the purser’s room that official said to him, in the urbane manner of pursers—


“Might I look at your ticket, sir?”


The passenger pulled a long pocket-book from the inside of his coat, opened it, and handed the purser the document it contained. The purser scrutinized it sharply, and then referred to a list he had on the desk before him.


“This is very strange,” he said at last. “I never knew such a thing to occur before, although, of course, it is always possible. The people on shore have in some unaccountable manner left your name out of my list. I am sorry you have been put to any inconvenience, sir.”


“There has been no inconvenience so far,” said the passenger, “and I trust there will be none. You find the ticket regular, I presume?”


“Quite so — quite so,” replied the purser. Then, to the waiting steward, “Give Mr. Keeling any place he prefers at the table which is not already taken. You have Room 18.”


“That was what I bought at Liverpool.”


“Well, I see you have the room to yourself, and I hope you will find it comfortable. Have you ever crossed with us before, sir? I seem to recollect your face.”


“I have never been in America.”


“Ah! I see so many faces, of course, that I sometimes fancy I know a man when I don’t. Well, I hope you will have a pleasant voyage, sir.”


“Thank you.”


No. 18 was not a popular passenger. People seemed instinctively to shrink from him, although it must be admitted that he made no advances. All went well until the Gibrontus was about half-way over. One forenoon the chief officer entered the captain’s room with a pale face, and, shutting the door after him, said—


“I am very sorry to have to report, sir, that one of the passengers has fallen into the hold.”


“Good heavens!” cried the captain. “Is he hurt?”


“He is killed, sir.”


The captain stared aghast at his subordinate.


“How did it happen? I gave the strictest orders those places were on no account to be left unguarded.”


Although the company had held to Mrs. Keeling that the captain was not to blame, their talk with that gentleman was of an entirely different tone.


“That is the strange part of it, sir. The hatch has not been opened this voyage, sir, and was securely bolted down.”


“Nonsense! Nobody will believe such a story! Someone has been careless! Ask the purser to come here, please.”


When the purser saw the body, he recollected, and came as near fainting as a purser can.


They dropped Keeling overboard in the night, and the whole affair was managed so quietly that nobody suspected anything, and, what is the most incredible thing in this story, the New York papers did not have a word about it. What the Liverpool office said about the matter nobody knows, but it must have stirred up something like a breeze in that strictly business locality. It is likely they pooh-poohed the whole affair, for, strange to say, when the purser tried to corroborate the story with the dead man’s ticket the document was nowhere to be found.


The Gibrontus started out on her next voyage from Liverpool with all her colours flying, but some of her officers had a vague feeling of unrest within them which reminded them of the time they first sailed on the heaving seas. The purser was seated in his room, busy, as pursers always are at the beginning of a voyage, when there was a rap at the door.


“Come in!” shouted the important official, and there entered unto him a stranger, who said — “Are you the purser?”


“Yes, sir. What can I do for you?”


“I have room No. 18.”


“What!” cried the purser, with a gasp, almost jumping from his chair. Then he looked at the robust man before him, and sank back with a sigh of relief. It was not Keeling.


“I have room No. 18,” continued the passenger, “and the arrangement I made with your people in Liverpool was that I was to have the room to myself. I do a great deal of shipping over your—”


“Yes, my dear sir,” said the purser, after having looked rapidly over his list, “you have No. 18 to yourself.”


“So I told the man who is unpacking his luggage there; but he showed me his ticket, and it was issued before mine. I can’t quite understand why your people should—”


“What kind of a looking man is he?”


“A thin, unhealthy, cadaverous man, who doesn’t look as if he would last till the voyage ends. I don’t want him for a room mate, if I have to have one. I think you ought—”


“I will, sir. I will make it all right. I suppose, if it should happen that a mistake has been made, and he has the prior claim to the room, you would not mind taking No. 24 — it is a larger and better room.”


“That will suit me exactly.”


So the purser locked his door and went down to No. 18.


“Well?” he said to its occupant.


“Well,” answered Mr. Keeling, looking up at him with his cold and fishy eyes.


“You’re here again, are you?”


“I’m here again, and I will be here again. And again and again, and again and again.”


“Now, what the—” Then the purser hesitated a moment, and thought perhaps he had better not swear, with that icy, clammy gaze fixed upon him. “What object have you in all this?”


“Object? The very simple one of making your company live up to its contract. From Liverpool to New York, my ticket reads. I paid for being landed in the United States, not for being dumped overboard in mid-ocean. Do you think you can take me over? You have had two tries at it and have not succeeded. Yours is a big and powerful company too.”


“If you know we can’t do it, then why do you — ?” The purser hesitated.


“Pester you with my presence?” suggested Mr. Keeling. “Because I want you to do justice. Two thousand pounds is the price, and I will raise it one hundred pounds every trip.” This time the New York papers got hold of the incident, but not of its peculiar features. They spoke of the extraordinary carelessness of the officers in allowing practically the same accident to occur twice on the same boat. When the Gibrontus reached Liverpool all the officers, from the captain down, sent in their resignations. Most of the sailors did not take the trouble to resign, but cut for it. The managing director was annoyed at the newspaper comments, but laughed at the rest of the story. He was invited to come over and interview Keeling for his own satisfaction, most of the officers promising to remain on the ship if he did so. He took Room 18 himself. What happened I do not know, for the purser refused to sail again on the Gibrontus, and was given another ship.


But this much is certain. When the managing director got back, the company generously paid Mrs. Keeling £2100.



~
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They were old, crippled, horrible. The woman hobbled about on two crutches; one of the men, blind, walked with his eyes shut, his hands outstretched, his fingers spread open; the other, a deaf-mute, followed with his head lowered, rarely raising the sad, restless eyes that were the only sign of life in his impassive face.


It was said that they were two brothers and a sister, and that they were united by a savage affection. One was never seen without the others; at the church doors they shrank back into the shadows, keeping away from those professional beggars who stand boldly in the full light so that passers-by may be ashamed to ignore their importunacy. They did not ask for anything. Their appearance alone was a prayer for help. As they moved silently through the narrow, gloomy streets, a mysterious trio, they seemed to personify Age, Night, and Silence.


One evening, in their hovel near the gates of the city, the woman died peacefully in their arms, without a cry, with just one long look of distress which the deaf-mute saw, and one violent shudder which the blind man felt because her hand clasped his wrist. Without a sound she passed into eternal silence.


Next day, for the first time, the two men were seen without her. They dragged about all day without even stopping at the baker’s shop where they usually received doles of bread. Toward dusk, when lights began to twinkle at the dark crossroads, when the reflection of lamps gave the houses the appearance of a smile, they bought with the few half-pence they had received two poor little candles, and they returned to the desolate hovel where the old sister lay on her pallet with no one to watch or pray for her.


They kissed the dead woman. The man came to put her in her coffin. The deal boards were fastened down and the coffin was placed on two wooden trestles; then, once more alone, the two brothers laid a sprig of boxwood on a plate, lighted their candles, and sat down for the last all-too-short vigil.


Outside, the cold wind played round the joints of the ill-fitting door. Inside, the small trembling flames barely broke the darkness with their yellow light…. Not a sound…


For a long time they remained like this, praying, remembering, meditating…


Tired out with weeping, at last they fell asleep…


When they woke it was still night. The lights of the candles still glimmered, but they were lower. The cold that is the precursor of dawn made them shiver. But there was something else–what was it? They leaned forward, the one trying to see, the other to hear. For some time they remained motionless; then, there being no repetition of what bad roused them, they lay down again and began to pray.


Suddenly, for the second time, they sat up. Had either of them been alone, he would have thought himself the play-thing of some fugitive hallucination. When one sees without hearing, or hears without seeing, illusion is easily created. But something abnormal was taking place; there could be no doubt about it since both were affected, since it appealed both to eyes and ears at the same time; they were fully conscious of this, but were unable to understand.


Between them they had the power of complete comprehension. Singly, each had but a partial, agonizing conception.


The deaf-mute got up and walked about. Forgetting his brother’s infirmity, the blind man asked in a voice choked with fear, “What is it? What’s the matter? Why have you got up?”


He heard him moving, coming and going, stopping, starting off again, and again stopping; and having nothing but these sounds to guide his reason, his terror increased till his teeth began to chatter. He was on the point of speaking again, but remembered, and relapsed into a muttering, “What can he see? What is it?”


The deaf-mute took a few more steps, rubbed his eyes, and presumably, reassured, went back to his mattress and fell asleep.


The blind man heaved a sigh of relief, and silence fell once more, broken only by the prayers he mumbled in a monotonous undertone, his soul benumbed by grief as he waited till sleep should come and pour light into his darkness.


He was almost sleeping when the murmurs which had before made him tremble, wrenched him from an uneasy doze.


It sounded like a soft scratching mingled with light blows on a plank. curious rubbings, and stifled moans.


He leaped up. The deaf-mute had not moved. Feeling that the fear that culminates in panic was threatening him, he strove to reason with himself.


“Why should this noise terrify me? …The night is always full of sounds … My brother is moving uneasily in his sleep … yes, that’s it … Just now I heard him walking up and down, and there was the same noise … It must have been the wind … But I know the sound of the wind, and it has never been like that … it was a noise I had never heard …What could it have been? No … it could not be…”


He bit his fists. An awful suspicion had come to him.


“Suppose … no, it’s not possible … Suppose it was … there it is again! … Again … louder and louder … some one is scratching, scratching, knocking … My God! A voice … her voice! She is calling! She is crying! Help, help!”


He threw himself out of bed and roared, “François! … quick! Help! … Look!…”


He was half mad with fear. He tore wildly at his hair shouting “Look!… You’ve got eyes, you, you can see!…”


The moans became louder, the raps firmer. Feeling his way, stumbling against the walls, knocking against the packing-cases which served as furniture, tripping in the hole in the floor, he staggered about trying to find his sleeping brother.


He fell and got up again, bruised, covered with blood, sobbing, “I have no eyes! I have no eyes!”


He had upset the plate on which lay the sprig of box, and the sound of the earthenware breaking on the floor gave the finishing touch to his panic.


“Help! What have I done? Help!”


The noises grew louder and more terrifying, and as an agonizing cry sounded, his last doubts left him. Behind his empty eyes, he imagined he saw the horrible thing…


He saw the old sister beating against the tightly-closed lid of her coffin. He saw her super-human terror, her agony, a thousand times worse than that of any other death…She was there, alive, yes alive, a few steps away from him…but where? She heard his steps, his voice, and he, blind, could do nothing to help her.


Where was his brother? Flinging his arms from right to left, he knocked over the candles: the wax flowed over his fingers, hot, like blood. The noise grew louder, more despairing; the voice was speaking, saying words that died away in smothered groans…


“Courage!” he shrieked. “I’m here! I’m coming!”


He was now crawling along on his knees, and a sudden turn flung him against a bed; he thrust out his arms, felt a body, seized it by the shoulders, and shook it with all the strength that remained in him.


Violently awakened, the deaf-mute sprang up uttering horrible cries and trying to see, but now that the candles were out, he, too, was plunged into night, the impenetrable darkness that held more terror for him than for the blind man. Stupefied with sleep, he groped about wildly with his hands, which closed in a vise-like grip on his brother’s throat, stifling cries of, “Look! Look!”


They rolled together on the floor, upsetting all that came in their way, knotted together, ferociously tearing each other with tooth and nail. In a very short time their hoarse breathing had died away. The voice, so distant and yet so near, was cut short by a spasm … there was a cracking noise … the imprisoned body was raising itself in one last supreme effort for freedom … a grinding noise … sobs … again the grinding noise … silence … 


Outside, the trees shuddered as they bowed in the gale; the rain beat against the walls. The late winter’s dawn was still crouching on the edge of the horizon. Inside the walls of the hovel, not a sound, not a breath.


~
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In London there must have been another man with a nose resembling that of the Reverend Peter Francillon; but no one in Billington-Bungay knew anything about him. They were amply satisfied with their vicar’s nose, and so was he, for it resembled and exaggerated the most remarkable feature of the Iron Duke’s very remarkable countenance. It was sharp, aquiline, pronounced, and very painful when punched, as all such noses are. This was so obviously the case that he was excused from fighting at Rugby. The fifth and sixth form boys decided in conclave that such a nose was too great a handicap. It was, in fact, as bad as two noses. They called him Naso, and told him to be civil to others, lest worse should befall his saving feature. He accepted the epithet peaceably, and the possession of this vulnerable point possibly influenced him in the choice of a profession: it being understood that the” clergy generally may quarrel, but do not fight. 


He enjoyed peace, and it became a habit, even though a certain spirit of adventure lingered in him, as it does, we are told, in the soul of the meanest Englishman. He married the quietest daughter of a quiet squire; played quiet whist, even when bridge became popular, and enjoyed a game of golf every Monday and Friday. In spite of the delicacy of his nose he drove a fairly long ball, and, when he timed his stroke properly, hit a real screamer with much satisfaction. He showed courage on the greens, and to do that is a great test of man, for he never trembled at a two-foot put. This indicates that he might have faced tigers if occasion had presented itself. There were none in the neighbourhood, however, and the greatest spectacle there was the vicar’s nose.


Once every year Peter Francillon, Mrs. Francillon, and his two little girls spent three weeks at Felixstowe. On their return, or shortly afterwards, he used to say to his wife—


“I shall take my usual week in town, dear. It keeps me in touch with things, and I really think it necessary.”


“You will take care of yourself, dear?” said his wife anxiously.


“Of course, of course,” said Peter. He rubbed his nose.


“I am always nervous when you are away; though I know it is foolish,” said Mrs. Francillon.


He explained to her, as he did every year, that there was no danger in London provided a man did not go to sleep as he crossed the road. His club was preposterously quiet, and a stroll through the South Kensington and British Museums did not seem risky.


“Positively the most dangerous thing I do is to walk down Wardour Street,” said Peter. “I might be tempted to buy a modern antique at modern prices.”


Perhaps he was a little disingenuous in making Wardour Street stand, by a figure of speech, for the whole of Soho. But a married man is justified in practising a certain economy of truth at times. His love of Soho (he owned to himself that he loved it) might have disturbed his consort’s mind. Wardour Street was all very well, but Greek Street, for instance, might have suggested certain vague dangers to her, unless she had believed that the whole thoroughfare was devoted to Greek literature. This is not the case, and Peter knew it just as well as he knew his Greek Testament, which he carried up to London with him in case he felt dull at any time.


Not disdaining comfort, and being more than moderately well off, he put up in Half-moon Street, in very comfortable rooms kept by the former butler of his father, which were near his quiet club.


In town he modified the severity of his clerical attire by the substitution of a short black jacket for a coat with ecclesiastic skirts, and he wore a slouch hat which was not positively indicative of the Church. If he retained his white tie it was of modest dimensions and most frequently hidden, as the weather was chilly, by a muffler of silk. In this costume he went round to his club, greeted the elderly waiters with correct geniality, shook hands warmly with three men who remembered his nose and felt almost intimate with him on that account, though they had to ask the porter his name, and dined all by himself in a room measuring forty feet by sixty, with a ceiling almost the height of the church in which he officiated.


After dinner, which included a large glass of port, he smoked a carefully chosen cigarette in the smoking-room. This year he took a Turkish cigarette, for he imagined that his last year’s choice of an American had disagreed with him. On saying so to the waiter, that very correct person admitted that American cigarettes were a mistake, and this made Peter Francillon feel that he knew something about tobacco. By the time that he had smoked half his annual cigarette he found himself alone. It was then nearly nine o’clock, and when he walked to the window and looked out across Piccadilly and St. ]ames’s Park the evening seemed fine, and the electric lights sparkled invitingly. London said, as plainly as if it spoke the words, “Come out and take a walk.” After a moment’s hesitation between town and the Times, which he had not seen that day, he walked into the hall, put on his coat and hat, and went into Piccadilly with his best umbrella, which was reserved for London. He felt very happy and comfortable; the cigarette agreed with him, and the large glass of port had given him a pleasant sensation of well-being.


“I will go into Soho,” said Peter Francillon.


He had not yet been much abroad, but someday promised himself and Mrs. Francillon a grand tour through Europe. In the meantime Soho was a microcosm of it — it pleased him, arrided him, as he might have said, to hear the various tongues of the Latin races as he walked. Even German did not disturb him — it suggested Heidelberg, the Rhine, the Lorelei, and the easier works of Schiller, with whom he had a bowing acquaintance.


In Wardour Street he inspected some shops in which furniture of an uncertain origin was exposed for sale to Americans, examined some strange pipes in a manufacturer’s window, and presently found himself by St. Anne’s Church, in which he had once listened to Bach’s Mass in Minor. Having some musical memory, he recalled a bar or two, and from it diverged into more popular Handel. He hummed Harapha: “So mean a triumph I disdain,” which somehow made him feel as if he could drive two hundred yards against the wind, on any golf links.


“I’m really enjoying myself,” he said. He heard French spoken as he walked, and also Italian, and something he believed to be Spanish. On very insufficient evidence he decided that some other men spoke Magyar. He found himself in a street, which is always busy and a kind of West End Petticoat Lane. After walking down it boldly, he turned into a quieter way, and presently lost himself in a network of alleys. This did not disturb him in the least. He was a man of courage, in spite of his nose. It is true that the smells of Soho displeased that delicate organ, but he found some pleasure in using it. It distinguished swiftly between odours, and warned him fifty feet away of fried fish. He came out of a narrow lane into a very quiet street, and, not knowing which way to go, turned instinctively towards a mouldy scent of oranges rather than towards the acrid smell of pickles. On such small details may adventure, fortune or disaster, hang. Peter Francillon’s nose led him as Destiny may, and, like other people, he followed it.


He did not remember having been in this particular street, and could not read its name. It was narrow, and the houses were high. There was, to say the truth, a peculiar sombreness about it, such as Meryon might have etched, getting its character no one knows how, biting it in, perhaps, in the acid of his perceptive grim mind. It looked as if few people lived there. He saw a girl cross it rapidly at the next turning, A van with a horse in it stood close to the curb on his right as he walked westward. The horse reached its head almost to the roadway, as if it wished to lip some banana skin. But when Peter Francillon passed it the animal seemed merely bored. Something, he knew not what, told him there was a man inside the van who might naturally be as much bored as the horse, in spite of the fact that Soho was such an interesting place. And then, very suddenly and without so much warning as a preliminary spit, it began to rain very heavily.


“Dear me, how annoying,” said Peter Francillon. Other men might have drawn more largely on the comminatory resources of his mother tongue. Peter never did, even when he lost his ball in sand. Yet there was one rule in golf which tried him severely. It was the one which forbids a player in competitions to take shelter from the rain. It pleased him to think that he was not now playing against Bogey, and was therefore not compelled to expose his best umbrella to the downpour. He stepped sideways into the shelter of a door. As he did so he thought he saw the whitish blur of a man’s face, or perhaps of two men’s faces, in the van.


The doorway in which he stood was that of a dwelling-house, perhaps the only one in the street. There was, at any rate, no light in any of the houses opposite. They probably manufactured things there for foreigners. But by the glimmer in an opposing window he saw there was a light in a room over his head. He leant against the wall and watched the rain. Now he saw no one in the van. But he heard the horse rattle its bit or some harness. And his umbrella slipped out of his hand. Instead of its falling into the street, which he feared, it fell backwards and gave a hard single knock upon the door. Again he saw a whitish blur in the shadow of the van. A figure, obscure in the darkness and rain, slipped from it and walked up the street on the opposite side. But there was still a white blur in the shadow. He heard steps inside the house.


“I must explain and apologize,” said Peter. “I trust they speak English.”


Then the door opened suddenly. He turned, saw a face in the six-inch opening, but before he could open his mouth, he heard a woman’s voice. It was hurried, lamenting, terrified, and it made Peter’s blood run cold even before he gathered the meaning of the words hissed at him in a strange accent—


“Go, go, for God’s sake! He knows everything,” said the voice. Then the door was shut, and he heard a bolt clang. He stepped upon the pavement, and then a Cockney spoke curiously, and used strange words in an accent of London — much altered, it might be, by long life abroad or among foreigners.


“Pipe his boko! That’s his nibs!” said the Cockney. Peter seemed to know that this man also spoke Italian. And, by a piece of knowledge not strange in a man whose nose had been almost as much of a trial to him as if he had been Cyrano de Bergerac, he was aware that ‘boko’ meant ‘nose.’ This man marked it, jeered at it, as so many had done, and before Peter could so much as resent it in his mind, he heard an Italian say ‘maladetto porco,’ and something struck him heavily upon the back of his head and neck. Even as he thought that “that’s his nibs” probably meant “it’s he,” he lay insensible upon the pavement.


How long it was ere he became conscious he could not tell. But he was aware of peculiar discomfort long before he reached the stage of consciousness which uses words. He dreamed as a man does who wakes from an anaesthetic and is dimly aware of a burden of pain. It appeared to him that he moved rapidly through space, but where, or how, or why, he did not know, and at last he groaned, as if he had a nightmare. He felt that this was the explanation, and struggled to awake, being sure that he was at home and that his wife would push him. Presently she did so, but her push was more like a punch, and he resented her unwifely violence. He heard her say in a hoarse voice—


“Lie quiet, you swab, or I’ll kick the stuffing out of you.” And still he was rattled through space violently. He wondered how it was that she used such language to him when his head ached so violently. He struggled hard to get hold of words, and some drifted through his mind. It was as though he heard them spoken. The word “watch” was one of them, and another “posh,” and also “a thick ’un,” and then he caught a sentence, or at least part of one. It was this: “Nosey won’t want ’em again, Carlo.” He wondered who would not want what. Then it suddenly flashed upon him that he was Nosey, and consciousness returned. He spoke feebly.


“Where am I?”


“’Ere you are!” said a cockney voice he seemed to know.


“What has happened?”


“’Is nibs ’as woke up, Carlo,” said the Cockney. “Shut up, Nosey. You’ll soon diskiver wot ’as ’appened.”


The unfortunate parson shook his head, for things were wonderfully obscure. Then he saw again the silent street in Soho, grim as a Meryon etching of a sombre part of Paris, and remembered the rain, the doorway, the falling umbrella, the knock, and the strange answer. What did it mean? He lay quiet and considered it.


“She said ‘Go, go, for God’s sake! He knows everything.’ Who knows? and who was she? Where am I? Why, I’m — I’m in the van!”


Again he saw the dark van in the street, the sleepy horse, the blur of white faces.


“Did an accident happen?” he asked suddenly.


“Accident be blowed,” said the Cockney. “It was a dead plant and you’re Pinsuti’s meat now. You’ll never see Giulietta again, my son.”


“I don’t understand,” said Peter Francillon; “why, I’m being driven somewhere! Good God, I’m handcuffed!”


“That’s what,” said the Cockney. “’E’s findin’ out wot’s ’appened bit by bit, Carlo!”


“Maladetto serpente,” said the Italian, who was driving.


“That’s Pinsuti’s brother wot’s driving,” said the Cockney; “and may be you don’t know that Giulietta is like to die after the way Pinsuti served ’er.”


“Stop,” said Peter, “there’s some mistake. I’m a clergyman.”


“So much the worse for you. The old ’un ’ates priests,” returned the Cockney. “Don’t be scared: there’s no mistake made. We savvied you by your nose!”


“My nose!” said Peter.


“Your conk’s a dead give away,” said the Cockney. “Did you ever see another bloke with a jib like it?”


Naturally enough, Peter knew that ‘conk’ and ‘jib’ referred to his nose. In fact, there was no word in the vocabulary of school-boys’ slang referring to noses of which he was ignorant.


“No, I never did,” he said.


“No more did I. Nor no other cove ever did. And I spotted it myself the day afore yesterday when you went to Giulietta’s last. I wonder what she seed in a bloke like you. If I ’ad a conk like yours I’d cut it off.”


“I don’t in the least understand,” said Peter. “I’m a clergyman and a married man.”


“The more shame for you. So’m I,” said the Cockney. He lighted a pipe and, holding the match close to Peter’s face, apparently inspected his nose. He blew the match out, and added—


“Your wife’s a widow, cocky!”


“It’s a mistake, a wretched, miserable mistake,” said Peter Francillon. He began to see that the matter was serious. “You wouldn’t murder me?”


“Wot! Me! Not much! You can settle it with Pinsuti,” said the Cockney. “I’m not saying I wouldn’t ha’ settled you if you’d come after my missis, but you didn’t, and she’d ’ave belted you on the boko if you ’ad.”


“I came up to London this morning,” said Peter.


“Liar,” said the Cockney. “I seed you myself the night afore last.”


“I was at home, in Billington-Bungay,” said Peter hopelessly. “I assure you I was.”


“If you lie again I’ll spoil you afore Pinsuti gets ’is ’ands on you,” said the Cockney. “So shut up.”


The van went rapidly, for the Italian was a wicked driver, as they mostly are. But Peter Francillon had not the least idea as to where he was being driven. Nor could he think of any plan by which to escape. By now he knew that his legs were tied. Yet he wondered what would happen if he called out or screamed. He was in a lighted street and heard other traffic: other human voices. Perhaps he showed signs of doing something or his keeper had intuitions, for the Cockney produced a short iron bar.


“If you opens your mouth to squeal I’ll flatten you with this,” he said quietly.


“Take my watch and money, and let me go,” said Peter.


“Carlo’s got your watch and I’ve your money,” returned the Cockney. He spoke. to Carlo in Italian, and Carlo laughed.


“I was in Naples three years,” said the Cockney confidentially; “that’s ’ow I learnt to parlare Italiano. I speaks it like a bloomin’ native. Do you speak it, cocky?”


“No,” said Peter. “I’ll give you a hundred pounds to let me go.”


“You ain’t got it on you. I knows that,” said the other.


“I’ll give it you tomorrow,” said Peter.


“Tomorrow, why you won’t be ’ere tomorrow!” said the Cockney brutally, and Peter Francillon shivered.


“Do you mean — really mean — that I shall be dead?” he asked.


“I knows nothin’. Pinsuti wanted you and ’e gets you, and when ’e’s got you I’m through with it,” said his captor.


“But I’m innocent, innocent!”


“Tell that to Pinsuti,” said the Cockney.


Peter Francillon had never had an adventure in his life. So far as he could remember he had never run a risk beyond that of visiting the sick when an epidemic of scarlet fever struck Billington-Bungay. But it was his profession to administer consolation to the dying, and he wondered now, with a dazed mind, why it was that he did not think of religion. In no sense did he reject the consolations he had offered to others: but they seemed something that did not touch his own peculiar and monstrous case. So strange an accident robbed him of the sense of full life. The thing was a dream, a curious and very horrible nightmare. He spoke.


“Edith!” he called out. Edith was his wife.


“Who’s Edith?” said the Cockney.


“She’s my wife,” said Peter.


“Dry up,” said the Cockney, “or else I’ll knock you stiff.”


“Tell me where I am?” asked Peter. But the Cockney smoked his pipe. Presently he again said something in Italian to Carlo. And Carlo laughed.


“I wish I’d learnt Italian,” said Peter to himself. “I will begin tomorrow. Why can’t I wake, wake?”


But he knew, too, that he was not sleeping. He wondered what had become of his umbrella. It was almost new, or certainly as good as new.


“I’m thinking of my umbrella,” he said. But he knew he was in a van, being driven — where?


“Somewhere — to a man called Pinsuti,” said Peter. “It’s absurd, it’s monstrous! I wish I had screamed just now.”


For they were in quieter ways, roads that were less well lighted, roads that led to — Death!


“Has this man Pinsuti ever seen the man you think I am?” he asked presently.


“Not as I knows of. No, ’e ’asn’t,” said the Cockney.


“Then when he sees me he’ll see I’m different,” said Peter. He was confused, but the Cockney was acuter.


“If ’e’s never seed you, ’ow will he know you ain’t ’im?”


“But I’m a clergyman, a country clergyman!”


“It’s the nose does it,” said the Cockney. “We reco’nized you by it. Giulietta’s girl said as much. Besides, didn’t I pipe you the day before yesterday?”


“Pipe me?”


“Seed you, spotted you, know’d you,” said the Cockney. “There ain’t two beaks like yours in London. You savvy that good and plenty.”


While at school his nose had been a trial, a humiliation and a curse to him. Even at the University it had been a source of disquiet and vexation and the cause of epigram. But when Edith married him and he was made Vicar of Billington-Bungay, he grew proud of it, especially when he discovered, on laborious inquiry, that he was a very distant cousin of the Iron Duke’s. Its outline, its delicacy, its resemblance to a curve in Conics, and its being, as it were, unique and utterly unparalleled by the noses of the neighbourhood, gave him peculiar pride in it. Now it appeared that a similar nose belonged to a haunter of the purlieus of Soho who knew a Giulietta Pinsuti only too well. He wondered where the other man was, and what he was doing. Perhaps he had knocked at the same door that very night after Peter had done so. And what was Giulietta like?


“We’re nearly there,” said the Cockney.


“Won’t you let me go?” said Peter desperately. “Believe me, pray, pray, believe me, you’re wrong, quite wrong. Let me go.”


“Carlo won’t, and they’d knife me if I did,” said the Cockney. “And I wouldn’t anyway. You got Giulietta into trouble, poor thing, and I don’t blame Pinsuti a cent. You’d better say your prayers.”


Peter Francillon could say no prayers. All he could do was to think of his wife and his little girls. Now they were all asleep in their peaceful village under the shelter of his pretty church, and knew nothing of what was happening. When would they know? Would they ever know? They would never know, perhaps.


“I wish I’d not had this nose,” he said lamentably.


“It was the deadest give away,” remarked the Cockney.


“I’m a clergyman; it’s all impossible, ridiculous. Man, man, you’re wrong, wrong!”


As he spoke he heard a steamer’s whistle. They were, then, near the river.


“They’ll put me in it,” said Peter. He sweated ice already; the cold water ran on him. The place they were in was very quiet. Then suddenly the van turned abruptly, went down a slope and stopped.


“We’re there!” said the Cockney.


“Where, where?” asked Peter wildly.


The Cockney answered sullenly — “Where you gave a bid to be, Nosey. At Tommaso Pinsuti’s place. You’d better by ’arf ’ave left pore Giulietta alone.”


And Peter said nothing. There was nothing to say to such a man. But surely, surely, this Pinsuti, Tommaso Pinsuti, who had some far off horrible place down by the river, would see at once how absurd, how incredible, how infinitely ridiculous the accusation was!


He heard another voice, not that of the silent Carlo, but of another man who also spoke Italian. Peter guessed at the meaning of the unknown words in an agony of sweat. The voice was harsh, almost grating, and yet vibrant.


“He says, ‘Have you got him?’ and Carlo says, ‘Yes,’ and this awful Cockney says so, too! I hear ‘Naso,’ ‘naso.’ That’s my nose! Was that ‘bring him in’? Good God, I wish I could pray. I’ve never done any harm! It’s awful, awful!”


The van opened at the rear, and the Cockney caught him by the ankles and dragged him out till he was sitting on the tail-board. Then he cut adrift the lashings on Peter’s ankles. They had not been drawn so tightly that he could not now walk. Carlo was with the Cockney, but when Peter stood upon his feet he could see no one else.


“Where’s this Mr. Pinsuti?” he asked. “I want to see him.”


He was urgent to see him, urgent to finish, to be free, but they answered him nothing, nothing at all. They took him in through the open door. Inside it a light twinkled, a little oil lamp that smelt and smoked. A cold blast of air chilled him as he entered. And then he saw that he was in an ice store, a place where ice which came from far away was kept till it was needed in London. He saw the great square blocks glistening, though some were covered by sacking, some half smothered in sawdust. The floor ran water: drops fell: he heard them fall slowly. And there was another door, and another light shone inside it. But still he saw no one but his captors.


“Where’s Mr. Pinsuti?” said Peter. “Where’s Mr. Pinsuti?”


He did not know his own voice, but it did not tremble. It was cold and clear, as they dragged him to the inner door, and thrust him in, shutting it behind him. He stood staggering, but still he stood. And he saw the man he had been brought to see, a big Italian with a black beard, who stood with a lamp in his hand. The light fell upon his face, and Peter Francillon recognized, not the man, but rather Destiny, with whom there is no reasoning, and from whom there is no appeal. This man, deluded and cheated by appearance into murder, would not flinch at murder. Though he flamed with the fire of hate, even before he spoke, the great glittering cubes of ice behind him would not be colder to any pleas of mercy, and Peter Francillon knew it.


But Peter saw his wife and his children, and he also saw life as he had never seen it in the security of his seclusion. Now life was a sweet fruit upon a windy bough: it was a great glow that passed swiftly: it was a gift, precious and many coloured, hanging by a hair above a gulf unsounded by the fears of man. He saw it like a pageant, dear, most wistfully dear, divine and sweet, and hungered for its due continuance, its delicate or ruder joys: its songs, its splendid vigour, its hours of genial companionship, its high thoughts, its warm intimacy with his sound body that might endure like a rooted tree. And here in front of him stood one to shatter this triumph that man’s life was, for all its failures and its sins. So some rude hand might break the divine glory of stained glass in an ancient church. Peter stood upon the verge of nothingness, and resented it wildly; resented its empty lack of form, its cold disorder. He wished to live, to endure; he ached for lastingness, for perpetuation. And here and now the sweetness of the bland and suave little soul within him was as nothing, and he marvelled. He wished to go nowhither into the empty universe, for it was chiller than glittering ice when he looked where it loomed even then before him.


“I wish to live,” he told himself. “I will live!”


“You hound,” said the Italian.


Their eyes had met like swords, in swift engagement, but Peter’s never fell. He was manacled, the other free. Peter had but his mind, he thought, if he could save himself therewith. His blue eyes took on an air of calm, of innocence, of surprise.


“This is a mistake, a very dreadful mistake,” said Peter. “You do not know me, surely you do not?”


“I never saw you, but these months past I knew you existed, you dog,” said Pinsuti. “I felt you everywhere — at home. Now I know you, see you, and can touch you!”


He stepped close to Peter and tapped him with his fingers.


“Listen,” said Peter. “I tell you this is a mistake. I am a clergyman from a little village in Norfolk. I come to London for a week once a year. I came to town yesterday afternoon, and had not been there for a whole year.”


“You lie,” said Pinsuti. He went to the door, opened it and called: “Carlo!”


And Carlo came in.


Tommaso spoke rapidly in Italian.


“I do not understand your language,” said Peter.


“I will speak in English,” said Tommaso. “Say, then, Carlo, did this man with the nose knock at my door tonight?”


“He knocked, Tommaso,” said Carlo.


“Had you seen him before?”


“Three times I saw him, and he knocked the same way,” said Carlo.


“You cannot be mistaken, Carlo?”


“I cannot. Look at his nose.”


“That will do,” said Tommaso. “Send in Bob.”


And Bob entered, still with his sullen air.


“Have I been your friend, Bob, here and in Napoli? Would you deceive me into killing the innocent?”


“You’re all right,” said Bob. “That’s the man, and that’s ’is nose. Is there another beak like it? And I saw the bloke go to your door and knock. Someone came and spoke. ’Twas Giacinta. She opened the door, and spoke, and shut it.”


“That will do,” said Tommaso. He followed Bob to the door, and shut and locked it after him.


“You liar,” said Tommaso.


“I do not lie. I speak the exact truth. Keep me here, send a man to Billington-Bungay, and ask if I have been in London till today for a year,” said Peter. “I’ve a wife and children there—”


“I had a wife,” said Tommaso fiercely. “Maybe she’s dead now. I stabbed her. Shall I, then, spare you?”


“Spare me? Good God!” said Peter, “don’t you know you’re sparing the other man? Do I look like a man to hunt round Soho for your wife or another’s? I could not do such a thing.”


But Tommaso laughed.


“Giacinta, when I got her by the throat, told me about you, about your nose, and how and when you came to see my wife. It’s useless for you to speak, you dog. This is your last night. D’ye know what’s outside?”


Peter heard the lap of running tides. Again a steamer’s whistle blew.


“The river?”


“Aye, the river, the river! You’ll sleep there tonight. Is it true you are a priest, you hound?”


“That’s true,” said Peter thickly. “It’s quite true. I’m a clergyman in a little Norfolk village. I’ve a wife and two little girls. I came up today—”


“To go to Soho? You’ll say you were not in Soho next, nor in my street, that you did not even knock!”


Peter had been glad his new umbrella had not fallen upon the wet pavement. He remembered that he had turned to the left rather than to the right on account of the smell of oranges. The acrid smell of pickles was in his nostrils now.


“Oh, God,” he said. An immense weariness oppressed him, choked him, drowned him. He was a point of fatigue, of strain, in the universe. The light of the lamp danced; he saw the glittering ice blocks move. Water dripped slowly like blood. Tommaso swelled before him, became gigantic. But his eyes were steady points of fire. Peter tried to pray, and found he had no words. He appealed dumbly to Some One, to Some Thing, to the sky, the river, the ice, to the old wild gods of man. He was afraid. And yet — he was not. A species of fury came upon him that he did not understand, that astounded his quiet soul. Had his hands been free he would have sprung upon Pinsuti, have caught his throat with his hands, his very teeth. He saw his wife come across the little lawn, and heard his children singing. He heard himself speak in a high key, and heard strange incredible words, words of provocation, rage.


“Damn you, kill me then,” said Peter. It seemed to him that he was mad, and that a little calm, bland soul inside him watched and wondered. Perhaps it directed him. Who could tell? But he was mad: the outside Peter, the body Peter. So strange the world was that now it seemed to him that perhaps he did know poor wounded Giulietta; perhaps he did love her. With a shriek he taunted Tommaso.


“Kill me, then. Your wife hates you!” he cried. And Tommaso screamed mad, foul Italian at him, and Peter saw in the light of the lamp, which his gaoler had set down on a block of ice, the glitter of a knife. He saw Tommaso run upon him, and it seemed so long ere he got near. But Peter cried out, “Edith, Edith!” and lifted up his fettered hands and struck blindly at the knife, so that Tommaso’s blow failed. And again he struck, and Peter felt the man’s leg against him, and struck back blindly. Something touched his hand, and then he felt that the knife was loose in the air, even as his clenched hand struck it. And Tommaso struggled backwards, and Peter saw him with his hand to his breast. His mouth was open as he clutched at his heart, where the haft of the knife showed, and a terrible scream came out of his opened mouth, slowly, very slowly, so slowly that it seemed like the dripping of blood. And then he fell upon his knees and rolled over, and Peter saw him quivering, stretched out in puddles and sawdust from the melting ice blocks.


“I’ve — I’ve killed him,” said Peter. Now his soul was very quiet, and he saw clearly and keenly and made no noise, uttered no loud word. For the other men were outside, listening and trembling, or perhaps laughing at the scream the man with the nose gave when he died. He moved swiftly to the dead man, even as some Norse ancestor might have done, and without a tremor wrenched the knife from his deep breast. Even as he did so he saw the barrel of a revolver protruding from Tommaso’s side pocket. He dropped the bloody knife upon the man’s still heart and drew out the other weapon.


There came a knock upon the door: a timid knock, as if one asked something fearfully.


“Tommaso,” said a voice, the changed voice of his brother. But Tommaso did not hear. And Peter smiled fiercely, and thought of his wife and children and his little church.


Once and once only in all his life he had fired a revolver at the youthful solicitation of his cousin in the Service, and then had missed an easy mark. But something told him that he would miss nothing now, that he must not. He feared nothing, for fear disabled, fear killed, destroyed. Fear was, and would be, death.


“Tommaso!” quavered the voice outside; “parla, mio fratre!”


But his brother would speak no more. Tommaso’s mouth was done: he grinned. A red wound should speak for him.


“They’ll kill me if they can,” said Peter. He cocked the revolver and held it in his right hand. With his left he clutched his wrist and the steel of the handcuff that still held him.


“Tommaso, Tommaso!” cried Carlo. And he battered madly at the door. But Peter blew out the light, and then saw a gleam of the other lamp in the cracks of the walls. He went swiftly to the door and turned the key, wondering that he dared do it. But now he dared anything, for he had killed a man. He threw the door open, and with the muzzle of the revolver pointing before him and his finger on the trigger stepped into the opening. Bob, the Cockney, was seated on a plank, and for a moment did not see him. But Carlo did, and uttered as horrible a cry as that of Tommaso, who would cry out no more. And Bob turned his head and saw the man with the nose, even as Carlo saw him. And both drew their knives as Bob leapt to his feet.


Tommaso had showed to Peter like a gigantic figure, something monstrous, wavering and awful as a vision. But hope sat with Peter’s soul now, hand-in-hand with it, comforting his spirit. He still felt as if the world was a dream, and that this was a nightmare in the dream. But he was hard and clear and cold. So desperation works, or may work, and out of death, death given or death avoided, strength can come. So Peter saw them move upon him, drawn by hate or perhaps by fear, for fear is a great mover of men towards action when it comes suddenly, and when those whom it nerves are not cowards. And he heard a shot ring out, and then another. But after that there was no sound, not even a word or a groan. But he saw Carlo throw up his hands and stand for an instant, which seemed very long. And then he pitched upon the floor and rolled over. But Bob stood and worked a useless, silent mouth. Peter thought he seemed surprised. But there is a surprise of the body that is not surprise. Then his (face seemed to shut up, and he sank upon his knees and lay down very quietly, while Peter grinned curiously at him.


“I’ve killed both of them,” said Peter; “both! And also Tommaso!”


Neither of them moved, and Peter did not move, either. But he heard a clock strike across the water. He counted the strokes. It was just eleven.


“I left the club before nine,” said Peter. “I believe it was before nine.”


He heard voices outside. Two men talked and Peter listened. He wished they would go away. He heard the clink of harness as the horse outside shook his head. Peter wondered if anyone had heard the sound of shots. He heard one man say “Well, good-night!”


“Oh, go home!” said Peter, with a sense of irritation. He was still holding the revolver and his right wrist. He looked down and saw the handcuffs. He knew they came off with a key, for the village constable at Billington-Bungay had explained them to him with a proper pride in such professional implements.


“One of them probably has the key,” said Peter. He put the revolver down on the plank from which Bob had risen, and went first to Carlo. He found the cuffs made him very clumsy indeed, but he was surprised to find that he had no reluctance to handle the dead man. It seemed to him that he had been killing men ever since he remembered. Besides, it was like a dream. He did not find the key, but he found his watch. He remembered that Bob had said Carlo had it. He took it out of Carlo’s pocket and laid it by the revolver. Then he turned to Bob and very soon discovered the key in a pocket of the Cockney’s velveteen waistcoat. With some difficulty he unlocked the handcuffs and slipped them into his pocket. They were essentially of the nature of a trophy.


“And Bob has my money: he said so,” thought the Vicar of Billington-Bungay. He looked for his purse and found it. Then he put the revolver and his watch into different pockets.


“That’s all,” said Peter. But he shut the door upon Tommaso, wondering as he did so how Giulietta was, and what the other man with the nose was thinking about. Then he opened the outer door. There was no one about, and the sky was now perfectly clear. Looking up, he saw the North Star. He was tolerably familiar with the heavens, for he sometimes gave little lectures on astronomy in his own and other villages.


“Polaris,” he said. It pleased him to think he knew that name, but could not say why. The horse shook its head, and the bit jingled.


“Poor thing,” said Peter. “They might have put his nosebag on. If there is one I’ll do 1t.”


He found a nosebag half full.


“No, I’d better drive,” said Peter. He shut the warehouse door, and, finding the key in the lock, turned it mechanically. Then he went to the horse’s head, turned him round, climbed up into the seat and clicked encouragingly to the animal, as he did to his own pony.


“I’m bareheaded! I wonder where my hat is,” he said. Then he seemed to remember that he had had if in the van, but had come out of it bareheaded. He stooped backwards and found it lying behind him. The horse went easily, climbed the little rise, turned to the left as if it knew the way, and went at a slow trot.


“Its stable is possibly in Soho,” said Peter. “But tonight I’ve killed three men.”


He thought he could not think, for he did not do it in the ordinary manner. The calm little stream of his usual thoughts of happiness was now like a rapid river, broken by rocks. He remembered Edith as if she were a dead woman, once very much loved. Yet that very morning she had said, “I hope you’ll take care of yourself, Peter, dear.” That seemed very long ago. His children, too, were like a dim memory.


“I’ve killed three men,” said the vicar. “Three, Tommaso and Carlo Pinsuti, dealers, apparently, in ice, and a man called Bob. I shall tell no one about it.”


He was surprised to learn that he meant to tell no one about it, for he could not see why. They deserved it, and there was nothing else to do. And somewhere deep within him there was a great sense of pride that he had been able to do it, though he recognized that the death of Tommaso was practically an accident.


“I abused him, though, and said ‘damn,’” thought Peter. He remembered the story about Leigh Hunt, who as a little boy used to say, when he received praise from his elders, “Ah, they little think I’m the boy who said ‘damn!’” That was very amusing, though, of course, no one should say “damn,” least of all a little boy or a vicar.


“I used language I did not think I knew,” said Peter. “I must have been mad. Still, I dare say I acted for the best. If I had not enraged him I might have been dead, as he is. Three of them! I’m — I’m a very strange man, a very remarkable man. I wonder if many are like me. I don’t mean my nose. I shan’t come to London again. At least not to Soho.”


The horse seemed to know his way, and Peter, who had no sense of earthly topography, though he knew the Pole star when he saw it, let him go where he would. But the clouds came up again and more rain came down, and when he reached the better-lighted parts of East London the streets were very empty. But he saw some policemen at intervals.


“They little think I’m the man who has killed three men tonight,” said Peter. “I won’t tell anyone. I wonder what the bishop would say? He would be very much disturbed, I’m sure.”


But Peter loved his bishop.


“Still, I won’t tell him or anyone, certainly not Edith. I wonder where I am?”


Presently he discovered that he was in the Commercial Road, though naturally enough he did not know where that was. But when he found himself in Leadenhall Street, he knew that he was in the city, and felt nearer home.


“I shall go home tomorrow. I shall be in Billington-Bungay. But I shall know I killed three men today. Now I’m in Cheapside. What shall I do with the van?”


That was a puzzle.


But when he came to St. Paul’s churchyard, he saw the dim length of Paternoster Row in front of him. He knew it, for he had been there several times to see a publisher who was doing something for the bishop. Peter had passed a volume through the press for the bishop, because he wrote beautiful English and was an authority on it.


“I’ll leave the van there,” said Peter. For now the Lane looked dark and deserted.


“I trust I shall not meet a policeman,” said Peter.


He met no one. The Lane was silent, as silent and even more deserted than the street in which Giulietta lived or died. Peter pulled up outside the office of the publisher who had printed the episcopal sermons, and getting out, slipped the strap of the nosebag over the horse’s ears. He was a very kind man.


“But I’ve killed three men today,” said Peter, as he walked to the West end of the Lane and turned into Ludgate Hill. There he picked up a taxicab.


“Drive me to Half-Moon Street, Piccadilly,” said Peter.


“All right, sir,” said the driver.


“And stop at achemist’s, if you know one that’s open,” said Peter.


“Any will open if you want them, sir,” said the driver.


“Very well,” said Peter, and he got in. He felt the revolver and the handcuffs in his pocket, and had a monstrous, remarkable pride in them.


“I must be a remarkable character,” said Peter. “I never suspected it.” .


The driver found a chemist who was not yet in bed when they came to Leicester Square, and Peter got out.


“I want a sleeping draught,” said Peter.


The chemist looked at him and thought he had never seen so remarkable a nose. It took his attention from Peter Francillon’s attire, which had suffered on the floor of the van.


“What do you usually take, sir?” asked the chemist.


“I never take any, but I fancy I shan’t sleep tonight if I don’t,” said Peter.


“You might try fifteen grains of chloral,” said the chemist.


“I’ll try fifteen grains of chIoral,” said Peter.


“Dissolve it in water and drink it as you undress,” said the chemist.


“Dissolve it in water and drink it as I undress,” repeated the vicar. He took the tabloids, paid for them and went out.


“A wonderful nose,” said the chemist, as he yawned.


When Peter came to his lodgings in Half-Moon Street the driver said the same as he took his fare and an extra sixpence.


“I’m in Half-Moon Street,” said Peter, as he climbed the stairs. “No one knows I’ve killed three men. I wonder if fifteen grains of chloral dissolved in water and drunk as I undress will make me sleep.”


He took the handcuffs from one pocket and the revolver from the other, and put them on his dressing-table. He wound up his watch, which was still going and now marked ten minutes after midnight.


“A great deal can happen in a very little while,” said Peter. He dissolved the chloral, and drank it. “Nothing on earth can make me sleep if I’m not asleep already,” he said, as he swallowed it.


He folded his clothes carefully and put them on a chair.


“If I’m dreaming they’re not dirty, and if they’re really dirty I’ll wear others tomorrow,” said Peter. “But I shan’t sleep. Fifteen grains of chloral dissolved in water and drunk as I undress can’t make me sleep.”


He turned out the light and got into bed. Then he saw Bob and Carlo on the floor of the ice-house. He went through the scene with Tommaso.


“Fifteen grains can’t possibly make me sleep,” said Peter. He said it again and again, and at last, just as he said “fifteen grains can’t possibly—” he fell out of the world and slept like a dead man.


It was eight o’clock in the morning when he awoke, and the sun shone into his window. He lay perfectly still for a minute or two. Then he said—


“I’ve had an awful dream!”


He moved and felt very stiff, and wondered why he felt so. It was extraordinary that he remembered the dream so vividly.


“I — I dreamt I killed three men,” said Peter vaguely. Then he added, as he stared at the ceiling: “I’m glad I’m awake!”


He sat up suddenly and looked over to the dressing-table. On it lay a revolver and a pair of handcuffs


~
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“I can’t stay but a minute,” said Mrs. Waring, spreading her long hands above the wood blaze. “I was taking my evening constitutional over the moors. Did you see the sunset? And the firelight dancing in your open windows was so dear and sweet and homey I had to come. Babies in bed?”


“Oh, yes. Such perfectly good six-o’clock babies! I can tuck them up myself and still have time to dress safe from sticky fingers. Delia is such a blessing. So big and soft and without any nerves, and really and truly fond of them. When she leaves me for a day I am perfectly wild and lost.”


“What is the matter with us women,” said Mrs. Waring frowningly, “that we can’t take care of our own children and run our own houses, to say nothing of spinning and weaving as our grandmothers did? My grandmother was a Western pioneer and brought up six without help, and buried three. Think of it! To lose a child—” A strong shudder went through her delicate body. “How can a woman live after that? We can gasp through the bearing — you and I know that — but to lose—” She covered her face with her ringed hands.


“But, my dear,” said the sleek woman by the fire, “your babies are such little Samsons! That nightmare ought not to bother you now.”


“No. It oughtn’t. That it does so only shows the more our modern unfitness.”


“I suppose our grandmothers must have been more of the Delia type.”


“And yet we think the Delia type inferior. It’s solid and quiet and stupid — not always honest, but it succeeds with children. You and I are reckoned among the cultured. We read in three languages and write magazine verse. Your nocturne is to be given in concert next week — yet I think that Delia and her type rather despise us because we are wrecks after spending an afternoon trying to keep a creeping baby from choking and bumping and burning and taking cold, or reading Peter Rabbit the fiftieth time to Miss Going-on-Three.”


“The question is,” said Mrs. Waring coiling bonelessly in the Morris chair, “what will our children be? You and I may be inferior, but,” she caught her lower lip in her teeth, “my babies came to me after I was thirty, and I know their value, as your Delia type or your grandmother type doesn’t for all her motherliness. When women are mothers in the early twenties they don’t know. They can’t. My music filled in those years. Filled them! It served to express the despair of a barren woman — that was all. Since they came fools have condoled with me because I have had to give up my ‘career’ for their sake. Career!” She threw back her head with a savage laugh, and stood up with her hands in her coat pocket. “Here,” her voice growing very gentle and humorous as she took out the tatters of a little book gay with red and green, “give me some paste. I promised to mend it. She has read it to pieces at last. I though I could rhyme about sunsets and love and death, but nobody ever loved my rhymes as she loves this. Let’s write some children’s verse, you and I — 



‘Goldilocks was naughty,

she began to sulk and pout;

She threw aside her playthings’




That’s the way, you see, not



‘When from the sessions of sweet silent thought.’”




She had seated herself at the big flat-topped desk as she spoke and was deftly pasting and mending.


“I’ve written one; or Tommy has. We were sitting up with his first double tooth. We had taken a go-cart ride in the early moonlight and I was taking cows as an example of people who chew properly. So we got up a song (past one o’clock it was and a dark and stormy morning)



‘The moon goes sailing through the sky—

The cows are chewing — chewing — 




“He liked that but when he’d had it fifty times he changed it



‘The cows go sailing through the sky—

The moon is chewing — chewing — ’




“And it is better that way; I can recommend it as a lullaby.”


“Thanks, but I’ve some of my own pretty nearly as good. A Norwegian maid left me a legacy—



‘Go away du Fisker man

Catch a pretty fish-fish-shsh

Bring it home to baby boy

Quicker than a wish-wish-shsh.’




“That’s not bad; I’ll remember it when the moon’s chewing palls….


“As I was saying, you and I know the value of our children even if our type is inferior to the Delia type; and if we were bereft of our Delias and didn’t have to dress for dinner and had no time to read we should show up quite as well as the Delias.


“We use the Delias for them because we want them to have everything of the best. Delias are best when they’re little. We enter later on. We couldn’t nurse our babies. All that part of us was metamorphosed into brain, thanks to a mistaken education. Very well; we must nourish them with our brains. We can. And we go and get the best service we can, maids and nurses; we bring them home to our nests like cats bringing mice for the babies… .


“But I’m afraid I’ve got to let Aileen go. She told Martha a story about Indians carrying off children and nearly scared the child to death. And when I went to find them yesterday afternoon over by the empty Taylor cottage, they were playing where a window had been broken and there was broken glass everywhere. It was like dancing on knives. My spine shivers with it still. And there sat Aileenso lost in a dream that I had to put my hand on her shoulder to rouse here. ‘Oh,’ said she, when I showed her the glass, ‘I thought it was ice!’ She cried when I told her what a terribly dangerous thing she had done. Her tears come easily enough. A pretty little thing, but so stupid. I must do better for Martha.”


“I thought,” said Mrs. Blake hesitatingly, “that she didn’t seem very warmly dressed the other day.”


“I don’t know why she shouldn’t be. I gave her a very good coat. Come to think of it, she hasn’t worn it. I wonder why?”


“My Delia told me she had a sister. Perhaps”


“Sponging on her. Poor child! I like herbut, Martha dancing on broken glass… . There, that’s done. Now, Martha can read it a hundred times more — Goldilocks was naughty.’


“Now I must go and dress. Symbol of degeneracy, as women; but of all that raises us above the Delias, if we are above them.”


The road was icy and ill kept. Some half-dozen cottages with boarded windows showed silent and black against the red hand of sunset and the gray, waving line of moors. The pound of winter surf was like distant hoofbeats over the frozen land. The only cottages that were open had children in them. Air is what we give them now. Air and careful food for the rearing of the best of the next generation. And for that purpose the half-dozen cottages on that island kept their warmth and life all winter, just for the sake of properly reddening the cheeks of a dozen little children for whom city streets and parks are not supposed to furnish enough of air.


“Lovely … lovely,” thought Mrs. Waring as she walked crisply toward her own fair window. “The moors and the winter storms shall make up to them for having a middle-aged mother. They shall have all the youth and vigor that I had not — that I had not.”


Suddenly she faced about. It was not a footfall or a sigh or a spoken word, though it gave the impression of all three. Something behind her had betrayed its presence….


No. There was nothing.


“The wind in the grass,” she thought, but was not satisfied. A caretaker had been murdered on the other side of the island the winter before. Being the mother of a Martha makes one a coward. If there were no Martha one would go striding anywhere disregarding fantastic dangers, but when there is a Martha, who waits at home for a mother to read the story of Goldilocks one hundred times more, why, a mother must not let the least shadow of danger come near her. Because there are so many ways besides reading Goldilocks in which a mother may be useful.


Therefore she thought sharply about the dead caretaker and vowed that on her next constitutional she would carry a pistol in her pocket — for Martha’s sake. The black hedges with their white spots of snow gave no sign; the road behind and in front showed empty but for the gleam of frozen puddles. The wind rattled lightly in the frozen grass… .


“I hope ye’ll excuse me, mum” The voice was deprecatory and, thank Heaven, a woman’s; though where she had come from out of all that emptiness


“Ah!” gasped Martha’s mother.


“I didn’t want to scare ye, mum.”


“I can’t stop,” said Mrs. Waring. “If you want to talk to me come to the house. I must get home toto”


“Yes, mum; I know, mum, to your little girl. But I can keep pace with you, by your leave, mum, for I was wishin’ to speak to you about Aileen”


“My nurse maid?”


“The same. I was hearin’ she was not givin’ ye satisfaction, mum, and would like to speak a word for herwidout offence.”


“I have not complained of Aileen. It is true she is sometimes thoughtless. May I ask”


The woman’s figure was so shrouded and huddled that Mrs. Waring, looking all she could, might not distinguish the features. She fancied a resemblance to Mrs. Magillicuddy who came every week to help with the washing. No doubt it was Mrs. Magillicuddy. That would account for her knowledge of Aileen.


Mrs. Waring felt a twinge of annoyance at the thought of Aileen’s complaining to Mrs. Magillicuddy. She walked on rapidly, but the other kept as close as her shadow.


“You mean, I suppose, about the broken glass.”


“It was very bad, mum; so bad that … yet there’s worse than broken glass in the world. There’s other things that seems no more than the glitter of harmless ice and is really daggers for your heart’s blood … an’ so I was wishin’ to speak to ye a word about Aileen. As to the glass, mum, there was no real harm done, an’ could ye have seen the lass cryin’ her eyes out in her little room that night… . Not because ye’d scolded her, but because she’d been that careless. And she could not sleep the night, that tender heart, for seein’ the baby welterin’ in gore that never was shed at all. Och — +those eyes wid tears in them! Surely, mum — surely, ye must have noticed the eyes of her when she looks up at ye wid the hope in them that maybe she has pleased ye? Remember this is her first place and that she was reared gently among the sisters, orphanage as it was, and knows as little of the world as a fine lady-girl when she comes out from her convent school. She is not yet used to the rough ways of servants… .


“But she will be soon. Ah, wirra, wirra, she will be soon… .


“I would like her to stay wid ye… . I little thought, ten years ago, that she would be eatin’ the bitter bread of service, for bitter it must be, however soft the life; bitter and dangerous for a young girl that is all alone and knows nothin’ at all of the world’s wickedness… . Do ye blame her for not seein’ the broken glass? Can ye not guess that the eyes of her were blind with tears for a harsh word ye had given her about mixin’ up the big baby’s stockings with the little ones? Do ye mind that each of your children has two dozen little rolled up balls of stockings to be looked after and that they are very near of a size — very near? My Aileen — she never had but two pairs at a time and she washes out the wan pair at night so she can change to the other. And do ye mind that hers are thin cotton — twelve cints the pair they are — and her feet are cold to break yer heart as she sits in the cold wind watchin’ your little girl at play, so warm in her English woollen stockings and leggins. And have ye ever been into Aileen’s room? Do ye know that the fine gilt radiator in it is never warm and that she has but one thin blanket and a comforter so ragged your dog would scorn it? And when she had a bit of a cough ye were afraid it might be consumption, ye said, and if so ye couldn’t have her with the children”


“You seem to know my house and my servants remarkably well, Mrs. Magillicuddy. I will see to Aileen’s room at once. I have been very busy, but — really—”


“Ah, save yer anger, mum, for one that deserves it. He’s not far away. I am not angry with you, mum, though well I might be. I know with what love ye love yer own. But the world is so large and in such need of the kind and wise that, when one is truly kind and wise like you, mum, it is accounted a sin to let your kindness and wisdom go no further than the soft small heads that are your own… . There are so many children without any mothers at all … as yours might be had I been what you feared but now… .


“Broken glass! Is it not worse than broken glass for a young thing like that, as white-souled as that bit of snow on the hedgehave ye ever heard the talk of house servants? And the only place she can go to get away from it when ye do not want her for your children is her own little room that is so cold.


“She does not understand as yet, the whiteness in her is so white and the servants’ hall is warm and pleasant and full of the laughter that ye sometimes hear and frown about. She knows no more than you do of the black heart beneath the white coat of the rascal that is so soft stepping and pleasant and keeps your silver so clean and bright an’ says ‘Very good, sir,’ to everything the boss says to him”


“Impossible!”


“Does it not happen every day? Do men and women leave off bein’ men and women because they do your housework for you? Hearts as well as platters can break in the kitchen, and what do ye care what goes on among the help so long as your house is clean and quiet?


“Broken glass… .” Her voice rose with the rising wind, thinly… . “Wirra, wirra an’ a colleen as innocent of the danger of it as your baby that danced upon it unharmed — praise the saints! — unharmed… .”


Between anger and fright, Mrs. Waring leaned forward to pluck at the shawl which the other held about her head. At the moment a shaft of light, probably the searchlight from some vessel close inshore — or was it something else? — fell upon the woman’s face. It was gone so quickly that Mrs. Waring could not afterward swear to what she had seen. No. Not Mrs. Magillicuddy’s face, but similar. Lined and worn, singularly noble.


“Who are you?”


“Do ye ask me that?” said the Voice.


The flash of light having passed, it seemed so dark that now Mrs. Waring could not even distinguish the film of shadow that had showed where the woman stood.


“Do ye ask me that, mother that loves her children? What would ye do, then, if ye were dead, and your children’s tears fell upon ye in purgatory? What would ye do if the feet of yer own colleen were standing among broken glass that is broken glass indeed?”


“Who are you?” whimpered Mrs. Waring. But the little moon had risen now and showed the moor empty except for the silent lights of the cottages where little children were.


As she stumbled at her own doorstep her butler opened the door with obsequious concern, and obvious amazement when she cried out “Aileen — where is she?”


“In her room, I think, m’m; the children being asleep. Shall I call her, m’m?”


“No!”


She hurried to the attic room and knocked. The door was locked. Something stirred softly and opened. Aileen’s frightened eyes sought her mistress’s face. Mrs. Waring read dread of something having been stolen, of some terrible oversight in the nursery, of instant dismissal.


The girl coughed and shivered. She was wearing her coat but her little cap and apron were ready for instant duty. Mrs. Waring remembered with a shock of contrition that Martha had cried because Aileen’s hands were cold as she dressed her.


“Aileen…” sobbed Mrs. Waring. “Oh, you poor little thing — Come down, child, where it is warm!”


~
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The hinges were rusty, the gate swinging to behind me creaked dismally, and as the latch clicked into its socket with a sharp clang I started. That clanging sound drew from the depths of my subconscious self some old stories of prison doors and turnkeys. And I actually glanced nervously over my shoulder at the suburban road which trailed to right and left of the gate I had just entered, although anything less calculated to inspire nervous tremors than that stretch of ordinary road lined by ordinary houses could not be imagined!


I had an order to view 119, Glazebrook Terrace, in the very unromantic suburb of Prillsbury, and I was seeking a house in that unromantic suburb merely because it was a healthy place within convenient distance of the London station to which my husband had to travel every morning. The rent of the house was decidedly low, if the house itself came up to the flowery description of it given by the house-agent; but I had made up my mind that this possibility was almost too good to be true. Nevertheless I confess I was surprised by the outside appearance of the houses in the terrace. They were solidly built, commodious-looking dwellings, and although the scrap of front garden belonging to No. 119 was in the last stages of neglect and weeds, and there was a generally unkempt air about the whole place, still, I reflected, as I walked up the grass-grown path, these faults could soon be remedied. And it was simply absurd to be obsessed by a feeling of traps or prison bars just because the gate had creaked on its hinges and then clanged shut with a sharpness which gave me such a feeling of finality.


The house-agent’s clerk, who waited for me on the steps with the key of the house, was as ordinary as the rest of the surroundings, and my unaccountable attack of nerves passed off under the influence of his self-assured and cockney accents. Like the generality of his profession, he was profuse in praises of the house I had come to see, and I was fain to confess that in this case the praise was not undeserved. No. 119 was a very delightful house, well arranged, well built, with a nice piece of garden at the back, and plenty of accommodation.


But I only discovered its merits after literally wading through seas of dust, for never in the whole course of my existence have I seen any house so dusty as that house. Our feet sank into a thick powder; the windows were grimy, the walls coated, there must have been inches of dust upon every ledge capable of holding a grain of anything.


“I wonder the house has been allowed to get into this condition,” I remarked to my guide when, having visited all the lower rooms, we stood in the big front bedroom; “it would surely have paid to put a caretaker into the place to keep it cleaned and aired.”


“We found it” he began, in his self-confident accents, and then he stopped short, and his very fair face flushed. “Messrs. Dyron did not consider it necessary,” he said, rather hurriedly, and was then proceeding to explain to me how expeditiously the establishment could be put into liveable order, when my eye was attracted to a small table standing against the wall by the fireplace. It was octagonal in shape, set on three twisted legs — just a small occasional table such as one may see in any drawing-room. But the way in which it was carved was entirely out of the common, and I crossed the room to look at it more closely, exclaiming as I did so, “What a perfectly lovely piece of carving! Of course, this has been left here by mistake.”


And I turned the table more to the window to let the light fall upon it. The whole top was a crust of carved leaves and flowers, and in each curve of the octagon there was fashioned a small alligator, his head pointing outwards, his tail meeting the tails of the other crocodiles in the centre; and as the light fell full on the scaly bodies they had an extraordinary look of life, and the little sinister heads with the small evil eyes almost seemed to move. I shuddered and drew away from the table, and the voice of Messrs. Dyron’s clerk seemed to come to me from quite a long way off.


“The table goes with the house,” I heard him say; “it is really like a fixture, it goes with the house.” I don’t suppose he really said the words very often, but in the dimness that had temporarily descended upon my brain I thought he went on repeating, like a parrot-cry, “It goes with the house. It goes with the house.” Then the dimness cleared away, and I heard him say quietly, whilst it struck me that his face was oddly white:


“I am afraid you are tired, madam.”


I passed my hand over my face. “I don’t know,” I said. “I think the house must be stuffy. Just for a moment I felt quite faint, and there is such a queer smell in here,” I added, becoming all at once conscious of a strange and penetrating odour I had not before noticed. “The drains—”


“The drains were set in order before the last tenant vacated the house,” my companion put in quickly. “I have the sanitary people’s certificate about them. I fancy the smell you notice is due to the place having been shut up some time, and to the rankness of the creeper outside.”


Well, what he said sounded reasonable, and when he flung the window open the smell disappeared, and I recovered from my momentary faintness. But I made up my mind that, much as I liked the house, I would have every drain carefully inspected again before I urged Hugh to take it. As I was leaving the front bedroom my mind went back to the carved table.


“Do you really mean to say the former tenants wish to leave that beautiful thing?” I asked. “I suppose they are not going to leave it for nothing?”


“Oh, yes,” the young man answered, airily, as if exquisitely-carved tables were usually bestowed by outgoing upon incoming tenants; “they have simply left it as — as — well, as a fixture, or as lumber — whichever way one likes to look at it.”


“I should prefer to look on it as a fixture,” I said. “I can only conclude that its owners are most unusual people. Fancy parting with such an artistic piece of work! If we take the house and I am very much inclined to think we shall that table will not be left in a bedroom. “The young man bowed acquiescently and looked from me to the table with an oddly sidelong glance.


Although my temporary faintness had passed off, and after the window was opened the queer smell in the room had also vanished, I was not sorry to be outside in the fresh air again, for that faintness had left me oddly shaken. However, I forgot all about it long before I reached home, and I was only anxious to impress upon my husband the many charms and conveniences of 119, Glazebrook Terrace. The more I thought about the house the more sure I was that it would suit us in every particular, and by the end of the evening I had planned out all the rooms and fitted our furniture into them.


Hugh paid a hurried visit to the house with me next day, and shared my enthusiasm. The windows were all open, there was no longer any strange smell, the sun was shining on our eager plans for the future; we ignored the present air of neglect and forlornness. And as for the table! My husband fell in love with it as much as I had done, and marvelled, as I had marvelled, how anyone in his senses could leave such a fine piece of work behind.


“So much the better for us, “Hugh exclaimed gaily, his fingers running over the delicately-carved crust of flowers and leaves, and resting on the head of one of the alligators, a head fashioned with such skill that its loathsome naturalness made one shudder.


“Good heavens, May, the things look so lifelike I could almost have sworn one of them squirmed. “And Hugh stood back from the table, stared at it with round eyes, and then laughed. “I shall be seeing rats and snakes next,” he said, and laughed again as we left the room together. Before we left the house that day we had definitely decided to take it, supposing the drains were all they should be and the lease a satisfactory one; and in a very few weeks we were actually able to move into our new abode. An expert had declared the drains to be entirely above reproach; no terms could have been easier than those of the lease; in every direction our way seemed to be smoothed for us, and Hugh and I agreed that we were most lucky to have got so wholly delightful a house with so little difficulty or expense. We turned in an army of workpeople, and by the middle of May the house was clean and fresh from attic to basement, the garden had lost its neglected appearance; and when at last we took up our abode there on a sunshiny afternoon, when the lilacs were in bloom and the thrushes singing their loudest, we felt that we had come there to stay, probably for the rest of our natural lives.


“That beautiful table is too good for a bedroom,” Hugh exclaimed, as we were arranging the disposition of our furniture. “I’ll cart it down to the drawing-room.”


“Yes — do, dear,” I answered absently, my thoughts busy over vital questions of curtains and carpets, “and open the windows wide as you pass there is still a stuffy smell here. I believe it is those shrubs outside — I shall have them cut back more.” But Hugh had already picked up the small table and vanished with it through the door, and I returned to my calculations, when a great crash interrupted the current of my thoughts — a crash and a sharp cry.


I rushed to the stairs, to see Hugh lying in the hall, the table standing beside him apparently uninjured. I was at my husband’s side in a second; he pulled himself up with difficulty, but he could not get upon his feet, and his face was drawn with pain.


“Twisted my ankle or something,” he said, trying to smile reassuringly; “there must have been a piece of carpet loose. Something seemed to slither between my feet, and I lost my balance. Good job I didn’t break my neck,” he added, philosophically, “and, anyhow, the table’s all right.”


Yes — the table was all right. The delicate carving was unbroken, the alligators lay there intact, grinning their sinister, malicious grin.


“Beastly things,” Hugh said, looking at them with a queer little shiver, as I helped him to hobble into the drawing-room. “The chap who carved them was an artist, if you like.”


Poor old Hugh! He was laid up for days with that bad ankle, and it fretted him to see me setting our house in order whilst he was tied by the leg.


“We certainly must have those shrubs cut back,” he said to me the day after his fall, and he sniffed audibly; “there’s a sort of smell in here of decaying vegetation. I dare say the shrubs have got a bit rank. Good Lord, what’s that?” and he pulled himself upright on the couch, as from the small alligator table in the window there came a most prodigious crack. I confess I started too, for, accustomed as one is to the cracking of furniture, the sound did really seem gigantic to come from such a small object as the table.


“Very funny,” Hugh said, eyeing the delicate carving and the grinning heads with a certain hostility. “I hate things that give one the jumps, and it was such a funny sort of crack, too,” he added, thoughtfully; “more like — more like — what on earth was it like, May? Not exactly like the sound one associates with cracking furniture.”


“Not quite like anything I ever heard before,” I answered. “Perhaps the wood is some peculiar kind to which we are not accustomed. Now I know the table has tricks and manners of that kind, it won’t startle me so much next time.”


·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·


I keep no diary, but I think it must have been on a morning two days later that I found my usually neat cook in a strange state of dishevelment when I went downstairs to order dinner. My heart sank within me. The untidy gown, tousled hair, the general air of having tumbled straight out of bed into the kitchen seemed to tell only one tale, and the horrible conviction that my hitherto sober Maria had been drinking became something like a certainty when she suddenly flung her apron over her head and began to sob.


“I’m sure I never had a better missus,” she said, incoherently, “but there’s things nobody can bear — nor ain’t meant to.” I had no clue to her disjointed remarks, excepting the very obvious one that she had been, if she was not at that moment, royally drunk, and I said, sternly:


“Take your apron off your face, Maria, and explain yourself. I don’t know what you are talking about.”


“No — nor anyone else either,” she responded, wildly. “It isn’t right, not in any decent house, nor such as flesh and blood can stand. I’m sure I never had a complaint to make before not since I was in your service, but this—”


“Oh, Maria, do stop talking nonsense and tell me what you mean!” I broke in, impatiently. “What on earth is the matter?”


“Matter enough!” she said, with a quiver in her voice; and she looked nervously over her shoulder, as though she expected to see someone enter the door. “If I’d been asleep, I should say it was a nightmare after the toasted cheese, but I was as wide awake as I am now.”


“But what happened?” I exclaimed. “Do tell me what you are talking about.”


“I don’t know,” came the extraordinary reply. “If I knew what it was I could tell you, but I don’t know no more than the babe unborn,” and she shuddered — a shudder that was certainly one of genuine fear.


“Maria,” I said, gravely, “I don’t like to think—”


“Oh, I haven’t been drinking, ma’am — if that’s what you were going to say,” she answered, quite civilly, and with that odd glance over her shoulder again; “but I never slept a wink after two, and I daren’t stir to call anybody. I thought it might get me.”


“What might get you?” A little chill crept down my own spine on seeing the look in her eyes.


“I don’t know,” she repeated. “I don’t know what it was. Only — I lay there awake, and I heard the clock in the hall strike two, and then” — she shrank closer to me and shuddered once more — “then my door opened — I always sleep with it ajar, but it opened wide, and there came there came—”


“What?” I cried, when she paused.


“I don’t know what it was — only I could hear it kind of sliding across the floor — sliding or pattering — there! I can’t describe it, but I heard it. And I didn’t dare light a candle — I just lay and shivered and shook whilst it went across the floor.”


“Maria, how absurd!” I said, though something in her manner and in her realistic description gave me once more a creeping sensation in my spine. “Probably the cat got into your room.”


“The cat?” Maria flung back her head and laughed hysterically. “No cat slides about like that. And there was a great flop, flop. Oh, I couldn’t stop here another night, not if you was to pay me twenty thousand pounds!”


It took me an unreasonably long time to argue Maria into common sense, and then she only agreed to stay temporarily and on condition that she might leave her present room and share one with Jane, the housemaid. “And I wouldn’t even do that if you and the master hadn’t been so good to me,” was her final remark.


·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·


“The woman’s dotty,” Hugh said, irritably, when I told him the story, “but she’s a jolly good cook, so freeze on to her, dotty or not. But for Heaven’s sake tell all the maids that if we hear any more rubbish about sliding, pattering animals they’ll all get such a rowing from me as they won’t forget in a hurry.”


The incident gave me a feeling of perturbation — I do not know why and it was a relief when, that evening, Jack Wilding, an old friend of Hugh’s, turned up to dinner. He was a delightful person who had travelled all over the world, and his fund of knowledge, not to mention his stock of good stories, was inexhaustible. At dinner he was in his best vein, and I relegated cook and her terrors into the background of my mind; and in the drawing-room later I prepared to enjoy myself. I sat down to work whilst the two men smoked and chatted.


The windows were wide open. It was a delicious May night, and the air that drifted in brought with it the fragrance of hawthorn and wistaria and fresh-growing things, and I sat enjoying it and giving half an ear to the talk of the two men, when all at once the drifting sweetness from without was tainted by that same strange odour which we had once or twice noticed before. Was I right in thinking it the smell of decaying vegetation, or was it not rather some indescribable smell to which I could give no name? As it drifted across the room our guest suddenly sat bolt upright in his chair, and a curious greyness overspread his naturally bronzed complexion.


“My God!” he said, “what is that? And why does it smell the same — the same—” His sentence trailed off into silence, and in the intense stillness following his strange words I heard a sound which, for some reason I could not pretend to explain, gave me a feeling of cold fear. I can only describe the sound as like a far-away bellowing — not precisely the bellowing of cattle, but a more sinister, more horrible sound, pregnant with evil.


“You hear it too?” Jack Wilding questioned, under his breath, and as he rose from his chair I saw that his face was ashen and beads of sweat stood upon his forehead. “You hear it? And the stench is here too! Good God! if I thought I should ever have to cross that swamp again I should go mad!” His words, his tone, his whole appearance were so unlike our usually sane and cheery friend that both Hugh and I stared at him dumbfounded. And there was no doubt that his emotion, to whatever cause it was due, was entirely, even terribly, genuine.


“What’s up, old man?” Hugh said, gently. “There is a most awfully queer smell in here, but it isn’t drains, and—”


“Drains!” Jack laughed a harsh laugh with a catch in it, then he passed his hand over his forehead and looked from Hugh to me with an oddly-bewildered glance. “I must have had a nightmare — a waking nightmare,” he said, looking round him. “I could have sworn that I smelt the alligator swamp in New Guinea, the place where” He broke off short. “I heard the loathsome brutes bellowing,” he began again; “but, of course — of course, it was merely some association of ideas.” His voice was still shaken, the whiteness had not left his face, and Hugh put a sympathetic hand upon his shoulder, whilst I remembered that strange, faint bellowing which I too had heard.


“Simply association of ideas, old man.” My husband’s voice penetrated to my understanding. “As likely as not you had been. looking at that beautiful little table bequeathed to us by the former tenants. That put alligators into your head.” Jack turned and glanced at the table, and he recoiled when he saw the grinning heads lying amongst the crusted delicacy of leaves and flowers.


“Loathsome beasts!” he said, and again his voice shook. “You will both think me an absolute fool,” he went on, recovering his self-control with an effort and sinking back into his chair; “but I crossed an alligator swamp once with a friend.” He spoke in abrupt jerks and turned his head with a curious uneasy movement. “It was dark, the place swarmed with those unspeakable devils, their stench was everywhere. It was dark — and poor old Danson” — he paused, as if speech were almost impossible — “they dragged him off the path of logs in the darkness.” His voice ended on a sharp high note, and neither Hugh nor I could speak for a minute or two. Somehow his words brought before me the hideous swamp, the darkness, the loathly monsters waiting for their prey, and the remembrance of just such an incident in a book I had once read flashed into my mind.


“I couldn’t stand that table in any house I lived in,” Jack resumed presently, in more ordinary tones, and with a forced laugh. “I never want to see an alligator again, alive or dead, or even carved.” He pushed back his chair abruptly and rose. “I think I’ll go up to bed now, if you don’t mind,” he said; “I’m not very good company.” And having said “Good night” he was moving across the room, when all at once he stumbled, flung out his hands to save himself, and, failing to do so, fell heavily to the ground. Something slid from between his feet — I saw a dark shape, a flash of white, and then it had vanished; and I stood staring vacantly at the place where it had been, whilst Hugh helped our guest to his feet.


“Something tripped me up,” he said, in dazed accents.


“I suppose it’s that confounded cat of ours,” Hugh answered, and his voice sounded so cheery and normal through the cloud of uncanny, shuddering sensations that were creeping over me. “Trust a cat to be just where you wish it wasn’t! I’m awfully sorry, old man. It gave you a nasty jar.”


“A nasty jar,” Jack repeated, and his eyes were as dazed as his voice.


“Come on upstairs,” Hugh said, gently. “I’ll help you into bed. You’ve had a bit of a shaking.”


“Yes — a bit of a shaking.” The words were echoed, and the two men left the room together, whilst I, with one fearful glance behind me towards where I had seen that dark shape glide and vanish, left the room too with more haste than dignity, shutting the door firmly behind me and scurrying upstairs to my own bedroom.


When Jane brought my tea next morning the first thing she did was to drop the tray with a crash just inside my door, and then burst into a flood of tears. Hugh had gone out early to see Jack off at the station. I was alone.


“I can’t stop here — I can’t stop here!” Jane moaned. “Cook and me — oh, my gracious goodness, I couldn’t stop another minute!”


“Cook has been frightening you,” I said, trying to speak sternly, but not wholly succeeding, because of the memory of that something that had slid away from between Jack’s feet last night. “I should have thought you were too sensible to make a fuss about a trifle.”


“A trifle — oh, my lawks!” And Jane, the irreproachable and excellent servant, dropped into a chair and sobbed afresh.


“What has frightened you?” I said, trying to speak calmly, even though my morning tea was trickling over the carpet. and broken china and bread and butter were mingled in inextricable confusion. “What is it?”


“We all slept together last night.” Jane lifted a scared face. “After what cook heard, me and her and Dale all slept together.” I nearly groaned aloud. If Dale, my middle-aged parlourmaid, who had been with me for years, was also infected with panic-fear, what should I do? “We all slept together,” Jane continued, “and we locked the door” — here she gave a breathless gulp — “so as nothing couldn’t get in. But it got in!” Her voice suddenly rose to a little scream. “I couldn’t stop here another night!”


“What got in, Jane?” I said, quietly, though my heart beat fast.


“It smelt something awful,” Jane went on, heedless of my question, and I expected every moment that she would break into a paroxysm of hysterics. “It got in!” she ended, in a terrified whisper.


“What got in?” I asked. “I suppose the cat was shut into the room before you went to bed, and gave you a fright.”


“It wasn’t no cat,” she answered, under her breath; and try as I would to argue myself into common sense, the hair rose on my head. “It was bigger than twenty cats, it slipped over the floor — over the floor — and oh!” And Jane finished with just the hysterical scream I had expected.


“Did you see this ridiculous thing?” I asked, sternly, when she was quieter; but, sternly as I spoke, my flesh crept.


“We dursn’t light a candle,” she moaned, “but the curtains was half drawn, and we saw its shape, and there was a white streak in it, and it slid over the floor — over—”


“That will do, Jane,” I said. “Your master and I will talk the thing over. Meanwhile—”


“There’s not one of us will sleep in the house again,” Jane said, shakily. And to this pleasing resolution our three servants adhered, in spite of anything that Hugh and I could say.


“Give them a night or two away to recover their nerves,” Hugh said to me afterwards, with a man’s cheerful disregard of the difficulties of running a house without servants. “Get in a char. We shall be all right.”


I acted on his advice, sent the servants off for two days holiday, and sought the nearest charwoman. But at four o’clock the good woman came into my sanctum and refused to stay a moment longer. Her face was the colour of ashes, her speech was rambling.


“Which I can’t stand it no longer,” she said, “never bein’ accustomed to a place where such animals is kep’.”


“But no animals are kept except a cat,” I answered, my heart sinking into my boots. “Cats is cats, and dogs is dogs, and troubles though they both may be, and I’m not denyin’ they are, still they’re what you might call human,” Mrs. Jenkins said grandly, but I noticed that for all her grandiloquence she was shaking from head to foot. “The animals what come slithering in and out o’ the scullery and kitchen — they ain’t human. Runnin’ on their underneaths, with paws as don’t seem a bit o’ use to ’em. Them as likes such pets must keep such pets, but I couldn’t stop, not if it was ever so.”


She had not been drinking. She was as sober as I was myself. I could only pay her her money and let her depart, and I telephoned to Hugh that I would meet him in town and dine there. He listened to my story, laughed at me, said that obviously the maids had put notions into Mrs. Jenkins’s head, and that I mustn’t be silly. But when, at ten o’clock, he opened our own front door, and the stench which had startled Jack the day before rushed out at us, I shrank back white and trembling.


“Oh, Hugh,” I said, “oh, Hugh, it frightens me!”


“Nonsense, my dear, stuff and nonsense!” Hugh began, drawing me in and shutting the door with a sharp clang. “You mustn’t let—” And then his sentence ended in a sharp exclamation, and he clutched my arm with a grip that nearly upset my balance.


“Something slid between my feet,” he said, using the very words Jack had used; “ I was almost down. That cat shall—” He said no more. A frozen horror must have paralyzed his speech, as it prevented me from uttering a syllable, and we stood there clutching each other and looking at the stairs, down which in the dusk we could see a huge shape gliding at lightning speed. Another was coming more slowly out of the drawing-room door, and from amongst the dark shadows of the hall came sounds of sliding and pattering — sounds which made my very blood run cold.


“Hugh!” I found my voice at last, and shrieked my husband’s name. “Come away, Hugh, come away!” And opening the door behind me I fled out into the night, dragging my husband with me. Nothing would induce him to go to any of our neighbours. He said we should look a pretty pair of fools if we told such a cock-and-bull story as ours to any rational beings. And we made ourselves as comfortable as we could for the night in the cottage at the end of the garden, a cottage we had just furnished for the lady gardener who was coming to us.


·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·


When in the bright sunshine of the next day we re-entered our house, we were beginning to tell each other that we must have been suffering the night before from optical delusions, when I saw in the corner of the hall a flat head in which two malicious eyes gleamed, whilst a devilish grin exposed two rows of hideous teeth. Hugh saw it too, and turned white, but before he could reach the corner it had gone. Then he strode on into the drawing-room, and still without uttering a word he picked up the little table with its delicate carving and the gruesome alligators’ heads.


“What are you going to do?” I said, fearfully.


“Burn this infernal thing,” was his grim reply.


“But how can a table — just a table—” I began, but Hugh only laughed sternly.


“I don’t know,” he said, “but I am taking no more chances.” He carried the table out to the back garden, surrounded it with straw, and set fire to it. And never another word did he speak until the beautiful work of art was nothing but a heap of ashes.


“So perish all devilry,” he said, when the last spark had died away; “and now we will go to the house-agent’s.”


But from the house-agent’s clerk we got as much satisfaction as one is in the habit of getting from gentlemen of that profession. He looked at us with mild surprise, and answered our remarks urbanely and courteously.


“Any unpleasant stories about the house during the last tenancy? Oh, well — there had been a few silly servants’ tales, but nothing of importance. The gentleman had left because he wished to reside in another county.”


“And what about the carved table he left behind him? Hugh asked, sternly. The clerk shrugged his shoulders.


“The gentleman had not cared to take it. It was merely left as part of the house, that was all.”


“Oh, well, it is not a part of the house any more,” was Hugh’s grim retort. “It’s not a part of anything, excepting in so far as matter never dies, and the smoke is doing some useful turn elsewhere.” The clerk stared. “I have burnt that infernal table,” Hugh went on, forgetting his manners for once; “nobody will ever see it again. You can tell your late client so, with my compliments. To leave it in the house was an abominable and mean thing to do.” With that he marched out of the office, and we went back to our house, a house which, from that day to this, has shown no sign of abnormality.


But it was many a long day before I could live down those weird experiences, and even now they are to me quite inexplicable.


Does any explanation of it all occur to you?


~
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It was dawn. The hour when beauty alone should reign, but in man’s world it is the time for death as well as for birth — the end as well as the beginning. At that hour I slept. My soul travelled far into strange and terrible regions, weird neighbourhoods of men. It was like a bird with a broken wing. It merely drifted with the strongest current of air. Now the strongest current at that hour on this morning was moving toward a prison. Before I realised it, I was there in that place called prison but commonly known as Hell, for it possessed not only evil spirits, gnashing teeth and broken hearts, but foul odours, sinister warnings, weird messages of death.


Suddenly I was in a room with strangers. It was dark and heavily shadowed. These shadows seemed to move on the wall grotesquely.


A tall young man with clear blue eyes said to me, “I think I will go tomorrow, I will wait until tomorrow.” I said, “Yes,” as I looked into his deep blue eyes, not knowing why I did so, “Yes, you will go tomorrow-morrow!” A little woman in a brown dress said, “I wonder if it’s over yet.” Another said, “I’ll see,” while the shadows again regained their motion and seemed to glide around the wall.


An officer appeared in the door and said, “You can come in now.” Mechanically I followed him down a long aisle to a room which I entered with the others. In this room of death there was a figure of a man clad in grey, lying on a cot close to the floor. His neck was twisted horribly to one side and there was the pallor of death upon his face. The breathing had ceased and yet he smiled!


At first I thought it was the smile that sometimes comes into a face after death, the smile of peace; but I looked again and to my horror I saw that he was speaking to me! Out of the smile, the lips moved and he spoke to me! The others knelt down beside the cot and sobbed, while the young man with the deep blue eyes cried aloud and said, “O John! John!” and the others then cried aloud, and I turned and walked away.


I awakened. The vision was so keen and hideously real that I could not forget it.


All that day it followed me. I knew then the reality, the torture of being haunted; of not being able to escape a soul in the other world when it desires to be near one. All that day I walked, walked, trying to send it away, but as the evening came on it seemed to cling more closely to me! In the night it crouched by my bed as though afraid.


At dawn I awakened. He was standing at the foot of my bed, his neck still twisted, his poor face smiling and his lips still moving.


“Oh,” I cried, “it’s real, it’s real! But what can I do for you?” And again I said, “What can I do for you, dear?” as I would to a wounded child. “Can’t the others, your friends, help you? Those that love you and cried at your feet? The young man and the little woman in brown?”


“No,” he said wearily. “That is why they cannot help me. They love me and they cry at my feet; you can help because you do not cry and because you know the Way.”


“What way?” I asked. “What way?” “The Way,” he answered, “through, on, on to the Brightness! I don’t know what you call it, but you are not afraid of the road and you know how to go.”


“I see, I see,” I answered. “You want me to take you through the astral world, up to the White Kingdom of God.”


“I don’t know what you call it,” he answered. “I know I am in darkness and so near the earth I can still see the chair, I can feel the current and hear those voices and the crying I see the shadows there-here-everywhere!” 


“And yet you smile,” I said; “how strange it is!”


“I smile because you came, because you can take me away, because you saw, you heard and did not cry,” he answered eagerly.


Lovingly, tenderly, I went toward him. My fear had vanished.


“Give me your hands, your poor dear hands — hold fast to my hands and never let go for a minute. Never fear, never look back — just trust to me as you would to your mother, for you say that I know the way! Let us drift on, on, far away, but to do this we must first sleep and then in a moment we will be there! There where every shadow is turned into a golden dream; where torture is changed into ecstasy, where your hands will grasp stronger, kinder hands than mine-where there is only the noon of things; no dawn, no twilight, no cares, no sighs Now we are going, don’t think, just trust to me….”


And then I found myself singing to him as I would to a child, a sort of little prayer on the way. Soon the darkness goes, the music comes, music you never heard before, each plane is a melody, each melody an echo and the echo is for you. Each echo has a colour and each colour has a flower, each flower is a promise and the promise is for you. Each promise is a symbol, each symbol is a prayer and the prayer is for you. Each prayer is a poem, each poem is a blessing and the blessing is for you. On — on — I sang until he slept. And after my sleep I awakened to feel a sense of perfect peace in my room and more — that of a radiant happiness! For a stranger had come to me, someone had asked me to be a pilot on a strange astral sea, to push aside elementals, to pass the Dweller on the Threshold, to rise from one plane to another, to take a frightened, desolate soul on toward the Brightness! To serve while the body rested! The next day I took up a newspaper. Casually I turned the pages. On the top of the fourth page my eyes fell upon these words:



Two men went to the chair yesterday morning at dawn, ___ Prison. One of them a middle-aged man, of unusual refinement, beloved by his fellow prisoners, John ___




The newspaper fell to the floor. I could read no more!




~
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My Uncle Frederick died in the early days of 1915, and so, though he left me his house, a little money, and a good many miscellaneous possessions, it was only a few months ago that I was able to examine them or to have any idea of what the latter consisted. I was on the Western Front during the first half of the Great War, and when I recovered from the severe wound which brought me home and it was decreed that I could march no longer, I left the Service and went as an ambulance driver to Palestine. After the armistice I settled with my lame leg and a new-made wife in Uncle Frederick’s house, where I began, in time, to go through a very wilderness of boxes filled with his private papers.


I had always liked my uncle. He was a tall, spare man who looked like an American — that type of old-fashioned, rather grim American seen in illustrations to New England tales — clean shaven, in semi-clerical black. He always wore the strangely-shaped tall hat of his youth. Where he got these hats from I know not, but they must certainly have been made specially for him. He enjoyed what used to be called “an elegant leisure”, living out his bachelor life among his books. He wrote voluminously; notes, extracts, comments; though these seemed to produce no result, in that they never saw the light. I used to suppose that they were the outcome of some definite system of thought, but when I came to look at the contents of the boxes, what struck me most was that no plan was distinguishable. He must simply have had a passion for recording. There were no consecutive diaries, nothing but records of things seen, things heard, things remembered. It was the sense of history run wild. What gave them value was the mellow humanity of the mind running through the patchwork.


It is one of these isolated papers that I now give in full, just as it came into my hands; carefully written and with the leisureliness that was in his speech and ways.


I had not long left Oxford in 1876 when I first went to Mintern Brevil. I cannot quite recall what took me there, but I think it was the talk of some casual acquaintance who drew an alluring picture of the quaintness of the small seaside towns on that line of coast stretching between Southampton and Plymouth. Perhaps it was hardly the neighbourhood that a young man, presumably athirst for life, might be expected to choose as a recreation ground; but out-of-the-way places have appealed to me always, and I think there is scarcely anything more interesting than to step quietly into some backwater and to let its history and suggestions gradually reveal themselves. It is like descending into an almost dark cave and waiting till the surrounding details come out of their obscurity and the slowly adjusting eye becomes aware of unsuspected objects, crannies, strange stones, footmarks in the sand. The obvious history of a place is accessible to all who desire to know it, but the other, shadowy history, which is the reality of the composite thing, which has brought its coherent parts together, which is, as the root of the flower, hidden in the ground — that is the soul of it all. I did not know this when I was a young man, or rather, I had not formulated the knowledge, but, looking back on myself, I can see that it influenced me.


It was June and I had taken a room in a farm house near the top of the steep hill that runs down to the town. The sea below was blue and glittering like a foreign sea and the houses were clustered in the little bay. That outburst of white flowers which comes with the near approach of midsummer was lighting up bank and hedgerow — white chervil, like lace, white catch fly, ox-eye daisies, and the white burnet rose — all were dazzling in the sunlight. Down the hill above the main part of the town, its western door almost in the street, its eastern wall on the cliff, stood the parish church with a square tower, grey against the expanse of blue as one looked down on it. The sea had encroached and eaten away much of the coast by Mintern Brevil, crawling up as though waiting at the foot of its crumbling ramparts to swallow church and churchyard in the fullness of time.


One evening, strolling by, I turned aside up the steps and entered the porch. The main body of the church looked attractive from the inside, being on a higher plane than the spot on which I stood and so giving a different general impression from that produced by the interior of ordinary places of worship. It appeared to be more old-fashioned than ancient, and a gallery ran round three sides of the building, under which I passed as I emerged from the porch. There were many memorial tablets round the walls and a few large monuments with the usual urns and emblems. I never could resist memorial tablets. Their occasional bits of information and humanity challenge my mind to clothe the recorded names with personalities, and they raise a whole concourse of sailors lost at sea, soldiers fallen in half-forgotten campaigns, women long widowed, and pompous-sounding lawyers and divines. I have always found a few bare words of detail on a memorial tablet worth volumes anywhere else.


There was a tall marble slab on the wall of the northern aisle which bore an immense amount of lettering, and I went over to see whether there was anything suggestive to be found there. So long was it and so wordy that I had to sit down in a neighbouring pew to read it. It was a perfect example of those records of human hypocrisy which were the delight of the early nineteenth century, and it commemorated a family belonging to the town. I wondered if there were any descendants left alive to be put to the blush every Sunday by its weary and fulsome pomp. Were there any to whom the following could comment itself…?



Sacred to the memory of


THOMAS CORBY WADE, Esquire, Solicitor,


Born at Mintern Brevil, February 24th, 1780.


An affectionate Father and devoted Husband, he fulfilled his private Duties in the same Christian Spirit which actuated his every Public Deed. His strict and honourable probity was the pride of his Fellow Townsmen. His Charities were munificent. To an Upright Character he joined a Suavity of Address which gained him the consideration of all who came in contact with him in his Daily Walk of Life. He contributed largely to every Municipal Scheme which his Enlightened Judgement approved and was untiring in his efforts to ameliorate the condition of the Deserving Poor. He died, the True Example of a Professing and Believing Christian, at his Residence in Avon Street, Oct. 1st, 1841, aged 61 years, regretted by an Afflicted Family and an Inconsolable Public.


Also of


His wife, ELIZA, daughter of the Rev. W. CLARK, Vicar of Cobton, in the county of Dorset. Born June 5th, 1796. Died Aug. 19th, 1835, aged 38 years. A tender wife and mother, bringing up her children in the fear of the Lord and providing a pattern for her neighbours of all that a pious Christian woman should be.


Also of


THOMAS CLARK WADE, M.D., son of the above, whose brilliant intellectual gifts earned universal acclamation and whose practice was one of the largest in the south-west of England. Born March 23rd, 1815. Died esteemed and in full assurance of salvation, May 3rd, 1858, at the age of 43.


Also of


MARY ELIZA. Born Oct. 12th, 1817, who died in Infancy.


Also of


EDWIN, born Dec. 1st, 1818, who by his industry and talents made a large fortune in Jamaica, and died 1858, in pious resignation to his Maker’s will, from the results of an accident. Lamented by all who had the privilege of knowing him.





Then came a gap, and some further way down the stone were these words:



Alured. Died 1851.




I rose, exasperated. I could picture this intolerable family, whose only recommendation in my eyes was the fact that almost all its members had died moderately young. I looked with relief on a small brass not far off which bore merely the name and age of an obscure officer who had ended his life on the Gold Coast, dying of yellow fever in the place to which his duty had taken him. What a happy contrast to the tame brood of Wades with their resounding complacent virtues! The only original thing about the Wade monument was the odd contrast between “Alured” and his relations, for his name stood apart from theirs as though unfit to appear in that galaxy of rectitude. Why was he so slighted? Why was there not so much as a word to give him significance in that welter of words? I wondered whether he had “died in infancy”, like “Mary Eliza”, but the time elapsed between his mother’s death and his own forbade the possibility.


I made my way to the western gallery. It was Jacobean, of fine carved wood, and having examined it from below, I ran hurriedly up the stairs, for the light was failing and there was a piece of tapestry on the wall behind the gallery pews that I was curious about. One does not often find tapestry in churches.


I paused for a moment in the front seat. From that position I could see the Wade monument, and I was astonished to notice that a woman was sitting just where I had sat to examine it and was doing the same thing. I was puzzled because I had come up the short stair in a couple of bounds and was certain that the pew was empty when I put my foot on the first step. To reach that spot before I could look down she must have run.


She was a small person, and though I could only see her back, I could guess that she was in distress, for she sat with her head bent forward, and now and again I saw her put her hand up to her eyes. I quite forgot the tapestry in looking at her. She wore a sort of grey cape trimmed with blue; though I did not know much about the fashion of women’s garments I could see that she was dressed like no one I had ever met. All at once she rose and crossed the aisle, showing a small-featured profile and the frilled grey border of the hood or cap she wore. There was something blue on it, too — a rosette or a lappet, or whatever these things are called. To my further astonishment she went up to the Wade monument and stood in front of it; then she put out her hand, and there was just enough light left for me to see that she passed it over a part of the stone with a movement that was almost a caress.


I sat rigid, afraid lest the least sound should disturb her. She went back to her place in the pew, and sank down on her knees, and I knew by her heaving shoulders that she wept, but so silently that not a sob woke the quiet of the empty church — empty but for myself sitting breathless in the gallery. Then she rose and crossed to the centre aisle, without looking up, and passed out by the main door just below the place where I sat.


It was on a Monday that I saw her, and she was a good deal in my mind during that week. Once I thought I had caught her figure disappearing down a side street of Mintern Brevil; once I had a fancied glimpse of her grey cap behind the curtain of a window, though I could not be sure; but when Sunday came I went to the parish church — purposely, not too early — that I might peep through the door at the worshippers in the north aisle. If the seat in which we had both sat were her own, and were she there, I might contrive to get a place near enough to it to see her. I wondered at the time why I was impelled to take so much trouble; I think I am less surprised now.


Prayers had begun as I stood at the door to peer in, and, waiting till the congregation rose from its knees, I had full opportunity for my search. There she was, in the same pew at the end next the aisle, with her grey and blue tippet, sitting upright this time, as though oblivious of all that was going on, quite still. As the Amen produced a general movement, I saw that a verger was observing me from beyond the Wade monument and I stepped quickly forward to get nearer to my goal before he should be upon me to regulate my movements. We met exactly parallel to it, and he took me by the arm.


“Two vacant seats there,” he said, thrusting me towards the pew in which the lady sat.


We were close beside her, and she looked round at me, making no movement to let me pass in. I hesitated.


“Two vacant seats, sir,” repeated the verger, more loudly.


There was only one that I could see, on the other side of the quiet little figure; I was shocked at the man’s free and easy manner, for he leaned across her, pointing, stretching his arm just in front of her face. It seemed all the worse to me because I had begun to suspect the odd little woman of not being in her right mind, and I was angry to think that he should so take advantage of her weakness. I made a sort of apologetic bow, and went in, because it seemed the only way to put an end to his impertinence, and because the further occupants of the pew were looking at us intently.


There was a hassock in front of her and her feet were on it. As she did not stir them I stepped over, and, being nervously anxious not to incommode her, laid hold of the ledge where the Prayer-books lay to steady myself, and in doing so dropped my stick.


It fell against her knees, but, instead of sliding down the slope of her skirt, passed straight through it to the floor, as a stone might fall through transparent water. I could see it lying upon the boards, although the grey folds of her dress and the outline of her limbs were between me and it.


I subsided into my place, staggered beyond all power of expression. For some time I was too much bewildered to notice the looks of surprise and censure cast on me by those who stood beyond us; I merely sat on, though all were standing, and the Jubilate was ended and the Psalms begun before I had the sense to rise to my feet. I took up a Prayer-book mechanically and turned over the leaves, unable to concentrate my mind on finding the place. My right-hand neighbour pointed it out with a detached disapproval of manner that would have annoyed me had I been capable of feeling anything. I was in the mental condition of a man who has suddenly fallen into the sea and been as suddenly pulled out, who lies on the beach unable to adjust himself to a dry and stationary world.


When I had recovered a little I glanced stealthily at the woman on my left, but she appeared to be as solid as anybody else. She inspired no dread in me. My only trouble was the difficulty of keeping my head in her presence. I was young, and therefore acutely conscious of the attitude of strangers towards me, and I greatly feared to make myself ridiculous.


In time I grew more calm and began to argue with myself. I did not dream — I knew that I was sober and I believed that I was sane; I hardly dared to look directly at her, though I much wished she would turn her head and let me see whether there were traces of the distress of a few days ago. No one else appeared to be interested in her. I wondered why the verger had been so boorish — surely if she frequented the church he would have known her and hesitated to treat her so rudely, lest he should be taken to task by some looker-on who knew her too. Then I recalled his words: “Two vacant seats, sir”, and the truth broke on me.


He had not seen her. Presumably it was I, and I only, who was aware of her presence.


I became more and more convinced that this was a fact. Though I could see no difference between the solidity of her face and that of the faces near us, her feet and the lower part of her skirt now seemed hazy to my eyes, shadows beneath which lay the walking-stick I had not dared to recover. My own figure hid them from the people beside me. All that had disturbed these latter was my apparently futile agitation and the clumsiness of my entrance.


It was not until the sermon that my strange neighbour turned towards me, and, looking at me with the appealing gaze of a dumb creature, lifted her arm and pointed to the Wade monument. I made the slightest movement of assent, afraid to give myself prominence, yet unable to resist the troubled eyes. Her act finally confirmed my belief, because, though she had stretched out her arm over the end of the pew, no one had shown a sign of astonishment. She looked middle-aged, not from any lines traced by the years, but from the frilled cap she wore and the prim fashion of her clothes. The eyes that met mine were clear, rather childish, though set in a woman’s face and full of a dumb anxiety that was very pitiful. I raised my brows as if to ask a question and waited, wondering if she would understand. She nodded, pointing to an open hymn-book lying before me. I slid it along the ledge to her, but she shook her head and signed to me that I should lay in upon my knee. When I had done this she drew close to me, so close that the end of her tippet lay across my cuff; though I felt no touch, no warmth from the face so near my own as she took a gold-headed pin from the fastening of her dress and indicated letters, one after another, in the printed page. Then she paused, scanning my face, whilst I read the word they formed.


It was A-l-u-r-e-d.


It is almost impossible to describe the state of mind into which those three syllables threw me. To say that I was bewildered is to say nothing; but the sense of something compelling and inevitable — of having known all the time in some recess of my being that I was concerned with the name of this man — was so strong that self-consciousness fled and I forgot everybody in the church but the one who, so to speak, was not there. I took out my pocket-book and wrote down the six letters whilst the anxious eyes near my shoulder followed very line. The gold-headed pin was still till my pencil should stop. Then, when I looked round for further guidance, the face and the tippeted figure had faded into nothingness and only the pin was visible against the page of the hymn-book, pointing to the letters which followed. A-v-o-n  S-t-r-e-e-t  s-e-a-r-c-h. I had just time to write them when it ceased and was gone.


Through the rest of the sermon I sat without hearing a word. The place beside me was empty, and I was left with a maddening curiosity and the fear lest I should never be able to gratify it. I put away my pocket-book. As I walked home I decided that I would not look at it again till next day. “If this is really an illusion,” I said to myself, “I shall find tomorrow that there is nothing written here.”


I went out into the fields that afternoon, and, lying under a clump of bushes, turned the experience of the morning over and over. There was trouble about this man, Alured, though he was dead; that was plain enough, and I began to piece together the scraps that had been committed to me and to compare them with what I could recall of the words on the monument. “Avon Street” was suggestive, for the inscription said that Alured’s father had died at “his residence” there. It was there, evidently, that “search” should be made. I wondered whether the house was still standing. There was nothing to be done today, Sunday, for all the shops were closed and I had no acquaintance from whom I could seek information. True, there was my landlady; but when I made inquiry of her that evening it profited me nothing, for I was confronted with that dreadful obstacle, the blank wall of the purely domestic mind.


Next day I went down to Mintern Brevil. One subject had driven all others from my mind. I had lain awake half the night. My idea was to question the tradesmen and innkeepers, to tap that stream of gossip and reminiscence which flows under the life of all small towns. I did not know Avon Street, but I was curious to see the “residence” of the Wades; it was no detective spirit which urged me, but my own sense of romance — strong in those days — and the fantastic hope of doing some possible service, palliating some undiscovered grief. I do not think I was a superstitious young man, and had I been so, superstition could hardly be said to enter into the case. I was not concerned with superstition, one way or another. I had merely seen a strange thing, as I might have seen an elopement or a street accident, and I wanted to know all that might be known about it. It seemed no part of my duty to persuade myself that it had not happened.


I had just passed the church when I cursed myself for a fool. Why not go in? Why not go back to the same place? Why not take up the hymn-book and see whether the anxious figure would appear at my side and join again the thread which had broken so quickly? The door was open, the place empty, and in I went.


I sat down and took up the book, and to make the parallel complete, sought for the same place in it. I had forgotten the page and had to turn up the first line of the hymn in the index. When I had done so I looked up and saw the little woman standing beside the Wade monument. I cannot say that I saw her come towards me, for the next thing I was aware of was her presence at my side and her hand holding the gold-headed pin.


This time I was less taken aback and more able to think for myself, so I brought out my pocket-book and, laying it beside the other on my knee, I wrote “which house?” after the “Avon Street” I had already traced there.


The pin moved as it had done before.


“A  t-r-e-e.”


“Am I to search the tree?” I wrote.


“S-e-a-r-c-h  t-h-e  l-a-d-d-e-r — r-o-o-m  d-o  t-h-i-s  f-o-r  A-l-u-r-e-d.”


“I will,” I wrote; but I broke off, for the pin was running on again.


“B-e-h-i-n-d  t-h-e  d-i-a-m-o-n-d-s  f-o-r  p-i-t-y-s  s-a-k-e  f-o-r  p-o-o-r  A-l-u-r-e-d.”


“But what am I to look for?”


As I wrote this question — the crux of all — and waited for the expected answer, the pin was gone.


I left the church and went straight to Avon Street, directed by a passing workman, and embarked on the preliminaries of a search for something the very nature of which I did not know. I had written “I will” on the impulse of the moment, but I felt bound at least to try to make good my word. It might be an awkward task, but it was too late to think of that, for, wild goose chase or no, I was committed to it.


Avon Street was a quiet, remote place, not properly a street at all, but a row of detached houses far back from the sea and approached by a modest alley from the main thoroughfare. Only one true seaside touch had cropped up in two or three of these, and that was the faded-looking green verandah with a sloping tin roof which seems to belong particularly to the south coast of England. Each had a small patch of garden railed in from the pavement, and I saw with interest that there was but one tree in the place, a large araucaria, luxuriantly grown, by whose thin sombre arms shadowed the dead-looking windows by the door of the most old-fashioned of all. I had so far returned to a normal frame of mind that I smiled to think of my question of whether I should search the tree. I could not imagine how anyone would proceed who had to search a “monkey-puzzle”.


If this house was the Wade house there would seem to be real meaning in the directions of the woman in the church, and I opened the iron gate and approached the door; I was not prepared to confront any remaining member of the family who might be within and to state my extraordinary errand, so I had no choice but to ask for a fictitious person and to hope that the act might elicit the name of the owner.


“Is Mr Jerningham at home?” I inquired, taking the first moderately uncommon name I could think of.


The thin-lipped woman who answered the bell eyed me resentfully. “This is Miss Wade’s house,” she said, “we have no gentlemen here.”


She watched me departing, unmollified by my apology. I could feel her eyes on my back as I unlatched the iron gate.


It had been an easy thing to identify the “residence”, but the next step — to get into it — would be a very different matter, and I felt a good deal discouraged. The keeper of the door seemed to look on me as an impostor (she little knew with what reason), and I could imagine that the dweller behind it, were I ever to reach her presence with my story, would take me for some wandering madman. A spinster — a member of that family described on the monument — what hope had I of being listened to by such a person! I went down to the shore and sat on the sea-wall to take council with myself what my next step should be.


I did not know much about the clergy. My father was at the bar and had no clerical friends. But when I came to consider which individual in a community would be most accessible to a stranger, I could only think of the parson. The longing to halve the burden of my experience was great, and I also reflected that, their family monument being set up the parish church, the surviving Wades would probably belong to its congregation. I had not the vaguest remembrance of the last Sunday’s preacher, for I had had other things to think of. However, I could come to no better conclusion and I made up my mind to appeal to him. But I would put if off till tomorrow; it would take me till then to screw up my courage.


Next day, cold with the dread of making a fool of myself to no purpose, I was ushered into a vicarage study where a pale, plain-looking little man rose to receive me. There was nothing remarkable about him but a crooked smile that gave character to his face. He asked me very civilly what he could do for me.


The knowledge of my position engulfed me as a wave engulfs a pebble of the short. I was tongue-tied. Everything in the room was solid and spoke so loudly of settled habits, of daily duties, and all reasonable and accepted things that, in my acute consciousness of the fantastic nature of what I had come to say, my heart died within me. Here was the recognised exponent of spiritual things and here was I with this moonshine tale of the unseen upon my lips. I felt like a child with a tin sword before a general.


He was misled by my bearing, for it was plain that he suspected some young man’s scrape, some difficulty which youth might sooner disclose to a stranger than to a parent. He gave me a little time to collect myself and then said with his crooked smile:


“You need not hesitate to tell me anything. What am I here for but to listen? If you speak plainly to me I will speak plainly to you — that is all.”


So I began. I told it to him baldly and consecutively, from the beginning, when I stood idly before the wade monument, to the end, when I turned my back on the house with the araucaria.


When I had finished he got up and stood by the mantel-piece.


“And this is absolutely true?” he said at last; “upon your honour, this is true?”


“Sir,” I exclaimed, “can you suppose that I should put myself in this position for a childish invention? The risk of being taken for a liar is no advantage.”


“I beg your pardon,” said he.


“It is true, upon my honour.”


He sat down again and we were both silent for a little while.


“What do you make of it, sir?” I inquired at last.


“I don’t know what to make of it.”


“And what ought I to do?”


He was looking at the floor and he raised his eyes to mine. “You said you wrote ‘I will’, did you not, when she told you to search?”


“Yes.”


“Then you must do it.”


“You think there is something in it, then?” I exclaimed, catching at his support.


“I tell you I don’t know what to think; but I am certain that we should keep our promises.”


I nodded. “Do you know anything of the family?” I asked; “I came here, hoping you might give me some help in finding them.”


“Miss Emily Wade is the last one left now,” he replied, “but though she is my parishioner, I can hardly say that I know her. The one I can tell you about is Alured Wade, though he has been dead these five and twenty years. It is owing to him that they left Mintern Brevil. The house was let at one time, but afterwards it stood empty till Miss Wade came back a couple of years ago. She sees nobody and goes nowhere, not even to church.”


“But why is it owing to Alured?” I broke in.


“He was in a solicitor’s office, and he made away with a large sum of money and died in prison. That is why they left the town and why she lives as she does. She had brought Alured up, for she was ten years older than he when they were left motherless. He died at twenty, poor wretched lad. I have only been here a few years, so I never saw him.”


“There was something about diamonds too,” said I. “It is written down in my pocket-book.”


“I can’t imagine what that can be. I have never heard anything about that.”


“Well,” said I, ruefully, “I must do my best, as you say, but how to approach Miss Wade I don’t know, for it seems she is even more unapproachable than I suspected. If I write to her is there any chance that she will consent to see me? Is it too much to ask you to give me a word of introduction? I am really no impostor, but you do not know how I dread it.”


“You are no coward, young man, all the same.”


“I will try not to be,” said I.


“Well,” he went on, “you have no right to hang back, neither have I. I will go to Miss Wade, not because I think I can influence her to listen to you, but because she may think it less of an intrusion from one of my calling than from any other man. Go home now and wait till you hear from me.”


I got up.


“I can never thank you enough, sir,” I said.


“Wait to thank me till we have succeeded,” he replied, smiling crookedly.


·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·


For two days after this conversation I dreaded the postman. I did not know which would make me more uncomfortable, a summons to Avon Street or the news that nothing further could be done; but on the third day I received a letter from the parson.



“… I have had a difficult business,” he wrote, “and for some time I had little hope of success, but at last I have got Miss Wade’s consent to see you and now I can only leave you to do your best. I told you that you were no coward, but I now add that you may possibly become one when you meet Miss Wade. Do not take this as discouragement, but as warning, and remember, if I may venture to advise you, that there is nothing like keeping one’s temper in all circumstances. I hope you will let me hear whether any new light is thrown on this strange subject….”




At the appointed hour I stood once more on the threshold of the house with the araucaria, and this time was grudgingly admitted and taken across a small, dingy hall to a sitting room on the ground floor. There was no one in it, and I had been waiting fully ten minutes when Miss Emily Wade entered.


I had no nerve consciously to observe the woman herself, but only to feel the effect she produced on me; though now, after the lapse of years, I can describe her in detail. At a little distance she appeared to be the embodiment of commonplace middle age, but as she advanced with a stiff bow, which was the mere drawing-in of her chin, and desired me to be seated, I saw my mistake. She was slow and cumbrous and her large face, almost pear-shaped, sallow and very smooth in its outlines, reminded me of something Asiatic. Though she was so large, you would not call her fat, for the softness suggested by that word was absent. She had the heavy thickness of something stuffed tightly with sawdust, and she wore a muslin cap with a velvet bow, the recognised head-dress of all well-to-do elderly women at that date. Her hair, showing no thread of grey, was parted smoothly. I think she had the smallest mouth I ever saw and the depth of her chin made it look as though set too high in her face. Her straight, heavy nose seemed to start too soon from between her brows. I have never known the colour of her eyes, for their opaqueness was all that I could realise. She sat down without a word and waited for me to begin. There was not enough expression in her face to show hostility, but I felt it emanating from her.


How I embarked on my story I cannot remember. I heard myself speaking as though I were listening to another person, and the opaque, secretive eyes never left my face. I will do her the justice to say that she did not once try to interrupt me. When I had finished, a sense of ineptness and anticlimax and futility enfolded me like a choking mist.


“And why have you brought me this tale?” she inquired, a sneer touching her lip.


“I considered myself bound to do so.”


“Indeed,” she said, slowly, “and what do you expect to gain by it?”


“A clear conscience.”


She looked disconcerted, I suppose, by the directness of my answer. It was the first indication of any kind of feeling that I had seen since she entered.


I do not know what happy intuition spurred me to thrust her up against the matter in question before she had recovered her balance. Her strength was to sit still and so, no doubt, instinct impelled me to keep her moving.


“I see that I have put you into an awkward position,” I said.


“Not in the least, I assure you!” she exclaimed, a slight flush rising to her forehead.


It was evident to me that the very thought of herself in such a plight was intolerable to her.


“I am truly sorry to have upset you,” I continued, “but I can well imagine that my intrusion is annoying. I—”


“You misunderstand me,” she broke in. “I am entirely indifferent. Be sure of that.”


“But it is very natural. Believe me, I have every sympathy with you, and I can only apologise, placed as I am. Perhaps you would like me to go?”


I half rose from my seat. It was a rash thing to do, for had she said “Yes” I should have had no choice but to depart. Despite the parson’s advice I had let my irritation get the better of me in an overwhelming desire to shake her sullen insolence and the vanity which made her see herself as unassailable, imperturbable at all points. It was something inert and unenterprising in her that alone prevented her from dismissing a person who shook, even for a moment, her placid experience. Effort was her horror. I could guess that.


I think she would willingly have strangled me. Stupid though I believe she was, she had an uneasy feeling that I had made it difficult for her to dismiss me with dignity.


But her temper was suffering, as well as mine.


“I told the Vicar that I would see you and hear your — your — what you wanted to say — and I have done it. What do you want? Let us get through with it quickly,” she exclaimed, angrily.


“Will you allow me to see the ladder-room, if there is such a place?” I asked, my own anger cooling as the prospect bettered itself.


“It is empty. There is nothing there.”


“Then there is a room called the ladder-room!” I exclaimed. “Miss Wade — do, pray allow me to see it! Let your maid take me there. I will not ask you to go with me.”


“I will certainly go with you,” she replied.


It was no civility which prompted her words; her look made their meaning plain. It said “Do you suppose I should trust you out of my sight?”


But the desire to be disagreeable had betrayed her; it had gained me my point. She rose, and I opened the door and followed her out.


We went slowly up the dark stairs of the musty little house; it had three storeys and at each landing she stopped, breathing heavily, that I might understand the infinite inconvenience I was causing her. This made me very uncomfortable as a man. As a human being I cared nothing.


When we reached the top floor I found myself facing a ladder of about four rungs with a hand-rail at one side; it led to a door which looked as if it had not been painted for half a century.


“Go on,” said Miss Wade.


I went up and thrust the door open; it needed a strong push and I almost stumbled into a small attic room, papered and with a dormer window in the sloping roof letting in the afternoon light. My companion came heavily after me. It was perfectly empty, but for three objects: a deal table in the recess of the window, a tiny, dusty picture hanging on a nail, and an unused bookshelf fastened on the wall. There was not so much as a fireplace.


Miss Wade stood looking at me with sullen triumph in her opaque eyes. Her mouth was pinched to a small line above the long bulk of her chin. I felt very foolish.


“And was this always known as the ladder-room?” I asked.


She assented.


In spite of the fact that the gold-headed pin had, so far, pointed to nothing but the truth, I could only stare round on the unpromising place, humiliated by the ineffectual figure I cut. There was not even a drawer in the table that I might open. I went to the wall and peered at the little faintly-coloured daguerreotype in its frame that seemed cut out of black tin.


Then I started back and turned to Miss Wade. I suppose that triumph must have loosened her tongue, for the first words she had yet volunteered came from her pursed lips.


“My mother,” she said, shortly.


I should have known the portrait, even without the grey cap and the tippet with blue trimming.


“That is the lady I saw in the church,” I said.


I could not bring myself to ask Miss Wade whether this wretched attic had been Alured’s room, but I felt sure of it. I did not know if she had learned from the Vicar that he had told me the boy’s history and, in any case, I did not want to hear his name on her lips.


The sight of the daguerreotype stirred an overwhelming pity in me. That was Alured’s mother, the mother who had been replaced, for him, by the heavy, sordid woman in the doorway; I could imagine what such a change must have meant to the little boy who had slept in this fireless room. He had been “brought up” by her, been completely in her power; she had dealt out his punishments and held him, as grown-up people hold children, in the hollow of her hand. Here he had lived, the only young thing in the house, through his motherless years, only to die in prison at last. I thought of the desolating tears of my own happy childhood — rare, indeed, with me, but, probably, not rare with him. I could see him here, alone with his griefs and misunderstandings and hidden disappointments, under the attic roof, perhaps looking at the daguerreotype through wet eyelashes and knowing that his sins and fears and all the thousand, thousand childish secrets and dreads must be locked into his lonely heart because the face in the frame was only a face in a frame, and no more. I longed to be out of the house, anywhere away from Miss Wade. She was immeasurably more hateful to me now that I had seen this picture in this place.


“There are no diamonds here, after all, you see,” she said.


As she spoke my eyes were on the bookcase. Perhaps, if she had not made that derisive speech, we should have left the miserable room no wiser than we came, but at the word “diamonds” I sprang forward, for light flashed into my mind. On the wall behind the empty bookshelves a piece of chintz was nailed to keep the books from rubbing it; it was a hideous thing, grimy and faded; blue, with a yellow diamond pattern covering its dismal expanse.


“Yes, there are,” I cried, laying my palm against it, “these are the diamonds!”


There was a rent in the stuff where it was crossed by the middle shelf, but I could not get my hand into it because the horizontal board was set in so close to the wall. At the lower edge of the chintz a row of nails stretched it tight, and just above these I could feel a thin, square object lying as though in a pocket. Without further ado I got my thumb in between two of the nails and ripped up the rotten stuff. It tore at a touch and a slim paper packet fell out and dropped on the floor.


Miss Wade said nothing; anger and surprise devoured her. I could tell that her wrath was raised, not by my summary dealing with her furniture, but by the proof, now lying at my feet, that there had really been something to find and that I had found it. I picked up the packet and handed it to her.


“Thanks,” she said, putting it into her pocket. “No we will go downstairs.”


Although there was the handrail, she had to turn and step backwards down the ladder. At any other time I should have laughed inwardly at the mixture of displeasure and physical discomfort on the large, white face. But I did not laugh now. I had reached the goal towards which my whole mind had strained for nearly a week; I had started on such a strange quest as few had ever undertaken; and now, what I suspected was the key of it all had passed into the hands of this repellent creature! In my folly I had not foreseen this very obvious climax, but I now saw it written on the pursed-up mouth and secretive eyes that would not meet my own.  I should hear nothing more; I could not protest; I could do nothing but submit. She had turned the tables on me after all.


She stopped in the hall outside the sitting-room door, her hand on the doorknob, and made the same stiff bow with which she had received me. There was nothing for it but to take up my hat and go.


I was furious as I went up the street, outraged in every feeling. The consistent rudeness I had met with made my blood boil. Being very young, I marvelled that, in a civilised world, the attempt to do what was right — at some cost to myself, too — should bring me nothing but malice; and beyond that, baffled curiosity wept lamentably in my breast. It was cruel, abominable, that I should be debarred from knowing whether my thankless labours had been of any use to anyone, alive or dead.


·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·   ·


I had lost all interest in Mintern Brevil. I was not such a fool as to imagine that Miss Wade would send me any information, and it seemed that the best thing I could do was to depart next day and try to forget the whole business. While I was packing, the Vicar walked up to the farm and asked me to spend a few days with him. I was immensely flattered, for I liked him, and shouldering my small portmanteau I accompanied him home.


We were at breakfast on the following morning when the post came in. I had no correspondence, but he had a good deal, and, when he had turned over his pile of letters, he opened one and became so much absorbed in it that he stopped eating. I went on steadily. At last he looked up.


“This is your affair, too,” he said.


There had been three enclosures in the envelope and he threw one of them across to me.



Dear Mr Williams (I read), The person you spoke of to me called at my house the day before yesterday and insisted upon my climbing with him to the attic. While we were there a packet dropped from behind a bookshelf. I think the information which it contained should be made public, and as I do not want to be annoyed by inquisitive people, I will ask you to do so by mentioning it, when opportunity occurs, to your parishioners. In order that you may speak with authority I enclose these two letters which I shall be obliged if you will return. Meanwhile, I will consider what other steps should be taken.


Yours truly,


Emily Wade




“And now read this,” said the Vicar, after I had finished. I took the yellow, discoloured paper and smoothed it out.



October 12, 1850.


Dear Ned — I have not had a moment’s ease since our conversation after we left the office yesterday, for I can think of nothing but the terrible story you told me. You know what I feel. My friendship for you must give you full assurance of that, and the remorse you expressed as we walked home together will not be aggravated by any reproach from me. What is weighing on you is weighing on me too. Think of your mother lying there; we know from the doctor that she has only a few months to live — if that. What will it be to her? I am convinced, determined, that nothing must be left undone to spare her the knowledge that would prevent her from dying in peace. This is my proposal, the plan I have thought out. I am going to take the theft upon myself. We must leave the matter alone till it is discovered; that will gain time, possibly much time, and I will then confess it, holding you bound to be silent. Ned, think of your mother. Remember that I am tied by none of the considerations that tie you. My father is dead ten years ago, my mother I can only vaguely remember; all I know of her is the picture in my room. My elder brothers are prosperous men who can take care of themselves. You know my sister. You, who have known me since we were both children, will understand what I need not say. Your mother’s goodness and love to me when I most needed it is all I am thinking of now. I am not thinking of you. I am thinking of her. It is Sunday and my sister is at church, so I have had leisure to consider, and my mind is made up.


If you agree, as you must do, I will require you to do two things. You must write me a letter accepting the proposal I have made and giving me your word that as soon as your mother is dead you will acknowledge the truth. I will make a copy of this letter that I am now writing and seal it up with yours in a packet. It will be put in a place that only you and I will know of, and as soon as possible after your mother’s funeral, you will carry it to a person whom we shall both select and who will know how to use it for my release.


We do not know how soon the discovery of what you have done may be made, so whatever we settle must be settled at once in all its details. I shall see you tomorrow at the office and we must walk home together. But before we meet I must tell you again, lest you should have any hesitation in agreeing, that I am doing it for her.


Your sincere friend,


Alured Wade




The Vicar pushed the other paper towards me. It was dated two days after the foregoing letter. The writer had not taken long in making up his mind.



I accept all the condition of Alured Wade’s letter of Oct. 12, 1850, (it ran) and I hereby faithfully promise that, on my mother’s decease, I will do as desired by him with the two letters, using every endeavour to clear his name by means of them and by admitting the fraud which I have committed and for which he, for the reasons he states, has taken the blame.”


Edward Groves Stephenson




“Poor lad,” said the Vicar. “poor little lad.”


His words took me back to the attic room with the little boy I had pictured alone in it. I was glad, more glad than I could say, to know that someone had befriended him; the measure of his gratitude showed me, like lamplight, how dark the dark places must have been to him. How glad I was that I had bearded that heavy woman with the opaque eyes and the velvet bow in her cap! It rather awed me to think that I had been the means of disinterring that obscure and unrecognised sacrifice. For the moment I had forgotten the woman in the church, but she returned to my mind, bringing with her a mist of speculation in which I lost myself.


The Vicar’s voice broke through it.


“There is another piece that fits into the story,” he said. “I know the name of Ned Stephenson well. He disappeared very suddenly from Mintern Brevil, years before I came here; it was supposed, to America. In any case he was never heard of again. I wonder did his mother cheat the doctor and outlive Alured, and was his baseness a crime against his fellow-clerk, or against his fellow-clerk’s memory? Did he break his word to a dead man or to a live one? There is nothing on the monument to tell how far into 1851 Alured lived; but he must have died without speaking.”


“And I wonder,” said I, “whether the packet fell down behind the chintz and was lost, or whether it was hidden there purposely till the time should come to produce it?”


“It must have been hidden,” said he, reflectively. “If Alured had lost it, he would certainly have written another letter and made Ned write another statement, and if Ned had lost it, it would hardly have been found in the Wades’ house. Had the real culprits made any attempt to tell the truth I should have heard of it when I first heard the story of Alured’s crime. It is easy to guess why he disappeared.”


“And the woman in the church?”


“We know nothing about anything, said he, “and I suppose Solomon himself was in the like position. But he said some notable things, all the same — ‘Many waters cannot quench love, neither can the floods drown it.’”


“Do you imagine that Miss Wade will add anything to the monument?” I asked, after a pause. “She ought to do him that much justice.”


“Ah,” he said, “I fancy that, whatever she does, her resentment will never be disturbed by a little thing like the truth. He brought discredit on her and she will never forgive him, as she will never forgive you for bringing back the memory of it.”


“But that’s unreasonable!” I exclaimed, “the disgrace is gone.”


“Think what the Wade respectability has suffered — no, she will never forgive him. To her he is a criminal still. Personally, I should like to give him a monument to himself.”


“What would you put on it?” I asked.


“Alured Wade. Saint and Martyr.”


~
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They say foul things of Old Times still lurk

 In dark forgotten corners of the world.

And Gates still gape to loose, on certain nights.

Shapes pent in Hell.

—Justin Geoffrey     




I read of it first in the strange book of Von Junzt, the German eccentric who lived so curiously and died in such grisly and mysterious fashion. It was my fortune to have access to his Nameless Cults in the original edition, the so-called Black Book, published in Dusseldorf in 1839, shortly before a hounding doom overtook the author. Collectors of rare literature were familiar with Nameless Cults mainly through the cheap and faulty translation which was pirated in London by Bridewall in 1845, and the carefully expurgated edition put out by the Golden Goblin Press of New York, 1909. But the volume I stumbled upon was one of the unexpurgated German copies, with heavy black leather covers and rusty iron hasps. I doubt if there are more than half a dozen such volumes in the entire world today, for the quantity issued was not great, and when the manner of the author’s demise was bruited about, many possessors of the book burned their volumes in panic.


Von Junzt spent his entire life (1795-1840) delving into forbidden subjects; he traveled in all parts of the world, gained entrance into innumerable secret societies, and read countless little-known and esoteric books and manuscripts in the original; and in the chapters of the Black Book, which range from startling clarity of exposition to murky ambiguity, there are statements and hints to freeze the blood of a thinking man. Reading what Von Junzt dared put in print arouses uneasy speculations as to what it was that he dared not tell. What dark matters, for instance, were contained in those closely written pages that formed the unpublished manuscript on which he worked unceasingly for months before his death, and which lay torn and scattered all over the floor of the locked and bolted chamber in which Von Junzt was found dead with the marks of taloned fingers on his throat? It will never be known, for the author’s closest friend, the Frenchman Alexis Ladeau, after having spent a whole night piecing the fragments together and reading what was written, burnt them to ashes and cut his own throat with a razor.


But the contents of the published matter are shuddersome enough, even if one accepts the general view that they but represent the ravings of a madman. There among many strange things I found mention of the Black Stone, that curious, sinister monolith that broods among the mountains of Hungary, and about which so many dark legends cluster. Van Junzt did not devote much space to it — the bulk of his grim work concerns cults and objects of dark worship which he maintained existed in his day, and it would seem that the Black Stone represents some order or being lost and forgotten centuries ago. But he spoke of it as one of the keys — a phrase used many times by him, in various relations, and constituting one of the obscurities of his work. And he hinted briefly at curious sights to be seen about the monolith on Midsummer’s Night. He mentioned Otto Dostmann’s theory that this monolith was a remnant of the Hunnish invasion and had been erected to commemorate a victory of Attila over the Goths. Von Junzt contradicted this assertion without giving any refutory facts, merely remarking that to attribute the origin of the Black Stone to the Huns was as logical as assuming that William the Conqueror reared Stonehenge.


This implication of enormous antiquity piqued my interest immensely and after some difficulty I succeeded in locating a rat-eaten and moldering copy of Dostmann’s Remnants of Lost Empires (Berlin, 1809, “Der Drachenhaus” Press). I was disappointed to find that Dostmann referred to the Black Stone even more briefly than had Von Junzt, dismissing it with a few lines as an artifact comparatively modern in contrast with the Greco-Roman ruins of Asia Minor which were his pet theme. He admitted his inability to make out the defaced characters on the monolith but pronounced them unmistakably Mongoloid. However, little as I learned from Dostmann, he did mention the name of the village adjacent to the Black Stone — Stregoicavar — an ominous name, meaning something like Witch-Town.


A close scrutiny of guidebooks and travel articles gave me no further information — Stregoicavar, not on any map that I could find, lay in a wild, little-frequented region, out of the path of casual tourists. But I did find subject for thought in Dornly’s Magyar Folklore. In his chapter on Dream Myths he mentions the Black Stone and tells of some curious superstitions regarding it — especially the belief that if anyone sleeps in the vicinity of the monolith, that person will be haunted by monstrous nightmares forever after; and he cited tales of the peasants regarding too-curious people who ventured to visit the Stone on Midsummer Night and who died raving mad because of something they saw there.


That was all I could gleam from Dornly, but my interest was even more intensely roused as I sensed a distinctly sinister aura about the Stone. The suggestion of dark antiquity, the recurrent hint of unnatural events on Midsummer Night, touched some slumbering instinct in my being, as one senses, rather than hears, the flowing of some dark subterraneous river in the night.


And I suddenly saw a connection between this Stone and a certain weird and fantastic poem written by the mad poet, Justin Geoffrey: ›The People of the Monolith. Inquiries led to the information that Geoffrey had indeed written that poem while traveling in Hungary, and I could not doubt that the Black Stone was the very monolith to which he referred in his strange verse. Reading his stanzas again, I felt once more the strange dim stirrings of subconscious promptings that I had noticed when first reading of the Stone.


I had been casting about for a place to spend a short vacation and I made up my mind. I went to Stregoicavar. A train of obsolete style carried me from Temesvar to within striking distance, at least, of my objective, and a three days’ ride in a jouncing coach brought me to the little village which lay in a fertile valley high up in the fir-clad mountains. The journey itself was uneventful, but during the first day we passed the old battlefield of Schomvaal where the brave Polish-Hungarian knight, Count Boris Vladinoff, made his gallant and futile stand against the victorious hosts of Suleiman the Magnificent, when the Grand Turk swept over eastern Europe in 1526.


The driver of the coach pointed out to me a great heap of crumbling stones on a hill nearby, under which, he said, the bones of the brave Count lay. I remembered a passage from Larson’s Turkish Wars. “After the skirmish” (in which the Count with his small army had beaten back the Turkish advance-guard) “the Count was standing beneath the half-ruined walls of the old castle on the hill, giving orders as to the disposition of his forces, when an aide brought to him a small lacquered case which had been taken from the body of the famous Turkish scribe and historian, Selim Bahadur, who had fallen in the fight. The Count took therefrom a roll of parchment and began to read, but he had not read far before he turned very pale and, without saying a word, replaced the parchment in the case and thrust the case into his cloak. At that very instant a hidden Turkish battery suddenly opened fire, and the balls striking the old castle, the Hungarians were horrified to see the walls crash down in ruin, completely covering the brave Count. Without a leader the gallant little army was cut to pieces, and in the war-swept years which followed, the bones of the noblemen were never recovered. Today the natives point out a huge and moldering pile of ruins near Schomvaal beneath which, they say, still rests all that the centuries have left of Count Boris Vladinoff.”


I found the village of Stregoicavar a dreamy, drowsy little village that apparently belied its sinister cognomen — a forgotten back-eddy that Progress had passed by. The quaint houses and the quainter dress and manners of the people were those of an earlier century. They were friendly, mildly curious but not inquisitive, though visitors from the outside world were extremely rare.


“Ten years ago another American came here and stayed a few days in the village,” said the owner of the tavern where I had put up, “a young fellow and queer-acting — mumbled to himself — a poet, I think.”


I knew he must mean Justin Geoffrey.


“Yes, he was a poet,” I answered, “and he wrote a poem about a bit of scenery near this very village.”


“Indeed?” Mine host’s interest was aroused. “Then, since all great poets are strange in their speech and actions, he must have achieved great fame, for his actions and conversations were the strangest of any man I ever I knew.”


“As is usual with artists,” I answered, “most of his recognition has come since his death.”


“He is dead, then?”


“He died screaming in a madhouse five years ago.”


“Too bad, too bad,” sighed mine host sympathetically. “Poor lad — he looked too long at the Black Stone.”


My heart gave a leap, but I masked my keen interest and said casually. “I have heard something of this Black Stone; somewhere near this village, is it not?”


“Nearer than Christian folk wish,” he responded. “Look!” He drew me to a latticed window and pointed up at the fir-clad slopes of the brooding blue mountains. “There beyond where you see the bare face of that jutting cliff stands that accursed Stone. Would that it were ground to powder and the powder flung into the Danube to be carried to the deepest ocean! Once men tried to destroy the thing, but each man who laid hammer or maul against it came to an evil end. So now the people shun it.”


“What is there so evil about it?” I asked curiously.


“It is a demon-haunted thing,” he answered uneasily and with the suggestion of a shudder. “In my childhood I knew a young man who came up from below and laughed at our traditions — in his foolhardiness he went to the Stone one Midsummer Night and at dawn stumbled into the village again, stricken dumb and mad. Something had shattered his brain and sealed his lips, for until the day of his death, which came soon after, he spoke only to utter terrible blasphemies or to slaver gibberish.


“My own nephew when very small was lost in the mountains and slept in the woods near the Stone, and now in his manhood he is tortured by foul dreams, so that at times he makes the night hideous with his screams and wakes with cold sweat upon him.


“But let us talk of something else, Herr; it is not good to dwell upon such things.”


I remarked on the evident age of the tavern and he answered with pride. “The foundations are more than four hundred years old; the original house was the only one in the village which was not burned to the ground when Suleiman’s devil swept through the mountains. Here, in the house that then stood on these same foundations, it is said, the scribe Selim Bahadur had his headquarters while ravaging the country hereabouts.”


I learned then that the present inhabitants of Stregoicavar are not descendants of the people who dwelt there before the Turkish raid of 1526. The victorious Moslems left no living human in the village or the vicinity thereabouts when they passed over. Men, women and children they wiped out in one red holocaust of murder, leaving a vast stretch of country silent and utterly deserted. The present people of Stregoicavar are descended from hardy settlers from the lower valleys who came into the ruined village after the Turk was thrust back.


Mine host did not speak of the extermination of the original inhabitants with any great resentment and I learned that his ancestors in the lower levels had looked on the mountaineers with even more hatred and aversion than they regarded the Turks. He was rather vague regarding the causes of this feud, but said that the original inhabitants of Stregoicavar had been in the habit of making stealthy raids on the lowlands and stealing girls and children. Moreover, he said that they were not exactly of the same blood as his own people; the sturdy, original Magyar-Slavic stock had mixed and intermarried with a degraded aboriginal race until the breeds had blended, producing an unsavory amalgamation. Who these aborigines were, he had not the slightest idea, but maintained that they were “pagans” and had dwelt in the mountains since time immemorial, before the coming of the conquering peoples.


I attached little importance to this tale; seeing in it merely a parallel to the amalgamation of Celtic tribes with Mediterranean aborigines in the Galloway hills, with the resultant mixed race which, as Picts, has such an extensive part in Scotch legendary. Time has a curious foreshortening effect on folklore, and just as tales of the Picts became intertwined with legends of an older Mongoloid race, so that eventually the Picts were ascribed the repulsive appearance of the squat primitives, whose individuality merged, in the telling, into Pictish tales, and was forgotten; so, I felt, the supposed inhuman attributes of the first villagers of Stregoicavar could be traced to older, outworn myths with invading Huns and Mongols.


The morning after my arrival I received directions from mine host, who gave them worriedly, and set out to find the Black Stone. A few hours’ tramp up the fir-covered slopes brought me to the face of the rugged, solid stone cliff which jutted boldly from the mountainside. A narrow trail wound up it, and mounting this, I looked out over the peaceful valley of Stregoicavar, which seemed to drowse, guarded on either hand by the great blue mountains. No huts or any sign of human tenancy showed between the cliff whereon I stood and the village. I saw numbers of scattering farms in the valley but all lay on the other side of Stregoicavar, which itself seemed to shrink from the brooding slopes which masked the Black Stone.


The summit of the cliffs proved to be a sort of thickly wooded plateau. I made my way through the dense growth for a short distance and came into a wide glade; and in the center of the glade reared a gaunt figure of black stone.


It was octagonal in shape, some sixteen feet in height and about a foot and a half thick. It had once evidently been highly polished, but now the surface was thickly dinted as if savage efforts had been made to demolish it; but the hammers had done little more than to flake off small bits of stone and mutilate the characters which once had evidently marched up in a spiraling line round and round the shaft to the top. Up to ten feet from the base these characters were almost completely blotted out, so that it was very difficult to trace their direction. Higher up they were plainer, and I managed to squirm part of the way up the shaft and scan them at close range. All were more or less defaced, but I was positive that they symbolized no language now remembered on the face of the earth. I am fairly familiar with all hieroglyphics known to researchers and philologists and I can say, with certainty that those characters were like nothing of which I have ever read or heard. The nearest approach to them that I ever saw were some crude scratches on a gigantic and strangely symmetrical rock in a lost valley of Yucatan. I remember that when I pointed out these marks to the archeologist who was my companion, he maintained that they either represented natural weathering or the idle scratching of some Indian. To my theory that the rock was really the base of a long-vanished column, he merely laughed, calling my attention to the dimensions of it, which suggested, if it were built with any natural rules of architectural symmetry, a column a thousand feet high. But I was not convinced.


I will not say that the characters on the Black Stone were similar to those on that colossal rock in Yucatan; but one suggested the other. As to the substance of the monolith, again I was baffled. The stone of which it was composed was a dully gleaming black, whose surface, where it was not dinted and roughened, created a curious illusion of semi-transparency.


I spent most of the morning there and came away baffled. No connection of the Stone with any other artifact in the world suggested itself to me. It was as if the monolith had been reared by alien hands, in an age distant and apart from human ken.


I returned to the village with my interest in no way abated. Now that I had seen the curious thing, my desire was still more keenly whetted to investigate the matter further and seek to learn by what strange hands and for what strange purpose the Black Stone had been reared in the long ago.


I sought out the tavern-keeper’s nephew and questioned him in regard to his dreams, but he was vague, though willing to oblige. He did not mind discussing them, but was unable to describe them with any clarity. Though he dreamed the same dreams repeatedly, and though they were hideously vivid at the time, they left no distinct impression on his waking mind. He remembered them only as chaotic nightmares through which huge whirling fires shot lurid tongues of flame and a black drum bellowed incessantly. One thing only he remembered clearly — in one dream he had seen the Black Stone, not on a mountain slope but set like a spire on a colossal black castle.


As for the rest of the villagers I found them not inclined to talk about the Stone, with the exception of the schoolmaster, a man of surprising education, who spent much more of his time out in the world than any of the rest.


He was much interested in what I told him of Von Junzt’s remarks about the Stone, and warmly agreed with the German author in the alleged age of the monolith. He believed that a coven had once existed in the vicinity and that possibly all of the original villagers had been members of that fertility cult which once threatened to undermine European civilization and gave rise to the tales of witchcraft. He cited the very name of the village to prove his point; it had not been originally named Stregoicavar, he said; according to legends the builders had called it Xuthltan, which was the aboriginal name of the site on which the village had been built many centuries ago.


This fact roused again an indescribable feeling of uneasiness. The barbarous name did not suggest connection with any Scythic, Slavic or Mongolian race to which an aboriginal people of these mountains would, under natural circumstances, have belonged.


That the Magyars and Slavs of the lower valleys believed the original inhabitants of the village to be members of the witchcraft cult was evident, the schoolmaster said, by the name they gave it, which name continued to be used even after the older settlers had been massacred by the Turks, and the village rebuilt by a cleaner and more wholesome breed.


He did not believe that the members of the cult erected the monolith but he did believe that they used it as a center of their activities, and repeating vague legends which had been handed down since before the Turkish invasion, he advanced the theory that the degenerate villagers had used it as a sort of altar on which they offered human sacrifices, using as victims the girls and babies stolen from his own ancestors in the lower valleys.


He discounted the myths of weird events on Midsummer Night, as well as a curious legend of a strange deity which the witch-people of Xuthltan were said to have invoked with chants and wild rituals of flagellation and slaughter.


He had never visited the Stone on Midsummer Night, he said, but he would not fear to do so; whatever had existed or taken place there in the past, had been long engulfed in the mists of time and oblivion. had lost its meaning save as a link to a dead and dusty past.


It was while returning from a visit with this schoolmaster one night about a week after my arrival at Stregoicavar that a sudden recollection struck me — it was Midsummer Night! The very time that the legends linked with grisly implications to the Black Stone. I turned away from the tavern and strode swiftly through the village. Stregoicavar lay silent; the villagers retired early. I saw no one as I passed rapidly out of the village and up into the firs which masked the mountain’s slopes with whispering darkness. A broad silver moon hung above the valley, flooding the crags and slopes in a weird light and etching the shadows blackly. No wind blew through the firs, but a mysterious, intangible rustling and whispering was abroad. Surely on such nights in past centuries, my whimsical imagination told me, naked witches astride magic broomsticks had flown across the valley, pursued by jeering demoniac familiars.


I came to the cliffs and was somewhat disquieted to note that the illusive moonlight lent them a subtle appearance I had not noticed before — in the weird light they appeared less like natural cliffs and more like the ruins of cyclopean and Titan-reared battlements jutting from the mountain-slope.


Shaking off this hallucination with difficulty I came upon the plateau and hesitated a moment before I plunged into the brooding darkness of the woods. A sort of breathless tenseness hung over the shadows, like an unseen monster holding its breath lest it scare away its prey.


I shook off the sensation — a natural one, considering the eeriness of the place and its evil reputation — and made my way through the wood, experiencing a most unpleasant sensation that I was being followed, and halting once, sure that something clammy and unstable had brushed against my face in the darkness.


I came out into the glade and saw the tall monolith rearing its gaunt height above the sward. At the edge of the woods on the side toward the cliffs was a stone which formed a sort of natural seat. I sat down, reflecting that it was probably while there that the mad poet, Justin Geoffrey, had written his fantastic People of the Monolith. Mine host thought that it was the Stone which had caused Geoffrey’s insanity, but the seeds of madness had been sown in the poet’s brain long before he ever came to Stregoicavar.


A glance at my watch showed that the hour of midnight was close at hand. I leaned back, waiting whatever ghostly demonstration might appear. A thin night wind started up among the branches of the firs, with an uncanny suggestion of faint, unseen pipes whispering an eerie and evil tune. The monotony of the sound and my steady gazing at the monolith produced a sort of self-hypnosis upon me; I grew drowsy. I fought this feeling, but sleep stole on me in spite of myself; the monolith seemed to sway and dance, strangely distorted to my gaze, and then I slept.


I opened my eyes and sought to rise, but lay still, as if an icy hand gripped me helpless. Cold terror stole over me. The glade was no longer deserted. It was thronged by a silent crowd of strange people, and my distended eyes took in strange barbaric details of costume which my reason told me were archaic and forgotten even in this backward land. Surely, I thought, these are villagers who have come here to hold some fantastic conclave — but another glance told me that these people were not the folk of Stregoicavar. They were a shorter, more squat race, whose brows were lower, whose faces were broader and duller. Some had Slavic and Magyar features, but those features were degraded as from a mixture of some baser, alien strain I could not classify. Many wore the hides of wild beasts, and their whole appearance, both men and women, was one of sensual brutishness. They terrified and repelled me, but they gave me no heed. They formed in a vast half-circle in front of the monolith and began a sort of chant, flinging their arms in unison and weaving their bodies rhythmically from the waist upward. All eyes were fixed on the top of the Stone which they seemed to be invoking. But the strangest of all was the dimness of their voices; not fifty yards from me hundreds of men and women were unmistakably lifting their voices in a wild chant, yet those voices came to me as a faint indistinguishable murmur as if from across vast leagues of Space — or time.


Before the monolith stood a sort of brazier from which a vile, nauseous yellow smoke billowed upward, curling curiously in a swaying spiral around the black shaft, like a vast unstable snake.


On one side of this brazier lay two figures — a young girl, stark naked and bound hand and foot, and an infant, apparently only a few months old. On the other side of the brazier squatted a hideous old hag with a queer sort of black drum on her lap; this drum she beat with slow light blows of her open palms, but I could not hear the sound.


The rhythm of the swaying bodies grew faster and into the space between the people and the monolith sprang a naked young woman, her eyes blazing, her long black hair flying loose. Spinning dizzily on her toes, she whirled across the open space and fell prostrate before the Stone, where she lay motionless. The next instant a fantastic figure followed her — a man from whose waist hung a goatskin, and whose features were entirely hidden by a sort of mask made from a huge wolf’s head, so that he looked like a monstrous, nightmare being, horribly compounded of elements both human and bestial. In his hand he held a bunch of long fir switches bound together at the larger ends, and the moonlight glinted on a chain of heavy gold looped about his neck. A smaller chain depending from it suggested a pendant of some sort, but this was missing.


The people tossed their arms violently and seemed to redouble their shouts as this grotesque creature loped across the open space with many a fantastic leap and caper. Coming to the woman who lay before the monolith, he began to lash her with the switches he bore, and she leaped up and spun into the wild mazes of the most incredible dance I have ever seen. And her tormentor danced with her, keeping the wild rhythm, matching her every whirl and bound, while incessantly raining cruel blows on her naked body. And at every blow he shouted a single word, over and over, and all the people shouted it back. I could see the working of their lips, and now the faint far-off murmur of their voices merged and blended into one distant shout, repeated over and over with slobbering ecstasy. But what the one word was, I could not make out.


In dizzy whirls spun the wild dancers, while the lookers-on, standing still in their tracks, followed the rhythm of their dance with swaying bodies and weaving arms. Madness grew in the eyes of the capering votaress and was reflected in the eyes of the watchers. Wilder and more extravagant grew the whirling frenzy of that mad dance — it became a bestial and obscene thing, while the old hag howled and battered the drum like a crazy woman, and the switches cracked out a devil’s tune.


Blood trickled down the dancer’s limbs but she seemed not to feel the lashing save as a stimulus for further enormities of outrageous motion; bounding into the midst of the yellow smoke which now spread out tenuous tentacles to embrace both flying figures, she seemed to merge with that foul fog and veil herself with it. Then emerging into plain view, closely followed by the beast-thing that flogged her, she shot into an indescribable, explosive burst of dynamic mad motion, and on the very crest of that mad wave, she dropped suddenly to the sward, quivering and panting as if completely overcome by her frenzied exertions. The lashing continued with unabated violence and intensity and she began to wriggle toward the monolith on her belly. The priest — or such I will call him — followed, lashing her unprotected body with all the power of his arm as she writhed along, leaving a heavy track of blood on the trampled earth. She reached the monolith, and gasping and panting, flung both arms about it and covered the cold stone with fierce hot kisses, as in frenzied and unholy adoration.


The fantastic priest bounded high in the air, flinging away the red-dabbled switches, and the worshippers, howling and foaming at the mouths, turned on each other with tooth and nail, rending one another’s garments and flesh in a blind passion of bestiality. The priest swept up the infant with a long arm, and shouting again that Name, whirled the wailing babe high in the air and dashed its brains out against the monolith, leaving a ghastly stain on the black surface. Cold with horror I saw him rip the tiny body open with his bare brutish fingers and fling handfuls of blood on the shaft, then toss the red and torn shape into the brazier, extinguishing flame and smoke in a crimson rain, while the maddened brutes behind him howled over and over the Name. Then suddenly they all fell prostrate, writhing like snakes, while the priest flung wide his gory hands as in triumph. I opened my mouth to scream my horror and loathing, but only a dry rattle sounded; a huge monstrous toad-like thing squatted on the top of the monolith!


I saw its bloated, repulsive and unstable outline against the moonlight and set in what would have been the face of a natural creature, its huge, blinking eyes which reflected all the lust, abysmal greed, obscene cruelty and monstrous evil that has stalked the sons of men since their ancestors moved blind and hairless in the treetops. In those grisly eyes were mirrored all the unholy things and vile secrets that sleep in the cities under the sea, and that skulk from the light of day in the blackness of primordial caverns. And so that ghastly thing that the unhallowed ritual of cruelty and sadism and blood had evoked from the silence of the hills, leered and blinked down on its bestial worshippers, who groveled in abhorrent abasement before it.


Now the beast-masked priest lifted the bound and weakly writhing girl in his brutish hands and held her up toward that horror on the monolith. And as that monstrosity sucked in its breath, lustfully and slobberingly, something snapped in my brain and I fell into a merciful faint.


I opened my eyes on a still white dawn. All the events of the night rushed back on me and I sprang up, then stared about me in amazement. The monolith brooded gaunt and silent above the sward which waved, green and untrampled, in the morning breeze. A few quick strides took me across the glade; here had the dancers leaped and bounded until the ground should have been trampled bare, and here had the votaress wriggled her painful way to the Stone, streaming blood on the earth. But no drop of crimson showed on the uncrushed sward. I looked, shudderingly, at the side of the monolith against which the bestial priest had brained the stolen baby — but no dark stain nor grisly clot showed there.


A dream! It had been a wild nightmare — or else — I shrugged my shoulders. What vivid clarity for a dream!


I returned quietly to the village and entered the inn without being seen. And there I sat meditating over the strange events of the night. More and more was I prone to discard the dream-theory. That what I had seen was illusion and without material substance, was evident. But I believed that I had looked on the mirrored shadow of a deed perpetrated in ghastly actuality in bygone days. But how was I to know? What proof to show that my vision had been a gathering of foul specters rather than a nightmare originating in my brain?


As if for answer a name flashed into my mind — Selim Bahadur! According to legend this man, who had been a soldier as well as a scribe, had commanded that part of Suleiman’s army which had devastated Stregoicavar; it seemed logical enough; and if so, he had gone straight from the blotted-out countryside to the bloody field of Schomvaal, and his doom. I sprang up with a sudden shout — that manuscript which was taken from the Turk’s body, and which Count Boris shuddered over — might it not contain some narration of what the conquering Turks found in Stregoicavar? What else could have shaken the iron nerves of the Polish adventurer? And since the bones of the Count had never been recovered, what more certain than that the lacquered case, with its mysterious contents, still lay hidden beneath the ruins that covered Boris Vladinoff? I began packing my bag with fierce haste.


Three days later found me ensconced in a little village a few miles from the old battlefield, and when the moon rose I was working with savage intensity on the great pile of crumbling stone that crowned the hill. It was back-breaking toil — looking back now I can not see how I accomplished it, though I labored without a pause from moonrise to dawn. Just as the sun was coming up I tore aside the last tangle of stones and looked on all that was mortal of Count Boris Vladinoff — only a few pitiful fragments of crumbling bone — and among them, crushed out of all original shape, lay a case whose lacquered surface had kept it from complete decay through the centuries.


I seized it with frenzied eagerness, and piling back some of the stones on the bones I hurried away; for I did not care to be discovered by the suspicious peasants in an act of apparent desecration.


Back in my tavern chamber I opened the case and found the parchment comparatively intact; and there was something else in the case — a small squat object wrapped in silk. I was wild to plumb the secrets of those yellowed pages, but weariness forbade me. Since leaving Stregoicavar I had hardly slept at all, and the terrific exertions of the previous night combined to overcome me. In spite of myself I was forced to stretch myself on my bed, nor did I awake until sundown.


I snatched a hasty supper, and then in the light of a flickering candle, I set myself to read the neat Turkish characters that covered the parchment. It was difficult work, for I am not deeply versed in the language and the archaic style of the narrative baffled me. But as I toiled through it a word or a phrase here and there leaped at me and a dimly growing horror shook me in its grip. I bent my energies fiercely to the task, and as the tale grew clearer and took more tangible form my blood chilled in my veins, my hair stood up and my tongue clove to my mouth. All external things partook of the grisly madness of that infernal manuscript until the night sounds of insects and creatures in the woods took the form of ghastly murmurings and stealthy treadings of ghoulish horrors and the sighing of the night wind changed to tittering obscene gloating of evil over the souls of men.


At last when gray dawn was stealing through the latticed window, I laid down the manuscript and took up and unwrapped the thing in the bit of silk. Staring at it with haggard eyes I knew the truth of the matter was clinched, even had it been possible to doubt the veracity of that terrible manuscript.


And I replaced both obscene things in the case, nor did I rest nor sleep nor eat until that case containing them had been weighted with stones and flung into the deepest current of the Danube which, God grant, carried them back into the Hell from which they came.


It was no dream I dreamed on Midsummer Midnight in the hills above Stregoicavar. Well for Justin Geoffrey that he tarried there only in the sunlight and went his way, for had he gazed upon that ghastly conclave, his mad brain would have snapped before it did. How my own reason held, I do not know.


No — it was no dream — I gazed upon a foul rout of votaries long dead, come up from Hell to worship as of old; ghosts that bowed before a ghost. For Hell has long claimed their hideous god. Long, long he dwelt among the hills, a brain-shattering vestige of an outworn age, but no longer his obscene talons clutch for the souls of living men, and his kingdom is a dead kingdom, peopled only by the ghosts of those who served him in his lifetime and theirs.


By what foul alchemy or godless sorcery the Gates of Hell are opened on that one eerie night I do not know, but mine own eyes have seen. And I know I looked on no living thing that night, for the manuscript written in the careful hand of Selim Bahadur narrated at length what he and his raiders found in the valley of Stregoicavar; and I read, set down in detail, the blasphemous obscenities that torture wrung from the lips of screaming worshippers; and I read, too, of the lost, grim black cavern high in the hills where the horrified Turks hemmed a monstrous, bloated, wallowing toad-like being and slew it with flame and ancient steel blessed in old times by Muhammad, and with incantations that were old when Arabia was young. And even staunch old Selim’s hand shook as he recorded the cataclysmic, earth-shaking death-howls of the monstrosity, which died not alone; for half-score of his slayers perished with him, in ways that Selim would not or could not describe.


And that squat idol carved of gold and wrapped in silk was an image of himself, and Selim tore it from the golden chain that looped the neck of the slain high priest of the mask.


Well that the Turks swept out that foul valley with torch and cleanly steel! Such sights as those brooding mountains have looked on belong to the darkness and abysses of lost eons. No — it is not fear of the toad-thing that makes me shudder in the night. He is made fast in Hell with his nauseous horde, freed only for an hour on the most weird night of the year, as I have seen. And of his worshippers, none remains.


But it is the realization that such things once crouched beast-like above the souls of men which brings cold sweat to my brow; and I fear to peer again into the leaves of Von Junzt’s abomination. For now I understand his repeated phrase of keys! — aye! Keys to Outer Doors — links with an abhorrent past and — who knows? — of abhorrent spheres of the present. And I understand why the cliffs look like battlements in the moonlight and why the tavern-keeper’s nightmare-haunted nephew saw in his dream, the Black Stone like a spire on a cyclopean black castle. If men ever excavate among those mountains they may find incredible things below those masking slopes. For the cave wherein the Turks trapped the — thing — was not truly a cavern, and I shudder to contemplate the gigantic gulf of eons which must stretch between this age and the time when the earth shook herself and reared up, like a wave, those blue mountains that, rising, enveloped unthinkable things. May no man ever seek to uproot that ghastly spire men call the Black Stone!


A Key! Aye, it is a Key, symbol of a forgotten horror. That horror has faded into the limbo from which it crawled, loathsomely, in the black dawn of the earth. But what of the other fiendish possibilities hinted at by Von Junzt — what of the monstrous hand which strangled out his life? Since reading what Selim Bahadur wrote, I can no longer doubt anything in the Black Book. Man was not always master of the earth — and is he now?


And the thought recurs to me — if such a monstrous entity as the Master of the Monolith somehow survived its own unspeakably distant epoch so long — what nameless shapes may even now lurk in the dark places of the world?


~
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“Letty,” Mr. DeBrugh remarked between long puffs on his meerschaum, “you’ve been a fine maid. You’ve served Mrs. DeBrugh and me for most of fifteen years. Now I haven’t much more time in this life, and I want you to know that after Mrs. DeBrugh and I are gone, you will be well taken care of.”


Letty stopped her dusting of the chairs in Mr. DeBrugh’s oak-paneled study. She sighed and turned toward the man, who sat on a heavy sofa, puffing on his pipe and gazing across the room into nothingness.


“You mustn’t talk that way, Mr. DeBrugh,” she said. “You know you’re a long time from the dark ways yet.” She paused, and then went on dusting and talking again. “And me — humph — I’ve only done what any ordinary human would do to such a kind employer as you, sir. Especially after all you’ve done for me.”


He didn’t say anything, and she went on with her work. Of course she liked to work for him. She had adored the kindly old man since first she had met him in an agency fifteen years before. A person couldn’t ask for a better master.


But there was the mistress, Mrs. DeBrugh! It was she who gave Letty cause for worry. What with her nagging tongue and her sharp rebukes, it was a wonder Letty had not quit long before.


She would have quit, too, but there had been the terrible sickness she had undergone and conquered with the aid of the ablest physicians Mr. DeBrugh could engage. She couldn’t quit after that, no matter what misery Mrs. DeBrugh heaped on her. And so she went about her work at all hours, never tiring, always striving to please.


She left the study, closing the great door silently behind her, for old Mr. DeBrugh had sunk deeper into the sofa, into the realms of peaceful sleep, and she did not wish to disturb him.


“Letty!” came the shrill cry of Mrs. DeBrugh from down the hall. “Get these pictures and take them to the attic at once. And tell Mr. DeBrugh to come here.”


Letty went for the pictures.


“Mr. DeBrugh is asleep,” she said, explaining why she was not obeying the last command.


“Well, I’ll soon fix that! Lazy old man! Sleeps all day with that smelly pipe between his teeth. If he had an ounce of pep about him, he’d get out and work the flowers. Sleeps too much anyway. Not good for him.”


She stamped out of the room and down the hall, and Letty heard her open the door of the study and scream at her husband.


“Hector DeBrugh! Wake up!”


There was a silence, during which Letty wondered what was going on. Then she heard the noisy clop-clop of Mrs. DeBrugh’s slippers on the hardwood floor of the study, and she knew the woman was going to shake the daylights out of Mr. DeBrugh and frighten him into wakefulness. She could even imagine she heard Mrs. DeBrugh grasp the lapels of her husband’s coat and shake him back and forth against the chair.


Then she heard the scream. It came quite abruptly from Mrs. DeBrugh in the study, and it frightened Letty out of her wits momentarily. After that there was the thud of a falling body and the clatter of an upset piece of furniture.


Letty hurried out of the room into the hall and through the open door of the study. She saw Mrs. DeBrugh slumped on the floor in a faint, and beside her an upset ashtray. But her eyes did not linger on the woman, nor the tray. Instead, they focussed on the still form of Mr. DeBrugh in the sofa.


He was slumped down, his head twisted to one side and his mouth hanging open from the shaking Mrs. DeBrugh had given him. The meerschaum had slipped from between his teeth, and the cold ashes were scattered on his trousers.


Even then, before the sea of tears began to flow from her eyes, Letty knew the old man was dead. She knew what he had meant by the speech he had said to her only a few minutes before.





“His heart,” was the comment of the doctor who arrived a short time later and pronounced the old man dead. “He had to go. Today, tomorrow. Soon.”


After that, he put Mrs. DeBrugh to bed and turned to Letty.


“Mrs. DeBrugh is merely suffering from a slight shock. There is nothing more that I can do. When she awakens, see that she stays in bed. For the rest of the day.”


He left then, and Letty felt a strange coldness about the place, something that had not been there while Mr. DeBrugh was alive.


She went downstairs and made several telephone calls which she knew would be necessary. Later, when Mrs. DeBrugh was feeling better, other arrangements could be made.


She straightened the furniture in the study, pushing the familiar sofa back in place, from where Mr. DeBrugh invariably moved it. Then she knocked the ashes from the meerschaum, wiped it off, and placed it carefully in the little glass cabinet on the wall where he always kept it.


Times would be different now, she knew. She remembered what he had said. “You will be well taken care of.” But there had been something else. “After Mrs. DeBrugh and I are gone.”


Letty could no longer hold back the tears. She fell into a chair and they poured forth.


But time always passes, and with it goes a healing balm for most all sorrows. First there was the funeral. Then came other arrangements. And there was the will, which Mrs. DeBrugh never mentioned.


His things would have fallen into decay but for the hands of Letty. Always her dust-cloth made his study immaculate. Always the sofa was in place and the pipe, clean and shining, in the cabinet.


There was a different hardness about Mrs. DeBrugh. No longer was she content with driving Letty like a slave day in and day out. She became even more unbearable.


There were little things, like taking away her privilege of having Saturday afternoons off. And the occasional “forgetting” of Letty’s weekly pay.


Once Letty thought of leaving during the night, of packing her few clothes and going forever from the house. But that was foolish. There was no place to go, and she was getting too old for maid service.


Besides, hadn’t Mr. DeBrugh said she would be taken care of. “After Mrs. DeBrugh and I are gone.” Perhaps she would not live much longer.


And then one morning Mrs. DeBrugh called Letty in to talk with her. It was the hour Letty had been awaiting — and dreading.


There was a harsh, gloating tone in Mrs. DeBrugh’s voice as she spoke. She was the master now. There was no Hector to think of.


“Letty,” she said, “for some time now I have been considering closing the house. I’m lonely here. I intend to go to the city and live with my sister. So, you see, I shan’t be needing you any longer. I’ll be leaving within the next two days. I’m sorry.”


Letty was speechless. She had expected something terrible, but not this. This wasn’t so! Mrs. DeBrugh was lying! It was the will she was afraid of. Letty remembered Mr. DeBrugh’s promise.


She did not complain, however. Her only words were, “I’ll leave tomorrow.”


That night she packed her things. She had no definite plans, but she hoped something would turn up.





Sleep would not come easy, so Letty lay in bed and thought of old Mr. DeBrugh. She imagined he was before her in the room, reclining on the sofa, puffing long on the meerschaum. She even saw in fancy the curling wisps of gray smoke drifting upward, upward….


It was sleep. Then, with a start, she was suddenly wide awake.


She had surely heard a scream. But no.


And then, as soft and as silent as the night wind, came the whisper: “Letty.”


It drifted slowly off into silence, and a cool breeze crossed her brow. She suddenly felt wet with perspiration. She listened closely, but the whisper was not repeated.


Then, noiselessly, she got out of bed, stepped into slippers, and drew a robe about her. Just as silently she left her room and walked down the hall to Mrs. DeBrugh’s bedroom.


She rapped softly on the door, fearing the wrath of the woman within at being awakened in the middle of the night. There was no answer, no sound from inside the room.


Letty hesitated, wondering what to do. And once more she felt that cool, death-like breeze, and heard the faintest of whispers, fainter even than the sighing of the night wind: “Letty.”


She opened the door and switched on the light. Mrs. DeBrugh lay in the bed as in sleep, but Letty knew, as she had known about Mr. DeBrugh, that it was more than sleep.


She quickly called the doctor, and sometime much later he arrived, his eyes heavy from lack of sleep.


“Dead,” he remarked, after looking at the body. “Probably had a shock. Fright, nightmare, or something her heart couldn’t stand. I always thought she would have died first.”


Letty walked slowly from the room, down the stairs, still in her robe and slippers. The doctor followed and passed her, going through the door into the outside.


She walked, as though directed by some unseen force, into Mr. DeBrugh’s study. She switched on a lamp beside the sofa on which he had always sat; and she noticed that it was moved slightly out of place.


There was something else about the room, some memory of old days. First she saw some sort of legal document on the table and wondered at its being there. The title said: Last Will and Testament of Hector A. DeBrugh. It was brief. She read it through and found that Mr. DeBrugh had spoken truthfully in his promise to her.


Beside the will on the table was another object, and she knew then what the “something else” in the room was.


The meerschaum! It lay there beside the document, and a thin spiral of grayish smoke rose upward from it toward the ceiling.


No longer did Letty wonder about anything.


~
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